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A comprehensive work of this type obviously 
requires the support and assistance of many 
persons. Further, the development of this 
work evolved over a period of approximate-
ly fifteen years and divides into two phases: 
research, illustration, and production originally 
in book format, and the revised presentation 
as a CD-ROM.

One of the most valued outcomes of the work 
to me personally has been the camaraderie, 
the intellectual give and take, and the long-
term commitment so many people contrib-
uted. Regrettably, space does not allow a full 
statement of each individually. I am indebted 
to you all, and to all I express my deep appre-
ciation.

To Francille M. Firebaugh, Dean of the College 
of Human Ecology, Cornell University, I am 
profoundly grateful for her unfailing support. 
Her interest in the subject matter has been 
inspiring. Her help in solving certain problems 
of implementation and funding has been the 
stabilizing force in bringing this production to 
fruition. I am pleased to name her dedicatee 
in recognition of her support.

Professor Nancy Breen, Department of Tex-
tiles and Apparel, Cornell University, and 
Susan Greene, currently Acting Curator of the 
Cornell University Costume Collection, gra-
ciously consented to collaborate in writing the 
Introduction. In addition to their professional 
qualifications for such a task, they have been 
committed to the purpose of the book and, 
indeed, have been long term contributors to 
its content.

From the beginning of the project I have been 
fortunate to have working with me a talent-
ed group whose expertise supplement each 
other’s. Most recently the team has comprised 
the following persons from Media Services, 
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Cornell University, who have been involved 
in the production of the CD-ROM: Frank 
F. (Mike) Powers, Assistant Director, Valerie
McMillen, Graphics Assistant, and Carol Doo-
little, Marketing Manager. I have been most
fortunate to work with Valerie, who had the
patience to help me make the most of the
best features of the book while meeting the
requirements of the relatively new electronic
medium.

Professor Williams Sims was Chair of the 
Department of Design and Environmental 
Analysis, Cornell University, and sponsor of 
the grant that was the catalyst for this work 
in 1982 - 1984. On the basis of that work, Dr. 
Sims encouraged my ideas for ongoing devel-
opment of a comprehensive reference based 
on extant dresses from 1780 to 1900 worn by 
American women.

Professor M. Vivian White photographed 
thirty mounted dresses from the collections 
of Cornell University and the University of 
Rhode Island. Joanne Brandford, researcher 
and textile artist now deceased, did the tex-
tile analysis of the thirty dresses and also the 
fieldwork and research required for dating 
some of the eighteenth century specimens. L. 
K. (Cathie) Simpson as designer/dressmaker
was in charge of the restoration of the dresses
to be mounted; as an illustrator she accompa-
nied me in fieldwork recording the character-
istics of the garments we examined. Professor
Nancy Breen, textile specialist, has prepared
the basic guide for handling extant textiles
and for identification of fibers; in addition,
she designed the graphs for Chapter 13 and
served as critic. Susan Greene, researcher and
professional collector, converted our rough
pattern drafts of rare dresses into perfected
computer-aided designs. Eva Poysa, a vol-
unteer on the curatorial staff f the DeWitt
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Historical Society of Tompkins County, Ithaca, 
New York, served as both reader and editor. 
Helena Wood prepared numerous versions of 
the text on her computer.

Two adjunct members of the group were 
Elizabeth Schmeck Brown, a former colleague 
and professional collector and appraiser, and 
Cornelia Frisbee Houde, costume historian 
and researcher. Elizabeth’s contributions have 
been numerous, particularly information 
gleaned from her remarkable collection of his-
toric dress paper patterns and from her docu-
mentation of the Langdon Collection. Cornelia 
described and researched the dresses we used 
as specimens from museums in Albany and 
Schenectady.

Eva Poysa and Cathie Simpson have been the 
most involved of the group in the total proj-
ect. Their stamina, consistently high stan-
dards, and vision of the end result have been 
special contributions to this work.

One of the real pleasures of this undertaking 
was to have firsthand contact with the trea-
sures of the collections and to become ac-
quainted with collections personnel. We were 
rewarded with excellent response, and our 
requests were accommodated whenever pos-
sible upon our assurance of proper handling 
of rare and fragile garments. Among those we 
wish to thank are

• University of Rhode Island: Virginia Car-
penter, now deceased; Alda Kaye, Curator,
Historic Textiles and Costume Collection;
Linda Welters, Chair and Professor, Depart-
ment of Textiles, Fashion Merchandising,
and Design

• Connecticut State Historical Society
• Wadsworth Atheneum: Carol Dean Krute,

Curator of Costumes and Textiles

• Museum of Fine Arts, Boston: Jean-Michel
Tuchsherer, until 1990; Marianne Carlano,
Curator; Nicole J. Shilliam, Department
Assistant, Textiles and Costumes

• The Costume Institute, Metropolitan
Museum of Art, New York: Jean L. Druese-
dow, Curator, now Director, Kent State
University Museum; Karen Meyerhoff;
Kim S. Fink; Dennita Sewell; and Michele
Majer

• The Valentine [Museum], The Museum of
the Life and History of Richmond, Virgin-
ia: Colleen Callahan, Curator of Costume
and Textiles

• University of North Carolina at Greens-
boro: Professor Patricia C. Warner, Chair;
and Maria S.Miller

• The Strong [National] Museum [of Play],
Rochester, New York: Mary-Ellen Earl Per-
ry, Curator

• Susan Greene, private collector [American
Costume Studies,] Alfred Station, New
York

• The History Center in Tompkins County:
Shannon O’Dell; Susan Robey; Gretchen
Sachse; Carl Koski; Louise Matosich; Eva
Poysa

• Cornell University Collection: Susan Nie-
zelski; Susan Greene; Nancy Breen; Char-
lotte A. Jirousek

• Cornell University Archives: Nancy Dean.

We are indebted to Professor S. K. Obendorf, 
Chair of the Department of Textiles and 
Apparel, for allowing convenient access to the 
Cornell University Costume Collection and for 
providing opportunity to have some special-
ized testing of fabrics of unknown composi-
tion. Her support of the work in countless 
ways has been deeply appreciated. In addi-
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Kenneth A. R. Kennedy, anthropologist and 
professor in the Department of Ecology and 
Systematics at Cornell University; his sugges-
tions as to sources were most valuable.

To Janet Arnold, well-known author of Pat-
terns of Fashion, Book 1: c. 1660-1860 and 
Book 2: c. 1860-1940, I am profoundly grateful 
for permission to refer to her measurements 
and to compare them when appropriate 
with the findings compiled by me and my 
associates. I much appreciate her critique of 
portions of the manuscript in process. The 
passing of this internationally known costume 
historian has left a g eat void in the field.

I very much appreciate the permission given 
by Mary Ellen Roach Higgins and Kathleen E. 
Musa Campbell to conclude my last chapter 
with their thoughts so explicitly stated about 
a complex dilemma that confronts all costume 
historians – that of determining cause and 
effect factors and concomitant relationships.

These acknowledgments will be ongoing, 
as indeed it is my hope that the work itself 
will be. To all the members of the team who 
worked with me as to all those whose work 
will follow I wish the satisfaction of having 
contributed to a much-needed body of in-
formation and an experience that will enrich 
their lives as this has mine.

tion, a number of the faculty of the depart-
ment have generously served as consultants.

I very much appreciate the assistance given by 
Jervis Langdon of Elmira, New York, a grand-
son of Charles Jervis Langdon and Ida Clark 
Langdon. He has furnished information need-
ed for firmer documentation regarding events 
and dates when certain garments might have 
been acquired or worn.

In our effort to identify the dye of a purple silk 
of the 1860s, Craig S. Williams, Associate Cura-
tor, History, The New York State Museum, and 
Ann B. Wass (doctoral dissertation) generous-
ly contributed their knowledge of American 
sources of early manufacture of analine dyes.

I am most grateful to our consultants abroad 
for their serious attention to our requests. 
Dr. Jane Bridgeman, London, an authority on 
historic development of dyes, recruited for us 
the services of Dr. G. W. Taylor, an authority on 
identification of natural and synthetic dyes. 
Dr. Taylor performed tests on both our sample 
of purple silk fabric and the sewing thread of 
our specimen dress dated ca 1865-1867. Mar-
garet Swain, an authority on whitework, kindly 
referred us to Dr. Anne Wanner-Jean Richard, 
Curator of Textilmuseum mit Textilbibliothek, 
St. Gallen, Switzerland.

In searching for records of measurements of 
nineteenth-century women I consulted Dr. 

Elsie Frost McMurry

Ithaca, New York

June 2000
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Above is a donation to the Cornell Collection 
from Elizabeth Schmeck Brown that arrived too 
late for inclusion in the first edition of this book. 
It offers a typical dating challenge—it appears to 
be a "re-muddling." Its assigned date is 1812.
This side looks like it should be the front, but it 
also looks like it should be the back. The other 
side, top to bottom, has a high-necked bodice, 
and skirt of flat pieces on straight grain, un-
shaped. If worn with the flat side in the back, the 
result would be both unfashionable and unflat-
tering.
The long sleeves are roomy tubes shaped with 
thick drawstrings near the top and at the wrist. 
They are set rather haphazardly into the arms-
cye, fullest at the gathered side of the bodice. 
The skirt has side gores whose selvages join 
those of the flat side; the bottom is stiffened 
with two widely spaced rows of thick cord in 
casings. The waist is almost at the armpit level. 
'Waist' ties are each anchored at a side seam, 
run past each other in a casing to emerge at the 
opposite side, so pulling on them concentrates 
fullness there. They tie or pin together on the 
flat side. 
All together these features indicate the likeli-
hood that the flat front was considered suitably 
finished with the ties pulling the garment into 
shape against the body. But that leaves the old 
straight neckline higher in front, and lower in 
the back, which appears to be a fashion op-
tion—approximate though this adaptation was.   

 x SWG

Photo by Susan Greene

This Moden Z fashion plate dated 1819 looks like the 
explanation for the seemingly impossibly high "waist," 
and particularly on the center figure, the svelte, smooth 
front from neck to hem.

2005.110.05
Collection of Susan Greene

This Moden Z fashion plate dated 1819 looks like the

Costume Parisien, 1814. 
2019.009

Collection of Susan Greene

CU 2001.01.09



xix

After this initial effort, Professor McMurry 
greatly expanded the depth of her sample and 
scope of the study, modeling it after the clas-
sic work of three well-known English costume 
historians: C. W. Cunnington, Janet Arnold 
and Norah Waugh.

Professor McMurry and/or a research assistant 
traveled to seventeen sites to examine and 
meticulously measure the dresses presented 
here. Background information was gathered 
from primary and secondary sources and fur-
ther research conducted. This ardent commit-
ment to scholarship continued for many years. 
Several more years were spent painstakingly 
compiling and analyzing the data and prepar-
ing a final manuscript.

Focusing on a series of women's dresses repre-
sentative of successive styles for the period of 
1790-1890, Professor McMurry has employed 
thorough examination and evaluation proce-
dures in which the reader virtually becomes a 
participant. She systematically assesses each 
dress in terms of appearance, construction 
and history. The physical information encom-
passes details of material, ornamentation, 
proportion, seaming, stitching, construction 
and finish; extensive measurements appear in 
useful tables. The reader sees the inside and 
outside, back and front of the dress not only 
in drawings and photographs, but in word 
depictions.

Going the extra mile, Professor McMurry iden-
tifies unusual or puzzling features; rather than 
proffer arbitrary conclusions, she weighs alter-
native interpretations and explanations. She 
makes comparisons between examples in the 
study, helping novice and professional alike, to 
grasp principles and subtleties of style.

Preface

Elsie McMurry had a long and distin-
guished career that has culminated in this 
monumental work. Comfortable in the role of 
historian and scholar and as well as designer 
and dressmaker, she has blended her exper-
tise in the history of art, textiles and costume 
to present a detailed analysis of American day 
dresses. This unique study brings together 
148 extant garments, most of which have not 
previously been described or compared.

After formal instruction in the arts as an un-
dergraduate and graduate student, Professor 
McMurry became an educator, beginning in 
public schools and completing her career in 
the Department of Textiles and Apparel at 
Cornell University. Going beyond the purely 
theoretical, she also acquired hands on expe-
riences as curator of the university costume 
collection and as a volunteer with a local his-
torical association.

Throughout these undertakings, she became 
keenly aware of the myriad limitations when 
attempting to date and understand American 
period clothing. Information from donors is 
often missing or suspect, and references are 
largely based on European dress and pictorial 
evidence. Few studies are based on a system-
atic analysis of extant dresses, although most 
scholars, museum professionals and lay people 
are confronted with these tangible items.

Beginning with a grant from the National 
Endowment for the Arts in 1984, Professor 
McMurry documented thirty dresses from 
the Cornell Costume Collection. Details of 
each dress were measured and data compiled. 
Detailed sketches were completed by artist 
Cathie Simpson and extensive photographs 
were taken by Professor Vivian White, also of 
Cornell University.
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While it may seem overly detailed to some 
readers, this meticulous process clearly 
demonstrates the attitudes and consider-
ations which necessarily underlie the use of 
clothing as a historical artifact. Whether the 
reader is preparing to reproduce a precise pe-
riod garment, attempting to identify a dress 
in a collection, or seeking support for a hy-
pothesis - this study provides excellent insight 
as well as a model methodology.

Professor McMurry's approach is unique in 
its breadth of scope; no stone has been left
unturned to reach an understanding of what 
a given dress might reveal to the persistent 
searcher. Apart from having an expert at one's 
side while studying an actual garment, there 
is no richer resource than this work for re-
searchers, students, historians and costumers 
wishing to learn as much as possible about 
the nature of period dresses.

Nancy Breen & Susan Greene

Fiber Science & Apparel Design Department 

Cornell University, Ithaca, NY

2001

We have come to this project in its later 
years, but we appreciate and admire Profes-
sor McMurry's devotion her work and her 
persistence as a scholar. She has truly been 
an inspiration, always displaying boundless 
enthusiasm and an insatiable curiosity. With 
an astuteness and love of subject, she has 
produced an unparalleled volume.

Professor McMurry encourages the continu-
ation of this effort. She has laid a solid foun-
dation for a comprehensive data bank con-
taining measurements of extant clothing. By 
following the methods discussed here, others 
can expand the number of garments that 
have been critically analyzed, leading to a 
worldwide reference of documented clothing.

We applaud Professor McMurry's achieve-
ment and look forward to the perpetuation of 
this work.
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Preface To The Second Edition

was Elsie McMurry’s 
Magnum Opus. It consumed the last decades 
of her life, and she invested a goodly sum of 
money in it. She believed in it with all her 
heart, and gave it her very, particular best. Fi-
nally it was published by Cornell University in 
2001. Professor McMurry was 93 at the time 
and preparing to “downsize.” She passed away 
in 2007.

The publishing arm of the University neces-
sarily had carried out the job in relative haste; 
the shortcomings were distressing to us. At 
last we have undertaken something we have 
wanted to do for a long time: make the design 
more “user friendly.” Knowing that knowledge 
is always incomplete, Professor McMurry had 
provided a fund to pay for updates to her 
work. Neither of us has taken payment for 
this effort. We feel it deserves the best we can 
give it now. Susan has been mindful that she 

was being watched closely. We like to think 
Professor McMurry would approve of this new, 
expanded edition. Please note that the dress 
numbers run to 149 because one was used as 
both 18 and 23, possibly a confusion arising 
from its borderline attributes within a huge, 
complex manuscript evolving over many years.

Susan Greene began her master's degree pro-
gram at Cornell in 1992, specifically in historic 
textiles and dress. Her own award-winning 
magnum opus, Wearable Prints, 1760-1860, 
was published by Kent State University Press 
in 2014. She and her husband amassed a large 
collection of period clothing which now re-
sides at the Genesee Country Village & Muse-
um in Mumford, New York.

With Illustrator™ barely invented, Susan was 
learning to use AutoCAD™ as part of her 
graduate program. Professor McMurry seized 

American Dresses

L to R: Charlotte Jirousek; Elsie McMurry; Susan Greene; Nancy Breen 
at the reception hosted by Dean Francine Firebaugh in her home in 
2001, in honor of the publication of the big CD at last! 
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We would not presume to tinker much with 
her writing or presentation. Susan added a 
few obvious sidebar essays with her own ini-
tials at the bottom, as well as captions to the 
images she added; she corrected a few "typos." 
The measurements in the text have been 
triple-checked. Changes in institutional name, 
location, or focus have been adjusted here. Of 
course, several staff members credited in the 
first edition have changed.

Readers familiar with the first edition will 
appreciate the new convenience of highly vis-
ible specimen identification numbers on each 
image and essay. The dress numbers heading 
each essay, and those in the specimen list, 
function as reciprocal hyperlinks to facilitate 
negotiating the vast expanse of this volume.

At the last hour, just before the COVID 19 
pandemic effected massive shutdowns around 
the world, we learned that the manuscript 
was required to be ADA compliant in order 
to be offered online. This involved changing 
the fonts, adjusting layout, and checking all 
the fractional numbers, for starters. We are 
grateful for the FSAD department busying 
undergraduate student, Yvonne Schichtel, 
working in isolation under the leadership of 
Karen Steffy, to apply screen reader tags as 
needed. 

After Professor McMurry, the late Dr. 
Charlotte Jirousek carried the flag as guardian 
and ad-vocate for the Collection for 22 years. 
One of her former students, Dr. Denise Green, 
is now the Director of the Collection. She has 
proven to be a dedicated, energetic and 
visionary successor. We are grateful for her 
support with this project as well for her 
enthusiasm and imagination in advancing the 
best interests of the Cornell Costume & 
Textile Collection.

Nancy Breen · Fiber Science & Apparel Design Department · Cornell University, Ithaca, NY

Susan W. Greene · American Costume Studies · Alfred Station, NY

2020

the opportunity and hired her to produce four 
full-scale dress patterns from her measure-
ments, and the style images for Chapter 13. 

Thus Susan became a small part of the project 
with a personal interest in seeing it look and 
serve as well as possible. She acquired some 
skill with InDesign™ over the ensuing years. 
Lightning finally struck; time and opportunity 
came together for tackling this project, which 
has taken a great many hours scattered over a 
three year period. Thankfully, today’s technol-
ogy made an overwhelming task merely oner-
ous —and very gratifying when completed. We 
have rejoiced for the opportunity to realize 
more of the promise of Professor McMurry's 
life-work. 

Many of the outdated photos were adjusted or 
replaced with newer ones; many others were 
added which Professor McMurry would have 
loved to use had they been available. Special 
thanks to Kristen Stewart, Curator of Cos-
tume and Textiles at The Valentine; Susan J. 
Jerome, Collection Manager of the Universty 
of Rhode Island Historic Textile & Costume 
Collection; and Stacey Stachow, Rights and 
Reproductions Coordinator of the Wadsworth 
Atheneum Museum of Art, for assistance in 
updating data and images.

Susan has added fashion plates and many 
other details, and views of garments from her 
own collection and the Cornell collection 
when they offered further, pertinent insight to 
Professor McMurry's observations. The original 
AutoCAD™ images have been re-scanned at a 
proper resolution. The original specimen 
drawings are no longer available, so the most 
heavily-pixelated scans have been carefully, 

respectfully "drawn over" to reduce 
the checkery look, and identified with 
this icon. 
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This work is encyclopedic and not intend-
ed necessarily to be read from chapter to 
chapter. Each chapter is intended as an entity 
in itself within a chronological, decade-by-de-
cade framework of the whole. Let us assume 
that you wish to determine the date span of a 
dress through the clues the garment provides. 
Where do you begin?

Adopt the attitude of a detective who collects 
and evaluates bits of evidence, continually 
questioning and assessing their relationship, 
eventually deducing a coherent and defensible 
factual reconstruction.

Perhaps you have a hunch or some external 
evidence to indicate an approximate date for 
your garment. Each section includes referenc-
es to assist you in your identification. Scan the 
illustrations to narrow the range of approxi-
mate decades, comparing the general features 
of your garment with those of the illustrations 
until you feel confident of a specific decade. 
A brief chronology titled “Points of Historic 
Reference” is included in the section intro-
duction as well as a listing of period reference 
sources such as paintings, fashion periodicals, 
and so forth, should you wish to consult them.

Now consult the topic “Predominant Charac-
teristics of the Compared Specimens” for 
your selected decade. Study the illustrations 
again and use the Measurement Table to 
minutely examine the characteristics of your 
dress and identify similarities or differences 
that may confirm or refute your estimated 
date span.

“Detecting the Facts” concludes each sec-
tion. The topic looks at other compared sourc-
es and raises some pertinent questions about 
the sample.

In following these steps you are experiencing 
the investigative process of this study itself. 
The Endnotes and Appendices contain a 
wealth of material – from copies of primary 
source material to a handbook of practices for 
garment handling, textiles identification, and 
basic conservation practices – supplementing 
the main text and illustrations.

You have at hand a command of terminology, 
a lexicon with which to describe a dress and 
a basic knowledge of its characteristics that 
can be tabulated and compared which may 
help you to progress in your detective’s role, 
pursuing the fascinating search in understand-
ing what was worn to when and to why it was 
worn.

How To Use This Work
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Note to second edition: Since this was first published, some of the 
institutions owning the garments shown here have published online 
data bases where the reader may use these accession numbers to locate 
more images and information. The individual garment links are not 
provided here because they are subject to change. Occasionally gar-
ments are given different accession numbers, too.

We invite the reader to visit the Cornell Costume & Textile Collection 
online data base online at 

https://www.human.cornell.edu/fsad/about/costume/home
If the link has changed, please search for it under the Fiber Science 

and Apparel Department of the College of Human Ecology.

https://www.human.cornell.edu/fsad/about/costume/home
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Photo courtesy of Anne Bissonnette

DRESS 5

The Montgomery Dress (back view), CU 58, ca 1783
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If you already are a practitioner of identify-
ing and dating period dress, you are familiar 
with methodology. But many agencies rely 

considerably on volunteers who may be unfa-
miliar with the preservation of irreplaceable 
objects yet are eager to learn and have much 
to contribute. This chapter aims to show the 
beginner what to look for while examining 
a fragile garment and how to describe what 
has been observed. To arouse enthusiasm for 
historical investigation a case study has been 
provided: a search for compelling documen-

tation of an eighteenth-century 
dress from the Costume Collec-
tion at Cornell University, known
as the Montgomery Dress.

To bring an object of unknown history into its 
authentic cultural setting—the only point at 
which a garment contributes meaning and va-
lidity to the question, “What did our ancestors 
wear?” and “How did their clothing express 
their values?”— requires comparative study of 

Chapter 1: Detecting
A Case Study of the Investigative Process

 Questions to Ask
1. Does it appear that the dress is of calico?
2. Is it possible to document the claim that the fabric was brought from Calcutta, India?
3. Does 1783 seem to be the right date for the fabric?
4. Was this calico some of the first to be brought to America?
5. Is it reasonable to think that the dress was made about 1783?
6. What is the condition of the dress? Has the dress been altered? Are parts missing?
7. Is the dress worth saving?

many resources and actual practice in dating 
costumes.

This book is designed to provide direct ac-
cess to the predominant characteristics of 
American women’s day dress from the late 
eighteenth century to the end of the nine-
teenth century. Extant dresses—our primary 
material—have been examined, measured, 
described, and compared. Photographs, draw-
ings, and measurement tables, along with text, 
will facilitate the dating of a dress.

This is not an exact science. Inquiry requires 
that, among other attributes, the investigator 
possess curiosity, keenness of observation, 
desire to ferret out facts, and an objective atti-
tude. Study of illustrated costume books, fash-
ion plates, portraits, and of extant examples 
is essential. And what an emotional uplift it is
when searching through wills, diaries, letters, 
deeds, and bibles to pinpoint a date, a place, 
or even an event to advance a garment’s story.

5

If you already are a practitioner of identify-ing and dating 
period dress, you are familiar with methodology. 
But many agencies rely considerably on volunteers 
who may be unfa-miliar with the preservation 
of irreplaceable objects yet are eager to learn 
and have much to contribute. This chapter aims to 
show the beginner what to look for while examining a 
fragile garment and how to describe what has been observed. 
To arouse enthusiasm for historical investigation 
a case study has been provided: a search 
for compelling documen-

tation of an eighteenth-century dress from the Costume Collec-tion 
at Cornell University, known as the Montgomery 
Dress.5 

Chapter 1: Detecting 
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So, with all this in mind, let us assume the 
role of a good detective. Some garments come 
with a history, often oral and often distorted 
by time, but at least a family legend can be a 
point of departure for identifying the approx-
imate period when a dress was worn. What 
information did the donor of the dress we 
shall study give us? Only the statement, “A 
Calico Dress—the material was brought from 
Calcutta, India, by a sea captain to my grand-
mother, Louise Tift Montgomery,1 about 1783. 
It is believed that this calico was some of the 
first to be brought to America”

But is it a product of India? How can we vali-
date the source of the fabric? In 1783 “calico” 
was one of the many English words used to 
refer to cotton cloth—either printed, painted, 
or plain—imported from the East or from Eu-
rope. The word derives originally for Calicut, a 
port city on India’s southwest coast. 

INDIA

Calicut

■

■

Calcutta
[now Kolkata]

[now Kozhikode]

tion of foreign trade was not limited to India. 
In the months and years immediately after 
peace, American trade with countries all over 
the world burgeoned. How then can we be-
gin to discover the source of our fabrics? We 
look first at the larger aspects of the textiles: 
their full widths (if you can find the selvages!), 
textures, patterns, colors, and how the fabrics 
are placed within the structure of the dress. 
We include in our survey supporting materials 
such as linings, facings, and sewing threads. 
Non-textile materials—glass beads or buttons, 
metal-wrapped threads, metal hooks—should 
be observed and recorded also. While we may 
not be able to document the material compo-
sition of such items, allowing a place for them 
in our notes may reward us later in our re-
search. There are four different woven textiles 
in this dress, all plain weave structures. They 
are the printed dress fabric, a hemline facing, 
the bodice and sleeve linings, and a narrow 
tape inside the drop front waistline. Sewing 
threads are additional textile materials.

The dress fabric is a relatively coarse cotton, 
wood-block printed and glazed. Yarn dimen-
sions and densities vary widely, resulting 
in horizontal and vertical ridges. The print-
ing-block joins are hidden with an allover 
pattern suggesting an intertwining vine—the 
joins are visible on the reverse side only. 

In determining the origin of any artifact, it 
is useful to look closely at its materials and 
structures. Outward forms and surface em-
bellishments can be (and often are) copied, 
but structural methods—the ways in which 
people work their materials—offer important 
clues to origins. Our fabrics contain several 
small but useful clues.

Clue 1: The Printed Surface

Cotton printing is an ancient and highly 
developed art in India. Printed cottons had 
formed a major portion of Indian exports, 
yet scarcely any of these seventeenth- and 
eighteenth-century export prints have sur-
vived. Instead there are numerous examples 

Fabrics

Did the dress fabric come from Calcutta, as 
the family stated? It could have. At the end 
of the American Revolution, 1783, a thriv-
ing spice and textile trade was reestablished 
between American seaports and India. It is 
well known that in addition to the commercial 
trade, seamen brought back textiles as gifts. 
It must be noted however that the resump-
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of mordant-printed* and resist-dyed cloths. 
These “painted” cottons are the Indian “chints” 
(chintz) and “painted calicoes” referred to in 
eighteenth-century Western writings. Prob-
ably the reason for their survival is that they 
were so highly valued, whereas the Indian 
prints were not.

The “painted” fabrics were produced specifi-
cally for trade in accordance with patterns and 
instructions sent by foreign merchants. Fash-
ion-conscious Europeans and Americans were 
eager consumers. Their desires for great quan-
tities of fabrics stimulated a search for ways to 
produce cheaper and more reliably available 
imitations at home. But as mordant-painting 
and resist processes were based upon the na-
tive skills and working environments of India, 
it was not practical simply to move this “paint-
ing” technology to Europe.

Detail of a still-glazed  
"mordant-painted and re-
sist-dyed" “chint” from India, 
early 18th century. 

Photo by Susan Greene

Susan Greene Collection/
Genesee Village & Museum.

By utilizing a traditional European background 
in the printing processes and experimenting 
with Asian dyeing technologies, European tex-
tile artists and inventors appear to have com-
bined the two, devising a satisfactory substi-
tute for the costly and desirable Indian cloth. 
Several European countries began producing 
printed cottons similar to the Indian “painted” 
ones in the latter half of the 1600s. Eventually 
a completely new European cotton-printing in-
dustry developed. Much of its enormous pro-
duction—millions of yards—was destined for 
the American market. Given these historical 
facts, it seems that we might look to Europe 
for the source of our “printed” calico. 

Clue 2: The Narrow Web 

It is useful to look beneath the glazed and 
flowered surface to the cloth itself. The full 
width of our calico is 29 inches; considerably 
narrower than widths reported for extant 
Indian painted cottons, which at their 
narrowest are about 37½ inches. This does 
not tell 

* I believe this is an inadvertant error in the original man-
uscript. As seen in the next paragraph, I believe Prof. Mc-
Murry intended to say "mordant-painted," SWG
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us where our cloth was woven, but it does imply 
that a loom narrower than those used to create 
most of the surviving Indian painted fabrics was 
used. The narrow web of this calico suggests 
an origin other than India—not because India 
did not produce narrow export webs (she did, 
and in great quantity), but rather because those 
narrow weavings seem not to have survived.

Clue 3: The S and Z Twists

The basic structure (twist direction) of yarns in 
textile fabrics is easy to note and record, and it 
can be useful in assessing origins because habits 
of manufacture tend to be consistent within any 
given tradition.

Published data on the yarns of surviving seven-
teenth- and eighteenth-century Indian export 
cottons show a consistent use of Z-spun fibers 
for warp and weft  It seems worth noting that 
the yarns of our dress and hem-facing fabrics 
were spun in the S direction. As with the narrow 
web, this suggests a possibility of manufacture 
outside the Indian painted cotton tradition.

Clue 4: Three Blue Threads

“. . . And be it . . . enacted, that in each piece 
of the said calicoes, there shall be wove in the 
warp in both selvages through the whole length 
thereof three blue stripes, each stripe of one 
thread only. . . .”2 A very close look at the selvag-
es of our fabrics (inside, where the skirt panels 
are joined) reveals the presence of three pale 
blue warp threads. Between 1774 and 1811 
these threads were required by English law to 
be in both selvages of English-loomed all-cotton 
fabrics; thus, they are proof of English make. 
Furthermore, many surviving three-blue-thread 
textiles were woven in relatively narrow widths 
of about 28 inches.

It is our good luck that the three-blue-thread 
law was enacted. Because of it we have been 
able to show conclusively that the calico was 
woven and printed in England sometime be-
tween 1774 and 1811.

The diagram above from 
the first edition. appears to 
represent two-ply thread, 
meaning that the thread 
is composed of two single 
yarns plied together for 
mass and strength. 
Please note: that is not the 
spinning direction, which 
goes opposite to the ply 
direction. Spinning unites 
multiple short fibers into 
a single yarn or thread by 
twisting them together. 
Take care to discern the 
"singles" spinning direction 
as seen on the right.

o ffffffffffffffffffffffffrThThThThhhhhhhhThThThhhThTThThTThTTTThThThTTTThTTThe ddddidididddididdididddididdi gagram bbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbabbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbo

Z S

Single yarns, 
Z-spun and
S-spun

The blue threads usually 
are faded and well-buried, 
especially the one closest 
to the edge, as seen in the 
Montgomery dress seams, 
below. The selvage threads 
often were paired in the 
warp for strength.

The diagram above from TThh ddi g b 
f the first edition. appears to represent 
two-ply thread, meaning that 
the thread is composed of two single 
yarns plied together for mass and 
strength. 
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6

Several kinds of thread or yarn. The identification is not always easy in a web (cloth) especially 
if you are not sure of the fiber identity. A magnifying glass is a desirable tool to keep handy.
1 - this looks like reeled (filament) silk threads paired in a loose S twist, then loosely plied to 

form a 2-ply S-twist thread, obviously barely hanging together 
2 - this looks like a single reeled silk thread (very long parallel strands), twisted but not spun 
3 - loosely spun Z single linen, or possibly cotton
4 - z3s: 3 tightly spun Z singles, loosely S plied linen or cotton
5 - z2s: 2 softly spun Z singles, loosely S plied, probably alpaca
6 - this looks like tightly spun Z singles, tightly S plied, probably wool. It might be a 'cable' 

made of combined plied yarns.
x SWG

1

2

3
4

5

Photo by Susan Greene
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Clue 5: The Print Pattern

It is encouraging that the family date falls 
within this period; yet, this leaves a span of 
thirty-seven years. We hope to improve on 
this—to find a decade within which the calico 
fabric (and the other fabrics of the dress) 
might reasonably fit. To narrow the time span 
we seek a historically stylistic or technical 
development within the thirty-seven years, 
something like the three-blue-thread law but 
even more restricted in time. For example, if 
we knew that a certain color, printing tech-
nique, pattern, or motif could have occurred 
only between 1780 and 1785, a relatively firm 
date could be assigned. Alas, no such definite 
boundaries appear to exist.

Least promising in this regard are the linen, 
linen and cotton, and cotton fabrics serving 
as linings and facings. European traditions 
of spinning and weaving utility fabrics, such 
as these, appear to have remained relatively 
stable throughout the period under consider-
ation. The print of the hem facing is equally 
hard to date precisely; such small patterns 
were popular over a period of several decades, 
spanning the eighteenth and nineteenth cen-
turies.

The dress fabric seems to offer more prom-
ise for dating along two lines of inquiry: one 
stylistic, the other technical. The ground color 
is a rich and dark purplish brown; a setting for 
floral trails in pinks and blacks and brushed-
on hues of blue and yellow brown. The un-
dyed areas that come sparkling through are 
cream white. Using style as a basis for study 
we find that printed patterns like our calico, 
“floral trails” gently undulating3 on a plain 
dark or light ground, were especially popular 
between 1775 and 1785. Numerous examples 
exist in American and European museum col-
lections, and many are reported in the litera-
ture, but few positively dated.

It is important to be aware of possible pitfalls; 
for example, the documented popularity of 
“floral trails” during the 1770s and 1780s may 

have tapered off gradually into the 1790s or 
even later. Furthermore, there is ample proof 
that certain dress-fabric patterns were print-
ed over a period of more than two decades. It 
would be foolhardy to take stylistic resem-
blance for anything more than what it is—a 
broad (not precise) indicator which offers help 
(not proof) in our date-attribution quest.

Clue 6: The Dye

A technical line of inquiry for dating con-
cerns the yellow parts of the pattern. Before 
1785, the yellow of most calicoes was from 
weld, a dye derived from the flowers of yellow 
mignonette (Reseda luteola); however, weld 
tended to suffer from “brown or grey effects 
when in contact with . . . chemicals”4 and was 
not considered completely satisfactory for 
calicoes. After 1785, calico yellows were great-
ly improved when a new and excellent dye, 
quercitron, from the inner bark of American 
black oak (Quercusvelutina) was introduced. 
The yellow portions of our calico can be de-
scribed more accurately as moderate yellowish 
brown. It is tempting to speculate that this 
dull brown color effect was the result of using 
weld.

If we could prove the presence of weld in the 
cloth, would this prove a pre-1785 date? Of 
course not. Traditional recipes and stocks of 
old dye on workshop shelves might continue 
in use long after the introduction of a new 
product, even if the new dye was a better 
quality and cheaper (as quercitron was). Still, 
it is tempting to trust this small technical indi-
cator, add it to the other clues, and pronounce 
the fabric as dating from after 1774 (the three 
blue threads) but before 1785.

A point of history worth considering is the 
general curtailment of imports to America 
during the Revolutionary War years, 1775-
1783. We cannot state that no English fabric 
made its way to America during those years, 
but the family’s recorded 1783 date does coin-
cide with the end of the war and the immedi-
ate tremendous expansion of foreign trade.
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Print pattern of the Montgomery Dress

Photos by Susan Greene

Extra note: Dark brown grounds with floral trails 
like this were produced in quantity in England from 
1790-1800, according to the late English authority, 
Peter Floud. They may have existed a littler earlier, 
and continued in use a little later, but production es-
sentially ceased after a decade of this fashion trend. 
Peter Floud, "The Dark Ground Floral Chintz Style." 
The Connoisseur 139 (April 1957), 174-78.

DRESS 5
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The Cut of the Dress

Let us now analyze the cut of the Montgom-
ery dress. First of all, it is amazing that this 
dress has survived over two hundred years and 
still remains in very good condition. In our 
efforts to become thoroughly familiar with the 
dress we have the responsibility to handle it 
properly using museum standards.5 

This is a day dress. In the eighteenth century 
the style was called a closed gown. (An open 
gown was composed of a skirt with a pie-
shaped opening in the center front showing 
an underskirt called a petticoat.) The style of 
our dress was also called a round gown be-
cause it was composed of a bodice and skirt 
joined so that the dress could be put on over 
the head.

 Bodice front

With the aid of the scaled drawings, photo-
graphs, and the margin drawings, the bodice 
front will now have our attention. The neck-
line is open and is formed by (1) the fitted 
neck facing placed horizontally across the 
back, (2) the shoulder pieces which form 
the vertical sides of the neckline, and (3) the 
smooth, slightly curved neckline of the front 
of the bodice.

One can see in the photographs and drawings 
how the shoulder pieces are joined to the 
back neck facing with mitered seams. One can 
also see where the shoulder pieces are joined 
to the bodice fronts horizontally at the chest. 
Note that the shoulder piece has no shoulder 
seam as we know it in the twentieth century.

Did you notice that the front bodice has no 
darts or side seams? The lined fronts spread 
open to form a V-shaped space across the bo-
som. A stomacher was not preserved with the 
dress, and, if there had been one, there are 
no indications of where or how it might have 
been attached.

The front bodice piece wraps around the body 
to join the back piece in a vertical, curved 

An open gown ca 1775

Stomacher -
An ornamental covering for the 
bodice front of an open gown.
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This dress has been exhibited several times since the publication of the first 
edtion of this book. It is seen here as mounted by Anne Bissonnette for her 
exhibition at the Kent State University Museum, "Fashion on the Ohio Frontier 
1790-1840" in 2002. In this and related following photos, it is shown properly 
mounted with panniers, and disreetly closed with straight pins down the front.

Photo courtesy of Anne Bissonnette

DRESS 5
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Close up of back bodice

DRESS 5
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seam, which comes up from the waist to inter-
sect the armscye seam. Notice that the tabs, 
the lower end of the front, are cut about 3 ½ 
inches beyond the natural waistline so that the 
lined, curved edges will lap over the skirt for a 
horizontal distance of 10 3⁄8 inches. 

Dress Back

The characteristic cut of the back is one of the 
most important features in identifying this 
dress because it is cut in one piece from the 
neck to the hem. This is the key, the cut in one 
continuous piece from neck to hem.

Beginning from the center back (under the neck 
facing) to the pointed waistline, the detail of 
the bodice is all stitched down to create a very 
fitted, sheathed—en fourreau—effect. This de-
tail is formed in a V, tapering toward the point-
ed waistline and spreading out to the shoulders.

What appears to be a seam at center back is ac-
tually a dart terminating just inside the inverted 
box pleat at the approximate waistline of this 
continuous panel. On either side of this dart are 
two top-stitched, slightly curved tucks which 
turn away from center back and release into the 
skirt pleating.

The seam joining the front bodice to the back 
begins at the waistline and curves upward and 
out to intersect the armscye seam. The seam 
is turned and edgestitched so that the viewer 
looks into the edge. 

The dramatic converging lines of the fitted back 
of the bodice, further emphasized by the bod-
ice skirt seamline, culminates in abrupt change 
with the released box pleats of the long center 
back panel.

A view of the hem reveals that the skirt circum-
ference is made of five widths, or webs, of fabric 
pleated to fit the bodice circumference. All the 
flat pleats of the skirt are turned toward center 
back except the box pleats and the topstitched 
tucks, which slightly overlap the rest of the 
pleats.

Different names for this type of 
closure: apron front, drop front-
falling front panel
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DRESS 5

CU 58, ca 1783
Photo courtesy of Anne Bissonnette
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DRESS 5

CU 58, ca 1783

Photo courtesy of Anne Bissonnette
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CU 58, ca 1783
DRESS 5
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BODICE
CF neckline to waist 9 ¾” + 3 ½” tab
CB neckline to waist 11” + 2 ½” point 

underarm to waist 7 ½”
length of side-back seam 10”
widest point across back 10”

around waist 27 ¼”
CB waist to back dart 2 7⁄8”

across shoulder 2 ½”
shoulder piece length 8 ½”

SLEEVE
around armscye 17 ¼”
upper arm girth 12 ¾”

end circumference 9 ¾”
length over cap 17 ¾”

length underarm 13 ¾”

SKIRT
F waist to hem 37 3⁄8”

R side waist to hem 39 ¾”
B waist to hem 40”

placket openings 10”
hem sweep 145”

fabric width (web) 29”

DRESS 5

CU 58, ca 1783
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Above: Skirt hem facing of the Mont-
gomery dress. The latter is a so-called 
Stormont ground popular in that day, 
with a block printed motif. It was a 
cheap fabric. 

Left: Bodice interior showing the 
method of lining. The white tape is 
a modern addition to aid in hanging 
the dress on a hanger, although it nor-
mally is stored in an archival box.

Photos by Susan Greene
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Skirt Front

The skirt front’s most important feature is 
the drop front closure (also called apron front 
or falling front panel). For the Montgomery 
dress the closure is one width of fabric pleat-
ed onto a tape, the terminals of which fasten 
to the bodice with hooks and loops on both 
sides of the natural waistline. The lined bod-
ice tabs are free from the skirt for a distance 
of about ten inches across the front and ex-
tend over the skirt to conceal the waistband 
and closure fastenings.

Sleeve

The sleeve is one piece without noticeable 
fullness across the top of the cap. It is at-
tached to the shoulder piece. The cap is set 
well up on the shoulder bone; that is, it does 
not tip off the end f the shoulder. The lower 
armscye curve, high in the bodice, produces 
a long clean line from armpit to waistline. A 
dart across the lower arm on the thumb side 
serves to shape the sleeve, which lacks a true 
cuff.

Supportive Materials

The entire bodice and the sleeves are lined 
with a partially bleached, closely-woven linen, 
which supports their shape and covers all raw 
edges.

A facing of glazed, coarsely-woven cotton 
calico—quite unrelated to the dress fabric—
sewn to the bottom edge of the skirt and 
folded to the underside serves as the skirt 
hem. The print is a closely repeated, small 
motif in dark brown on a medium brown 
mottled ground; the remaining undyed back-
ground is a dull, light beige.

The narrow tape to which the drop front 
closure is sewn is a warp-faced linen and 
cotton, dyed pale blue green. Two two-ply 
sewing threads of sturdy linen are original 
to the dress; one is dark brown, the other is 
beige. (Several very fine six-ply cotton sewing 
threads were used in later repairs or minor 

alterations.) The only fasteners we found 
(hooks and loops), we identified as modern 
additions.

Had there been non-textile materials, we 
should have noted them for the compari-
son phase of our research. Each part of the 
garment’s textile inventory contributes to its 
form, function, and history.

Next Step

The next step is to compare the Mont-
gomery dress with other extant dresses of 
the same type. First we turn to published 
information and then to the examination 
of similar dresses. (We found eight dresses 
in New York City, Hartford, and Boston for 
our study —a small but significant sample 
of specimens.) We examine them for major 
stylistic and technical characteristics. Their 
descriptions follow.

Don’t forget the auxiliary 
information in the appen-
dices:

• Appendix I: Tracing fam-
ily lineage: example of an
ancestry chart.

• Appendix II: Museum
standards for garment
handling, textile conserva-
tion laboratory sources.

• Appendix III: Fiber iden-
tification: methodology:
microscopic charts, other.
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*RAD Research assessed date by Elsie McMurry
CI Costume Institute, Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York, NY

CHS Connecticut Historical Society, Hartford, Connecticut
CU College of Human Ecology, Cornell University, Ithaca, New York

MFAB Costume Collection, Museum of Fine Arts, Boston, Massachusetts
WA Wadsworth Atheneum Museum of Art, Hartford, Connecticut

* These two dresses were briefly examined but not measured.
** Introduced as an example of contrast.

Descriptions from the museum’s card catalog are included in the text.

Accession Number RAD*  Date Donor/Wearer Provenance

1 CI 26.38 ca 1774 ca 1774 MacCartney/Unknown America

2 CHS 1959.54.4 ca 1775 ca 1775 Museum purchase/unknown Unknown

3 CHS 1956.45.62 ca 1775-1780 ca 1775-1780 Museum purchase/unknown Unknown

4 WA 1976.76 ca 1785 ca 1780-1785 Museum purchase/unknown American [?]

5 CU 58 ca 1783 ca 1783 Montgomery/Unknown America

6 WA 1974.1124 ca 1785 ca 1785 Cooley/Unknown New England

7 MFAB 54.633* ca 1780-1785 18th Century Weems/Speakman New England

8 MFAB 44.340* ca 1790 ca 1780-1790 McCormick/Unknown France

9 MFAB 43.703** ca 1785 ca 1785 McCormick/Unknown France

Compared Specimens from 1774 - 1790
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Dress Date: ca 1774
From: Costume Institute of the Metropolitan Museum of Art

Accession Number: 26.38
Donor:  Helen MacCartney

Wearer:  Unknown
Provenance:  America

1

Description: This day dress, a round gown, is 
a cotton print . . . “dark brown resist-dyed 
natural cotton with an all-over floral design 
in light blue and sienna,” as described in 
the Costume Institute’s card catalog.

Bodice: The open neckline, exactly the same 
as the Montgomery dress, has shoulder 
pieces forming the vertical boundaries. 
The facing across the back of the neck is 
mitered to the shoulder pieces. With areas 
of the front edges missing, the original 
design of the bodice can only be surmised. 
(Attached boning, as well as hooks and 
loops, suggests recent additions for dis-
play purposes.) The front bodice extends 
around the side of the body, with no side 
seam, to join the curved back panel seam. 
The curved front tabs extend 2¼ inches 
beyond the natural waistline.

The style characteristics and construction 
of the bodice back follow the Montgomery 
dress very closely. The center of the back 
from neckline to hemline is one length 
of fabric. The style lines are somewhat 
diagonal with tucks edgestitched and 
turning out from center back. The curved 
boundary seams of the back panel are 
edgestitched so that one looks into the 
edge. The fabric is pleated as it continues 
around the waist.  

Sleeve: The one-piece sleeve is attached to 
the shoulder piece and is shaped by a verti-
cal dart at the elbow. It is difficul to ascer-
tain whether a cuff had been added or had 
been formed by tucking.

Skirt: The front design of the skirt would 
need to be further examined to determine 
the original construction. It has a cen-
ter-front closure and is gathered (suggest-
ing use of drawstrings). The direction of the 
flat, side-back pleats is toward center front. 
The box pleats in back form an inverted 
pleat on center back but otherwise turn out 
from the center back.

Construction Details: The bodice and 
sleeves are completely lined. A hem facing 
is present.

[Note the cardboard 'stays' inserted inside 
the bodice front to provide a more correct 
silhouette. Also note how thin the fabric 
is where the light is able to shine through 
from behind, above the hem. Not surpris-
ingly, it appears also to have spots of fabric 
loss from the corrosive effects of the brown 
ground dyestuff. SWG]

Specimen 1
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DRESS 1

CI 26.38, ca 1784

Courtesy of the Costume Institute of the Metropolitan Museum of Art
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DRESS 1

Courtesy of the Costume Institute of the Metropolitan Museum of Art

CI 26.38, ca 1784
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Dress Date: ca 1775
From:  Connecticut Historical Society 

Accession Number:  1959.54.4
Donor:  Purchased from Lyman Allyn Museum, New London, CT

Wearer:  Unknown
Provenance:  Unknown

2

Description: “A good example of a wood-block 
print on a dark ground with delicate flower 
sprays in madder colors, ca 1775. It is one 
of the rare surviving examples of everyday 
clothing.”6 The warp of the cotton fabric 
is spun with a Z twist. The weave is plain, 
printed, and glazed. The ground is black 
with a floral motif in pink, red, brown, beige, 
and blue; no white of the undyed cotton is 
visible. 

Bodice: The center front edges of the bod-
ice have been sewn closed, making further 
examination difficult. The front bodice 
joins the back in the curved boundary seam 
of the back panel. The back from the neck 
to the hem is a full-length one-piece panel 
manipulated to form tucks which spread 
upward in a V shape to the neckline and 
armscye from a box pleat at the bodice 
center back. The bodice dips below the nat-
ural waistline and laps over the skirt pleats, 
which fold toward the back. The tucks of 
the back panel face out from center back, 
whereas the boundary seam faces in to cen-
ter back. There is no evidence of boning (at 
least from the outside).

Sleeve: The sleeve is cut with one lengthwise 
seam and has a soft pleat incorporated in 
the sleeve cap. The sleeve ends below the 
elbow, but alterations make detection of a 
cuff or d tail unreliable.

Skirt: There are five panels in the skirt, but 
they are not all full webs. The front skirt 
panel appears to be on drawstrings. The 
closure is a drop front construction. The 
flat pleats in the side and the side back are 
turned toward the front. The skirt at the 
hemline is deteriorating. The hem facing is 
missing. 

This dress was on a standing mannequin 
while on display and was examined by Jo-
anne S. Brandford, Ithaca, New York, at the 
request of Elsie F. McMurry.

Specimen 2
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Dress Date: [1775—1780]
From:  Connecticut Historical Society

Accession number:  1956.45.62
Donor:  Museum purchase

Wearer:  Unknown
Provenance:  Unknown

3

Description: The dress, “ . . . is of a cut fash-
ionable between 1775 and 1780. It is made 
of wood-block printed cotton in a sophisti-
cated interpretation of rococo taste.”7 This 
dress was researched while on display. The 
mannequin on which it was mounted, was 
in a seated position. Some measurements 
and observations of stylistic features were 
not possible to obtain. (The dress was pho-
tographed for The Magazine ANTIQUES , 
April 1975.)

Fabric: The fabric is white with printed motifs 
in black, red, blue, and beige. Although the 
fabric is a plain weave, a subtle stripe ap-
pearance results from ¼ inch-wide groups 
of thick and thin warp. The weft is enerally 
finer and less varied in size.

Bodice: An obvious alteration of the bodice 
front left only the cut f the back as a key 
to dating. The back is cut in one full length 
from neckline to hem. The tucked area on 
each side of the center back is V-shaped, 
narrowing toward the waist and spreading 
toward the neckline. The tucks are turned 
away from center back. The bodice has no 
side seam; that is, the front joins the back 
with a curved seam which is turned so that 
one looks into its edge. This seam is empha-
sized with edgestitching. 

Sleeve: The one-piece sleeve, ending below 
the elbow, is shaped with a longitudinal 
dart in the direction of the elbow. Either a 
tucking detail, or a seam, gives the effect of 
a cuff.

Skirt: Although the skirt front has been 
altered and torn, it appears to have been 
originally designed with a drop front. The 
flat pleats of the sides and the side back 
are turned to the center back. The hem 
facing is of a printed cotton different from 
the dress fabric.

Construction Details: The bodice is prob-
ably fully lined. The sleeves are fully lined 
with a partially-bleached linen. 

This dress was researched by Joanne S. 
Brandford.

Specimen 3
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4
Dress Date:  ca 1785

From:  Wadsworth Atheneum Museum of Art, Hartford, CT
Accession Number: 1976.76

Donor:  Purchased: Florence Paull Berger Fund
Wearer: Unknown

Provenance:  Probably American

Description: From the Wadsworth Athene-
um’s catalog card, “. . . brown and dark red 
block-printed. Remaining parts—painted in 
rose, medium blue and green (blue over yel-
low) . . . probably pin closed . . . center back 
has four gores shaped to a point at waist . . . 
restored along original stitching lines. Long 
shaped sleeves . . ..”

Fabric: The three blue threads in the selvage 
document the fabric’s English origin. “It may 
be noted that the fabric is in a remarkable 
state of preservation, since iron oxide, a 
component of the brown dye, usually causes 
rapid deterioration.”8 

Bodice: The bodice closes down the center 
front, edges parallel, with no stomacher. 
Pieces sewn to both sides of the opening so 
that each has an overlay of about one inch 
were probably pinned closed as there are no 
fasteners or eyelets of any sort. The shoul-
der piece is cut as part of the bodice front, 
placing the shoulder seam well to the back 
of the natural shoulder.9 Since the front 
bodice is joined to the back panel, there are 
no side seams. The back panel is V-shaped, 
slanting toward center back and is empha-
sized with edgestitching. The cut of the 
panel is not a continuous piece but rather 
terminates at a low waistline, in a shallow 
point.

Sleeve: The long, shaped sleeve is formed 
with two lengthwise seams.The seam in 
line with the little finger is finished with a 
placket. The sleeve is set into an armscye 
cut deeply into the back of the bodice on 
a straight, diagonal line down toward the 
shoulder blade. The cap is without fullness. 
There is no cuff.

Skirt: The skirt is composed of five panels 
(four and a half webs), all pleated. The front 
panel, pleated and mounted on a waist-
band, forms a drop front. The flat pleats 
face away from center front. The direction 
of the remaining pleats of the skirt are also 
turned toward the center back. There is no 
hem facing.

Construction Details: The bodice is fully 
lined with linen, and the sleeves are fully 
lined. There is no evidence of the use of 
whalebones. The dress is in excellent condi-
tion.

This dress was researched by Joanne S. 
Brandford.

Dress 5  Discussed in the beginning of the chapter 

Specimen 4
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Courtesty of the Wadsworth Atheneum Museum of Art 

DRESS 4

WA 1976.76, ca 1785
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6
Dress Date:  ca 1785

From:  Wadsworth Atheneum Museum of Art, Hartford, CT
Accession Number: 1974.1124

Donor:  Paul W. Cooley
Wearer:  Unknown

Provenance:  American, New England

Description: “Dress, American, ca 1785. 
Block-printed, painted, and glazed cotton. 
This hand-printed and painted dress found 
in New Hartford, Connecticut, is an import-
ant example of the craft, conceivably pro-
duced in New England.”10

Bodice: The front bodice is very similar to 
that of the Montgomery dress except that 
there is a bone on each side of the cen-
ter-front opening. The bones, if they are 
whalebone, would probably be the original, 
otherwise, they may be modern additions 
used for display purposes. There are no 
fasteners or eyelets, but it appears that the 
center-front edges were to be placed paral-
lel and adjacent to each other. There is no 
side seam since the front bodice is joined 
to the back panel. The traditional cut is 
used for the bodice back; that is, the cen-
ter back of the panel is in one piece from 
the neckline to the hemline. There is no 
topstitching. Box pleats are formed as the 
panel continues beyond the pointed bodice 
to the hem.

Sleeve: The one-piece sleeve has no discern-
ible fullness incorporated in the cap. The 
sleeve ends below the elbow without a cuff.

Skirt: The skirt is cut with the traditional 
drop front with drawstrings enclosed in 
its casing at the waist. The flat pleats of 
the side and side-back are turned toward 
center back, whereas the box pleats in the 
center back are turned out from center. 
The unusual feature of the skirt is a flounce 

Courtesty of the Wadsworth Atheneum 
Museum of Art 

WA 1974.1124, ca 1785

at the base of the front panel. This is in-
triguing to contemplate because Galerie 
des Modes 1778-1787, the French fashion 
publication, shows a great many skirts with 
wide flounces.

Construction Details: The bodice and 
sleeves are fully lined. There is no hem 
facing.

DRESS 6

Specimen 6



52
 CHAPTER 1 - DETECTING

Because the original image of the specimen dress is very blurred, we offer an image of 
a similar mid-eightenth century American gown made of block printed and penciled 
fustian (linen/cotton). Note that both fabrics are likely to have been printed in England; 
this one is earlier than the dark ground print. Dresss 6 is significantly distinguished 
from Dress 4 by this back treatment, called en fourreau, which (Like Dress 5) incorpo-
rates a single length of fabric from neck to hem for the center panel. The upper portion 
is pleated to conform to the wearer's back, with the fullness released into the skirt, in 
line with the pointed back waistline. 38.26        x SWG

Courtesy of the Costume Institute of the Metropolitan Museum of Art, Rogers Fund, 1938
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Description: This dress was not measured.* The fabric 
is printed cotton, brown ground, picoté [dotted] 
with red. Small-scale, serpentine yellow vines di-
vide the printed design into areas roughly lozenge 
shaped. A small polychrome flower is in the center 
of each lozenge.

Bodice: The front of the bodice is cut with a square 
neckline. The closure is in front. The bodice con-
tinues beyond the waist in the form of tabs. The 
back is cut with continuous pleats down the center, 
stitched in place to the waistline.

Sleeve: The sleeve is elbow length and appears to 
have a smooth sleeve cap with no visible fullness.

Skirt: The skirt is a drop-front with bodice tabs lap-
ping over the skirt. Skirt fullness is pleated all the 
way around.

* Current museum record provides an overall measure-
ment of 133 x 99 cm (523⁄8 x 39").  SWG

Dress Date: 1780-1785
From:  Museum of Fine Arts, Boston

Accession Number:  54.633
Donor:  Mrs. F. Carrington Weems

Wearer:  “Belonged to ‘grandmother’ Speakman”
Provenance:  New England

7

Specimen 7
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DRESS 7

Photograph © Museum of Fine Arts, Boston. Courtesy of the Museum of Fine Arts, Boston

MFAB 54.633, 1780-1785
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Dress Date:  ca 1790 
From:  Museum of Fine Arts, Boston

  Accession Number:  44.340
Collection:  Elizabeth Day McCormick

Wearer: Unknown 
Provenance:  France11 

8

Description: This dress was not measured.* It 
is a wood-block printed cotton with chi-
noiserie birds and flowers in blue and red on 
white. This is wider than two of the docu-
mented English cotton prints. The fabric is 
of particular interest because it is attributed 
to French manufacture.

Bodice: The neckline follows the typical rect-
angular shape in the back. It is very similar 
to the style of the Montgomery dress. In 
front, the neckline is not terminal but con-
tinues in a tie-like piece on each side of the 
center. How the front bodice was closed 
is unclear. At the present time there is no 
stomacher with the dress. When the two tie-
like pieces are drawn together, neither they 
nor the bodice pieces are wide enough to 
meet on center front. This allows some lin-
ing to show, suggesting that the gap would 
have been filled in by a stomacher.12 

The bodice and skirt are separate and joined 
at the waistline. The stitched-down detail of 
the bodice back panel is in the same style as 
the Montgomery dress.

Sleeve: This one-piece elbow-length sleeve is 
different from the majority of the compared 
dresses in that the cap has three pleats over 
its top. This characteristic had appeared 
in one-piece sleeves dating about the 
mid-eighteenth century. The sleeve does 
not cut deeply into the back of the bodice.

Skirt: The skirt is joined to the back bodice 
on a horizontal line indicating that the 
dress is closer to the 1790s than to the 
1780s. The skirt has very deep pleats in 
back and is backstitched to the bodice. The 
lining has been roughly stitched over the 
join with two parallel lines of stitching.

Researcher’s Hunch: Stylistic inconsistencies 
between the bodice design and the skirt, 
particularly the method of attaching the 
two, leads one to think that this dress had 
been altered from an early mid-eighteenth 
century frock so that the beautiful fabric 
could be reused.

* Current museum record provides an overall
measurement of 122 cm (481⁄16").   SWG

Specimen 8
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Dress Date: ca 1785
From: Museum of Fine Arts, Boston

Accession Number:  43.703a-b
Collection:  Elizabeth Day McCormick

Wearer: Unknown
Provenance:  France

9

The presence of this specimen requires an ex-
planation. When studying examples of Amer-
ican day dresses and noting their similarities, 
it was a surprise to come upon this French 
walking dress with the attributed date, ca 
1785. According to the catalog She Walks in 
Splendor, “The lady’s dress reflects the rage 
for English styles which spread among fash-
ionable French men and women during the 
latter part of the eighteenth century.” With-
in the context of this chapter, it forecasts a 
change in the silhouette.

Description: This costume is composed of a 
bodice and a skirt. The fabric of both gar-
ments is the same: a silk, warp-faced satin 
in a striped pattern of two predominant 
colors—scarlet (brilliant red) and cream 
(neutral yellow orange). There are five red 
stripes in each web. The alternating, wid-
er, cream-colored stripe contains four fine 
lines of color down the middle (see fabric 
note on the sketch). The manipulation of 
the stripes for certain design effects is de-
scribed below.

The trimming consists of self-fabric ruffles 
in two widths and of a fine, narrow edging 
of pink and cream silk cording formed in 
consecutive loops and probably termed 
“gimp.” 

Bodice: This bodice extends over the skirt 
and in nineteenth-century terms could be 
called a basque. In the eighteenth centu-
ry it was generally termed a caraco and 
appeared in a variety of lengths and style 
features, but it had one outstanding feature 

common to all: a coattail flaring out over 
the skirt.

To achieve the pigeon-breasted effect so 
fashionable then, the rectangular neckline 
is open to accommodate a fichu. The shoul-
der pieces are present and form the vertical 
boundaries of the neckline. The bodice clo-
sure is in the front. Unfortunately, the front 
now has a deep vertical tuck on each side 
of the center which appears to be an at-
tempt to make the garment smaller. A pair 
of strap-like, self-fabric pieces fastened to 
the side front seams are clues to the origi-
nal dimensions of the bodice. They extend 
across the bodice about two inches below 
the neckline and coincide as if to be lapped 
and, perhaps, fastened with a broach. The 
extent of the overlap is uncertain. There is 
no fastener for the caraco at the waist.

In juxtaposition to the tuck alteration is the 
shaped side front seam. It starts in line with 
the shoulder piece, continues along the 
neck contour for a short distance, curves 
slightly over the bust bulge, and then con-
tinues in a reverse curve to the side of the 
figure where, on the natural waistline, it 
meets the back coattail.

The bodice extends 21⁄8 inches over the 
skirt front beyond the natural waistline in 
two rounded tabs. If the front closure is 
lapped, these coincide with each other as if 
double-breasted.

A fine pink and green gimp is used to trim 
the neckline and the front closure overlap. 
It also edges the horizontal straps, which 
suggests that they were original features. 

Specimen 9
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Photograph © Museum of Fine Arts, Boston. Courtesy of the Museum of Fine Arts, Boston

MFAB 43.703a-b, ca 1785

DRESS 9
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MFAB 43.703a-b, ca 1785DRESS 9

FABRIC

SKIRT BACK SKIRT FRONT

FRONT
BACK
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No gimp decorates the side-front seam 
above the breast tabs or the sleeve cuffs. 
This suggests that these areas were unseen 
when the costume was worn, as the use of 
gimp on the rest of the jacket and skirt is 
purposeful.

The back is intriguing because of the line 
movement of the pleated stripes. Starting 
at the neckline, there are eight pleats on 
each side of the center back, all edges-
titched and facing center back. They con-
verge in narrowing widths to the natural 
waistline where they are released to form 
the coattail.

The back bodice, amazingly, is one piece 
shaped by these sixteen pleats to mea-
sure 10 inches across the natural waistline, 
while, by contrast, the circumference of 
the released pleats around the bottom of 
the coattail measures 51 inches. Although 
the stripes are not symmetrically arranged 
around the center back, a striking design 
effect has been achieved nonetheless.

The total length down center back is 15 
7/8 inches, of which 5½ inches from the 
coat-tail. Added to the coattail is a three-
inch self fabric ruffle (on straight grain), 
which helps to exaggerate the outward 
thrust of the garment. With the pleats 
edgestitched in place, the back bodice is 
lapped on to the shoulder pieces. The 
back laps over the front at the side-front 
seam (the curved bust seam described 
above). The bodice is entirely lined with 
linen except for the ruffle.

Sleeves: The sleeve is in two lengthwise 
straight-grain pieces: one over the top of 
the arm, the other under the arm with the 
front and back seams located in line with 
the edges of the biceps. There is no ease in 
the cap. The measurements indicate that 
the sleeve probably did not fit the wearer’s 
arm tightly. The sleeve ending has an inch-
long placket.

Skirt: Distinguishing the front from the back 
of the skirt is a puzzle. Assuming the longer 
side is the back, we find the top front and 
back of the skirt mounted on a tape which 
acts in front as a drawstring casing. There 
are ties at the right and the left side f the 
wearer’s figure. The placket opening is on 
the left The fullness across the front is hap-
hazardly controlled by the drawstring, thus 
the placement of the stripes is not fixed. 
The fullness across the back is sewn to the 
tape in ½ inch wide pleats so that the red 
stripe is dominant. All of this is hidden un-
der the bodice coattail. The skirt is trimmed 
with a deep self-fabric ruffle cut on straight 
grain. (Across the back, the ruffle is in two 
pieces matched to form the full depth. The 
join is covered inside, very precisely, with 
linen tape.) The ruffle is edged with the 
gimp. The skirt and the ruffle are not lined.
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Predominant Characteristics of 
Compared Specimens

These eight day dresses are examples of the 
closed or round gown, as is the Montgomery 
dress. In an earlier search for examples, we 
discovered that the open gown had apparently 
survived in greater number than the closed 
gown, perhaps because it gave the dressmaker 
greater latitude in the use of fabric, color, and 
trim; or, the open gown may have been trea-
sured because it was a type of gown chosen 
for special dress occasions. As fashion changed 
during the late 1780s and early 1790s, a closed 
or round gown of soft, lightweight fabrics 
came into prominence, but it is a very differ-
ent gown from the previous decades, and very 
different from the Montgomery dress.

Fabrics

All nine dresses are made of cotton and have 
been wood-block printed by hand with, in 
some cases, colors added by hand painting. 
The majority of the fabrics have a rich, dark 
ground color with some of the light natural 
cotton color appearing through the print. 
Two of the cottons have large areas of white 
ground.

The motif for each of the nine fabrics is so dif-
ferent that comparison is limited to denoting 
the common characteristics to floral patterns, 
floral trails, and lozenge shapes.

Two fabrics are documented as English: WA 
1976.76 (4) and the Montgomery print (5). 
The Z-twist warp of CHS 1959.54.4 (2) sug-
gests that the fabric was probably from India. 
MFAB 44.340 (8) is French. The sources of the 
other five cotton fabrics are unknown.

Bodice

 All of the dresses have open necklines. The 
rectangular shape of the back neckline is re-

markably similar in all the specimens. Detect-
ing variations of the front necklines is some-
what unreliable as space for a stomacher may 
have been included in some closures.

The cuts of the bodice fronts are likewise 
difficult o compare. Did the typical 1780s 
bodice close down center front with the edges 
parallel and adjacent, or were the edges over-
lapping, or was there a triangular space? Some 
portraits and fashion plates of the period im-
ply that a bodice style with edges parallel was 
predominant. Other sources indicate that the 
V-shaped gap at center front may have been
laced and filled in with a fichu or a stomach-
er (as seen in peasant costumes)—a popular
revival in the 1780s. We did not have a single
specimen accompanied by a stomacher, even
when one appeared necessary. Whenever
feasible, we measured from the approximate
natural waistline to the end of the bodice to
determine the distance for the bodice lap
over the drop front closure of the skirt. For six
dresses the distance from the natural waist
to the bottom edge of the bodice averaged
almost 3½ inches. The Montgomery dress
nearly matches this at 3½ inches.

We also noticed the absence of a side seam (at 
the twentieth-century underarm position) in 
the majority of the bodices. Most of the front 
pieces are joined to the back pieces at the 
boundary seam of the back panel—also true 
of the Montgomery bodice.

Throughout the latter decades of the eigh-
teenth century, fashion focused on the back 
of the dress. In the 1760s to 1770s the back 
was a continuous panel from neck to hem of 
a width that had remained approximately the 
same for forty years; that is, quite wide across 
the back. From the 1770s to 1780s this back 
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Robe a la Française
Style retained for Court Dress

1765-1775

1760 to 1770

1770 to 1780 Mid to late 1780 Late 1780 to 1790
“The Back Panel”
Hexagonal form



62
 CHAPTER 1 - DETECTING

panel decreased in width to the point that it 
became as narrow as it could and still be ma-
nipulated with finesse by the dressmaker.

During the mid to late 1780s a new style 
appeared. The continuous back panel became 
outmoded in favor of a bodice-skirt separa-
tion. The bodice still curved downward but to 
a clean-cut point at center back. The skirt was 
pleated to match the bodice hemline dimen-
sion.

During the 1780s and into the 1790s the 
waistline straightened to a horizontal line and 
moved gradually up to above the natural waist.

As the range of dates indicates, these changes 
happened slowly. Even after the skirt was cut 
separately from the bodice, the details of the 
back bodice remained the same. Its design is 
referred to as the “back panel.” It has a pen-
tagonal or hexagonal shape, depending on the 
position of the shoulder pieces at the center 
back neckline. If the shoulder pieces meet at 
center back, the panel has a five sided, pen-
tagonal shape, the other boundaries being 
the side back seams and the bodice-skirt join. 
There may be a horizontal neck edge between 
the shoulder pieces, creating the sixth side of 
a back panel.

The original back designs of our samples are 
remarkably intact making it possible to com-
pare their details and construction. Five of the 
backs are cut with the continuous panel from 
the neckline to the hemline, similar to the 
plan of the Montgomery dress. One dress, WA 
1976.76 (4), ca 1785, is cut with the bodice 
and skirt as separate parts and joined so that 
the bodice shapes to a downward point on 
center back. This dress compares closely with 
the dress MFAB 44.340 (8), dated ca 1790, in 
which the bodice and skirt are separate enti-
ties too, but they join across the back horizon-
tally at the natural waistline. Regardless of the 
construction methods, all of the dresses in 
the sample are sheathed en fourreau, that is, 

they have fitted back bodices, and, with only 
one exception, WA 1974.1124 (6), the details 
are topstitched. The designs are remarkably 
similar, almost stereotyped, and compare 
closely with the Montgomery bodice back.

Sleeves

Seven of the dresses have a one-piece sleeve, 
cut with a lengthwise seam coming down 
the inner arm. They are all shorter than wrist 
length, varying from elbow length to midway 
down the lower arm. The sleeve endings may 
have been shaped with a tuck or a dart, but 
the significant change from an earlier style is 
the absence of a cuff.

Most of the sleeves have no visible fullness 
in the cap, but two exceptions are CHS 
1959.54.4, (2) ca 1775, with one unstitched 
dart in the cap, and MFAB 44.340 (8), ca 
1790, with three unstitched darts in the cap. 
Both examples are the one-piece type sleeve.

Two dresses, WA 1976.76, (4) ca 1785, and 
MFAB 43.703 (9), ca 1785, have a new style of 
sleeve—one which we shall see often in the 
next decade—with two lengthwise seams. It 
is fitted and long extending beyond the wrist, 
and has a placket opening in line with the 
little finger.

Skirts

In examining the skirt fronts, we were looking 
particularly for the presence of the drop front 
type of closure. Six of nine dresses definitely 
have the drop front; two others suggest a drop 
front but have been damaged by alteration, 
wear, or tear. Three of the six have drawstrings 
in casings at the waistline. In place of the 
drawstring, WA 1975.76 (4) is pleated to a 
waistband—as is the Montgomery drop front.

In the majority of the dresses the flat pleats 
of the skirt from the front closure to the box 
pleats in center back are turned toward the 
center back.
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Construction Details

Most of the skirts have facings to support 
their bottom edges. The facing fabric is fre-
quently printed but is not, in these speci-
mens, the same as the dress fabric. The major-
ity of the bodices and sleeves are completely 
lined with all raw edges enclosed.

A search for fasteners and for original methods 
of fastening resulted in failure. Modern hard-
ware has been substituted. There are vague 
surmises about pins.

WHAT DEDUCTIONS HAVE WE MADE?

• The fabric as identified by the three-blue-thread law cannot be
earlier than 1774.

• The small undulating floral design of the fabric was popular
around the 1783 date.

• The design of the dress back is similar to those dating from
1770 into the early 1780s. If the dress had been made in the
mid to late 1780s, the back probably would have been cut with
a separate bodice and skirt joined on a pointed bodice line.

• The sleeve compares closely with sleeves of day dresses seen in
the late 1770s and early 1780s. It is distinctly not the close-fit-
ting long sleeve of dresses later in the decade.

It is therefore reasonable to conclude that this informal dress was 
made about 1783 and is one of a relatively small number of surviv-
ing day dresses worn in the eighteenth-century.

Don’t forget Appendix 2 Textile Conservation Methods and 
Procedures, and Appendix 3 Other Resources for Textile Iden-
tification.

Conclusions

The purpose in examining and comparing 
these nine eighteenth century dresses is to as-
sess whether the Montgomery dress is typical 
of wood-block printed, cotton American day 
dresses for the period 1775 to 1785.
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An alternate function for a big skirt and petticoat on a blustery day. 
Etching, "The Shower." Marked “Rec’d according to acct Sept 1 1772 M. 
Darby 39 Strand” and “18."
Collection of Susan Greene
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Research Assessed Date° 1774 1775 1775-80 1780-85
Specimen  1  CI 26.38 2  CHS 1959.54.4 3 CHS 1956.45.62 7  MFAB 54.633

Donor MacCartney Purchase Purchase Weems
Original wearer Unknown Unknown Unknown Speckman

Provenance America Unknown Unknown New England
Fabric cotton print cotton print cotton print cotton print
Width 35.0 36.0 34.75

Ground color dark brown black white brown
Bodice CF length to waist 8.5 9.0 8.0

Tab leng 2.25 2.0 3.5
Bodice CB length to waist 11.0 11.0 9.5

CB length beyond waist

Shoulder pieces

Bodice underarm length to waist

Sleeve type one piece one piece one piece one piece
Armscye 17.25

Widest circumference 12.75 14.0 12.0
Sleeve ending circumference

Outer side sleeve length 17.75 14.625 12.875
Underarm sleeve length 13.5 9.0 9.5

Skirt type drop front drop front drop front
Skirt CF length 37.0 39.0 37.75
Skirt CB length 39.0 42.0

Skirt R side length

Skirt waist circumference 31.0 31.5 28.0
Skirt hem circumference 123.5 123.0 139.0

Footnotes • • • •

Measurements of Dresses 1 - 9

CHS Connecticut Historical Society, Hartford, CT
CI Costume Institute, Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York,NY 

CU Cornell University, Ithaca, NY 
MFAB Museum of Fine Arts, Boston, MA

WA Wadsworth Atheneum, Hartford, CT

 1774 1775 1775-80 1780-85 Research Assessed Dateﾰ 
[Foot Note 
ﾰ] Research Assessed Date (Research 
assessed date by Elsie McMurry)
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ca 1783 ca 1785 ca 1785 ca 1785 ca 1790
5  CU 58 4  WA 1976.676 6  WA 1974.1124 9  MFAB 43.703 8  MFAB 44.340

Montgomery Berger Fund Cooley McCormick McCormick
Unknown Unknown Unknown Unknown France
Unknown Unknown New England France France
cotton print/paint cotton print/paint cotton print/paint silk stripe white
29.0 26.875 27.375 18.375 38.75
dark brown brown/dark red scarlet & cream white
13.25 7.0 6.25 9.375
3.5 5.0 4.75 2.125
13.5 9.0 9.0 10.375

8.5 x 2.25 6.5 2.25
7.5 7.25

one piece two piece one piece two piece one piece

12.75 12.5 14.5 12.0
9.75 8.0
17.75 21.625 18.5 20.25
13.75 16.5 16.25 17.25

drop front drop front drop front separate
37.375 42.0 36.5
40.0 40.0 46.5 39.875

27.25 30.0
145.0 120.5 131.5 108.25

• • •

LATE EIGHTEENTH CENTURY: 1774 -1790

° Research assessed date by Elsie McMurry
● The back of the dress is cut in one piece; back measurements to the waist are approximate.

All measurements are done flat where possible: ungathered or drawn up.
All measurements were done with a dressmaker’s tape measure to the nearest 1⁄8 inch.

Research 
Assessed 
Date 
(Research 
assessed 
date 
by 
Elsie 
McMurry)

Specimen
Donor
Original 
wearerProvenance
Fabric
Width
Ground 
colorBodice 
CF 
length 
to 
waist

Tab 
lengBodice 
CB 
length 
to 
waist

CB length 
beyond 
waist
Shoulder 
piecesBodice 
underarm 
length 
to 
waist

Sleeve 
typeArmscye
Widest 
circumferenceSleeve 
ending 
circumference
Outer 
side 
sleeve 
length

Underarm 
sleeve 
lengthSkirt 
typeSkirt 
CF 
length
Skirt 
CB 
length
Skirt 
R 
side 
length

Skirt 
waist 
circumference
Skirt 
hem 
circumference
FootnotesThe back of the dress is 

cut in one piece; back 
measurements to 
the waist are approximate. 
All measurements 
are done 
flat where possible: 
ungathered or 
drawn up. All measurements 
were done 
with a dressmaker�s 
tape measure 
to the nearest 
1D8 inch.

The back of the dress 
is cut in one piece; 
back measurements 
to the 
waist are approximate. 
All measurements 
are done 
flat where possible: 
ungathered or 
drawn up. All measurements 
were done 
with a dressmaker�s 
tape measure 
to the nearest 
1D8 inch.

The back of the dress 
is cut in one piece; 
back measurements 
to the 
waist are approximate. 
All measurements 
are done 
flat where possible: 
ungathered or 
drawn up. All measurements 
were done 
with a dressmaker�s 
tape measure 
to the nearest 
1D8 inch.
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La Gallerie des Modes, 1786
[Probably Paul Cornu and Emile Lévy reproduction]

2004.164.19
Collection of Susan Greene
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At the end of the American Revolution 
in 1783 the seaboard colonies of the 
North American continent proceeded 

with the development of the new republic, 
including the ratification of the Constitution 
and the inauguration of its first president, 
George Washington, on April 30, 1789, in New 
York City. The next year the capital was moved 
to Philadelphia. By November 1, 1800, our 
second president, John Adams, had taken up 
residence in the unfinished mansion of the 
permanent capitol of the “Federal City,” known 
to us as Washington, District of Columbia. 
In the second half of the eighteenth century 
societal disruption in France culminated in the 
French Revolution. The temporary breakdown 
of the rigid class system, economic collapse, 
and cessation of technological and cultural 
developments were major factors in changing 
the position France had held as a leader in 
cultural pursuits.

In England the transitional changes most 
relevant to the character of dress were, first, 
the changing aesthetic expression in the visual 
arts, and, second, the major technological 

Chapter 2: Period of Transition
1785 - 180014 

innovations which gave impetus to the indus-
trial revolution, affecting the character of the 
nineteenth-century world to a great extent. 
England was experiencing a renaissance in 
the visual arts: architecture; painting; the 
decorative arts such as furniture, fine pottery, 
textiles, and costumes. The excavations of the 
buried cities of Herculaneum and Pompeii 
were begun in 1738 and 1748. These discov-
eries opened up a whole new world to schol-
ars, architects, artists, and artisans so that 
in the latter part of the eighteenth century 
the character of the aesthetic expression had 
crystallized in what was termed the “Classical 
Movement” or the “Classical Revival.”

In view of these conditions one would expect 
to find change expressed in body covering, but 
what in fact was the case? Can we document 
what American women wore, in the last de-
cade of the eighteenth century. Will we find 
evidence of rapid change, of radical change? 
What evidence is there, if any, that American 
women’s dress styles were expressive of the 
main stream of change?
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Points of Historic Reference
LEADERS

England

• George III 1760 to 1820 (Regency 1811 to 1820)
• Queen Charlotte

France

• Louis XVI 1774 to 1793 Marie Antoinette, queen
• French Republic I 1792 to 1795
• French Directoire 1795 to 1799
• French Consulate 1799 (Napoleon Bonaparte, first consul)

The United States of America

• George Washington, President (two terms)
April 30, 1789, to March 3, 1797

• wife: Martha Dandridge Custis Washington

• John Adams, President from March 4, 1797 to March 3, 1801
(vice president under Washington)

• wife: Abigail Smith Adams

STATE OF AFFAIRS

Arthur Schlesinger lists some of the wealthy families in The Birth of the Nation: 

The English-appointed governor and his entourage in the provincial capital 
formed the apex of the social pyramid. These personages and their women-
folk emulated the pomp and glitter of the royal court at home and fur-
nished a pattern for the great landholders, mercantile princes, and the like 
who composed the native aristocracy. A beadroll of such families in the eigh-
teenth century would include the Wentworths of New Hampshire; the Bow-
doins, Quincys, Hutchinsons, Olivers, Faneuils, and Hancocks of Massachu-
setts; the Redwoods, Browns, and Wantons of Rhode Island; the Trumbulls 
and Ingersolls of Connecticut; the De Laceys, Schuylers, Van Rensselaers, 
Livingstons, and Coldens of New York; the Logans, Allens, Morrises, Willings, 
Pembertons, and Shippens of Pennsylvania; and, in the plantation colonies, 
the Dulanys and Carrolls of Maryland; the Byrds, Randolphs, Carters, Ma-
sons, Pages, Fitzhughs, Harrisons, and Lees of Virginia; and the Rutledges, 
Pinckneys, Draytons, Laurenses, and Izards of South Carolina.

Families like these buttressed their position by matrimonial alliances both 
within and across provincial boundaries.15 
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EVENTS

• The American Revolutionary War from 1775 to 1783.

• George Washington inaugurated as President of the United States on 
April 30, 1789. “In New York President and Mrs. Washington actually 
lived in two dwellings: an attractive late 18th century brick house —
and later in a four-storied eighteenth-century Broadway residence. In 
Philadelphia the Washingtons lived in a fine house rented to them by 
Robert Morris.”16 Widow Martha Dandridge Custis (1731-1802) married 
George Washington January 6, 1759.

• Abigail Smith (1744-1818) married John Adams October 25, 1764. In 
1794 she joined her husband in Paris where he held a diplomatic post. 
In 1785, as the wife of the United States Minister to Great Britain, she 
was the first American woman to be presented at the Court of St. 
James. In 1800, she and her husband were the first to occupy the Exec-
utive Mansion in Washington, D.C.

• In France, with the collapse of the monarchy, came the beheading of 
Louis XVI on January 21, 1793, and the beheading of Marie Antoinette, 
on October 16, 1793.

• In 1792 the first successful power spinning mill for cotton yarns was 
built in Pawtucket, Rhode Island, by Samuel Slater, an apprentice of 
Richard Arkwright, inventor of the machinery for power spinning in 
England.

• Eli Whitney’s cotton gin, invented in 1793, employed principles of the 
mechanical saw gin.

• “By 1791 Alexander Hamilton could report considerable progress in 
American manufacture of a long list of consumers’ goods. There were in 
the thirteen states some 70 paper mills, a cotton mill (Slater’s), a 
woolen mill in Connecticut that made the broadcloth worn by George 
Washington when he delivered his first annual message to Congress
[italics added], several successful glassworks, potteries, numerous brick 
kilns, and a great many small forges and blast burners for iron 
smelting. . . . Luxuries were the chief items of import after, as before, 
the Revolution.”17
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USEFUL REFERENCE IMAGES

American Presidents’ First Ladies

• Martha Washington—a miniature attributed to Charles Willson Peale, ca 1776
• Abigail Adams—ca1785, attributed to Ralph Earl painted in London, or possibly 

by lesser known Mather Brown

American portrait painters

• Benjamin West (1738-1820): Court painter to George III and an outstanding propo-
nent of the neoclassic style.

• John Singleton Copley (1738-1815)
• Mrs. John Winthrop, ca 1773

• Charles Willson Peale (1741-1827)
• Mrs. Thomas Harwood, ca 1771

• Ralph Earl (1751-1801)
• Lady Williams and Daughter, 1783

• Gilbert Stuart (1755-1828)
• Mrs. Gabriel Manigault, 1794
• Matilda Stoughton de Jaudenes y Nebot, painted in New York, 1794
• Ann Penn Allen (1769-1851), painted in Philadelphia, ca 1795
• Joseph Anthony, Jr. and wife, painted in Philadelphia, ca 1795-1798

• Edward Savage
• The Washington Family, 1789-1796
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English portrait painters [limited to those revealing style trends of the decade]

• Thomas Gainsborough (1727-1788)
• The Morning Walk, ca 1785, William Hallett and wife, Elizabeth
• Mrs. “Perdita” Robinson, 1781-1782
• Mrs. Siddons, ca 1785
• Lady Sophia Charlotte Sheffield, ca 1785
• Mrs. Richard B. Sheridan, ca 1783
• The Honorable Mrs. Graham, 1775-77

• Joshua Reynolds (1723-1792)
• Miss Bowes, 1776
• Age of Innocence, 1778
• Lady Caroline Howard, ca 1778
• Georgiana Augusta Frederica Elliott, ca 1784
• Lady Smith and Children, ca1788

• Johan Zoffany, (1733-1810)
• Family Group, 1783-1790
• The Bradshaw Family, 1770-1775

French portrait painters

• Elisabeth Vigée-Lebrun (1755-1842)
• Marie Antoinette Wearing a “Gaulle,” 1783
• Queen Marie Antoinette and Children, 1787
• Comtesse de la Châtre, 1789

• Jacques-Louis David
• Mme. Sériziat and Child, 1795

• Pierre Paul Prud’hon (1758-1823)
• Madame Coppia, 1790

• Louis-Léopold Boilly (1761-1845)
• The Optics Lesson, ca1796

Spanish portrait painters

• Francisco José de Goya (1746-1828)
• Doña Tadea Arias de Enríquez, 1793-94
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What to Look For: 1790 - 1800

Because primary materials of this period in-
cluding clothing and textiles are so rare, it will 
be expedient to first study dated portraits, 
fashion plates, and other similar visual aids.18 

Note particularly the portraits of family 
groups because in the children’s clothing we 
can see the fabrics (particularly muslins) and 
the simplicity of style of adult’s clothing for 
the late 1790s and early 1800s; for exam-
ple, The Fourth Duke and Duchess and Their 
Family, by Joshua Reynolds, ca 1778, and an 
American portrait by Edward Savage of the 
Washington Family.

Fabrics: The textiles are silk, wool, linen, cot-
ton, and occasionally mixtures of these nat-
ural fibers. The fabrics are lighter in weight 
than those of the first half of the eigh-
teenth century. You will find muslins, lawns, 
gauzes, and laces used as fichus, aprons, 
engageants (sleeve ruffles) but search for 
the period when the entire dress or at least 
the major part of it was made of muslin. Is 
it accompanied by a colored ribbon sash?

Bodices: During this transition period, style 
changes in the construction of the bodice 
closure may be important in dating the 
garment. For example, the “apron front” can 
be seen in the Montgomery dress of 1783. 
A new type is shown in the Oatley dress of 
1790-1801.

Detecting bodice alteration is intriguing. 
Do you find a back bodice point hanging 
down inside the dress? This phenomenon 
is not uncommon.19 Be sure to measure the 

narrowest point across the back approxi-
mately at the base of the shoulder blades 
from armscye seam to armscye seam. Is the 
waistline of the dress below or above the 
wearer’s natural waistline?

Sleeve: The sleeve is also a major clue to vin-
tage. Is the sleeve closely fitted to the arm 
necessitating two pattern pieces? Examine 
the sleeve cap. How deeply is it set into the 
back of the bodice? The armscye circumfer-
ence may answer the question. Is fullness 
included in the cap, and, if so, is it largely 
concentrated in the back?

There is a sleeve style represented in the 
Clement dress that is short, does not fit the 
upper arm, and has no discernible fullness 
in the cap. Do you find a similar style? The 
date span of this type of sleeve needs more 
documentation.

Skirt: Can the skirt be classed as a “round 
gown” as distinguished from one with an 
upper skirt open in center front and a 
petticoat displayed beneath? How is skirt 
fullness distributed around the waistline? 
Is there more fullness across the front and 
back than on the sides? Do you find any 
gores, or godets, which increase the hem 
circumference? Is the skirt trained? Is there 
evidence of a bustle effect in center back at 
the waistline?

Check for supporting fabrics in bodice, 
sleeve, skirt (as hem facing), and method of 
fastening the closures.
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Fashion plate, London June 1799
2001.073.11

Collection of Susan Greene

Fashion plate London June 1799
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Compared Specimens from 1785 - 1800

Accession Number RAD°  Date Donor/Wearer Provenance

10 UNC Br-18B 1785-1795 1785-1795 Brummitt/Miltmore North Carolina

11 URI 1982.01.01 1785-1800 1775-1800 Unknown/Unknown New England

12 CI 64.32.2 1785-1800 1775-1795 Lewisohn Bequest/
Unknown

France

13 TV V.46.74.12 ca 1795 1790-1795 Valentine and Massie/
Unknown

Virginia

14 CI 1978.280.2 1795-1800 ca 1795 Lewisohn Bequest/
Unknown

Probably English

15 TV V.65.70.07 1795-1800 ca 1795-1800 Clement/Unknown Virginia

16 CI 1988.242.4 1798-1799 ca 1798-99 Lewisohn Bequest/
Unknown

United States

17 MFAB 51.1968 1799 ca 1799 Dieffenbach/
Unknown

Massachusetts

18 URI 1954.66.03 1790-1801 ca 1790-1801 Northrup/Oatley Rhode Island

 °RAD Researched assessed date by Elsie McMurry
CI Costume Institute, Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York, NY

MFAB Museum of Fine Art, Boston, MA
TV The Valentine, Richmond, VA 

UNC University North Carolina, Greensboro, NC
URI University of Rhode Island Historic Textile & Costume Collection, Kingston, RI
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Dress Date:  ca 1785-179520 
From:  The Costume Collection of the School of Home Economics,  

Department of Clothing and Textiles, University of North  
Carolina at Greensboro. 

Accession Number: Br-18B. Used by permission of Dr. Patricia C. Warner and her 
graduate student, Maria S. Miller, whose research included  
the study of this specimen.

Donor:  Mrs. Dennis G. Brummitt (née Hayes), Oxford, North Carolina
Wearer:  Possibly worn by the mother of Dolly Miltmore for her wed-  

ding in 1785. Dolly Miltmore was born in 1787 and was mar-
 ried to Peter Rousseau in 1819. The Rousseau Family  

Bible records and other reports appear to be conflicting, thus  
posing problems in dating the gown to be described below.

Provenance:  North Carolina

10

Description: Please see illustration.

Fabric: The dress, composed of a bodice and 
skirt joined at the waistline, is made of a 
“shot silk” taffeta. It is a lightweight silk 
which appears to the observer to be a mel-
low gold, but upon close examination one 
discovers it is a changeable weave with gold 
threads in one direction balanced with pink 
threads in the other direction. The pink 
threads have faded. The fabric is 22 inches 
wide and the selvages are not different in 
color.21 

Bodice: The neckline is open and in front is 
distinctly rectangular; in back the contour 
is a shallow U formed by the large shoulder 
pieces which converge at the center back. 
These shoulder pieces also form the vertical 
boundaries of the front neckline and the 
diagonals of the back neckline and are wide 
across the top of the shoulder from neck-
line to armscye. 

The top of the bodice front is located 5½ 
inches from the base of the throat. The 
distance across this horizontal plane is 10¾ 
inches when the drawstrings are drawn and 
tied, and it meets a shoulder piece at each 

corner. The length of the front sections is a 
total of 8 inches, but this length is divided 
by another horizontal line 3 7/8 inches down 
from the neckline positioned just under the 
bust and marked with encased draw-
strings.22 A decorative effect is therefore 
created by the double row of soft vertical 
fullness controlled by drawstrings at the 
neckline, midriff, and waistline—all tied at 
the center front closures. The terminals for 
the drawstring casings are located at (a) the 
corners of the rectangular neckline, (b) 
slightly to the underarm side of the bust 
bulge, (c) on the waistline approximately 
below (b). The front sections appears to join 
an underarm section, which is smooth and 
firm and joined to the back panel.

The back panel forms the vertical sides and 
base of the pentagonal-shaped bodice back, 
with the shoulder pieces forming the diag-
onal at the top. The back panel is narrow 
across the waist and spreads upward to 
meet the shoulder pieces about an inch or 
more from the armscye seam thus giving 
the back a narrow appearance.23 

Sleeves: The sleeve is one-piece and similar 
to other sleeves of the late 1790s. There 

Dress Date: ca 1785-17952°ca 1785-179520
From: The Costume Collection 
of the School o Department 
of Clothing and Textiles, 
Ur Carolina at Greensboro.

The Costume Collect Department of Clotk Carolina at Greensbc

Accession Number: Br-18B. 
Used by permission 
of Dr. Patric graduate 
student, Maria S. Miller, 
whose the study of this 
specimen.

Br-18B. Used by perr graduate student, M: the study of this spe

Donor: Mrs. Dennis G. Brummitt 
(née Hayes), O

Mrs. Dennis G. Brum

Wearer: Possibly worn by the 
mother of Dolly Mi ding in 
1785. Dolly Miltmore was born 
ir ried to Peter Rousseau 
in 1819. The Rou 
Bible records and other 
reports appear t posing 
problems in dating the 
gown to b

Possibly worn by the ding in 1785. Dolly \ ried to Peter Rousse: Bible records and ol 
posing problems in ¢

North Carolina North Carolina

Specimen 10
Dress Date: ca 1785-17952 square 20

From: The Costume Collection of the School of Home Economics, Department of Clothing and 
Textiles, University of North Carolina at Greensboro.

Accession Number: Br-18B. Used by permission of Dr. Patricia C. Warner and her graduate student, Maria 
S. Miller, whose research included the study of this specimen. 

Donor: Mrs. Dennis G. Brum Mrs. Dennis G. Brummitt (n￩e Hayes), Oxford, North Carolina

Wearer: Possibly worn by the mother of Dolly Miltmore for her wed- posing problems in ﾢ ding 
in 1785. Dolly Miltmore was born in 1787 and was married to Peter Rousseau in 
1819. The Rousseau Family

Provenance: Bible records and other reports appear to be conflicting, thus posing problems in dating 
the gown to be described below. North Carolina North Carolina 



77 CHAPTER 2 - PERIOD OF TRANSITION: 1785 - 1800

is no discernible fullness in the cap. The 
sleeve is set moderately deep into the back 
bodice. As the girth measurements attest, 
the sleeve is much larger than the wearer’s 
upper arm. Located parallel to the biceps is 
a seam with gathered fullness (to allow ease 
since the sleeve is shaped closer to the arm 
below the elbow.) In length it appears to 
end about midpoint of the lower arm and is 
shaped with a faced curve contour.

Skirt: This is the part of the dress most dif-
ficult to understand in terms of the stages 
of alterations from its original style. The 
skirt would be classed as an “open gown” 
as there is a wedge-shaped opening down 
center front through which one sees a 
matching petticoat, or underskirt, devoid 
of trimming or detail. The skirt is relatively 
flat along the waistline (in contrast to the 
decorative gathers of the attached bod-
ice) and gives the effect of wide box pleats 
meeting at the center front opening. Over 

the front hipbones pleated fullness adds 
to the skirt’s voluminous appearance. 
This fullness merges with a concentra-
tion of cartridge pleats across the small 
of the back. A slight train provides the 
necessary sweep to counterbalance the 
incorporated fullness in the top of the 
skirt.24 

Construction Details: Linen was used 
to line the bodice. It is free from the 
bodice in front so that it can be lapped 
and fastened before the outer dress is 
arranged and tied with the drawstrings. 
Brown chintz is used to line the sleeves. 
The same brown chintz is also used for 
the back half of the petticoat. A sev-
en to eight inch strip of brown chintz 
forms the skirt hem facing. An inch 
wide strip of brown chintz is used to 
stiffen the stay for the cartridge pleats. 
Sewing threads of cream colored silk, 
and occasionally pink silk, were found.
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UNC Br-18B, 1785-1795DRESS 9
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Dress Date:  ca 1785-1800
From: University of Rhode Island Historic

 Textile and Costume Collection
Accession Number:  URI 1982.01.01

Donor:  Unknown
Wearer:  Unknown

Provenance:  This dress was found in storage in the South County Mu-
seum, North Kingston, Rhode Island, and was given to the 
University of Rhode Island for their costume collection in 
1982. Unfortunately, no records were found which identi-
fied the garment.

11

Description: Please see illustrations.

Fabric: This is an example of a gown that 
has undergone changes from when the 
treasured fabric was first fashioned into a 
garment. Close examination reveals careful 
piecing, patching, and mending. The fabric 
is a silk damask, the pattern of which is 
quite visible in the photographs. It is a bold 
floral pattern of the type popular in Europe, 
although it may have been imported by the 
East India Company from China. The back-
ground color deep in the folds indicates 
that it may have been off-white. Now the 
color appears to be buff. Both the warp and 
weft arns are silk.

Dress Proper: While mounting the dress on a 
museum mannequin, we realized that the 
wearer had small bones and narrow shoul-
ders. Starting with the back of the gown 
we found that it is one long sweep from the 
shoulder yoke line to the hemline of the 
train. The double box pleats are sewn down 
through the lower shoulder and upper 
diaphragm to a distance suggesting the 
high-waisted effect that was coming into 
fashion in the late 1790s. Box pleats of this 
robe à la française have increased in num-
ber to six with a center back seam between 
the two major pleats.

The neckline dips to a point at center back. 
The yoke effect is made by the shoulder 

pieces, which join on center back forming 
an arch at the top of the box pleats. The 
sleeves and the shoulder pieces are inte-
gral in that the sleeve extends far into the 
bodice with little allowance for the height 
of the shoulder bone (at least the shoulder 
of the mannequin).

The front of the dress has characteristics 
of the new classical style, particularly the 
very high waistline. The soft, unstructured 
bodice has drawstrings in the neckline 
and waistline, which close on the center 
front opening. Taking into account the 
small bone structure of the wearer’s upper 
body—as judged by the size and propor-
tions of neck, shoulders, and sleeves of the 
gown—one wonders if the great amount of 
fullness to be gathered in at the waistline 
indicates that this was a maternity dress.

Sleeve: The sleeve is composed of two pieces, 
which are cut on a curve (for the 
arm in the slightly bent position). It is very 
fitted and extends over the hand, making 
it necessary to have a wrist opening on the 
seam located in line with little finger.

Construction Details: The bodice and 
sleeves are lined with linen in buff color . 
The lining across the bust is free from the 
damask, fastens in center front, and serves 
as a stay or bust support. Some of the sew-
ing thread is linen while some is silk.

Specimen 11
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Particular Identification Features: Close 
examination of this gown both outside and 
inside reveals that it had been remade, 
perhaps several times, judging from the 
piecing, patching, and mending. The pre-
cious silk damask may have come into the 
Colonies as early as 1735. Judging from its 
woven floral pattern it could well have been 
imported in the 1750s. It is not likely that it 
would have been chosen as new yardage for 
a gown of the 1790s when lighter silks and 
muslins had priority.

The style characteristics of the front seem 
incongruous in relation to the back; they 
defy the nature of the fabric which is too 
bulky and mufflin for the petite wearer 

(unless it was for maternity wear). The back 
of the gown is in the style of the late 1780s, 
the sleeves definitely in the style of 
1790-1795, the drawstring front, 
1795-1800.

Rare transitional dresses like this do exist; 
two in particular have been studied in de-
tail. One of them is in the Newport Histor-
ical Society, Rhode Island, and the other is 
in the Costume Institute of the Metro-
politan Museum of Art, New York City. The 
Metropolitan Museum of Art owns a paint-
ing by Ralph Earl, Mrs. Noah Smith and Her 
Children, 1798. The high waist and the very 
tight sleeve are two characteristics remark-
ably similar to the URI damask dress.

The Metropolitan Museum of Art, Gift of Edgar William and Bernice Chrysler Garbisch, 1964. 
(64.309.1) Used by permission.

Mrs. Noah Smith and Her Family, 1798
by Ralph Earl
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URI 1982.01.01, ca 1785-1800DRESS 11

Floor
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 BODICE
CF neckline to waist 9 ½”

underarm to waist 2 ½”
narrowest point across back 5 ¼”

across shoulder 4 ½”

SLEEVE
around armscye 17 ¼”
upper arm girth 11 ¼”

end circumference 6 ¾”
length over cap 24 ¾”

length underarm 17 ¼”

  SKIRT
front waist to hem 43 ¾”

right side waist to hem 45”
back waist to hem 49 ¼”
hem sweep 151 3/8” fabric 

width (web) 27 7/8”

URI 1982.01.01
Silk damask, scale of woven pattern

Courtesy of the University of Rhode Island 
Historic Textile & Costume Collection
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Dress Date:  ca 1785-1800 (fabric ca 1735 to 1750)
From:  Costume Institute, Metropolitan Museum of Art

Accession Number:  64.32.2
Donor: Irene Lewisohn

Wearer:  Unknown
Provenance:  France

12

Description: The dress stands out as stylis-
tically different from the muslin and light-
weight silk dresses of the late 1790s, ap-
pearing clumsy and heavy.

Fabric: The dress is of a heavy red silk, bro-
caded in a silver floral pattern. The red 
ground has small, self-colored designs, 
while the floating silver-gray threads form 
a large floral motif of fantastic flowers. The 
dress is profusely pieced, evidence of alter-
ation from an earlier style or styles. Accord-
ing to the Costume Institute, the fabric may 
date from 1735-50 and is probably French. 

Linens of several grades support the bod-
ice, the sleeves, and a facing of approxi-
mately three inches for the skirt hem.

Bodice: The front has been updated to a 
high-waisted style. The center front open-
ing is secured with drawstrings at the 
rounded and open neckline and at the high 
waistline. The unbleached linen lining typ-
ically laps over itself at center front and is 
free from the silk.

The back bodice is cut in the traditional 
pentagonal shape. The back is narrow be-
cause the sleeves are inserted far back into 
the bodice.

Sleeve: The two-piece sleeve is long and 
curved. The armscye circumference is prob-
ably large since the sleeve is set so deeply 
into the back bodice.

Skirt: Across the center front top of the skirt, 
the fullness is controlled by drawstrings 
encased in the waistline. The drawstrings 
begin at the side front at the deep, double, 
flat pleat over each hipbone. The skirt then 
has a flat pleat over the side back and cul-
minates across the small of the back with 
a set of triple-layered pleats which meet at 
center back. The present dress is apparent-
ly without a train.

A unique feature is the narrow braided 
cords attached to a pair of small buttons on 
the waistline in center back. The cords are 
to be tied in front.

There are pocket slits on each side of the 
front.

Specimen 12
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Courtesy of the Costume Institute of the Metropolitan Museum of Art

CI 64.32.2, 1785-1800

DRESS 12
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Dress Date: ca 1795
From:  The Valentine, Richmond, Virginia

Accession Number:  V.46.74.12
Donors:  Mr. & Mrs. C. Braxton Valentine and Mr. & Mrs. James P. Massie
Wearer:  Unknown

Provenance:  Virginia

13

Description: This late eighteen-century spen-
cer is rare and in excellent condition. It was 
in a major exhibit, “Elegant Attire, Genteel 
Entertainments: Leisure and the Elite, 
1787-1830.”25 

Fabric: The fabric is a light blue satin kept 
firm by the supporting linen lining. The 
striking trimming is a fine silk fringe from 
a narrow silk braid. The fringe is white but 
reflects the blue of the satin spencer. 

Bodice: The neckline is open, starting rela-
tively high in the back as a shallow curve, 
and then it forms a deep curve in front, 
probably circling the periphery of the 
breasts. The neck opening is filled in with 
a draped fichu forming a fashionable puff
over the chest sometimes referred to as 
“the pigeon-breasted effect.”

The satin spencer opens in center front. 
The overlap is edgestitched. No fasteners 
are visible. The front is not darted; it ends 
on the natural waistline. There are no side 
seams since the front extends around to 
the back and is joined to the diagonal back 
panel seam.

The bodice back is cut on straight grain 
with a center back seam and slightly curved 
back panel seams, which start at the 
waistline and spread to meet the shoulder 
pieces. At the base of the back panel is an 

extension, or little tailpiece, to give a bustle 
effect. It is cut as a circle, edged with the 
fringe, and is box-pleated to increase the 
outward thrust.

The entire basic bodice is lined, the seams 
are edgestitched except for the diagonal 
back seams where there is evidence of alter-
ation.

The stylistic feature which graces this struc-
tural garment is the collar. It is in one piece 
with a barely discernible roll and is 5¼ 
inches deep at center back. It extends over 
the sleeve cap where it terminates. The 
remainder of the deeply curved neckline is 
finished with a fall of the same silk fringe 
that edges the collar.

Sleeve: The sleeve is closely fitted to the arm 
as it is cut from two shaped pieces (as if the 
arm were bent forward from the elbow). 
The section over the top of the arm has a 
small amount of pleated ease in the cap. 
The undersleeve joins the upper part along 
the biceps muscles. The two-inch wrist 
opening is in line with the little finger. The 
sleeve is placed very high in the armpit and 
fairly deep into the bodice in the shoulder 
area. This explains in part the long under-
arm measurement of the spencer, the large 
armscye circumference, and the narrow 
back. The sleeve is fully lined.

Specimen 13



86CHAPTER 2 - PERIOD OF TRANSITION: 1785 - 1800      

TV V.46.74.12, ca 1795

DRESS 13

Courtesy of The Valentine
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TV V.46.74.12, ca 1795

DRESS 13

Courtesy of The Valentine
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TV V.46.74.12, ca 1795DRESS 13
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cut with train. Four deeply pleated flat folds 
on each side of center back give fullness to 
the back. Included in the side back of the 
skirt is a pocket on the left side 12 3/8 
inches down from the waistline and 5 3/8  
inches long.

 Dress Date:  ca 1795-1800
From:  Costume Institute, Metropolitan Museum

Accession Number:  1978.280.2
Donor:  Lewisohn Bequest

Wearer:  Unknown
Provenance:  England

14

Description: The fabric is white muslin em-
broidered with colored threads in sepia, 
teal blue, beige, and pink in a floral pattern. 
The embroidery stitch is a chain, probably 
tambour.

Bodice: The neckline is open with a very deep 
U shape in back. The shoulder pieces form-
ing the vertical sides of the neckline are 
narrow. The closure is in front. The front of 
the muslin bodice is missing and only the 
lining remains. On the basis of the lining 
design, we found that the bodice is high 
waisted. The bodice has been shortened by 
an inch or so and now measures 1�5⁄8 inch-
es on center front. The lining overlap was 
probably pinned.

The back bodice is extremely narrow, the 
sleeve having been set deep into the bod-
ice. The traditional eighteenth-century 
back panel is present.

Sleeve: The sleeve is short but not puffed. 
The gathers in the cap are concentrated to 
the back of the shoulder bone. The sleeve is 
lined and finished with a ½ inch hem. There 
is evidence that the sleeve was longer and 
then cut off, and the same is true of the 
lining.

Skirt: The skirt is a “drop front” or “bib front” 
design26 controlled with drawstrings which 
wind around the waistline through worked 
loops. White on white embroidered inser-
tions in a repeat pattern of satin stitch and 
worked dots grace the skirt’s center front 
from waist to hem. The back of the skirt is DRESS 14

CI 1978.280.2, 
1795-1800
Courtesy of the 
Costume Institute of 
the Metropolitan 
Museum of Art

Specimen 14
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CI 1978.280.2, 1795-1800

Courtesy of the Costume Institute of the Metropolitan Museum of Art

DRESS 14
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15
 Dress Date:  ca 1795-180027 

From:  The Valentine, Richmond, Virginia
Accession Number:  V.65.70.07

Donor:  Mrs. James Clement
Wearer:  Unknown

Provenance:  Virginia

Description: Please see illustrations.

Fabric: This dress is of fine white embroi-
dered muslin of excellent quality having 
two major motifs which form a scattered 
pattern of white on white over the entire 
fabric. One motif is a stylized flower with 
drawn work28 in its center and tambour 
work as the surface delineation of the rest 
of the motif. The smaller motif is a spray 
of leaves entirely embroidered with tam-
bour stitches.

Bodice: The contour of the open neckline is 
a round continuous curve from shoulder 
to shoulder contrasted by a V contour in 
center back. The center front closure is 
fastened with drawstrings at the neckline 
and at the waistline.

The bodice is cut with the traditional 
shoulder piece forming a boundary of the 
neckline. The bodice front is terminated 
on a vertical seam just beyond the bust 
bulge and in width includes the fullness 
to be drawn up over the bust bulge at 
the neck and waist. An underarm section 
connects the front bodice with the curved 
seam of the back panel. There is no side 
seam.

The shape of the narrow back is accen-
tuated by all the seams. The terminal of 
the shoulder piece is located well to the 
back of the top of the shoulder and is in 
a diagonal direction to center back. The 
center back seam and the curved back 
panel seams are uniquely accentuated 

with trapunto work, and the armscye curve 
cuts deeply into the back bodice, but this 
seam is left plain.

Sleeve: This one-piece sleeve has a one-
inch square underarm gusset, to allow for 
stretch. There is no apparent ease in the 
sleeve cap, which goes over the shoulder 
bone. The sleeve is not fitted to the arm 
and probably ends just above the elbow 
and is finished with two tucks and a hem all 
of which give the effect of three tucks.

Skirt: The shaping of the skirt is accom-
plished by shallow vertical folds controlled 
by drawstrings in the waistline casing across 
the front. At a calculated point across the 
front directly below the vertical bodice 
seam are a series of flat pleats laid one upon 
another so that fullness is over the hipbone, 
but the sides of figure have the tradition-
al long uninterrupted line. Fullness at the 
bodice-skirt join is again introduced in cen-
ter back in the form of gauging over a 
space of 51⁄8 inches for which 
approximately 28 inches of fabric is used. A 
5½ inch closure is on center front.

The hemline is accentuated with two tucks 
and the ¼ inch hem giving the effect of 
three tucks.

Construction Details: The entire bodice is 
cut two inches longer than the present 
position of the bodice-skirt join probably 
for anticipated change. The waistline rises 
noticeably in center back. 

Specimen 15
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Linen lining supports the entire back, the 
underarm area, and the shoulder pieces. 
The double construction method makes it 
possible to see the cords used in the back 
bodice seams for the trapunto work.

The front bodice of the embroidered 
muslin (with its fullness controlled by the 
drawstrings) is free from its linen founda-
tion from the top of the shoulder, from the 
vertical seam (beyond the bust bulge), and 
from the waistline. The linen foundation 
laps at center front and appears to have 
been pinned.

The sleeves are lined with the same white 
linen, ending approximately on the tuck 
line of the sleeve. The back bodice is divid-
ed into sections accented with trapunto 
work. The trapunto work is accomplished 
by making plain seams, pressing the seam 
allowances apart, then sandwiching a 
cord along each side of the seam between 
the bodice and the seam allowances, and 
quilting firmly from the outside to give a 
three-dimensional effect.

A pocket slit is hidden in the folds of the 
skirt’s pleats.

Detail of a delicate, 
sheer India muslin 
(cotton) in a girl's dress 
of about 1800. Note 
the soft, airy quality. 
It was a luxury article 
no other nation could 
duplicate. This exam-
ple appears to have 
started out as a lady's 
fine dress apron in the 
mid-eighteenth centu-
ry. Like Dress 15, it has 
very elaborate drawn 
thread sections, and 
tambour work (chain 
stitch) details execut-
ed in cotton thread. 
2010.076
Susan Greene Collec-
tion/Genesee Country 
Village & Museum.

Photo by Susan Greene
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TV V.65.70.07, ca 1795-1800

Courtesy of The Valentine

DRESS 15
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TV V.65.70.07, ca 1795-1800

DRESS 15

Courtesy of The Valentine
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TV V.65.70.07, ca 1795-1800

Courtesy of The Valentine

DRESS 15
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DRESS 15 TV V.65.70.07, ca 1795-1800
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16
Dress Date:  ca 1798-179929 

From:  The Costume Institute, The Metropolitan Museum of Art
Accession Number: 1988.242.4

Donor:  Lewisohn Bequest
Wearer:  Unknown

Provenance:  America

Description: This dress, which is assumed to 
be relatively formal, is made of fine white 
linen. The weave is opaque. The bottom 
of the skirt for the entire circumference is 
decorated with a free flowing border ap-
proximately 7¾ inches wide. All the motifs 
are developed with the tambour stitch in 
fine white embroidery thread.

Bodice: The neckline is shaped in a deep U 
curve. The drawstrings encased in the fac-
ings of the U curve extend from the shoul-
der pieces to the center front closure. The 
shoulder pieces are 1 1/8  inches wide from 
neckline to armscye and only 3 3/8 inches 
from front to back.

The center front section is cut on straight 
grain. Its boundaries include the curved 
neckline, the armscye curve, the slanted 
underarm seam, and the drawstring casing 
below the bust bulge. The fullness for the 
bust is distributed from the neckline 
(with drawstrings) and at the (5/8 inches 
wide) waist casing where it is distributed 
in fixed position. Inside is a brassiere-like 
stay of s tiffened linen to be lapped and 
pinned closed. It is hemmed and free 
from the bodice front. The front bodice is 
intricately related to the drop front 
closure of the skirt.

The neckline in back curves to a narrow 
U shape. The petite size of the wearer is 
emphasized also by the deep curve of the 
armscye and the seaming of the back bod-
ice. The back is cut on straight grain with 

a center back seam. The back panel seam 
is 1/4 inch from center back at the 
waistline spreading upward to slightly over 
6 inches from the center back; it meets 
the armscye seam about 2 inches down 
from the shoulder piece. The side seam 
location seems unusual. It is toward the 
front 8 5/8 inches from center back, joined 
to the front on a slightly bias seam.

The back bodice is joined to the skirt with 
a plain seam. The bodice is cut long so that 
in center back it hangs inside the skirt for 
a distance of 2 5/8 inches (as if to lower 
the waistline if necessary.

Sleeve: The sleeve is complex and interest-
ing for this period. It is composed of two 
sleeves: a tight-fitting long sleeve and a 
puffed, short, oversleeve called a manche-
ron, all of which require a large armscye 
circumference of 21 inches. 

This melon shaped oversleeve has two bias 
sections in the underarm area from the 
armscye curve to the sleeve opening. The 
tight sleeve is of one piece but shaped with 
a curved seam. From the elbow to the hand 
is a long dart in line with the little finger. 
Into the stitched dart line is inserted a lin-
en ruffl which also circles the wrist.

Skirt: The shaped skirt is designed with a 
drop front closure positioned on the dia-
phragm well above the natural waistline. 
The front section is shaped along the top 
so that there are no darts or gathers. This 

Specimen 16
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apron-like front is mounted on a band 
which measures 16 3/8  inches across the 
waistline and at each end has a vertical 
opening 12½ inches long. When the band 
is raised to be closed it coincides with the 
center front bodice band and is fastened at 
its terminals.

The back section of the skirt is joined to 
the bodice in a plain seam. The back is 
gauged from the drop front closure to the 
center back 10�1⁄8 inches on each side. In 
the center back is a deep inverted pleat 
(about 4 inches which contributes fullness 
to the train. The back section has a center 
back seam. An embroidered border extends 
around the hem circumference. Its mean-
der pattern and the willow-like motif sug-
gests Oriental influence.
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DRESS 16

CI 1988.242.4, 1798-1799

Courtesy of the Costume Institute of the Metropolitan Museum of Art
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CI 1988.242.4, 1798-1799

DRESS 16
Courtesy of the Costume Institute of the Metropolitan Museum of Art
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Dress Date:  ca 1799
From:  Museum of Fine Arts, Boston, Massachusetts

Accession Number:  51.1968
Donor:  Ruth B. Dieffenbach

Wearer:  Unknown
Provenance:  Massachusetts

17

Description: According to the catalog infor-
mation, this dress was worn by an American 
woman and is made of “Chinese silk.”30 The 
dress, which was generally called a round 
gown, is composed of a bodice and skirt 
joined at the waistline. The dress is excep-
tionally plain being untrimmed even to the 
extent of limited use of edge stitching. The 
color of the silk is a dark blue green with a 
low lustre giving the effect of depth.

Bodice: The neckline is open forming a mod-
ified rectangle in front, although when the 
neck strings are drawn the neckline may 
appear to have a more U-shaped line.

The vertical boundaries of the neckline 
(front and back) are formed by the shoulder 
pieces, the dimensions of which are 8½ 
inches front to back on the neckline and 7�5⁄8 
inches on the outside of the shoulder where 
the sleeve is joined; the width from neckline 
to the armscye is 2 1/8 inches.

The bodice closure is located on center front 
and is fastened by very fine [silk] draw-
strings in casings on the inner edge of the 
neckline and in the horizontal casings on the 
waistline.

The front bodice is cut on straight grain 
following the typical plan: an essentially 
rectangular piece is joined to the curved 
back panel seam (no side seam or underarm 
seam and extends around the side of the 
figure across the bust to the center front. 
At the top this piece is joined to the sleeve 
on the lower armscye curve, and in front 
it is joined to the terminal of the shoulder 

piece and continues on a horizontal line to 
form the neck edge of the bodice up to the 
vertical front closure. In width this rectan-
gular piece is greater than the wearer’s bust 
dimensions so that when the fullness is 
drawn up by the drawstrings the bodice has 
pleasing, shallow, vertical folds.

The neckline in back, as in front, is the 
depth of the shoulder piece, but the hori-
zontal width between the shoulder pieces 
is only 1 7/8 inches. The bodice is cut with 
a center back seam and with the tradition-
al curved eighteenth-century back panel 
seams.

Across the shoulders, at the narrowest 
point, the bodice measures 7 inches and at 
the point where the curved panel seam 
meets with the armscye the distance in-
creases to approximately 8¼ inches.31 The 
sleeve is set deeply into the back, causing 
the illusion of a very narrow back.

Sleeves: The sleeve is very long, cut on 
straight grain, and is essentially one piece 
except for two long underarm gussets pro-
viding stretch along the biceps. There is no 
discernible ease over the cap. Girth mea-
surements indicate that the sleeve was not 
fitted to the arm at any point. The sleeve 
ending is finished with a plain ½ inch hem 
and is without a placket.

Skirt: The skirt is composed of four webs of 
fabric with no center front or center back 
seam. The fullness across the front at the 
waistline is controlled by drawstrings tied 
in the center front. Across the back on each 

Specimen 17
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DRESS 17 MFAB 51.1968, ca 1799

FRONT

BACK
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side of the center are twelve flat pleats (each 3⁄8 tto 
½ inch wide and 2�5⁄8 inches deep which all face 
center back. The turnover inside at the top of the 
skirt is 5¾ inches and tapers off to 3 inches in the 
center front. There is no lining. The hem is finished 
with a self fabric facing ranging in width from ½ to ¾ 
inches.

Construction Details: The bodice and the upper sleeve 
(from the top of the cap for a distance of 13 inches 
is supported throughout with an unbleached linen. 
The nature of the construction is precise and skillful. 
There is evidence of alteration: old stitching lines, two 
extensions of bodice pieces (in center front, and two 
different colors of sewing thread. 
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DRESS 17

MFAB 51.1968, ca 1799

Photograph © Museum of Fine Arts, Boston. Courtesy of the Museum of Fine Arts, Boston
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Dress Date:  ca 1790 - 1801
From: University of Rhode Island Historic

 Textile and Costume Collection
Accession Number:  URI 1954.66.03

Donor:  Mrs. Ralph H. Northrup
Wearer:  “Worn by Mary E. Oatley for her marriage to Roy S. Oatley in  

1801” (according to the donor)
Provenance:  Rhode Island

18

Description: This dress is composed of a 
joined bodice and skirt (sometimes referred 
to as a round gown). The fabric is a mod-
erately sheer white muslin with vertical 
stripes formed by heavier warp. This may 
have been called “corded muslin.”

The bodice and the sleeves are completely 
lined with soft white linen which is left free 
from the dress muslin across the bust and 
fastens independently.

Bodice: The neckline is open and quite rect-
angular. The closure is in the front. The 
traditional shoulder pieces are present. The 
front bodice pieces are cut larger than the 
bust circumference to created soft vertical 
bust fullness when the drawstrings at the 
neckline and waistline are drawn and tied. 
The waistline is positioned moderately 
high on the diaphragm.32 There are no side 
seams.

The bodice back has the characteristics 
of eighteenth-century design. The bodice 
front extends around to the back to join the 
center back panel, which is a narrow width 
at the waist and spreads to the shoulder 
pieces.

Sleeve: The two-piece sleeve shows no dis-
cernible fullness in the cap. The sleeve 
ending is finished with a ruffle of 
generous fullness.33 

Skirt: Linear folds in the front of the skirt are 
controlled by drawstrings encased in the 
waistline. In the center back the fullness is 
controlled by fine pleats. Lack of fullness at 
the sides of the skirt contributes to a ver-
tical effect. The hemline is perfectly plain 
and is finished with a narrow hem. (The 
transparency of the fabric is shown in the 
photograph around the hemline, the man-
nequin’s foundation being slightly shorter.)

Particular Identification Features: Dress 
pattern and construction techniques indi-
cate that this dress was remodeled from a 
1790s dress. The original shape of the bod-
ice back was left in act to hang inside the 
dress (see drawing); a center front closure 
was more typical of American dresses the 
first years of first decade of the nineteenth 
century than of the second half, 1805-1810; 
the waistline is moderately high but longer 
than the average by a full inch when com-
pared with the eleven muslin dresses with 
attributed dates from 1803 to 1810 (see 
Measurement Table). The two-piece sleeve 
design compares with others of the 1790s, 
but it has a relatively smaller armscye 
circumference because the sleeve cap does 
not extend deeply into the back bodice— 
the sleeve appears to belong to the unal-
tered part of the earlier dress. 

The practice of completely lining the bod-
ice and sleeves of a muslin dress was not 
in evidence among the sample of the nine 
compared dresses (see Chapter 3)

Included in later style also: 
see Chapter 3, page 150.→ Dress 18/23
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DRESS 18

URI 1954.66.03, ca 1801

DRESS 18

Courtesy of the University 
of the Rhode Island Historic 
Textile & Costume Collection
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URI 1954.66.03, ca 1801DRESS 18

BODICE
CF neckline to waist 4”
CB neckline to waist 5 ½”

Underarm to waist 4”
Length of SB seam (dart) 5 5⁄8”

Waist high on rib cage 29”
Before gathers: around waist 46 ½”

CB waist to back dart 1 ¼” 
Across shoulder 1 7/8 ”

SLEEVE
Around armscye 15”
Upper arm girth 12 ½”

End circumference 9 ½”
Length over cap 13 ¼”

Length underarm 10 ½”
ruffle t included ¾”

SKIRT
F waist to hem 43 ¾”

R side waist to hem 44 3⁄8”
B waist to hem 45 ¼”

Placket openings 7 ¾”
Hem sweep 99”

Fabric width (web) 50 ½”
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URI 1954.66.03, ca 1801DRESS 18

SLEEVE FRONT SLEEVE UNDERARM
(RUFFLE NOT SHOWN)

BODICE WITH UNCUT 
POINT OF BACK PANEL
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Predominant Characteristics of 
Compared Specimens
Although the number of extant dresses we 
describe is very limited, the samples are 
drawn from widely separated geographical 
areas along the eastern seaboard from North 
Carolina to Massachusetts, while those from 
abroad are alleged to be English or French. 
The dearth of documentary material to aid 
identification of these rare garments means 
that the search for common characteristics, 
if there are any, is a prerequisite to further 
investigation.

Fabrics

All the major fibers, except wool, are repre-
sented in the samples: five silk dresses, three 
cotton dresses, one linen dress. 

Early in the examination process we un-
covered stitch marks, old seam lines, uncut 
shapes hanging inside, pieced areas skillfully 
hidden—all evidence that some fabrics were 
years older than the style of the dresses we 
studied. In other words a treasured fabric was 
handed down from generation to generation 
and remodeled to suit a new concept of fash-
ion.

In this collection are two silk damask dresses 
which illustrate the use of fabrics from years 
past. Natalie Rothstein provides convincing 
data that precious silk damasks were import-
ed into the Colonies as early as the 1730s or 
early 1740s.34 But by the 1790s damask was 
no longer fashionable for dresses. One per-
ceives these remodeled dresses with bulky 
folds controlled by drawstrings as incongru-
ous. The fabrics were still elegant and formal, 
but by the 1790s and 1800 the neoclassical 
style required yielding fabrics—qualities we 
associated with lightweight silks and muslins.

We have no firm documentation for the Milt-
more (10), ca 1785, and the Dieffenbach (17), 

ca 1799, silk dresses. According to the North 
Carolina family legend, the Miltmore dress 
was first worn as a wedding dress in 1785. 
The fabric is believed to be French. In com-
paring fabric widths it appears that extant 
French silks were not wider than 22 inches, 
the width of the Miltmore fabric, but this clue 
only suggests further search. The Dieffenbach 
plain silk comes with family claims that it is 
“Chinese.” The width is 29½ inches, a point 
of departure for investigation. The elegant 
blue satin of the spencer (TV V.46.74.2) (13) 
is unknown as to origin of fabric, and since a 
full web of fabric is not present, we are lacking 
clues the fabric width might provide.

New fashion is represented in the exquisite 
embroidered muslin of the Clement dress of 
Virginia (TV V.65.70.7 ) (15) and the English 
evening dress (CI 1978.280.2) (14). The origin 
of the fabrics is not known. The embroidery 
work on the sheer muslin of the Clement 
dress includes tambour work and Dresden 
work. According to Margaret Swain, “In France, 
as in India and China, the tambour hook was 
seen as a rapid way of embroidering materials 
for sale.”35 These embroidery techniques were 
professionally developed for muslin in the 
British Isles, particularly in the west of Scot-
land during the 1780s and 1790s.

Although the English dress is missing its bib 
of the drop front bodice, it was included as 
an example of a sheer muslin embroidered 
in colored silk threads. Colored embroidery 
in muslin was seen less often than white on 
white in collections examined.

The corded muslin for the Oatley dress (18) 
was available in the new republic, perhaps as 
an imported product following the end of the 
American Revolution. The cut of the dress can 
be traced to the early 1790s—proof of the ex-
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The silk damask dresses are dichotomous 
because in the process of remodeling they lost 
their original character and essentially divide 
into two distinct period styles. Also, note that 
in each dress the shoulder pieces spread on 
an oblique line from the top of the shoulder 
to the center back where they are joined for a 
distance of 7/8 inches to 1 inch, the resulting 
shape forming a pentagonal.

The blue satin spencer is a good example of 
an extremely deep U-shaped neckline which 
encircles the lower breast curves. A striking 
likeness to this fashionable garb can be seen in 
Prud’hon’s portrait of Madame Coppia paint-
ed about 1790.38 

The necklines of the remaining dresses (Clem-
ent muslin, Dieffenbach silk, and American 
linen are alike, each having a wide U shape in 
front and a shallow more narrow U shape in 
back.

In general the cut of the bodice fronts divides 
into two categories: ones with a center front 
closure and ones with the drop front. The 
drawings of the Clement, Oatley, and Dieffen-
bach clearly illustrate the first method. The 
two fronts are cut wider than the distance 
from the bust bulge to the center front so 
that soft, vertical fullness is formed when the 
closure is drawn together with drawstrings at 
the neckline and waistline. Gathers take the 
place of bust darts, and in the Clement muslin 
the vertical seam beyond the bust bulge may 
serve in place of the dart in shaping.

Two types of drop fronts are represented in 
our sample: the high stomacher (bib front) of 
the muslin (CI 1978.280.2) (14), and the 
apron front of the white linen (CI 1988.242.4) 
(16).

istence of “corded muslins.” The English pub-
lication, Ackermann’s Repository of Fashions, 
which includes dress fabric swatches, shows 
literally dozens of sheer corded and checked 
samples of plain weave.36 

Bodices

If these dresses were lined up in a row, what 
could we see at first glance? First of all it is 
obvious that all the bodices open in the front 
although with some variation as two have the 
drop front construction. The bodice is short 
waisted; the bodice-skirt join is located in 
varying degrees above the natural waistline. 
The spencer is the exception, its rests neatly 
on the waistline. We turn to the bodice backs 
and find that they are all firm fitted structures 
cut up into small areas. The apparent narrow-
ness across the shoulder blades varies from 
dress to dress in relation to how deeply the 
armsyce curve is cut into the back bodice.

Each of the nine specimens has an open 
neckline, but the expanse varies as does the 
shape of the neckline. (To sharply perceive the 
uniqueness of these necklines, a comparison 
should be made with those in the Empire Peri-
od, as for example French dresses from about 
1804. First of all, the shoulder pieces are rela-
tively wide along the top of the shoulder from 
neckline to armscye, ranging from 4 ½ inches 
to 11/8 inches.37 They tend to slant toward 
center back. Another width-producing ele-
ment is that the fitted sleeve cap is joined to 
the shoulder piece, thus becoming an integral 
part of the bodice. The Oatley neckline, and 
to some extent the Miltmore, compare to the 
necklines of the 1780s. For example, note the 
similarity of the neckline of the Montgomery 
dress (5) (ca 1783) with the Oatley, especially 
the horizontal back facing.



111 CHAPTER 2 - PERIOD OF TRANSITION: 1785 - 1800

The spencer (or caraco, the French term) can-
not be compared in the strict sense with the 
other specimens as it is a jacket. The bodice 
front is smooth and fitted without darts be-
cause of the very deep neck contour. The edg-
estitched center front closure, laps over itself. 
There is no side seam since the front is joined 
to the curved seam of the back panel.

Bodice Backs

As previously emphasized, the backs of these 
bodices are more easily dated than their 
fronts because of certain distinctive charac-
teristics: they are firm, fitted, and the space is 
broken up into small areas. With the exception 
of the damask dresses, the presence of the 
back panel is typical. With or without a center 
back seam, the panel begins narrow across 
the waist and spreads upward to meet the 
armscye. In the Oatley muslin and in the satin 
spencer, the panel seams end at the shoulder 
pieces.

The small spaces are accented by top stitch-
ing. The embroidered muslin Clement dress 
has the distinctive feature of trapunto work as 
accent for the back panel seams

The armscye may curve moderately or deeply 
into the back bodice thus contributing to its 
narrowness. The specimens having their origin 
in the late 1780s or early 1790s have wider 
backs than the later models.

How far above the natural waistline are these 
new waistlines? For the Montgomery dress, 
ca 1783, the location of the natural waistline 
(underarm measurement) is 8 inches; the 
Valentine spencer, ca 1795, is 7¾ inches; all 
the other bodice-skirt seamlines are higher on 
the diaphragm as compared by the underarm 
measurements, ranging from 1¾ inches (En-
glish evening dress) to 6 inches (Dieffenbach). 
Judging from the fabric allowances seen 
inside the dresses, women were anxious to 
hedge against shifting ashionable lengths. 

No matter where the bodice-skirt seam is po-
sitioned, we find consistency in the develop-
ment of the basic form: no fullness is allowed 
to spread into the underarm area in either the 
bodice or the skirt, hence producing a long 
vertical line down the side of the figure.

Sleeves

With the exception of the white linen dress, 
the sleeves of these specimens divide into two 
distinct styles. Recognition of these styles is 
important as they are reliable clues in deter-
mining vintage.

The early type represented in the URI damask 
dress and the Valentine spencer is composed 
of two pieces: one length over the top of the 
arm, which includes the cap (over the shoul-
der bone), and one length for the underarm, 
which includes the lower armscye curve. 
These two parts are usually joined in seams 
running parallel to the biceps of the arm and 
are curved for a slightly bent arm. The sleeve, 
so designed, can be fitted closely to the arm. 
There is little, if any, discernible fullness in the 
cap, and the sleeve ending generally requires a 
placket. The sleeve is fully lined and structur-
al.

The sleeve style which follows in the time 
sequence, probably from 1795 into the early 
1800s, is one piece with an underarm length-
wise seam. It may have a gusset or two placed 
in the underarm along the seamline leading 
out from the armsyce, the function being to 
give stretch along the biceps. To the twenti-
eth-century observer the sleeve seems some-
what incongruous in relation to the bodice 
design because it is so shapeless and so plain. 
It is usually lined and is represented as a 
shorter sleeve in the Clement dress and as a 
long sleeve in the Dieffenbach dress.

The one period sleeve in this group 
(CI.1988.242.4) (16) is composed of two 
parts, an upper puffed short sleeve joined to 



112CHAPTER 2 - PERIOD OF TRANSITION: 1785 - 1800      

joined to a short-waisted bodice held to the 
body with drawstrings.

Now we turn to the fashionable Clement em-
broidered muslin. As seen from the front, the 
skirt shape is essentially tubular. The fullness 
across the front is drawn with drawstrings 
encased in the bodice-skirt seam. The seam 
is positioned on the diaphragm a moderate 
distance up from the natural waistline. Beyond 
the front fullness and above the hipbones 
there is a short distance of flat pleats, then a 
smooth space which coincides with the side 
back of the bodice. Across the center back is 
a concentration of gauged fine pleats aligned 
with the back panel of the bodice. The viewer 
perceives a long vertical line from underarm 
to waistline to skirt hemline. As seen in pro-
file, the figure may appear slightly thick from 
front to back because of the concentrated 
placement of fullness, however, the aesthetic 
effect is improved by allowing the skirt to drag 
slightly in the back, or to shape the hemline 
into a train.

Although it has been updated, the skirt of 
the Oatley corded muslin compares closely 
with the cut and construction of the Clement 
dress—in fact their hem circumferences are 
almost the same: Clement 99¼ inches and the 
Oatley 99 inches.

The English embroidered muslin evening 
dress (CI 1978.280.2) (14) was included in the 
group of nine mainly because of the type of 
fabric. As a formal dress—probably an ad-
vanced fashion— it has the highest waistline 
of the group and, although there are no gores 
present, the longest train. It is not comparable 
to the day dresses.

The skirt of the white linen dress (CI 
1988.242.2) (16) is much more formal than 
the other specimens except the English mus-
lin referred to above. It was included in the 
group because it has an apron front mounted 
on a waistband, and the front section along 
the waistband is shaped without darts or 

a long one-piece sleeve extending beyond the 
wrist to over the top of the hand. We shall see 
this type again in the first decade of the nine-
teenth century.

Skirts

There are few generalizations which can be 
made about these specimens; however, there 
are two identification hallmarks to be aware of 
in examining skirts of this transitional period. 
The obvious style characteristic is the soft
vertical fullness across the top of the skirt 
aligned with the vertical fullness of the front 
bodice. Both parts are often controlled by the 
drawstrings encased in the bodice-skirt seam. 
The second less obvious characteristic is the 
absence of gored, or triangular, sections in the 
skirt at any point. It is true that several of the 
earlier models were pieced in the remodel-
ing process, which, however, is quite different 
from adding triangular sections for the pur-
pose of changing the form of the skirt.

The first exception to these generalizations 
is the Miltmore changeable taffeta alleged to 
have been a wedding dress in 1785. It is the 
one “open gown” in the sample. The fullness 
in the top of the skirt is in the form of flat, 
broad, box pleats with inverted pleats at the 
sides of the figure over the hipbones. There 
is a more typical concentration of cartridge 
pleats across the small of the back. The hem 
circumference of 100¼ inches suggests that 
some width (perhaps a full web) had been 
removed in the updating to the 1790s.

The silk damask dresses (URI 1982.01.01, and 
CI 64.32.2) (11-12) probably posed more of 
a problem in updating. In each case the back 
had a train and was cut in the style of a French 
dress, robe à la francaise, perhaps as far back 
as 1765-1775. These sack-backed gowns were 
cut in one piece from neckline to hemline and 
defied much alteration. Consequently, the 
free-flowing box pleats were held in place with 
top stitching in an en fourreau style to give a 
high-waisted effect. The front was pieced and 
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CI 1988.242.4

Courtesy of the Costume Institute of the Metropolitan Museum of Art

DRESS 16
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gathers. The side and the back along the top 
of the waistline are gauged with fine pleats 
from the drop-front closure to the deep 
inverted pleat on center back, which contrib-
utes fullness to the train.

Although the Dieffenbach dress is a light-
weight, plain-weave silk, it is comparable in 
design and construction to the fashionable 
Clement dress except that the fullness in 
back is not confined to the back panel area. As 
illustrated in the drawing, the fullness is in the 
form of precise knife-edged pleats somewhat 
reminiscent of the past. One wonders if the 
dress was worn by an older woman.

Construction Details

Linings are found mainly in the bodices and 
sleeves—usually a white linen. Exceptions are 
the brown chintz in the sleeve of the Miltmore 
silk taffeta dress, unbleached linen in the silk 
damask dresses and in the Dieffenbach silk, 
and a white cotton with a homespun texture 
in the Oatley muslin.

These supporting fabrics play a major role 
in the creation of form. The firmness of the 
fitted backs—usually cut up into small spac-
es—was achieved by sewing the lining fabric 
as one with the dress fabric. By contrast, in 
the bodice fronts the lining was free and fas-
tened independently. This meant that the fine 
vertical gathers of the dress fabric were more 
flexible, and the lining functioned as a stay or 

brassiere-like support. The free terminals of 
this support were overlapped in the center 
front and pinned in place, perhaps as tightly 
as the wearer desired, and then the outer bod-
ice was adjusted and tied with drawstrings.

The skirts are not lined. The exception is the 
Miltmore dress—an open gown with overskirt 
and petticoat. The petticoat is reinforced 
through the center back with a brown chintz. 
The skirt has a fairly wide hem facing.

Most of the hem lines are remarkably plain 
without embellishment. An outstanding 
exception is the formal white linen gown (CI 
1988.242.4) (16); its free-flowing border at 
the bottom of the trained skirt is white on 
white and extends around the entire hem. 
The Clement’s skirt is embellished with two 
tucks, which with the hem have the effect of 
three tucks.

The spencer is the only garment with a collar 
and in a sense is not comparable because it is 
a jacket.

Self-fabric ruffle was used as a trimming for 
the sleeve ends of two dresses: the Oatley 
and the white linen, distinguished by its 
period sleeve style.

Sewing threads were examined for evidence of 
alterations. Silk and linen threads were among 
the original.
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Detecting the Facts: 1785 - 1800

We turn now to the information we gleaned 
from the assembled visual material of this 
transitional period; the objective being to veri-
fy the information our specimens have provid-
ed. We shall compare characteristics that are 
similar and dissimilar in an effort to date our 
dresses as definitively as possible.

Fortunately for us, during the 1980s and early 
1990s several major exhibitions were present-
ed in the United States with the American 
Revolution, the post-revolutionary period, 
the French Revolution, and the Napoleonic 
Age as their focus. The exhibitions provided 
a magnificent retrospective view of dress in 
Western culture.39 The majority of the eigh-
teenth century dresses in these exhibitions 
were English or French; however, there were a 
number of dresses shown that had been worn 
by American women during the early years of 
the nineteenth century.

Fabrics

In this period of transition, knowledge of the 
changing nature of dress fabrics is critical 
to date attribution and other identification 
relationships. To better ascertain trends, the 
fabrics of thirty-eight exhibited dresses from 
ca 1785-1800 were tabulated.40 Two pertinent 
questions prompted the use of this source. 
Did the list provide evidence of the decline 
of consumer interest in silk dresses in favor 
of muslin (cotton) dresses Can we detect 
through this source trends in the production 
of weaves and colors?

The list revealed that out of thirty-seven 
dresses fourteen were primarily of silk where-
as twenty were of cotton and only three were 
of linen. 

Further division of the silks revealed that taf-
fetas seemed to be favored. The heavier fab-
rics, such as damasks, appeared in half-robes 
combined with lightweight fabrics, such as 
muslins, for a front bodice and petticoat.

The cottons can be grouped according to 
whether they are sheer (as mulls) or opaque. 
Among cottons some equate in quality with 
typical silks, while others were more precious 
than silk. Six sheer muslins embroidered in 
colored silk or metal threads were the fab-
rics of either French or English dresses. Only 
three white muslins were embroidered in 
white. Two of the French opaque cottons were 
hand-painted, and six (five of which were En-
glish) were printed.

Although linen appeared for only three dress-
es, the fabric was exceptional in quality; one 
was hand-painted in India for the English mar-
ket, and two were American of which one was 
a floral print and the other embroidered with 
white on white.

The silks represented a variety of pattern 
and color thus making it difficult o suggest 
trends. Stripes and floral motifs, often with-
in stripes, were dominant. White and pastel 
backgrounds appeared often, but occasionally 
rich dark silks were present among the exhib-
ited dresses.

The list of cottons suggests a distinct trend to-
ward white ground, especially if embroidered. 
The bold floral prints—so popular for day 
wear— may or may not feature a print on large 
areas of cream or white.

Our questions bring to the fore remarks made 
by two English authorities, Janet Arnold and 
Natalie Rothstein, “The collapse of silk design 

We turn now to the information we gleaned from the assembled 
visual material of this transitional period; the 
objective being to verify the information our specimens 
have provided. We shall compare characteristics 
that are similar and dissimilar in an effort 
to date our dresses as definitively as possible.

The list revealed that out of thirty-seven dresses fourteen 
were primarily of silk whereas twenty were of 
cotton and only three were of linen.

Further division of the silks revealed that taffetas seemed 
to be favored. The heavier fabrics, such as damasks, 
appeared in half-robes combined with lightweight 
fabrics, such as muslins, for a front bodice and 
petticoat.

The cottons can be grouped according to whether they 
are sheer (as mulls) or opaque. Among cottons some 
equate in quality with typical silks, while others were 
more precious than silk. Six sheer muslins embroidered 
in colored silk or metal threads were the fabrics 
of either French or English dresses. Only three 
white muslins were embroidered in white. Two of 
the French opaque cottons were hand-painted, and 
six (five of which were English) were printed.

Although linen appeared for only three dresses, the fabric 
was exceptional in quality; one was hand-painted 
in India for the English market, and two were 
American of which one was a floral print and the other 
embroidered with white on white.

The silks represented a variety of pattern and color thus 
making it difficult o suggest trends. Stripes and floral 
motifs, often within stripes, were dominant. White 
and pastel backgrounds appeared often, but occasionally 
rich dark silks were present among the exhibited 
dresses.
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Top: Inexpensive printed cotton used for a shortgown. 2003.188
Bottom: Detail of a shawl made of sheer India muslin embroidered in India, 

early 19th century. 2013.030
Susan Greene Collection/Genesee Country Village & Museum

Photos by Susan Greene
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for fashionable dress can be seen between the 
years 1770 and 1775, when designs dimin-
ished until their repeats were seldom more 
than an inch long. . . . Dress silks were eclipsed 
as works of art by printed cottons.” Having 
traced the development of eighteenth-cen-
tury silks through fabric pattern books and 
swatches, Rothstein concludes that, “. . . the 
softer, more flowing Neoclassical outline of 
the 1770s and 1780s required fine lawn, and 
perhaps a few ribbons and stripes . . . after the 
early 1790s . . . it was a bad time for both the 
French and the English silk industries.”41 In 
tracing extant dresses in England, Janet Ar-
nold claims that,“Cotton and muslin were very 
popular by 1785 and later helped to influence 
the change in line following the classical styles 
of the new French Republic.”42 Her remark re-
calls to mind the portrait of Queen Marie An-
toinette by Elisabeth Vigée-Lebrun (attributed 
date of 1783) with the statement, “The queen 
embraced the new English-inspired fashion 
and, to shock the court, had herself painted in 
this simple muslin dress.”43 

Examples of exquisite embroidered muslins 
in the form of shawls (or stoles), fichus, en-
gageants (sleeve ruffles) and other accesso-
ries appeared in exhibits, but it was not until 
the last years of the eighteenth century that 
embroidered muslin dresses were high fashion 
in the new republic. Judging from portraits, 
both European and American, it was the 
custom of many matrons to wear dark silk 
adorned with an exquisitely fine muslin fichu 
or shawl—possibly matching the cap—all of 
which expressed quality and respectability. 
Unfortunately there is rarely any documenta-
tion regarding country of origin of the muslin 
fabric, or who did the embroidery whether in 
a professional shop, in the home by women of 
the family, or created in a sewing circle. Some 
of the work may have been embroidered in 
the piece before being cut for the dress or 
after the dress pieces were sewn together. 

Authorities can identify methods and kinds of 
stitches, and the fibers, which give some clues 
to documentation.

Stylistic Features

Comparison of style characteristics of our 
nine specimens brings awareness of apparent 
changes taking place in certain areas of the 
garment. In this search reliable answers can 
best come from the data of dresses measured 
on site; however, to get a feeling for the chang-
ing fashion the previously listed thirty-eight 
photographed extant dresses, fashion plates, 
and portraits all combine to serve the purpose 
in a limited way.

Perhaps the most obvious area to check for 
change is the position of the waistline, partic-
ularly for the round gown. According to Janet 
Arnold, “The simple styles and soft lines which 
were seen after 1785, with the raised waist 
level which appeared after 1793, were not 
such a sudden innovation as they sometimes 
appeared to be.”44 Arnold shows an open gown 
of ca 1785-90 in which alterations were made 
about 1794. The point of the back bodice 
was left hanging inside elow the stitching of 
the new waistline. Nancy Bradfield shows an 
English printed cotton round gown of about 
1780 with the waistline altered and raised 
about 1794.45 Our American specimen, Oatley 
corded muslin, ca 1790-1801, has the same 
type of alteration.

A rough indication of the changing waistline 
position requires explanation. (The mea-
surements of published diagrams should be 
regarded as an approximation.) The pattern 
diagrams were used to compare underarm 
lengths with our specimens. In the 1780s 
especially, the underarm length of the bod-
ice may extend beyond the natural waistline 
varying in amount from dress to dress. As 
indicated in the table here, the bodice-skirt 
position was above the natural waistline by 

Examples of exquisite embroidered muslins in the form 
of shawls (or stoles), fichus, engageants 
(sleeve 
ruffles) and other accessories appeared in exhibits, 
but it was not until the last years of the eighteenth 
century that embroidered muslin dresses were 
high fashion in the new republic. Judging from portraits, 
both European and American, it was the custom 
of many matrons to wear dark silk adorned with 
an exquisitely fine muslin fichu or shawl�possibly 
matching the cap�all of which expressed 
quality and respectability. Unfortunately there 
is rarely any documentation regarding country of 
origin of the muslin fabric, or who did the embroidery 
whether in a professional shop, in the home 
by women of the family, or created in a sewing circle. 
Some of the work may have been embroidered 
in the piece before being cut for the dress 
or after the dress pieces were sewn together.

Comparison of style characteristics of our nine specimens 
brings awareness of apparent changes taking 
place in certain areas of the garment. In this search 
reliable answers can best come from the data of 
dresses measured on site; however, to get a feeling for 
the changing fashion the previously listed thirty-eight 
photographed extant dresses, fashion plates, 
and portraits all combine to serve the purpose in 
a limited way.

Perhaps the most obvious area to check for change is the 
position of the waistline, particularly for the round gown. 
According to Janet Arnold, �The simple styles and 
soft lines which were seen after 1785, with the raised 
waist level which appeared after 1793, were not such 
a sudden innovation as they sometimes appeared 
to be.�44 Arnold shows an open gown of ca 
1785-90 in which alterations were made about 1794. 
The point of the back bodice was left hanging inside 
elow the stitching of the new waistline. Nancy Bradfield 
shows an English printed cotton round gown of 
about 1780 with the waistline altered and raised about 
1794.45 Our American specimen, Oatley corded muslin, 
ca 1790-1801, has the same type of alteration.

A rough indication of the changing waistline position requires 
explanation. (The measurements of published 
diagrams should be regarded as an approximation.) 
The pattern diagrams were used to compare 
underarm lengths with our specimens. In the 
1780s especially, the underarm length of the bodice 
may extend beyond the natural waistline varying 
in amount from dress to dress. As indicated in 
the table here, the bodice-skirt position was above the 
natural waistline by
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Published Sources Date Length

Arnold,Book I, p.36 1770-1780 9½ 

Arnold, Book I, p.39 1770-1785 8 7/8

Arnold, Book I, p.41 ca 1775-1785 9½ 

Bradfield, p. 70 1780s 8½ 

Waugh n.p. [XXII**] 1775-1780 9½ 

Bernstein n.p. [p.13**] Mid 18th c. 8½ 

Arnold, Book I, p. 42 ca 1780-1790* 8

Waugh XXXII ca 1795 5

Waugh XXXIII ca 1797 4½ 

5 CU 58 ca 1783 8

9 MFAB 43.703 ca 1785 7¼ 

17 MFAB 51.1968 1799 6

16 CI 1988.242.4 1798-1799 3

18 URI 1954.66.03 1790-1810 4

15 TV V.65.70.07 1795-1800 3

INDICATION OF THE WAISTLINE
RISING ABOVE THE NATURAL WAIST

APPROXIMATE UNDERARM MEASUREMENTS

* probably nearer to 1780.
** my guess — SWG

SPECIMENS IN THIS STUDY
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the late 1790s—probably for the majority of 
dresses but especially for those worn by young 
women.

It is probably safe to say that by 1795 the 
fashionable waistline was above the natural 
waist in the metropolitan centers of England, 
France, and the new republic. The ladies who 
were the elite of high fashion—judging from 
French portraits and fashion plates of the late 
1790s—accepted a waistline positioned high 
on the diaphragm.

The typical bodice opened in the front. There 
were essentially two types of construction: 
the drop front and the opening in center front 
from neckline down into the skirt for a short 
distance. In terms of dating, the significant 
trend to be aware of is the change in the drop 
front construction from the apron style to 

the bib style (or high stomacher style). As the 
waistline was raised higher and higher, the 
bib style of front closure was probably more 
manageable.

The typical method of closing the opening 
of a dress regardless of closure type was with 
drawstrings, and certainly our nine specimens 
are no exception. Janet Arnold claims that 
nearly all English dresses during this transi-
tional period, “. . . have a tiny drawstring in a 
casing, to pull in all or part of the neckline 
to fit the body.”46 The terminal point for the 
encased drawstrings varied, ending either at 
the front shoulder piece or extending over the 
shoulder on the neckline edge of the shoulder 
piece.

The front waistline drawstrings were typically 
encased along the bodice skirt seam and rare-

Straight pins, 1750-1800. 
Note the heads made 
from tiny wraps of wire, 
attached separately.

Photo by Susan Greene

Susan Greene Collection/
Genesee Country Village 
& Museum
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ly extended to the sides of the figure beyond 
the bust bulge.

Although most of the dresses were construct-
ed with the lining free from the front of the 
dress—so that they served as brassiere-like 
stays—there appears to be no fixed fasteners 
present. It is assumed from pin marks that 
the tabs of the stay were overlapped on cen-
ter front and pinned. Authors unanimously 
agree that pins were used, but what kind of 
pin?47 A hallmark of fashion which distinguish-
es the dresses of the 1790s, particularly from 
the mid-nineties onward, is the narrow back 
bodice. The trend was gradual. Two factors 
increasing the illusion of narrowness are the 
armscye curve cutting deeply into the back 
bodice, and the division of the back into small, 
narrow sections. Definitive information about 
the actual dimension of the narrowest width 
of back bodices is scarce.

The point of strain was probably where the 
back panel seam met the armscye seam, and 
so we took the horizontal measurement at 
that level across the back; however, occasional-
ly the narrowest point was slightly above, and 
if so, the fact was noted. Comparison of actual 
measurements has been attempted by using 
specimens provided by Arnold, Bradfield, 
Payne, and Waugh, but the measurements 
should be regarded as an approximation.48 

Curving the armscye deeply into the bodice 
back was a noticeable change in the cut of the 
backs by the late 1790s. A remodeled dress 
such as the Oatley wedding dress could not 
be updated through the back unless the two-
piece sleeves were replaced by the new one-
piece style, as shown in the Clement dress.

Sleeves

The question arises regarding the possibility 
of estimating the date of any one of these 
dresses on the basis of the style and cut of its 
sleeve.

In general there are two styles of sleeves pre-
dominant in the group of extant dresses avail-
able for study: the two-piece shaped sleeve 
and the one-piece loose fitting rather formless 
sleeve. In both instances the sleeve varied in 
length from short to long.

In the late 1780s and early 1790s the two-
piece sleeve—constructed to fit closely to 
the arm—could be frequently found in men’s 
coats, women’s redingotes, spencers, rid-
ing habits, and some dresses. Artist such as 
Prud’hon, Boilley, Stuart, and Earl provide 
us with portraits of fashionable ladies of the 
early 1790s, all of whom are posed in the style 
of bodice with the clearly delineated long 
tight-fitting sleeve. While on the contrary the 
two-piece shaped sleeve is present among our 
specimens in the French walking suit, ca 1785 
(9)(Chapter 1), the New England silk damask 
(11), ca 1790, (for its second remodeling), the 
satin spencer, ca 1790-95 (9), and the Oatley 
corded muslin (18). The Oatley sleeve is re-
markably similar to those shown in the fashion 
plates produced by Nicholas von Heideloff in
his Gallery of Fashion, Vol.1, 1795.

Pattern drafts of the one-piece, loose-fitting 
sleeve are shown from 1795 to 1800. They are 
very similar in style to the sleeve type for the 
Clement, 1795-1800, and the Dieffenbach, ca 
1799. Some pattern drafts have two to three 
flat tucks in the top of the sleeve cap, where-
as, the caps of our specimens have no notice-
able fullness as gathers or tucks and actually 
appeared to need more shaping. The short, 
diaphanous, and sometimes draped sleeve 
represented in French paintings of the Direc-
toire period by Girard and David for example, 
are absent from the sample of available extant 
dresses.

Skirts

There were predominantly two types of dress-
es distinguished from each other mainly in 
skirt construction. The “open robe” is the style 
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Specimen  Date Dimension

5 CU 58 ca 1783 145 (not considered fashionable)

6 WA 1974.1124  ca1785 131.5

4 WA 1976.76  ca 1790 120.5

18 URI 1954.66.03 1790-1801 99

15 TV V.65.70.07 1795-1800 99.25

HEM CIRCUMFERENCES
COTTON DRESSES WITHOUT TRAINS

with the outer skirt open in center front so 
that the petticoat, or underskirt, could be dis-
played. In the late 1790s this type lent itself 
well to formal treatment because an elegant 
heavy silk could be used for the back of the 
gown and part of the front, combined with 
a fine muslin petticoat and fichu. The other 
type, the “round robe” or the closed gown, 
appeared to be increasing in popularity as a 
day dress probably because the most suitable 
fabrics were lightweight and yielding.

The only open robe in our sample is the 
Miltmore dress (10) which had its origin as a 
wedding dress in 1785. Its petticoat match-
es in fabric and color that of the overskirt. It 
is necessary to examine the cut of the skirts 
alleged to be in the transitional period for the 
presence or absence of gored sections because 
this will be a key factor in determining wheth-
er the dress belongs in the 1790s or the first 
decade of the nineteenth century. Of course, 
other characteristics have to be considered.

Although the number of available pattern 
drafts were very limited, none of the designs 
included gored sections. None of our nine 
specimens had gored sections, with the pos-
sible exception of the white linen dress with 
apron front closure (CI 64.32.2) (12) from 
which some fullness had been shaped out 
before attaching the apron waistband. Norah 
Waugh’s statement is a useful guide, “The skirt 
was cut from several widths of material, usual-
ly unshaped, and the fullness was gathered in 
front, but the back generally arranged in small 
box pleats over a pad.”

Comparison of extant and imaged cotton day 
dresses of the mid-eighteenth century with 
those of the early the nineteenth century cer-
tainly indicates that hem circumferences were 
diminishing. However, the limited number of 
dresses cited here can only suggest a trend.



122CHAPTER 2 - PERIOD OF TRANSITION: 1785 - 1800      

London Morning dresses, 1799
2001.073.09

Collection of Susan Greene
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Research Assessed Date° 1785-1800 1785-1800 1785-1795 1795
Specimen 12 CI 64.32.2 11 URI 1982.01.01 10 UNC 13 TV V.46.74.12

Donor Lewisohn Unknown Brummitt Valentine, Massie
Original wearer Unknown Unknown Miltmore Unknown

Provenance France New England N. Carolina Virginia
Fabric silk damask silk damask shot silk taffeta silk satin
Width 19.75 27.875 22.0

Ground color floral red, silver cream-yellow gold/pink light blue
Bodice CF length to waist 9.5 9.5 8.0 5.5
Bodice CB length to waist 8.5 11.125 11.25

Shoulder pieces 4.5 3.75 x 12.75 2.5 x 7.675
Narrowest back 5.25 9.125

Bodice underarm length to waist 2.5 2.5 5.75 7.75
Sleeve type two piece two piece one piece two piece

Armscye 17.25 18.75 15.75
Widest circumference 11.25 17.375 11.625

Sleeve ending circumference 6.75 6.25
Outer side sleeve length 24.75 13.75 24.75
Underarm sleeve length 17.25 11.875

Skirt type round gown Empire round gown open robe spencer
Skirt CF length 43.0 43.0 41.375
Skirt CB length 48.0 55.0

Skirt R side length 45.0 46.0
Skirt waist circumference 26.0
Skirt hem circumference 110.0 151.375 100.25

Footnotes t t

Measurements of Dresses 10 - 18

CI Costume Institute, Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York, NY
MFAB  Museum of Fine Arts, Boston, MA

TV The Valentine, Richmond, VA
UNC University of North Carolina, Chapel Hill, NC
URI University of Rhode Island Historic Textile & Costume Collection, Kingston, RI
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LATE 18TH CENTURY: 1785 - 1800

°  Research assessed date by Elsie McMurry
t   Skirt has a train
All measurements are done flat where possible: ungathered or drawn up.
All measurements were done with a dressmaker’s tape measure to the nearest 1/8 inch.

ca 1795-1800 1795-1800 1798-1799 ca 1799 ca 1801
14 CI 1978.280.2 15 TV V.65.70.07 16 CI 1988.242.4 17 MFAB 51.1968 18 URI 1954.66.03
Lewisohn Clement Lewisohn Dieffenbach Northrup
Unknown Unknown Unknown Unknown Oatley
England Virginia America Massachusetts Rhode Island
embroidered cotton muslin embroidered cotton muslin linen Chinese silk corded cotton
38.0 50.25 42.0 29.5 50.5
white white white dark teal white
1.625 4.875 4.625 6.875 4.0

5.5
0.5-0.75  2.125 x 6.875 1.125 x 3.375 2.125 x 8.5 1.875 x 9.3759
4.0 5.5 6.0 7.0 8.0

1.75 3.0 3.0 6.0 4.0
short one piece puffed one piece two piece

18.25 21.0 20.375 15.0
13.625 20.625 17.75 12.5

4.125 11.0 9.5
8.25 4.125 25.0 13.25

10.5
drop front round gown high waisted round gown
42.0 45.0 43.25 43.0 43.75
67.0 48.0 62.25 41.0 45.25

47.625 46.5 44.375
24.75 26.0 32.0 27.0 29.0
95.0 99.25 146.0 114.0 99.0
t t

Research 
Assessed 
Dateﾰ
Specimen
Donor
Original 
wearerProvenance
Fabric
Width
Ground 
colorBodice CF 
length 
to 
waist

Bodice CB 
length 
to 
waist

Shoulder 
piecesNarrowest 
backBodice underarm 
length 
to 
waist

Sleeve type

Armscye
Widest circumference
Sleeve ending 
circumferenceOuter side 
sleeve 
length
Underarm 
sleeve 
length
Skirt type

Skirt CF 
lengthSkirt CB 
lengthSkirt R side 
lengthSkirt waist 
circumferenceSkirt hem 
circumferenceFootnotes
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Chapter 3: The First Decade
1800 - 1810

The years from the end of the American 
Revolution (1783) to well into the sec-
ond decade of the nineteenth century 

were years when passing from one form of 
style to another was less defined and there-
fore harder to document. The nature of this 
change was inevitable in light of unsettling 
international and national developments: po-

litical, economic, industrial. and social — all 
inextricably related.

The bicentennial celebrations of the decla-
ration of independence of the future United 
States of America stimulated renewed inter-
est in the life-styles of Americans during the 
period of the new republic. Also, recent retro-
spective views of the French Revolution and 

London March 1800
2001.073.12

Collection of Susan Greene
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the Napoleonic era increased awareness of the impact of French 
culture expressed by new books, lectures, documentary films, and 
exhibitions. All these activities have provided richness of organized 
source material previously not available.

In identifying women’s dresses of this confusing period and in dis-
cussing the impact of cultural factors we are confronted with the 
problem of nomenclature. To avoid confusion and needless ambigu-
ity we will use terms briefly defined as follows:

• The new republic: the general term for a period from 1789-
1829. The Federalist period covers George Washington’s two
terms as President and the single term of John Adams.49

• Aesthetic style: neoclassical and Greek Revival style. The neo-
classical style evolved following the excavations of the buried
cities of Herculaneum and Pompeii. We are particularly inter-
ested in the impact of classical style on dress as it developed in
England and France and eventually in the United States.

• Greek Revival: applies more accurately to ornamentation and
applied detail on the dress rather than to the form or the silhou-
ette (as exemplified in American dresses of the first and second
decades of the nineteenth century).

• Georgian Era: a term applied to the regimes of the kings of
England from George I (1714-1727) through the reign of George
IV (1820-1830).

• Regency: style of an English dress during the regency of the
Prince of Wales (1811-1820).

• Directoire: a French dress created during this period (1795-
1799).

• Empire: French dresses of this period (1804-1814). Unfortu-
nately, the term is ambiguously and commonly used to mean
any dress having a waistline higher than the natural waist and as
such is called “Empire” regardless of country of origin or period.

• Federal Period: American dresses from 1789-1829. In general
terms, Federal fashion encompasses architecture, interiors, furni-
ture, paintings, accessories, and clothes.50
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THE SPECIMENS: THE PROCESS OF CATEGORIZING

Early nineteenth-century dresses are rare. Those worn by American women 
that are in private collections or museums often lack documentation re-
garding origin, wearer, date, source of fabric, or other data. Confronted with 
this void, how can we distinguish the specimens that belong in the 1790s 
from those belonging in the first decade of the nineteenth century? Were 
women’s dresses of the new republic identifiably different from those worn 
in France and England? These are key questions facing anyone attempting 
to identify the extant dresses.

The specimens included in this chapter fall into two categories: those that 
had their origin in the eighteenth century but had been updated and worn 
in the first years of the nineteenth century; and those that had distinctly 
new style and construction characteristics. We shall hypothesize that the 
new characteristics appeared in the United States after the coronation of 
Napoleon (1804). A pertinent statement made by Janet Arnold should be 
kept in mind:

From c.1793 the line of classical statuary was certainly seen 
in the raised waistlines and buttoned sleeves, imitating the 
brooches on the shoulders of a chiton. There were little de-
tails of drapery superimposed on a perfectly straightforward 
continuation of eighteenth century dressmaking. The simple 
styles and soft lines which were seen after 1785, with the 
raised waist level which appeared after 1793, were not such 
a sudden innovation as they sometimes appear to be. From 
the late 1760’s young girls continued to wear the low-necked 
baby frocks of muslin or linen with a sash at the waist for 
a little longer, and the age for wearing this style rose, until 
by the 1780’s teenage girls were wearing it. Mothers cop-
ied their daughters and the heavy rich silks of the early and 
mid-eighteenth century were replaced by soft, light ones in 
the 1780’s. Cotton and muslin were very popular by 1785 
and later helped to influence the change in line following the 
classical styles of the new French Republic.51 
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London Full Dress, October 1799
2001.073.04

Collection of Susan Greene
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LEADERS

England

• King George III, 1760-1820
• Queen Charlotte Sophia of Mechlenberg

• The Regency of the Prince of Wales, 1811-1820

 France

• The French Directory, November 1795 to November 1799

• Consulate, November 1799 to May 1804: first consul, Napoleon
Bonaparte

• The Empire 1804-1815, Emperor: Napoleon Bonaparte from 1804 to
1814

• Empress: Josephine 1804 to 1810
• Empress: Marie Louise of Austria 1810 to 1814

The United States of America

• John Adams, President from 1797 to 1801; Vice President under
George Washington, 1789-1797

• Wife: Abigail Smith Adams

• Thomas Jefferson, President from 1801 to 1809; Secretary of State
under Washington

• Wife: Martha Skelton Jefferson (died 1781)
• Hostess: Martha Randolph, (daughter)
• Acting Hostess: Mrs. James Madison (Dolley) whose husband

was Secretary of State in Jefferson’s administration.

Points of Historic Reference
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EVENTS

• By 1791 fourteen states had approved the Constitution. The Federalist period 
covered George Washington’s two terms as president and the single term of 
John Adams.

• On November 1, 1800, President and Mrs. John Adams took up residence in 
the still unfinished mansion (to be known as The White House).

• Capital of United States officially moved to “Federal City,” newly created 
District of Columbia, first Monday in December 1800.

• Political events affecting international trade:

• Momentary peace between France and England during
French Consulate 1802 to 1803.

• Blockade by France and Britain of each other’s ports inter-
fered with American shipping.

• Nonintercourse Act - April 18, 1806, prohibited importation
of certain goods from Great Britain after November, 1806.

• British retaliation forbad any neutral vessel to trade at a
French port without first paying duty at a British port.

• Embargo Act, December 22, 1807, banned American vessels
from carrying goods to Europe.

• War of 1812: Prosperous shipping reached a climax in the
States about 1805. Between 1812 and 1814 the series of
blockades brought strangling cessation to both importing
and exporting and an increased effort to accentuate Ameri-
can manufactures.
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USEFUL REFERENCE IMAGES

American

• James Earle (1761-1796)
• Elizabeth and Martha Paine, ca 1785-90

• Charles F. de Saint Mémin (1770-1852)
• portraits of American women from 1801 to 1808

• John Vanderlyn (1775-1852)
• Mrs. Marinus Willett and her Son Marinus, Jr., 1802

• Benjamin West (1738-1820)
• The Hope Family, ca 1802 (painted in London)

• Gilbert Stuart (1755-1828
• Abigail Adams, 1804-1815
• Mrs. James Bowdoin, ca 1806

• John Trumbull (1756-1843)
• Mrs. John Murray, 1806

English: Great portraits gave way to landscapes (see also Chapter Two: 
Period of Transition 1790-1800.)

 French

• Jacques-Louis David (1748-1825)
• Mme. Hamelin, ca 1800
• Coronation of Napoleon,1806-1807
• Mme. Récamier, ca 1800

• P. P. Prud’hon (1758-1823)
• Jan Schimmelpennick and Family, 1801-1802

• J. A. D. Ingres (1780-1867)
• Mlle. Rivière, 1805
• Mme. Henri Panckouke, 1811
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• Fashion Publications52

• Gallery of Fashion, Heideloff, London, 1794-1822 - hand colored
• The Lady’s Magazine, London, ca 1778 - black and white prints
• La Galerie des Modes: short duration of publication
• La Belle Assemblée, London, 1806-1868
• The Repository of Arts, Literature, Commerce, Manufacturer, Fashion

and Politics; 1809-1828, London, by Rudolph Ackermann includes
some actual samples of newly created dress materials, detailed de-
scriptions of the fabrics, and addresses of their manufacturers.53

Costume Parisien, ca 1800
90.273.16
Collection of Susan Greene

C
9
C
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What to Look For: 1800 - 1810

Clearly the transition period did not come to 
an abrupt end in 1799. In categorizing ex-
tant dresses, detection of alterations is very 
important. If we know what to look for, the 
fabric and garment cuts will reveal if the dress 
had been remodeled to pass for an up-to-date 
fashion of the first years of the 1800s.

Fabrics: Distinction should be made among 
dresses of high fashion worn mostly by 
young women in high society from dresses 
worn by matrons of the upper and middle 
class and from dresses worn by the great 
majority of women. Dresses in art museums 
are likely to be made from fabrics that are 
works of art, whereas the museums stress-
ing dress as seen within a cultural context 
are likely to have garments that have sur-
vived from the entire social strata.

A tally of dresses shown in major  
exhibitions may indicate that from 1800 to 
1810 silk had lost ground as a fashionable 
dress fabric; that cottons, especially the 
fine diaphanous white muslins, had become 
the dominant favored material. This may be 
a false assumption.

Silk fabrics had traditionally been regarded 
as prestigious and were likely to have been 
preserved. Portraits of European and Amer-
ican women suggest that silk dresses in rich 
colors were favored, or at least worn, by ma-
trons. Look also for silk fabrics in spencers, 
pelisses, headdresses, and in ensembles 
which often included fine muslin.

Opaque cotton dress fabrics, white or wo-
ven or printed in color, were traditional and 
accepted since the 1780s, but neverthe-
less the discovery of an extant dress in an 
opaque cotton is reason for excitement.

Gossamer and embroidered muslins have 
demanded the greatest interest. Because 
these muslins are so precious, families have 
passed them from generation to genera-
tion and fortunately some of them are now 

preserved by our major museums. The very 
fine diaphanous muslins may have been 
used for an entire dress or for an accessory 
such as a shawl, fichu, tucker, cap, and the 
like. A challenge for scholars is to identify 
those muslins which originated in India.* Is 
it possible to identify a “Dacca” muslin or 
an “India” muslin as distinguished from one 
with a general description “mull”? Was the 
fabric embroidered before the dress pieces 
were cut and assembled, or after? Can one 
identify the country of origin of the fabric 
by the motifs used in the embroidery?

In this chapter we have categorized the 
dresses from about 1800 to 1810 into two 
groups: (I) those probably made in the 
1790s which were remodeled and worn in 
the early years of the 1800s, or in any case, 
had characteristics quite similar to the 
dresses of the late nineties; and (II) those 
which were remarkably comparable, as they 
were all made of fine muslin and opened in 
the back. We have hypothesized that the 
dresses in the second group were made 
during the first decade.

Group I

The Oatley wedding dress of 1801 has been 
used as an example for both decades in 
order to help the reader understand how 
ambiguous the categories can be. This dress 
exemplifies what to look for: open neckline, 
which includes shoulder pieces; shoulder 
pieces are wide from neckline to armscye; 
bodice opens down center front with the 
bodice fullness controlled by drawstrings in 
neckline and waistline casings—an excep-
tion could be a drop-front opening, which 
for the 1790s would probably be the apron 
front (see CI 1988.242.4) (16), but for the 
1800s would be the high stomacher, or bib 
front, fastened near the shoulder (see TV 
V.69.202 or CI 55.50.4) (19 or 22).

* See details of India muslin on pages 92 and 116. See
Sonia Ashmore, Muslin. SWG
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DRESS 23 [and 18]

Example of Group I

URI 1800-1810(1), ca 1801

BODICE
CF neckline to waist 4”
CB neckline to waist 5 ½”

Underarm to waist 4”
Length of SB seam (dart) 5 5⁄8”

Waist high on rib cage 29”
Before gathers: around waist 46 ½”

CB waist to back dart 1 ¼”
Across shoulder 1 7⁄8 ”

SLEEVE
Around armscy15”
Upper arm girth 12 ½”

End circumference 9 ½”
Length over cap 13 ¼”

Length underarm 10 ½”
ruffle t included ¾”

SKIRT
F waist to hem 43 ¾”

R side waist to hem 44 3⁄8”
B waist to hem 45 ¼”

Placket openings 7 ¾”
Hem sweep 99”

Fabric width (web) 50 ½”

Bodice

SleeveAround armscy

SkirtF waist to hem
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The Oatley bodice back and sleeves were 
cut in the 1790s and could be altered very 
little; therefore, the armscye curve does 
not cut as deeply into the back bodice as 
it does in later models (see for example CI 
42.115.1)(21).

The two-piece sleeve of the Oatley dress is 
distinctly early 1790s. Those to follow will 
be one-piece sleeves, rather formless and 
without fullness in the sleeve cap. Watch 
however for the introduction of fullness in 
the sleeve cap, a new feature, a characteris-
tic of 1800s dresses.

The skirt had been raised to rest on a 
waistline above the wearer’s natural waist. 
To leave extra bodice length was a common 
procedure during the transition (about 
1795 to the early 1800s).

The Oatley dress had had to be pieced 
when the skirt was raised above the old 
waistline, and possibly a useful panel was 
removed from the skirt. When you com-
pare hem circumferences on the Measure-
ment Tables, clearly the circumferences are 
decreasing and the skirt form is becoming 
more columnar.

The distribution of skirt fullness around 
the bodice-skirt seamline will be an area 
of important change. The Oatley dress, for 
example, has soft vertical fullness across 
the center front aligned with the vertical 
fullness of the bodice all controlled by the 
drawstrings in the bodice-skirt seam. Later 
in the decade that fullness across the front 
will be fitted out. The key question for the 
identifier is: How early in the decade did 
this change take place?

Group II

Neckline: The entire neckline is becoming 
more open across the shoulders.54 The 
distance across the top of the shoulder 
from neckline to the armscye seam proba-
bly measures less than during the previous 
decade. Refer to the Measurement Tables. 
Do the vertical sides of the neckline in-
clude shoulder pieces? If not, our bodice 
diagrams will show variations. The neckline 
should have drawstrings encased in its fac-
ing, but note where they terminate, which 
affects the shape of the neckline.

Bodice: We found four basic bodice cuts 
represented among the specimens. These 
patterns have been converted to basic 
diagrams (a kind of floor plan) for use in 
expediting the process of identification of 
an unknown dress thought to belong to the 
first decade.

The measurements listed on the Measure-
ment Table suggest the range of scale; for 
example, the size of the armscye curve in 
relation to the narrowness of the back bod-
ice, or the position of the waistline on the 
diaphragm in relation to its position in the 
preceding decade.

Sleeve: A large armscye circumference may 
indicate that the sleeve cuts deeply into 
the back bodice. In the sleeve, look for the 
number of lengthwise pieces; how cap 
fullness is distributed; a gusset in underarm 
seam which starts from the armscye; dart 
from elbow to little finger; and location of 
sleeve ending: above elbow, to wrist, over 
top of hand. Does the sleeve design include 
embellishment or some unusual feature?

Skirt: It is essential to look for both design 
and construction details in the skirt such 
as the amount of gathered fullness across 
the center front at the top of the skirt and 
whether the skirt has gores. The presence 
of gores is not a rule-of-thumb hallmark, 
other design-construction characteristics 
may be stronger indicators of the garment’s 
history.
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CI 1982.315.12, ca 1803-1805 EnglishDRESS 24

Example of Group II

UNDERARM DETAIL

BACK

Muslin waistband 
across front is whip-
stitched onto the 
bodiuce and the skirt. 
Tiny stitches. No way 
to see if the edge is the 
selvedge, turned under, 
rolled, or what.

1/2"  French seams throughout 
with two exceptions: the bodice 
front sides are simply seamed 
with unfinished allowances and 
the left back bodice is pieced. 
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Accession Number RAD°  Date/Wearer Provenance

19 TV V.69.202 1795-1800 ca 1800 Venable/Venable  Virginia

20 TV V.60.160.1 1800-1804 ca 1804 Bennett/Unknown Virginia

21 CI 42.115.1 1800-1804 1800-1814 Hutcheson/Unknown “Probably America”

22 CI 55.50.4 1800-1805 1796 Lunt/Unknown England

23 URI 1954.66.03* 1801 1801 Northrup/Oatley Rhode Island

Compared Specimens From 1800-1810: Group I
Front Closures

°RAD Research attributed date given by Elsie McMurry following extensive research. 
CI Costume Institute, Metropolitan Museum of Fine Art, New York

TV The Valentine, Richmond, Virginia
URI University of Rhode Island Historic Textile & Costume Collection, Kingston, RI

* This is examined in Chapter 2 as Dress 18, page 105.

1800-1814  Hutcheson/ Unknown �Probably America� 
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Dress Date: ca 1795-1800
From:  The Valentine, Richmond, VA

Accession Number:  V.69.202
Donor:  Rev. Sidney Johnson Venable, D.D.

Wearer:  Anne Woodson Venable, “Worn by Anne W. Venable at a  
reception given for George Washington at Prince Edward  
Court House, Worsham, Virginia, date after Tarleton’s Raid  
[1781]—or after 1780” according to the donor S. J. Venable.

Provenance:  Virginia

19

Description: A changeable silk taffeta giving 
the overall effect of plum color. It is a light-
weight fabric slightly crisp to the touch.

Bodice: The open neckline is somewhat 
U-shaped, untrimmed, but softened by the
shallow gathers formed by the drawstring in
its casing.

The bodice front closure is the bib con-
struction. The visible front bodice is a con-
tinuation of the skirt and lifts up over the 
underbodice and forms the slightly gath-
ered neckline. This bib is fastened incon-
spicuously on top of the shoulder.

The sides of the bib curve outward from 
the neck across the chest and downward 
along the outside of the bust bulge—a dis-
tance of about 8½ inches to the high waist-
line. At this point the open sides of the bib 
jut out to the sides of the figure 1¾ inches 
to form a 10 inch long closure which laps 
over the back skirt.

When the bib front is down (like a drop 
seat), the foundation—consisting of the 
side fronts of silk and the linen stay—is 
visible. The linen, which is divided by the 
center front closure, was lapped and appar-
ently pinned in place.

The neckline contour of the bodice back is 
a concave curve not nearly as deep as the 
front contour, and unlike the front it does 
not have a drawstring.

The bodice back is cut with a center seam, 
somewhat enclosed by a small pleat on 
each side pressed to the center back and 
with curved seams forming the back panel. 
They measure 1 3/8 inches along the waist-
line and spread to 6¼ inches where they 
meet the armscye seam.

The back of the bodice is ornamented with 
applied strips of self-fabric in a chevron 
with their edges softly rolled. These strips 
were embroidered to the bodice with black 
silk thread. A quilted effect was achieved by 
use of the back stitch. The chevron is wide 
and parallels the back panel seams.

Sleeve: The sleeve is an integral part of the 
bodice rather than an appendage to it. It 
is mounted well over the shoulder bone 
and curves into the back, which explains 
the large armscye circumference and the 
narrow space across the back bodice. It is a 
one-piece sleeve with no visible fullness in 
the cap. As indicated by the measurements, 
the sleeve is not fitted to the arm. It ends 
above the elbow and is finished with a plain 
hem.

Specimen 19
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Skirt (with train): Gathered across the waist-
line of the skirt is a full width of fabric. In 
the back, four flat pleats on each side of 
the center back seam are compressed into 
an area of 1 3/8 inches. A gore bridges the 
front and back sections with its straight-
grain edge joining the straight grain of the 
front and the bias-cut edge joining the 
back section.

Construction Details: The back of the bod-
ice is completely lined with linen using 
the double construction method. Neither 
the visible bib front nor the continuation 
of the skirt’s bib front is lined. The bust is 
supported by a fine linen (or a firm cotton) 
lapped or pinned before the outer dress 
was fastened. The sleeve is lined with the 
same fabric.

Evidence of Updating—Alterations: The lin-
en foundation of the bodice is longer both 
in front and back than the silk bodice; the 
lining of the back bodice is about 9 inches 
long, about one inch longer than the origi-
nal bodice-skirt join as indicated by stitch 
marks. This is about 3 inches longer than 
the present length.

Small holes at regular intervals in the pleats 
of the center back bodice indicate that 
there had been an earlier form of embel-
lishment in the form of pseudo-lacing down 
the center back.

The unfinished appearance of the sleeve 
ending (a plain hem) almost appears as if it 
had been stripped of needed decoration.
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DRESS 19 TV V.69.202, 1795-1800

BACK DETAIL
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20
Dress Date:  ca 1800-1804

From:  The Valentine, Richmond, VA
Accession Number:  V.60.160.1

Donor:  Mrs. Henry Bennett
Wearer: Unknown

Provenance:  Virginia

Description: Please see illustrations.

Fabric: This is made of a gunmetal blue silk 
satin with a visible twill on the wrong side 
of the fabric. Its width and selvedge design 
may be clues to its country of origin. The 
decorative trim of the back is white silk.

Bodice: The open neckline is a continuous 
U-shaped curve merging into a more shal-
low continuous curve in the back. The
shoulder piece is only in the back.

The closure is fastened with drawstrings at 
the neckline from shoulder to center front 
and at the waistline from side seam to cen-
ter front.

The bodice back has no center seam. A 
white inlay within the dark silk is placed 
symmetrically about where one would 
expect the curved seams of the back panel 
to be. Its shape is essentially triangular, re-
minding one of an arrowhead. The chevron 
pattern within the motif is formed by fold-
ing the silk so that the free folds are flexible 
like fish scales. The edges of the blue satin 
are turned under and edgestitched incon-
spicuously in matching blue thread.

Sleeve: The one-piece sleeve has a large arms-
cye circumference because it is set high on 
the shoulder bone and deeply into the back 
bodice. There is no visible ease in the sleeve 
cap. The girth measurements of the upper 
arm area and the sleeve ending in relation 
to other girth measurements, confirm that 
the sleeve is considerably larger than the 
wearer’s arm. The hemmed sleeve ends 
with a ¼ inch tuck.

Skirt: The shallow folds of the skirt are con-
trolled by drawstrings located 7 3/8 inches 
from the center front to the side. An ap-
plied 5/8 inch s atin band marks the waistline 
of the back bodice and becomes the casing 
for the front drawstrings. The closure is 7 
inches down on the center front seam. A 
deep knife pleat aligned with the bodice 
side seam, hides a pocket slit. Continuing 
over the sides of the figure are two more 
knife pleats each 1½ inches wide and fold-
ing toward the back; this totals ten inches 
of pleats on each side. A gore is located in 
the side back; at the top of the skirt it is 
pleated in the series of flat pleats described 
above. Its straight grain side is joined with 
the straight grain of the front section; its 
bias cut edge is joined to the back section.

Across the center back at the waistline is 
a concentration of flat pleats spanning 2½ 
inches which open up to approximately 32 
inches. There is a center back seam.

The front and the back of the skirt are both 
made with two widths of fabric. A tuck 13⁄16 
inches wide and 1¼ inches deep is an inch 
above and parallel to the hemline (which 
appears to have been lengthened).

Construction Details: Linen supports the en-
tire back bodice, but it is much longer than 
the present silk bodice and is constructed 
with traditional eighteenth-century curved 
seams of the back panel, which are not re-
lated directly to the inlaid detail of the silk 
bodice.

Specimen 20
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In the front bodice the linen support 
is fastened independently by lapping 
and pinning and is free from the silk 
with its drawstrings.

The sleeves are lined with the same 
linen to a point just short of the 
tucked ending of the silk sleeve. 

DRESS 20
TV V.60.160.1, ca 1804

Courtesy of The Valentine
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TV V.60.160.1, ca 1804

DRESS 20

Courtesy of The Valentine
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DRESS 20 TV V.60.160.1, ca 1804
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21
Dress Date:  ca 1800-1804

From:  The Costume Institute, The Metropolitan Museum of Art
Accession Number:  42.115.1

Donor:  Mrs. William A. Hutcheson
Wearer:  Unknown

Provenance:  “Probably American”

Description: According to the catalog the 
fabric is “ . . . white cotton material with 
wavy black stripe.” In a recent examination 
the stripes appear to be dark brown print-
ed on a cream to beige ground which may 
indicate change due to aging. The stripe in 
shape resembles twentieth-century rick-
rack braid. The dress fabric is firm, light-
weight, and opaque resembling a twenti-
eth-century percale.

Bodice: The neckline is open tending toward 
a rectangular shape but curved upward as 
it merges with the shoulder pieces. The 
shoulder pieces are 1 3/8 inches wide and 
7½ inches measured from front to back. 
The bodice closure is in center front.

The two front sections are cut on straight 
grain and extend to the side back seam. 
Across the chest the fullness is controlled 
by drawstrings encased in the neck facing 
beginning at the seam intersection of the 
neckline and the shoulder piece. Below the 
bust, the fullness is also controlled with 
drawstrings along the waistline in a ¼ inch 
casing starting at a point just below and 
beyond the peak of the bust. No fullness 
spreads over into the underarm area.

The narrow U-shape of the back neckline 
meets the shoulder pieces. The back panel 
is very narrow across the shoulder blades. 
Along the waistline the back panel mea-
sures ¼ inch. Its edgestitched seams spread 
upward to the armscye seams at which 
point the distance across the back is 6½ 
inches. The side back is smooth and fitted, 
and it joins the front bodice in the edges-
titched underarm seam.

The bodice and skirt are joined with a plain 
seam. A 5½ inch extension of the front clo-
sure is cut into the skirt. Across the front, 
the seam is pressed down (toward the hem) 
and edgestitched.

Sleeve: The sleeve contours combined with 
the dynamics of the striped pattern pro-
vide a decorative quality to this untrimmed 
dress.

The sleeve is composed of two parts: a 
short puffed sleeve joined to a one-piece 
long sleeve. The armscye circumference is 
exceptionally large because it cuts deeply 
into the back bodice. The puff sleeve has 
clustered deep tucks positioned in the 
back 5/8 inch below the shoulder-piece 
seam. The puffed sleeve is gathered along 
the seam-line, which joins it to the long 
sleeve; all of the gathers are positioned in 
the back.

The lower sleeve is not tight, lacking elbow 
or wrist shaping. Its length suggests it 
extends over the upper part of hand. The 
seam joining the puff sleeve to the long 
sleeve is pressed upward and edgestitched.

Skirt: The front is relatively smooth across 
the top of the skirt except for the ease 
needed for the drawstring closure. Wide 
flat pleats are grouped above the hipbones. 
A gored section is somewhat hidden in the 
folds of the back skirt. At the top the gore 
is pleated to a total width of 7 1/8 inches 
and along the hemline it is 18¼ inches.

In the back along the waistline the pleats 
are wide, like box pleats, culminating in 
the center back with stacked pleats (two 

Specimen  21
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Courtesy of the Costume Institute of the Metropolitan Museum of Art

CI 42.115.1, 1800- 1804

DRESS 21
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DRESS 21 CI 42.115.1, 1800- 1804

FRONT
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DRESS 21 CI 42.115.1, 1800- 1804

BACK
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on each side) within a space of ¼ to ½ inch 
forming a fall of pleats on center back.

Construction Details: The cut of the linen 
lining of this bodice is a significant dating 
clue. In the front the lining serves as a bras-
siere-like stay, being free from the bodice 
fronts. It is closed by lapping and pinning. 
In the back the linen encloses the seam 
edges between the dress and the lining, a 
method used in the eighteenth century. 
The lining was cut 4½ inches longer than 
the back bodice and allowed to hang free, 
which may indicate that the bodice was 
altered from a late eighteenth-century style.

Seams in the skirt do not fall on center 
front and center back suggesting that the 
fabric was reused and had to be pieced.

The original hem of the unlined skirt was 
turned up about ¼ inch. No embellishment 
is added to the plain hemline.
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22
 Dress Date:  ca 1800-1805

From:  Costume Institute, Metropolitan Museum of Art
Accession Number:  55.50.4

Donor:  Alfred Lunt
Wearer: Unknown

Provenance:  Probably England

Description: This gown a “ . . . white crossbar 
dimity (printed) with a delicate all-over 
multicolored floral pattern,” is a gift rom 
a noted actor and may have been slight-
ly altered for use on stage; for example, 
the sleeves may have been shortened and 
dramatically puffed appropriate in scale 
for theater costume—at least it does not 
appear to be the typical style of 1796.

Bodice Front: The neckline is open and 
U-shaped in front and back. The contour of
the front neckline is emphasized by a line
of cording enclosed in tucks. (This same
treatment is used in the sleeve.) The ¾
inch shoulder pieces are attached to the
lining in front.

There is a front closure. Coming from a 
drop front is a bib (a high stomacher front) 
curved at the top, which fastens with two 
small covered buttons and buttonholes 
near the top of the shoulder and is visible. 
The total length of the bib opening is 7½ 
inches.

The effect of a very narrow back is creat-
ed by setting the sleeves deeply into the 
back and raising the skirt on to the original 
bodice by 1¾ inches, thus leaving the back 

panel approximately 2 1/8 inches in width 
at the waistline and 5 inches across the 
shoulders at the top. The linen lining of 
the bodice is in three pieces: one for the 
back panel and two for adjoining pieces 
(right and left) which overlap on center 
front and are fastened before the bib of 
the dress fabric is buttoned in place at the 
shoulders. A tape is fastened inside at the 
center back waist to the panel lining and is 
apparently tied in the front.

Sleeve: The barred printed dimity one-piece 
puffed sleeve is cut on bias. The fullness 
of the cap is mainly from the top of the 
shoulder bone to the back. The cord in the 
tuck near the base of the sleeve is adjust-
able. The remainder of the sleeve, which is 
hemmed, gives the effect of a ruffle.

Skirt: The top of the skirt is evenly gathered 
across the front and side back, but across 
the small of the back for about 2¼ inches 
the gathers are tightly concentrated, which 
helps to provide the backward movement 
of the short train. A finished tie ½ inch 
wide and 43 3/8 inches long is fastened in 
center back on the outside and ties in cen-
ter front.

For the description 
see Chapter 2, page 105.→ Dress 18/23

Specimen 24
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DRESS 22

CI 55.50.4, 1800- 1805

Courtesy of the Costume Institute of the Metropolitan Museum of Art
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DRESS 22 CI 55.50.4, 1800- 1805

BACK

BODICE FRONT

INSIDE BODICE 
FRONT AND BACK
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Courtesy of the Costume Institute of the Metropolitan Museum of Art

DRESS 22

CI 55.50.4, 1800- 1805
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FABRIC DETAIL

DRESS 22 CI 55.50.4, 1800- 1805

REPEAT OF PATTERN 

TEXTURED WEAVE
95/8"

75/8"
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Predominant Characteristics 
of the 5 Compared Specimens

As explained in the introduction, this group 
of five dresses is more closely related to those 
described in Chapter 2, “The Transitional 
Period,” than to the eleven muslin dresses yet 
to be described, but there is strong evidence 
that all sixteen were worn sometime during 
the first decade of the nineteenth century. 
The major common style characteristic differ-
entiating these five dresses from the others 
in this decade is the location of the bodice 
closure. These five dresses had the closure in 
front: three fastened with drawstrings and 
two specimens with drop fronts. The elev-
en dresses to follow were designed with the 
closure in center back. From here on, however, 
the balancing of similar and dissimilar charac-
teristics in the process of assessing each dress 
on the timeline is more complex.

Fabrics

We know from alterations in some of the 
dresses that they were made in the eigh-
teenth century. Two of the dresses are of silk 
and three of cotton.

The shot-silk taffeta of the Venable dress is 
lightweight, soft, gathers into fine folds, and 
has the overall effect of a rich plum color. 
There is no reliable evidence upon which to 
base the origin of the silk. Its width of 22 
inches as compared to a 29 inch Chinese silk 
(Dieffenback, c.1799) suggests that the taffeta 
was woven in Europe.55 

The beautiful quality of the “gun metal blue 
satin” of the Bennett dress is impressive. 
There is no documentation of the origin of its 
manufacture and it is assumed that it is either 
French or English. The distinctive selvedge, 
gold in color with a pattern, has been noted in 
anticipation of eventually identifying the type 
in eighteenth-century swatch books.56 

The Oatley wedding dress of 1801 is a semi-
sheer white muslin with narrow vertical 
stripes formed with heavier warp, sometimes 
called “corded muslin.” One gets a sense of the 
modest quality, both aesthetic and technical, 
of this corded muslin when comparing it with 
the Clement dress (ca 1795-1800), a more di-
aphanous muslin embroidered with an allover 
pattern which includes elaborate Dresden 
work.

The crossbar printed dimity of the Lunt dress, 
white with an allover delicate multicolored 
floral pattern, is more closely related technical-
ly to the Oatley corded cotton than to the fine 
embroidered muslin of the Clement dress.

The printed opaque cotton of the Hutcheson 
dress descended from a long line of cotton 
prints so popular in the 1780s (see Mont-
gomery dress, ca 1783)(5), but now the strip 
is expressive of neoclassical emphasis on the 
verticality of the columnar form.

Bodice Front

The general shape of the necklines distin-
guishes these five specimens from those to 
follow in the decade. These necklines are in 
the style of the transitional years of the 1790s 
and the early 1800s. The U shape is open and 
relatively deep from the base of the throat 
downward, but it is comparatively narrow 
across the upper chest in terms of skin expo-
sure. The distance from neckline to armscye 
seam averaged 1 3/8 inches. The sleeve cap is 
mounted high on the shoulder bone increas-
ing the effect of width across the shoulder. 
The neckline of ten was filled in with a muslin 
fichu or tucker.

Related to the neckline shape are, of course, 
the shoulder pieces which one expects to 
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find in dresses of this period. There are none 
present in the neckline of the Venable dress. 
Its underbodice (beneath the drop front) was 
cut to extend to the top of the shoulder and 
about an inch beyond to join the back bodice. 
(The cut of this dress is subject to question 
because of alterations.) The shoulder pieces 
of the Bennett dress are very inconspicuously 
joined so as not to compete with the smooth 
curves and decorative treatment of the back 
bodice.

The shoulder pieces of the three cotton dress-
es are much more noticeable, as can be seen 
in the drawings of each dress.

We have said that all five of these specimens 
open in front; however, construction details 
vary. The Venable silk dress and the Lunt 
printed dimity both have drop fronts (or high 
stomacher fronts). The other three are cut 
with a vertical center front closure which ex-
tends into the skirt.

Obviously the drop front construction was 
complicated requiring an underbodice (see 
drawing of the Lunt dress). The bib, or center 
front piece, was fastened into position by pin-
ning its terminals to the dress almost at the 
top of the shoulder.

All five of the front bodices were cut with 
allowance for the breast curves in the form of 
gathers adjusted by drawstrings. The draw-
strings were encased in bias casings for the 
U-shaped necklines and tied in center front. 
Fixed darts are conspicuously absent.

In the waistline the casing for the drawstring 
was usually terminated just beyond the bust 
bulge, before reaching the underarm area, 
thus maintaining a long trim line from under-
arm to skirt hemline.

While on the subject of drawstrings it is 
important to point out that pulling up the 
fullness to the wearer’s body and tying with 
drawstrings was the common method of fas-
tening the closure, other than pinning lapped-
over edges; for example, pin marks suggest 
that pins were used to hold in place the drop 
front of the Venable dress and the lapped-over 
linings in the bodice fronts. The buttons and 
buttonholes of the Lunt dimity are unique.

Bodice Backs

The dressmakers of this period must have 
found the backs of bodices a welcome con-
trast to the uniformity of the fronts because 
they provided a potential for variation of 
detail. They were all form fitting, with spaces 
generally divided into small areas giving the 
illusion of a small boned body with a narrow 
back.

The necklines were higher and somewhat less 
open than in the fronts, but in other respects 
they varied. The neckline most unlike the oth-
er four is the rectangular style of the Oatley 
muslin, which has a close resemblance to the 
Montgomery dress, ca 1783.

Moving downward from the neck contours we 
discover that all five bodices have the back 
panel. In the silk dresses the back panel seams 
are obscured by decorative detail. For exam-
ple, the Venable plum colored tiny bodice has 
a center back seam which is hidden within 
pleating: four tucks (two on each side) turned 
toward the center back and an appliqué in the 
form of a chevron pattern made of self-fabric 
quilted strips which more or less parallel the 
curved seams of the panel.

A second example is the back of the Bennett 
satin bodice which obscures the boundar-
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ies of the back panel by a striking detail of 
white textural effects of folded ribbon against 
smooth satin. This motif is a chevron shape 
replacing the boundary lines of the back pan-
el. Inspection of the bodice interior finds the 
traditional panel seams present in the lining 
contributing to the smooth fit.

To return to the Oatley corded muslin, we 
discover other characteristic which confirm 
that the dress was originally cut in the style 
of the early nineties. As is shown in the draw-
ing, the original points in the back panel were 
left uncut when the dress was updated about 
1800, and the waistline was probably raised 
from the natural waistline to a position up on 
the rib cage.

Checking back on the measurements of the 
other three dresses we find that each has an 
unusual allowance of bodice length.57 

Four of the bodices and skirts were joined 
very inconspicuously with a plain seam. The 
Bennett satin dress has an applied satin band 
¾ of an inch wide across the waistline in the 
back which continued across the front as a 
casing for the front drawstrings.

A dating clue when comparing these dresses 
with both earlier and later specimens may be 
the relative position of the waistline. Using 
the underarm measurement (lower armscye 
to waistline) we find a distinct difference be-
tween the silks and the cottons. The average 
of silk bodices is about 1 5/8 inches as com-
pared to the average length of the 4 inches 
for two of the cotton bodices. However, the 
armscye circumference has to be taken into 
account; in both instances the circumfer-
ences for the silk dresses were fairly large.

We have emphasized that the bodices are 
distinctly narrow across the back. The mea-
surements are: Venable: 6¼ inches; Bennett: 
8½ inches; Oatley: 8 inches approximately; 
and Hutcheson: 6½ inches. Lunt was not 
measured. The relationship of the 
narrowness 

of the back bodice and the sleeve design are 
integral factors.

Sleeves

The sleeves of the silk dresses are similar to 
each other while those of the cotton dresses 
are significantly different from each other.

It appears that the style of the sleeves of the 
silk dresses is somewhat incongruous in rela-
tion to the bodice and skirt forms. They are 
one-piece sleeves with no discernible ease in 
the sleeve cap, but the sleeve is set into an 
armscye which curves deeply into the back 
bodice. This style of sleeve is not fitted, being 
considerable larger in girth than the wearer’s 
arm. The Venable sleeve is finished above the 
elbow with a plain hem, whereas the Bennett 
sleeve ends at the elbow and is completed 
with a ¼ inch tuck and hem.

The sleeve type of the Oatley muslin is a good 
model for our comparison because, like the 
back bodice, the sleeves were part of the 
original 1790s dress. They were designed to 
fit closely from shoulder to mid forearm. The 
sleeve is composed of two pieces, one length 
over the top of arm from cap to sleeve end-
ing and one length from the underarm curve 
of the armscye to sleeve ending. There is no 
apparent fullness in the sleeve cap, and the 
armscye does not curve so deeply into the 
back bodice as in the other three specimens. 
The sleeve ending is trimmed with a generous 
self-fabric ruffle.

The sleeve of the Hutcheson dress might be 
called a period style. It is composed of two 
parts: a short puffed sleeve joined to a one-
piece long sleeve. The sleeve has fullness in 
the cap toward the back which also distin-
guishes it from the other sleeves. The long 
sleeve extends over the top of the hand.

The sleeve design is the determining char-
acteristic when classifying the Lunt dress as 
belonging to the first decade of the 1800s. 
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Costume Parisien, 1807
2004.067

Collection of Susan Greene



CHAPTER 3 - THE FIRST DECADE: 1800 - 1810159

It has fullness in the cap concentrated in the 
back of the bodice. The sleeve is designed for 
an armscye curve which cuts deeply into the 
back bodice.

Skirts

A significant dating factor is that each of the 
five skirts has moderately gathered fullness 
across the front at the waistline. In each case 
this fullness is controlled with drawstrings. 
The Venable silk dress and the Lunt dimity 
have drop fronts requiring a closure on each 
side of the bib, which extends from the shoul-
der down along the outside of the bust bulge 
and into the skirt.

The method of producing a graceful hem 
sweep is a paramount question. Were gored 
sections used? Only the Oatley muslin skirt is 
without gores, and, as we have pointed out, 
the dress had its origin in the 1790s. Discov-
ery of the gored section on each side of the 
center back section of the Venable silk skirt 
was a surprise because clear evidence was 
present that the dress had been updated from 
one originating possibly in the late 1780s. The 
skirt is trained and requires the backward 
thrust provided by the gores.

A common characteristic of all five of these 
dresses is that gathered fullness did not 
extend to the sides of the figure, so that the 
form was kept relatively columnar. If fullness 
was introduced at the sides of the figure, it 
was in the form of a deep, flat, knife-edged 
pleat.

In the center back, fullness at the waistline 
generally coincided with the width of the bod-
ice back panel — a narrow space — and was 
kept flat by overlapping flat pleats.

Hem embellishment did not play an import-
ant role in these designs, in fact, the only de-
tail was in the form of a tuck about 1 1/8 
inches wide parallel to the hemline of the 
Bennett satin dress.

Construction Details

Linings were used to support the back of the 
bodice giving a firm and fitted effect with 
each space within the back clearly delineated. 
For each dress the lining was cut considerably 
longer than the back bodice.

Linings in the fronts were kept free from the 
dress fabric and therefore did not thicken the 
gathered fullness across the bodice front. The 
lining served as a stay, or brassiere-like struc-
ture, to be lapped over and pinned down the 
center front.

Two of the dresses had lined sleeves which 
gave more substance to their form — much 
needed for the straight and rather strange 
formlessness of both the Venable and Bennett 
silk sleeves.

The two-piece 1790s-style sleeve of the Oatley 
muslin was completely lined in spite of the 
fact that the corded cotton was semi-sheer.

Lining for the period-style sleeve of the 
Hutcheson was confined to the upper puffed 
sleeve but was omitted in the lower long 
straight sleeve.

Edgestitching of seams was not prominent. 
It was used more throughout the Hutcheson 
striped dress than any other and, of course, 
was very effective in delineating divisions.
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Interior of the bodice of a girl's 
embroidered, trained percale 
dress with center front opening, 
showing the linen lining of the 
bodice, with the floating front 
section. Note the small back 
section and deep-set armscyes. 
2010.075 
Susan Greene/Genesee Country 
Village & Museum

Photos by Susan Greene
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Accession Number RAD°  Date Donor/Wearer Provenance

24 CI 1982.316.12 ca 1803-05 1801 Lawrence Memorial/Unknown England

25 CI 45.68.22 ca 1803-05 1803 Art Worker’s Club/Unknown Unknown

26 CI 19.181.1 ca 1804 1804 Kane/Unknown France

27 CI 1983.6.1 ca 1804-05 1803-06 Lawrence Memorial/Unknown Probably France

28 CI x52.6 ca 1804-10 1804-1814 Scott/Unknown America

29 CI 26.260.93 ca 1806-10 1804 Kane/Unknown America & France

30 CI 11.60.233 ca 1806-10 1804-10 Unknown/Unknown America

31 CI 59.35.1 ca 1806-10 1804-14 Hunter/Unknown America

32 TV V.55.65 ca 1810 ca 1810 Nesbitt/Preston Richmond, VA

33 CI 64.26.2 ca ca 1810 ca 1810 Nichols/Unknown Salem, MA

34 TV V.51.45 ca 1810 ca 1810 Trigg/Unknown Richmond, VA

Compared Specimens From 1800-1810: Group II
White Muslin, Back Closures

°RAD Research attributed date given by Elsie McMurry following extensive research. 
CI Costume Institute, Metropolitan Museum of Fine Art, New York

TV The Valentine, Richmond, Virginia
 CAD Diagrams CI 1983.6.1; CI 19.181.1; CI x52.6; CI 64.26.2
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Dress Date:  ca 1803-1805
m :  The Costume Institute, The Metropolitan Museum of Art

sion Number:  1982.316.12
:  Gift in memory of Elizabeth N. Lawrence, Conservator,  

Costume Institute
earer :  Unknown

rovenance :  England

Description: According to the Costume Insti-
tute catalog, this dress is of “White Indian 
[Southeast Asia] cotton mull embroidered 
with floral and foliate design in white cot-
ton.”* The embroidery is in a vertical direc-
tion with one area in an allover small sprig 
pattern alternated with a more definite but 
narrower stripe in vine and floral trails mo-
tif. The front section of the bodice, as well 
as the sleeves, are cut from a plain mull; 
however, the front section is cut on bias 
with the center front area embroidered to 
give the effect of continuity from the skirt.

Bodice: The neckline is very open and rectan-
gular. The shoulder piece is narrow being 
only 3/8 inch wide along the shoulder line 
from neckline to armscye seam.

The center front section which is cut on 
bias extends to just beyond the bust bulge 
where it joins the side front. The horizontal 
neckline is gathered with drawstrings the 
terminals of which are fastened at the in-
tersection of the side front, the front seam, 
and the shoulder seam. Below the bust 
bulge, along the waistline, the bias stretch 
results in the elimination of gathered full-
ness where it joins the built-in waistband.

The side front is cut on straight grain, and 
it forms the armscye curve upward to the 
shoulder piece. Along the waistline it is 
smooth and fitted but not lined. This sec-
tion is also embroidered.

The back neckline is a shallow curve. The 
closure is in center back. The center back is 
cut on straight grain from the embroidered 
fabric. Slight to moderate fullness is con-
trolled with drawstrings encased in the hem 
facing.

The underarm section is cut from the plain 
muslin. It is smooth and fitted but not lined. 
It forms the lower armscye curve and is 
smooth along the waistline. The narrow (½ 
inch wide) waistband is reinforced with an 
opaque muslin. As shown in the drawing, 
the band is fastened with ties.

Sleeve: This long one-piece sleeve is cut from 
mull, which is not embroidered. As indi-
cated by the measurements, the armscye 
is shaped well into the back bodice. The 
fullness in the cap is denser to the back of 
the shoulder bone than to the front, and it 
includes small tucks. In the underarm area is 
a small gusset which allows for stretch when 
the arm is raised. In length the sleeve falls 
over the upper and is shaped with a narrow 
rolled hem.

24
specimen 24
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CI 1982.316.12, ca 1803-1805

Courtesy of the Costume Institute of the Metropolitan Museum of Art

DRESS 24



164CHAPTER 3 - THE FIRST DECADE: 1800 - 1810

CI 1982.316.12, ca 1803-1805DRESS 24

UNDERARM DETAIL

BACK

Muslin waistband 
across front is whip-
stitched onto the 
bodiuce and the skirt. 
Tiny stitches. No way 
to see if the edge is the 
selvedge, turned under, 
rolled, or what.

1⁄2" French seams throughout with 
two exceptions: the bodice front 
sides are simply seamed with 
unfinished allowances and the left
back bodice is pieced. 
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Description: Please see illustrations.

Fabric: “Sheer white muslin embroidered with 
a tiny white flower in an all over repeat 
pattern,” is the description of this dress 
according to the Costume Institute cata-
log. The repeat floral motif appears to have 
been embroidered with a tambour stitch.

Bodice: The neckline is very open and rectan-
gular. The shoulder piece is 3/8 inch wide, a 
scant width required to support the full-
length sleeve. The front section is cut on 
straight grain, and although the hemmed 
neckline appears to be cut along a filling 
thread the contour rises over the center 
front in a slight curve. The fullness in the 
top is controlled with fine drawstrings, 
which tie at center front and terminate at 
the shoulder piece.

The fullness below each breast curve is par-
tially fitted out with two small vertical 
darts 1 3/8 inches long and 1¼ inches apart. 
Each pair of darts is 4½ inches from center 
front. The remaining fullness is fixed in 
place along the bodice and skirt seam.

The neckline of the back section is an open 
U shape. The closure is on center back and 
is fastened at the neckline with fine draw-
strings.

Vertical fullness is confined without draw-
strings within the back, fixed along the 
waistline. Three horizontal rows of cord 
fixed in position in casings just above the 

Dress Date:  ca 1803-1805
From:  The Costume Institute, The Metropolitan Museum of Art

Accession Number: 45.68.22
Donor:  Art Worker’s Club

Wearer:  Unknown
Provenance:  Unknown

25

waistline resemble trapunto work. The hook 
and eye fasteners may not be the original.

Bridging the front section with the back 
section is a lined and firm underarm sec-
tion. The underarm seam is aligned with 
the skirt side seam.

The skirt and bodice are joined with a plain 
seam, not a waistband. The seam is edges-
titched across the front.

Sleeve: This one piece-sleeve hangs loosely, 
as indicated by its dimensions. It is atypical 
of the sleeves of this group of dresses in 
that the armscye circumference is relative-
ly small. Ease is incorporated in the cap 
with the greatest amount toward the back. 
There is an underarm gusset, which allows 
for bias stretch when the arm is raised. The 
sleeve is shaped over the hand, but other-
wise untrimmed.

Skirt: The center front section is shaped 
along the waistline without gathers or 
darts. The side seam is positioned well 
toward the back. The gored section on each 
side is the bridge between front and back. 
The center back closure (an extension from 
the bodice) is cut into the skirt fabric, there 
being no center back seam. The center 
back gathers appear to be a continuation 
of the vertical fullness of the bodice. This 
relatively narrow, untrained skirt is given 
substance by the decorative element of the 
tucked hemline.

Specimen 25
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CI 45.68.22, ca 1803-1805

Courtesy of the Costume Institute of the Metropolitan Museum of Art

DRESS 25
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Courtesy of the Costume Institute of the Metropolitan Museum of Art

CI 45.68.22, ca 1803-1805

DRESS 25
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CI 45.68.22, ca 1803-1805DRESS 25

BACK
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26

Description: Please see illustrations.

Fabric: This dress is described in the card 
catalog of the Costume Institute as, “White 
muslin embroidered with cotton thread; 
front of skirt embroidered in oval lozenges 
in chain stitch; on bottom of skirt bouquets 
of lilies above narrow geometrical border 
in chain and satin stitches. Muslin ground 
embroidered with all over design of irregu-
lar shaped medallions containing dots; belt 
with design in French knots.” The muslin, 
or mull, is very gossamer, embroidered with 
an allover design of irregular shaped small 
medallions, each enclosing a dot. Centered 
down the skirt front are elaborate pairs of 
ovals.58 A fine stitch is used for a stylized, 
geometric, one-inch border at the base of 
the hem for the entire circumference. In 
contrast to the tambour stitch, an embroi-
dery is executed with a white floss softly
twisted and used for satin stitch, outlining 
stitch, and French knots, all of which are in 
contrast to the diaphanous smooth ground 
of the fabric. The motifs are free and flow-
ing and resemble sprays of lilies or, as inter-
preted by others, as violets.59 

The contrast of techniques and placement 
of the embroidery suggests that the floral 
sprays embellishing the long, formal train 
were added after the dress was seamed.

Bodice: The neckline in front is very open and 
rectangular; the shoulder area being less 
than one inch wide from neckline to arms-
cye seam. The front bodice is cut to extend 
upward (replacing the traditional shoulder 
piece) around to the back of the shoulder 
bone where it joins the back bodice. This 
also means that the front section forms the 

 Dress Date: ca 1804
 From:  The Costume Institute, The Metropolitan Museum of Art
 Accession Number: 19.181.1
 Donor:  Mrs. John Innes Kane
 Wearer: Unknown
 Provenance: France

armscye curve, thus eliminating the front 
underarm section. The underarm vertical 
seam which joins the front bodice to the 
back is located nine inches from center 
front and five inches from center back. 
The bodice fullness of the neckline (across 
the chest) is controlled with drawstrings 
which tie in center front. The ease across 
the diaphragm above the built-in waistband 
is fixed in position and evenly distributed 
from the peak of the bust to center front.

The neckline in back is a moderate U curve 
with a center back closure tied with draw-
strings. The bodice is cut on straight grain 
with the vertical fullness contained within 
the back panel. The back panel seam is the 
remnant of the eighteenth-century cut, 
starting near center back on the waistline 
and spreading upward to meet the armscye 
seam. The seam allowance is pressed away 
from center back, and the seam is empha-
sized with edgestitching in a double row. 
The side back section of the bodice, bound-
ed by the back panel seam and the under-
arm seam (which joins the front bodice), 
is fitted closely to the body and reinforced 
with fine linen. When the garment’s fullness 
is drawn up so that the gathers fall in ver-
tical folds, the narrowest point across the 
back bodice is 8½ inches from armscye to 
armscye. 

The waistband uniting the bodice with the 
skirt is 1¼ inches wide, emphasized with 
French knots in the same floss used for the 
hem embellishment. We wonder why the 
waistband is fastened with two hooks and 
eyes, which are assumed to be modern ad-
ditions.

Specimen 26
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DRESS 26

Courtesy of the Costume Institute of the Metropolitan Museum of Art

CI 19.181.1, ca 1804

DRESS 26
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Sleeve: The one-piece puffed sleeve is cut on 
straight grain. The cap fullness is distribut-
ed with the greatest density from the top 
of the shoulder to the back. The fullness in 
the sleeve ending is adjusted with a draw-
string enclosed in the hem, which ties at 
the underarm seam.

Skirt: The skirt front is shaped so that there 
are no gathers or darts incorporated in 
the waistline across the center front. The 

smoothness of form allows for the prom-
inent display of the embroidery which 
extends the full length of the skirt. The 
waistband covers part of the top pair of em-
broidered ovals.

 This formal gown has a very long train. 
Notice that in spite of the train there are no 
gores.

CI 19.181.1, ca 1804

DRESS 26

Courtesy of the Costume Institute of the Metropolitan Museum of Art
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DRESS 26 CI 19.181.1, ca 1804

CENTER FRONT SKIRT
REPEATED WAIST TO HEM

HEM EMBROIDERY

FIELD MOTIF

Center motif on skirt
     --?-- border pattern
    Actual size (from a drawing) 
Motif is in chain stitch --?--
Border is couched? outlines and satin stitch dots
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DRESS 26

HEM EMBROIDERY

WAISTBAND

FRONT BODICE

CI 19.181.1, ca 1804
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DRESS 26CI 19.181.1, ca 1804

Dress of Mrs. John Innes Kane
CI 19.181.1

ca 1804

Full-scale pattern drawn by Susan W. Greene 
From measurements by 
Elsie F. McMurry & Cathie Simpson

Scale 1 = 1”
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Dress Date:  ca 1804-1805
From:  Costume Institute, The Metropolitan Museum of Art

Accession Number: 1983.6.1
Donor:  Purchased in memory of Elizabeth N. Lawrence, Conservator,   

Costume Institute
Wearer:  Elizabeth Patterson Bonaparte, born 1785 in Baltimore, died  

1879. She was married to Jerome Bonaparte on December 
24, 1803, in Baltimore, Maryland. The marriage was annulled 
by Napoleon I in 1805 when he found it politically expedi-
ent to arrange the marriage of Jerome to Princess Catherine 
of Wurttemberg and then to establish him on the throne of 
Westphalia in 1807.

Provenance:  France. According to legend Jerome Bonaparte purchase  
dresses for his bride from France.

27

Description: Please see illustrations.

Fabric: According to the Costume Institute 
catalog, the dress is made of a “…sheer 
white mull embroidered in white cotton in 
floral and foliated pattern.” The cotton fab-
ric is exquisitely silky and diaphanous. The 
exceptional width of 50½ inches suggests 
it came off an Indian loom. 

The embroidery in its scale and placement 
emphasizes the verticality of the dress. It 
begins with an incrustation of embroidery 
over the built-in waistband. Confined to 
the length of the center front of the skirt 
are eight pairs of circular motifs. Across the 
hem is a wide embroidered border which 
breaks out of the formal framework of the 
eight center units and spreads into motifs 
smaller in scale. The border embellishes 
the long full curve of the formal train. The 
white-on-white embroidery is prominent 
because the raised surface of the embroi-
dery stands out in considerable textural 
contrast. French knots, satin stitch, and 
stem stitch in the softly wisted embroi-
dery floss are elements of contrast to the 
smooth, silky, sheer ground.

Bodice: The neckline is very open and rectan-
gular with narrow shoulder pieces each ½ 
inch wide and 8 inches long measured over 
the shoulder from front to back. The center 
front section is moderately gathered with 
a fine drawstring enclosed in the neckline 
hem. A significant identification character-
istic is that this drawstring across the chest 
forms a horizontal line with a right angle at 
the point where it intersects with the front 
side section. The center front section along 
the high waistline between the breasts has 
gathers of moderate frequency. There are 
denser gathers below the breast curves. 
This fullness is in a fixed position in the 
bodice-waistband seam.

The side front is firm and structural. It 
forms part of the lower armscye (3¼ inch-
es) and is seamed to the terminal of the 
shoulder piece. To the front it is joined to 
the gathered front section and to the back 
it is joined to the side back in an underarm 
seam 3 5/8 inches long. There are no 
gathers along the waistline of this lined 
side front.

The back neckline, by contrast to the 
front, blends with the vertical shoulder 
pieces. The closure is in center back.

Specimen 27
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Courtesy of the Costume Institute of the Metropolitan Museum of Art

DRESS 27

CI 1983.6.1, ca 1804 - 1805
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CI 1983.6.1, ca 1804 - 1805

Courtesy of the Costume Institute of the Metropolitan Museum of Art

DRESS 27
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CI 1983.6.1, ca 1804 - 1805DRESS 27

BODICE
Shoulder piece ½” x 8+”

Center panel: 
CF height 4 5⁄8"

Side height 4”
Width at waistband 12 ¼”

Width across top, ungathered 241⁄8” 

Side front panel:
Shoulder seam to waist 4”

Seam from armscye to waist 3 5⁄8”
Armscye curve 3 ¼”

Width at waistband 2 ¼”

SLEEVE - ONE PIECE
Around armscye 16”

widest measurement 24 ½”
End circumference 11”

Length over cap 10 ¼” 
Length underarm 4 1⁄8”

Ruffle, 2 puffs total width 1 ½”

FRONT BODICE

SKIRT DETAIL

HEM EMBROIDERY

Bodice

24  1D8"

Sleeve Around armscye

Ruffle, 2 puffs total width
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BODICE BACK CENTER PANEL
CB height, neck to waistband 6 ¾”

Curved seam 5 3⁄8”
Armscye curve 1 3⁄8”

 Greatest width across panel (gathered), each side 3 ½”
Width across CB panel at waistband, each side 1” 

Waistband height 1 1⁄8”
Waistband circumference 26 ¾”

BACK

GORE DETAIL

DRESS 27 CI 1983.6.1, ca 1804 - 1805

Bodice 
back 
center 
panel
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Dress of Elizabeth Patterson Bonaparte
CI 1983.6.1

ca 1804

Full-scale pattern drawn by Susan W. Greene 
From measurements by 
Elsie F. McMurry & Cathie Simpson

Scale 1 = 1”

DRESS 27CI 1983.6.1, ca 1804 - 1805
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The sheer muslin of the front panel is 
stayed with a fine muslin. The underarm 
sections are lined with fine white linen. 
The linen counterpart of the back panel is 
free from the outer dress so that it can be 
lapped and pinned closed.

The back is cut with the back panel. The 
back panel seam begins 1 inch from center 
back at the waistline and spreads upward 
to intersect with the armscye. These panel 
seams are edgestitched with seam allow-
ance pressed away from center back. All the 
vertical fullness is within the back panel 
and is controlled with drawstrings encased 
in the neckline facing. At the waist the full-
ness is fixed in the seam.

The built-in waistband fastens with ties at 
center back.

Sleeve: The one-piece sleeve is made of the 
plain gossamer muslin as the bodice. The 
short puffed sleeve is set deeply into the 
back bodice. The gathers in the cap are 
denser from the shoulder bone to the back 
than they are to the front.

The end of the puffed sleeve is gathered to 
fit the arm and is finished with an unusual 
double puff of the sleeve muslin gathered 
onto a band.

Skirt: The silhouette of the skirt, as seen from 
the front, is quite tubular. The dramatic 
sweep of the train and the gored section 
in each side break the static quality of the 
tubular form.

The top of the skirt across the front is 
shaped into a smooth curve and slightly 
eased above the hipbones so that there are 
no gathers or darts. This means that the 
equivalent of a long dart had been taken 
out at the side seam making it bias for 9 
inches or so from the waist downward. This 
front section of the skirt wraps around the 
hips well toward the back.

Contributing much to the hem sweep are 
the gored sections which bridge the front 
and back sections. As can be seen in the 
diagram they come to a point about 8 inch-
es below the waistline. The deeply pleat-
ed back rolls over the gore, but when the 
wearer moves forward the gore contributes 
to the full continuous curve of the hemline 
of the train.

The gossamer fabric lends itself to being 
pleated into deep but narrow folds within 
a limited space across center back. This 
space gives the effect of being a continua-
tion of the bodice back panel. The closure 
is built into a slash as there is no center 
back seam, but the opening is hidden with-
in a deep inverted pleat.

One of the beautiful and dramatic elements 
of this gown is the embellishment of the 
entire hemline. The elaborate embroidery 
includes floral sprays and connecting stems 
executed in French knots, satin stitch, and 
stem stitch with soft white embroidery floss
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28
Dress Date:  ca 1804-1810 

From:  Costume Institute, The Metropolitan Museum of Art
Accession Number:  x52.6

Donor:  Mary Evelyn Scott
Wearer:  Unknown

Provenance:  America

Description: Please see illustrations.

Fabric: The dress is, “White cotton with white 
embroidery in a floral pattern at the hem” 
according to the Costume Institute catalog. 
In contrast to the majority of compared 
specimens, one would surmise that this 
dress was not reserved for formal occa-
sions. The muslin, although fine, is not 
transparent, the embroidery is confined to 
the circumference of the hemline and is 
relatively unsophisticated. The only other 
embellishment is Vandyke edging added to 
the sleeves endings, which extend over the 
hands. There is no train.

Bodice : The front neckline is very open and 
rectangular. The shoulder pieces are nar-
row and long and are different from each 
other suggesting that they were made from 
scraps of the dress fabric. The center front 
section of the bodice is cut on straight 
grain. The fullness across the chest is con-
trolled with drawstrings attached horizon-
tally from the intersection of the shoulder 
piece with the hemmed edge of the front 
section. The drawstring ties in center front. 
The gathered fullness of the bottom edge 
of the front section is fixed into position 
just below the breast curves where the bod-
ice joins the skirt high on the diaphragm. 
There is slight ease through the center 
front between the breasts.

The side front underarm section bridges 
the front and back sections. It forms part of 
the lower armscye curve.

The back neckline is a shallow U shape. The 
center back section is divided by the back 
closure. The side back section merges with 
the terminal of the shoulder piece. The 
fullness at both the top and the bottom of 
the center back sections is controlled with 
drawstrings, which tie on center back.

Although the vertical fullness across the 
back bodice is controlled by drawstrings 
and is therefore a variable density, there is 
a linen stay, or lining, which is joined to the 
lining of the side front section. Its edges are 
hemmed so that it is free from the dress 
and fastens independently, probably by 
lapping over in center back and pinning.

The bodice and the skirt are joined incon-
spicuously with a plain seam, lacking the 
sophistication of the embellished built-in 
waistband. The drawstrings in the back 
seam of the waist control the fullness of the 
bodice and the skirt and are tied after the 
linen bodice stay is lapped and pinned in 
center back.

Sleeve: The long one-piece sleeve is uncom-
plicated in structure and fits loosely around 
the arm; however, the grain lines become 
quite bias where stretch is needed along 
the biceps of the upper arm. The fullness 
in the cap is more dense to the back of 
the shoulder bone. The sleeve ending is 
finished with a Vandyke edging assembled 
on a tape, and the tape is attached to the 
sleeve so that the triangles appear to come 
from inside the sleeve. The sleeve extends 
over the hand.

Specimen 28
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CI x52.6 ca 1804-1810

DRESS 28

Courtesy of the Costume Institute of the Metropolitan Museum of Art
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CI x52.6 ca 1804-1810

DRESS 28

Courtesy of the Costume Institute of the Metropolitan Museum of Art
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Dress of Mary Evelyn Scott
CI 1x52.6

ca 1804

Full-scale pattern drawn by Susan W. Greene 
From measurements by 
Elsie F. McMurry & Cathie Simpson

Scale 1 = 1”

CI x52.6 ca 1804-1810
DRESS 28
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Skirt: The front section of the skirt along the 
waistline is shaped without darts or gath-
ers. The side seam of the front section is 
cut on the bias. The side seams of the back 
section are also cut on the bias. There is a 
center back seam. Along the waistline the 
skirt is gathered to 3�5⁄8 inches (on each side 
of the closure). The fullness in this section 
rolls over the side seam. For the entire 
hem circumference the embroidered 
border is 2 5/8 inches through its widest 
area. The floral vinelike motif trails 
horizontally in a beautifully connected 
pattern executed in satin stitch, French 
knots, and outline stitch with white cotton 
floss bulky enough to produce a raised 
effect.

Construction Details: The shoulder piece is 
faced with matching muslin. White lin-
en lining supports the underarm section. 
The seams of the dress are primarily plain, 
about ¼ inch in width, and not overcast. 
The tapes, or drawstrings, are loosely woven 
and about ¼ inch wide, not as fine as the 
tapes seen in the formal dresses.

CI x52.6 ca 1804-1810DRESS 28

HEM EMBROIDERY



CHAPTER 3 - THE FIRST DECADE: 1800 - 1810187

29
Dress Date:  ca 1806-1810

From:  The Costume Institute, The Metropolitan Museum of Art
Accession Number:  26.260.93

Donor:  Mrs. Annie C. Kane
Wearer:  Unknown

Provenance:  America

Description: This is a formal white dress of 
very fine gossamer muslin embroidered 
down the center front of the bodice and 
skirt and across the hemline including the 
contoured edge of the long train. The em-
broidery is executed in French knots, satin 
stitch, and outline stitch using a white cot-
ton embroidery floss with a soft twist. The 
motif is predominantly floral sprays.

Bodice: The neckline is very open and shaped 
to a very shallow curve. Instead of the 
traditional shoulder piece, the center front 
section extends upward to the shoulder 
bone. It is a scant 3/8 inch wide.

The fullness in the neckline is drawn up 
with the encased tapes beginning at the 
shoulder seam. The bust fullness across the 
lower front is distributed in a fixed position 
along the seam which joins the bodice and 
skirt.

There is no lining in the underarm section 
which bridges the front and back bodices.

The neckline in back is shaped to a shallow 
U curve. The closure is in center back. The 
back is cut with the traditional back panel 
and side back, which join the underarm 
section. The fullness is kept within the back 

panel and is controlled through the neck-
line with encased drawstrings which follow 
the curve up to the shoulder. A double row 
of drawstrings along the bodice-skirt seam 
was apparently the original method of fas-
tening; now replaced with a metal hook and 
metal loop. The inconspicuous seam joining 
the bodice and skirt is supported with a 
narrow (1/8 inch) linen tape.

Sleeve: The one-piece puffed sleeve is very 
short, but, as required of such a diaphanous 
fabric, generously full. Following the cus-
tom of the time, the cap fullness is massed 
toward the back. The wearer adjusted the 
girth measurement of the sleeve ending 
with drawstrings tied at the underarm. 
There was no supporting fabric to hold the 
puff’s contour.

Skirt : The center front of the skirt across 
the waistline is shaped so that there are no 
gathers or darts although there probably is 
slight ease in the side area above the hip-
bones. There are thirteen small pleats on 
each side of the center back.

The skirt has no gored sections in spite of 
the back thrust required for the long formal 
train.

Specimen 29
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CI 26.260.93, ca 1806-1810
Courtesy of the Costume Institute of the Metropolitan Museum of Art

DRESS 29
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Courtesy of the Costume Institute of 
the Metropolitan Museum of Art

DRESS 29

CI 26.260.93, ca 1806-1810

DRESS 29
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DRESS 29 CI 26.260.93, ca 1806-1810
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30
 Dress Date:  ca 1806-1810

From:  Costume Institute, The Metropolitan Museum of Art
Accession Number:  11.60.233

Donor:  Unknown
Wearer:  Unknown

Provenance:  America

Description: The dress is essentially of plain 
[extremely sheer] white mull but with the 
accent of an embroidered fabric (possibly 
a border fabric) for the short sleeves. The 
white mull is used as a hem embellishment 
in the form of pleated ruffles.

Bodice: The neckline is open and rectangular. 
The center front piece is cut on straight 
grain and extends across the front to the 
outer contour of the breast curves. It has 
a rolled hem but the lack of drawstrings is 
odd as there is fullness to be drawn up. The 
lower edge of the center front piece is gath-
ered into a fixed position in the bodice-skirt 
seamline.

The traditional shoulder piece has disap-
peared: the side front is cut to extend up-
ward beyond the shoulder bone to form the 
rest of the neckline and the armscye curve. 
The narrow width over the shoulder bone 
is 5/8 inch. This side front is supported 
with fine white linen.

In back the neckline is shaped to the usual 
shallow U curve and includes drawstrings 
for the center back opening.

The back has a back panel and a side back. 
The back panel includes the area that forms 
the neckline and the upper armscye curve; 
the side back joins the underarm section of 
the side front. 

The bodice has a unique feature. The 
hemmed linen lining that usually overlaps 
in center back to be pinned closed is more 
structured: whalebone is encased in the 

terminal of each flap with worked eyelets 
for lacing. The bodice and the skirt are 
joined with a plain seam supported with 
white linen tape, ¾ inch wide, fastened 
with a metal hook and metal loop. The 
waistline across the back includes a casing 
for drawstrings.

Sleeve: The sleeve, by comparison with others 
of the first decade dresses, is unique in that 
it is short but not puffed, with only a slight 
amount of ease in the cap. It is relatively 
unfitted around the upper arm. The fabric 
of the sleeve appears to be a border fabric 
different from the dress. It has a 1½ inch 
band of floral-and-leaf white embroidery 
between borders of three horizontal rows 
of drawn work. The sleeve is finished with a 
narrow hem.

Skirt: The front section is shaped across the 
center waistline so that there are no darts 
or gathers although there is slight ease in 
the area above the hipbones. 

A gored section bridges the front and back. 
This triangle measures 11¼ inches across 
the hemline and converges to a point at 
the waistline. Its most acute angle, or bias 
seam, joins the back section and contrib-
utes to the back thrust of the skirt. 

The hem features decorative, generously 
pleated ruffles attached to the entire cir-
cumference with a whipstitch. The ruffle i 
actually one piece, but it is divided so that 
the top ruffle is 1¼ inches wide and the 
lower ruffle is 1 5/8 inches wide.

Specimen 30
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Courtesy of the Costume Institute of 
the Metropolitan Museum of Art

DRESS 30

CI 11.60.233, ca 1806-1810

DRESS 30

DRESS 30

CI 11.60.233, ca 1806-1810

Courtesy of the Costume Institute of the Metropolitan Museum of Art
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31
Dress Date:  ca 1806-1810

From:  Costume Institute, The Metropolitan Museum of Art
Accession Number:  59.35.1

Donor:  Russell Hunter
Wearer:  Unknown

Provenance:  America

Description: Please see illustration.

Fabric: This dress was made from a fine 
white mull embroidered in white cotton 
thread in an allover pattern of small cross-
es. It is interesting to note that the pre-
cious fabric was not cut when a bias seam-
line was formed for the skirt, but instead 
the triangle of extra fabric (3¼ inches) was 
folded back against the skirt.

Bodice: The neckline is very open and rect-
angular. The fullness in the neckline is con-
trolled by drawstrings held in a horizontal 
position and encased in a fine muslin neck 
facing. The center front piece is cut on 
bias. An unusual style characteristic is the 
subtle curve of this center front piece at 
the waistline as it merges with the side 
fronts. The special feature of the side front 
of the bodice indicates advancement in 
pattern making: it is cut to extend upward 
over the shoulder bone and is seamed 
with the back bodice on a narrow (½ inch) 
shoulder seam not visible from the front. 
In other words, the traditional shoulder 
piece has been eliminated. This whole sec-
tion (including shoulder area) is supported 
with a fine linen.

The neckline in back is a shallow U curve. 
The closure is in center back and fastens 
with drawstrings both at the neckline and 
waistline. The drawstrings at the neck-
line are enclosed in the hem, but for the 
waistline there is a ½ inch casing placed 
just above the waist seam which termi-

nates at the side seam. The center back is 
cut on straight grain. It lacks the traditional 
back panel seams: it extends around to the 
underarm seam, joining the side front. The 
bodice is joined to the skirt with a plain 
seam.

The linen brassiere-like stay, which is to be 
lapped over at center back and pinned, is 
attached at the side seam and matches the 
linen that supports the side fronts.

Sleeve: The one-piece short sleeve is cut on 
straight grain with a generous amount of 
fullness for the puff. Most of the gathers 
in the cap are distributed to the back of 
the shoulder bone. The armscye circumfer-
ence measurement indicates a deep curve 
into the back bodice. The lower end of the 
sleeve is fitted to the upper arm with draw-
strings. No gusset is used in the underarm 
area.

Skirt: The skirt front is slightly shaped across 
center front and then eased above the hip-
bones (3¼ inches at top on each side is left
uncut). The gored section on each side is 
almost straight grain along the seam which 
joins the front section until it reaches with-
in about 9 inches of the waistline.

The center back section is in one piece, 
with the placket cut into the fabric on cen-
ter back for a distance of 7¼ inches down 
from the waist seam.

The hemline is finished with a plain hem, 
1¼ inches deep.

Specimen 31
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CI 59.35.1, ca 1806-1810DRESS 31
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DRESS 31

CI 59.35.1, ca 1806-1810

Courtesy of the Costume Institute of the Metropolitan Museum of Art
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DRESS 31

CI 59.35.1, ca 1806-1810

Courtesy of the Costume Institute of the Metropolitan Museum of Art
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32
 Dress Date:  ca 1810

From:  Valentine Museum, Richmond, VA
Accession Number:  V.55.65

Donor:  Mrs. Valentine J. Nesbitt
Wearer:  Mrs. James Patton Preston, wife of Governor Preston,  

governor of Virginia, 1816-1819
Provenance:  Virginia

Description: Please see illustration.

Fabric: The fabric of this dress has been 
described as mull. It is a diaphanous white 
muslin with a vertical pattern of circular 
motifs created on the loom rather than em-
broidered on the surface of a plain weave. It 
is an intricate simulation of drawnwork and 
surface texture.

Bodice: The contour of the neckline is rectan-
gular in contrast to the back which is a very 
shallow U shape. The bodice is designed 
with very inconspicuous shoulder pieces. 
The rectangular center front piece extends 
in width from just beyond the bust bulge 
to where it connects with the side front. 
Drawstrings control only the the horizontal 
neckline.

The bodice closure is in the center back. 
This dress exhibits the extremely narrow 
back. Curved seams forming the back pan-
el are edgestitched. The sleeve is set very 
deeply into the back.

The drawstring casing which marks the 
waistline for the entire circumference is 
prominent especially as seen from the front, 
but the fitted back seems to have no full-
ness to be drawn up.

Sleeve: The sleeve is one-piece, large, puffed, 
unlined, and diaphanous. A distinguishing 
feature is the considerable fullness of the 
cap concentrated behind the shoulder 
bone. The puff erminates in a band fitted 
loosely to the arm.

Skirt: The skirt top along the waistline is 
smooth with slight ease over the hips. 
The front section is cut on straight grain, 
shaped so that the side seam is cut on an 
angle requiring a piecing (8 inches wide at 
the hem and 16¼ inches along the seam-
line) with the bias seam of the front joined 
to the straight grain of the back. The pleat-
ed fullness across the center back along 
the waistline is only four inches. The flat 
deep pleats are piled on top of each other 
so that the amount opens up to a width of 
39 5/6 inches. The fullness rolls out over 
the front seam. There is no gore. The train 
is rectangular and is approximately 20 
inches long.

Construction Details: The lining is minimal. 
The shoulder pieces and underarm areas 
are lined with white linen. Presently the 
traditional back lining support, which was 
lapped and pinned, is missing. A facing 
(1½ inches) is used to finish the back neck-
line and can be seen through the diapha-
nous bodice.

Specimen 32



198CHAPTER 3 - THE FIRST DECADE: 1800 - 1810

TV V.55.65, ca 1810

DRESS 32

Courtesy of The Valentine



CHAPTER 3 - THE FIRST DECADE: 1800 - 1810199

TV V.55.65, ca 1810

DRESS 32

Courtesy of The Valentine
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RV V.55.65, ca 1810
DRESS 32
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33
Dress Date:  ca 1810

From:  Costume Institute, The Metropolitan Museum of Art
Accession Number:  64.26.2

Donor:  Mrs. George Nichols
Wearer:  Unknown

Provenance:  Salem, Massachusetts

Description: Please see illustrations.

Fabric: According to the Costume Institute 
catalog this is a “Dacca” muslin which, ac-
cording to historical records, was the cotton 
fabric of the highest quality known to the 
Western world. It is heavily embroidered 
with a soft white yarn in vertical stripes 
enclosing a vine motif and scattered sprigs. 
The described method of embroidering is 
“tambour work.”

Bodice: The neckline is very open and rectan-
gular. The closure is in back. As usual, the 
center front section is cut to extend just 
beyond the peak of the bust on each side. 
Its fullness across the horizontal neckline is 
controlled by drawstrings which terminate 
at the intersection of the side front and the 
center front pieces. Across the waist, espe-
cially below the bust bulge, the gathered 
fullness is distributed and fixed into posi-
tion in the bodice-skirt seam.

The side front is cut to extend from the 
waistline upwards to the shoulder seam lo-
cated well to the back of the shoulder bone 
because the old type shoulder piece had 
been eliminated. The side front forms the 
vertical neckline and the armscye curve. 
The shoulder seam (from neckline to arms-
cye) is 3/8 inch wide. The side front joins 
the back bodice at the vertical seam line.

The cut of the bodice back is uncompli-
cated. The neckline is rectangular because 
the side front (substitute for the shoulder 
piece) extends to the horizontal line of the 

back neckline. This means that the encased 
drawstring is attached where the shoulder 
seam and neckline intersect. Notice that 
the side front is cut to extend well around 
to the back so that the underarm seam 
appears to cut the width of the back bod-
ice. The fullness of the bodice is gathered 
with drawstrings at the neckline and at the 
waistline.

Sleeve: This one-piece sleeve is long extend-
ing slightly beyond the wrist and over the 
hand. The gusset is set into the underarm 
which allows bias stretch when the arm is 
raised. The circumference of the armscye 
indicates less fullness in the cap than av-
erage. As was customary, the cap fullness 
is dense toward the back of the shoulder 
bone. There is a short inner lining in the 
top of the sleeve which provides more 
structure to the sleeve cap and upper arm 
area.

Skirt: The skirt has six pieces: a shaped front, 
a gathered back, and two side gores.

Construction Details: A plain seam joins the 
bodice and skirt. There is no built-in waist-
band. The bodice front is lined with opaque 
cotton, which is possibly a later addition. 
The bodice side front is lined in linen. In-
side the bodice a brassiere-like linen sup-
port, which is free from the dress except at 
the side seam and armscye seam, is fas-
tened by lapping and pinning in the back. 
A narrow white tape reinforces the lining at 
the back waistline.

Specimen 33
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ALL-OVER 
EMBROIDERY 
DETAIL

BODICE 
FRONT
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DRESS 33 CI 64.26.2, ca 1810
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Dress of Mrs. George Nichols
CI 64.26.2
ca 1810
Full-scale pattern drawn by Susan W. Greene 
From measurements by Elsie F. McMurry & Cathie Simpson

Scale 1 = 1”

CI 64.26.2, ca 1810

DRESS 33
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 Dress Date:  ca 1810
From:  The Valentine, Richmond, VA

Accession Number:  V.51.45
Donor:  Mrs. Edward Trigg

Wearer:  Unknown
Provenance:  Richmond, Virginia

34

Description: Please see illustrations.

Fabric: This very fine white mull is embroi-
dered with white embroidery thread. The 
pattern of the embroidery is predominantly 
diagonal across the fabric from lower left
to upper right. The dominant diagonals 
are spaced about five inches apart in a 
progression of leaflike motifs connected by 
stems created with French knots and flatter 
tambour work. In between these diagonals 
(within the five inch space) is an allover pat-
tern of minute floral motifs. Indications are 
that the dress was cut from embroidered 
fabric.

Bodice: The neckline is very open and rectan-
gular. A narrow shoulder piece, reinforced 
with a narrow tape, supports an elaborate 
sleeve. 

The center front section is cut on straight 
grain and extends in width to just beyond 
the bust bulge where it is joined to the 
underarm section. Across the chest-line 
the fullness in the center front section is 
controlled with extremely fine drawstrings. 
This vertical fullness is fixed in the bod-
ice-skirt join below the bust curves.

The neck contour in back, in contrast to 
the rectangular shape of the front, is a 
shallow continuous curve. The closure is in 
center back and is fastened at the neckline 
and waistline with drawstrings. There is 
no back panel. The back section is cut on 

straight grain and is joined to the underarm 
section which extends far enough to the 
back so that the fashionable narrow width 
across the back is achieved. The vertical 
folds of the bodice are aligned with those 
of the skirt train, thus creating a dramatic 
sweep.

Sleeve: There are three major parts to the 
sleeve: the upper short puff, the long lower 
sleeve, and the shaped cuff which alls over 
the hand. Bridging the joins at the base of 
the puff and at the top of the cuff are em-
broidered bands called entredeux. A distin-
guishing feature to note is that the gathers 
in the cap of the puff are evenly distributed 
over the top of the shoulder rather than 
largely concentrated toward the back of the 
shoulder bone.

The sleeve is quite fitted to the arm in two 
places: at the base of the puff and at the 
wrist. The lower sleeve is cut on straight 
grain with no shaping for the elbow, but it 
is gathered into the entredeux at the wrist. 
The flaring cuff drops over the hand, and its 
contour edge is hemmed.

The sleeve is beautifully diaphanous since 
there is no lining. 

Skirt: There is no discernible fullness across 
the center front section of the bodice-skirt 
seam, indicating that it had been somewhat 
shaped from the full width of fabric.

Specimen 34
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TV V.51.45, ca 1810

Courtesy of The Valentine

DRESS 34DRESS 34
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The gored section in the side back is joined 
to the front skirt for the full length of 44¼ 
inches.

Across the hem it measures 10¾ inches. Its 
bias side (which joins the back skirt) comes 
to a point at the waistline.

The fullness across the back covers approx-
imately 9¼ inches from side seam to side 
seam; 6½ inches of that space has concen-
trated fullness. It opens out to about 31¾ 
inches. The 8-inch skirt placket is cut into 
the fabric. There is no center back seam.

The drawstring in the back is only from side 
seam to side seam encased along the bod-
ice-skirt seam.

Construction Details: A linen lining supports 
the back and underarm areas of the bodice. 
The sleeves, bodice front, and skirts are not 
lined. The entire circumference of the hem-
line is faced with fine muslin.

There are lingering similarities between Dress 34 
and this later garment in a Moden Z plate from 
1816, notably the wide, shallow square neckline 
with puffed sleeve caps above long sleeves reach-
ing the knuckles.

2000.076.2
Collection of Susan Greene
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Predominant Characteristics of 
the 11 Compared Specimens

Eleven dresses of the first decade were very 
suitable for comparison even though some 
were worn for more formal occasions than 
others. Upon analysis it became clear that they 
have various elements in common, the most 
visible being the white muslin and the center 
back closure. Upon completion of a detailed 
examination of each of these eleven dresses, 
it became clear that the cuts of these bodic-
es, sleeves, and skirts were similar enough to 
enable us to summarize variations with four 
pattern drafts. We returned to the Costume 
Institute with our drafts, and corrected the 
four most exemplary models. Included in this 
summary are the four drafts drawn on a com-
puter using AutoCAD. 

Fabrics

The procedure in describing the fabric was 
to use the specific name alleged to have been 
used for the muslin; that is, “Dacca,” “India 
muslin,” “mull” were used when the word 
appeared on the museum catalog card. The 
width of each fabric appears on the Measure-
ment Table: 1800-1810. After much investiga-
tion our naive assumption that documented 
early nineteenth-century Dacca and India 
muslins were available for analysis was shat-
tered. An enlightening treatise on the subject 
of Indian muslins—varieties and problems of 
identification—has recently been published 
by Jayne Shrimpton, “The task of positively 
identifying each item [Dacca, for example] is 
problematic, partly due to inconsistencies in 
spelling but mainly because of the lack of dat-
ed, named fabric samples for comparison.”60 
The safest general term to use when describ-
ing one of these diaphanous fabrics is mull, a 
general term for all sheer fabrics: cotton, silk, 
or mixtures.

Most of these specimens of white mull have 
been embroidered with “white on white,” 
the embroidery thread varying in twists and 
diameters depending on the desired type of 
decorative stitch. We use the name of the em-
broidery stitch given in the museum catalog; 
otherwise, no attempt was made to research 
the stitch or the process. Some of the mus-
lins are embroidered in small allover patterns 
such as dots, crosses, floral sprigs. Some of 
the fabrics were more strongly patterned with 
vertical or diagonal embroidery, or the embroi-
dery may have been reserved for certain parts 
of the garment such as the skirt front and the 
hemline.

Necklines and Closures

 Without exception all eleven dresses have 
very open necklines. In contour they are, 
with one exception, rectangular with a broad 
horizontal line across the chest. The back 
neck contour is typically a shallow continuous 
curve. Without exception the bodices open 
down center back and are fastened at the 
neckline with drawstrings; but, the method of 
fastening at the waistline may vary (see Con-
struction Details).

Bodice Shapes

Plan 1: Refer to CAD diagrams of CI 1983.6.1 
(27) and to CI x52.6 (28).

• The shoulder pieces are present.

• The center front piece may be cut on 
straight grain or on bias (only two of our 
specimens were on bias). This piece forms 
the horizontal boundary of the neckline 
and the waistline and extends across the 
front to beyond the peak of the bust bulge 

The center front piece may be cut on straight grain or on bias (only two of our specimens were on bias). 
This piece forms the horizontal boundary of the neckline and the waistline and extends across 
the front to beyond the peak of the bust bulge   with an additional amount for soft verti- cal fullness 
across the front in lieu of bust darts or other methods of fitting bust con- tours. This vertical 
fullness is controlled at the neckline with drawstrings. The vertical fullness in the front bodice 
piece is a dating clue because it will be gradually reduced or eliminated. The center front section 
is joined to a side front which extends up to join the shoulder piece and forms part of the armscye 
curve. To the back it may join an underarm section.
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with an additional amount for soft verti-
cal fullness across the front in lieu of bust 
darts or other methods of fitting bust con-
tours. This vertical fullness is controlled 
at the neckline with drawstrings. The 
vertical fullness in the front bodice piece 
is a dating clue because it will be gradually 
reduced or eliminated. The center front 
section is joined to a side front which 
extends up to join the shoulder piece and 
forms part of the armscye curve. To the 
back it may join an underarm section.

• The back panel joins to the side back 
piece. Any vertical fullness was included 
in the back panel because the side back 
was smooth and fitted as was the side 
front and underarm section. There is a 
linen stay, or lining, which is joined to the 
lining of the side front and the underarm 
sections. It is free from the dress proper 
so that it can be lapped and pinned before 
the drawstrings are pulled and tied.

Plan 2: Refer to CAD diagram for CI 19.181.1 
(26) and CI 64.26.2 (33).

• The primary change relates to the shoul-
der pieces. The side front has been cut up-
ward to the shoulder to take the place of 
the traditional shoulder piece. The shape 
of the neckline is still typically rectangular, 
and the center front section still extends 
just beyond the bust bulge with the soft
vertical fullness in place. The bodice back 
is also cut to eliminate the shoulder piece.

• In example CI 64.26.2 (33) the separate 
side back has been incorporated into the 
back piece.

Summary of Bodices

Seven of the eleven bodices had shoulder 
pieces extending from front to back. Four of 
the dresses from which the separate tradi-
tional shoulder piece was eliminated were 
cut with the side front replacing the shoulder 
piece.

Eight of the eleven bodice backs were cut 
with the traditional back panel joined to the 
side back section. Soft vertical fullness, in 
varying amounts, was incorporated only in 
the back panel while the side back remained 
smooth and fitted.

The drawstrings through the necklines, both 
front and back, were present in all the dresses. 
The use of the drawstrings in the waistline 
varied and is better understood after examin-
ing the skirt drafts.

Bodice length is a factor to weigh in placing 
the garment along the timeline. For the pur-
pose of making comparisons the most reliable 
measurement has been the underarm length 
from the base of the armscye curve vertical-
ly to the waistline (to the top of the built-in 
waistband if there is one). Even so, the mea-
surement can be only an indicator because 
it is necessary to take into account whether 
the person is exceptionally short or tall and 
also how large the armscye curve is if it curves 
deeply into the back bodice. Indications are 
that the muslin dr`esses for about 1804 were 
about an inch nearer to the natural waistline 
than those dating about 1810; in other words, 
the waistline was gradually rising higher on 
the rib cage as the second decade of the nine-
teenth century was approached.
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Sleeves

 The practice of setting the sleeve into a 
deeply curved armscye of the back bodice 
was consistent throughout the entire decade. 
A distinguishing difference between Group I 
and Group II dresses is that fullness, in varying 
amounts from dress to dress, is present in the 
sleeve cap.

The short sleeve is usually puffed. The long 
sleeve extends over the top of the hand. A 
sleeve design unique to this group is an upper 
melon-shaped sleeve joined to a long straight 
one. It is a period style represented in the for-
mal embroidered muslin, ca 1810 (TV V.51.45) 
(34), and earlier in the opaque cotton stripe 
(CI 42.115.1) (21) ca 1800-1804.

Pointed out in What to Look For is the 
practice of inserting a gusset starting at the 
armscye down along the sleeve seam to pro-
vide more stretch—vital to the wearability of 
gossamer muslin.

The lack of opaque lining in the majority of 
the sleeves of these eleven mull dresses dis-
tinguishes them from our specimen muslin 
sleeves of the 1790s.

Skirts

Please refer to CAD diagrams for CI 19.181.1 
(26), CI 1983.6.1 (27), CI x52.6 (28), and CI 
64.26.2 (33). In examining the eleven dress-
es we begin at the top of the skirt. A major 
identifying feature is the smoothness across 
the center front where the skirt is joined to 
the bodice or to the built-in waistband. The 
traditional vertical fullness has disappeared 
and the smoothness is the result of shaping or 
fitting by curving the top edge of the center 
front section and moving the extra width by 
(1) forming a flat pleat, or (2) cutting it off the
side thus leaving the section with a bias seam
line for a distance equivalent at least of a dart.

Eight of the eleven skirts have gored sections 
which are without exception located in the 
side back. The gored section minimizes bulk 

at the waistline and increases the hem sweep 
in the back of the skirt. Its seam is usually 
not visible from the front, and the side of the 
figure is still a long uninterrupted line from 
underarm to hemline.

The gored section joined to the back merged 
at the waistline with overlapping pleating, or 
gathering, that became more concentrated at 
the center back. Three of the dresses which 
had long formal trains lacked gored sections 
(see CAD pattern of CI 19.181.1 (26) as an 
example).

Construction Details

These eleven dresses had little structural 
bodice support. The majority of the eleven are 
supported with white linen in the underarm 
sections, which in a few instances includes the 
side front and side back. Two have no lining 
other than a supporting tape in the waistline. 
These were for formal occasions.

The hemlines of these embroidered dresses 
are generally plain or faced with muslin. One 
trained formal gown is finished with a wide 
bias of plain, fine muslin. Only two of the hem-
lines are further embellished: one is tucked 
and the other has self-fabric pleated ruffles 
whipped to the hem. Occasionally a pocket 
slit appears in the seam joining front skirt to 
gore.

In a few instances worked loops and hooks are 
the fasteners, especially when the dress has a 
built-in waistband. Whether the hooks are the 
original is not known.

One dress (CI 11.60.233, ca 1810) (30) has 
an unusual closure incorporating whalebone 
in vertical casings, and eyelets for lacing the 
center back opening.

The bodice seams of the majority of the spec-
imens are finely edgestitched from the outside 
of the garment, and in some instances a dou-
ble row of stitching was used, especially if the 
lining support was at a minimum.



210CHAPTER 3 - THE FIRST DECADE: 1800 - 1810

Dress, entirely unlined, made of thin, 
opaque white cotton, neither as delicate 
as India muslin nor as fine as percale. 
Rather deep but not wide neckline, higher 
in back. Back opening. Very narrow back 
section.

Drawstring in front and back neckline, but 
not over the shoulders. 

Short sleeves with drawstrings at the 
ends, all fullness at the backof a deep-set 
armscye. 

Smooth around the torso except for loose 
fullness in the center back, pleats to either 
side. Side gores. Self ties attached at side 
back, overlap in back and pinned in front. 
Skirt slightly trained with 2 narrow tucks 
above the hem. 91.042

Photos by Susan Greene

Susan Greene Collection/Genesee Coun-
try Village & Museum
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Detecting the Facts: 1800 -1810

The value of the specimens described in this chapter increases with a 
broader perspective of their relationship to the culture in which they 
were worn. Tantalizing questions arise because, although these dresses 
have survived for almost two hundred years, essential historical facts 
about each have been lost. The fabrics and dresses are exquisitely hand-
crafted and rare.

Our objective is to provide some guideposts in pursuit of the answers to 
the following questions.

• How similar or dissimilar are the specimens from dresses worn by
other American women and from those worn by English and French
women?

• Are these specimen dresses more like French styles, or English styles,
or are they uniquely American?

• If limitations in trying to make comparisons are recognized, clues can
be gleaned from portraits, fashion plates, and extant dresses such as
those measured and diagramed by the English authors, Arnold, Brad-
field, and Waugh.

• Did leaders in American society tend to emulate French taste?

• Were Americans cut off rom a supply of English and French luxury
goods during the long Anglo-French wars?



212CHAPTER 3 - THE FIRST DECADE: 1800 - 1810

Ackerman's Repository, 1809
2010.073.5

Collection of Susan Greene

Costume Parisien, 1809
2008.064.33

Collection of Susan Greene
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SOME INFLUENTIAL AMERICANS: THEIR IMPACT ON TASTE

A sense of the origin of a style and the routes 
of communication facilitates the process of 
identification of fashionable dress and pro-
duces an appreciation of cultural change and 
progression.

A perusal of the literature leaves one with 
the strong impression that many influential 
Americans of the new republic were admirers 
of French artistic expression either from first-
hand contact or through indirect association 
and that their adoption and adaptations of 
French dress styles probably resulted in emu-
lation by their peers.

In 1784, Abigail Adams, wife of John Adams, 
joined her husband in Paris where he held a 
diplomatic post. The following year, as the 
wife of the United States Minister to Great 
Britain, she became the first American to be 
presented at the Court of St. James. Abigail 
drew upon her experiences in courts and soci-
ety abroad when Adams served as vice-presi-
dent and president. She is an exception in this 
list of persons who desired to emulate Parisian 
fashions. Her personal taste, probably more 
English than French, was curtailed only by the 
lack of money. Through her letters it is known 
that she was sharply critical of the excesses 
and extremes of neoclassical styles adopted by 
a few young women who attended the social 
functions where she and her husband were 
present.

During the time Thomas Jefferson was serving 
as American ambassador to France (1784 to 
1789), he gained considerable knowledge of 
the Classical Movement and became a devotee 
of neoclassical art, particularly architecture 
and interior design. His apparent influence on 
taste in dress was evidenced in the attire of 
his daughter Martha (“Patsy”).61  Dolley Mad-
ison occasionally served as hostess for Presi-
dent Jefferson; in so doing she was schooled 
in dress and in the handling of social affairs.

Was the charming Dolley Madison—brought 
up in the Society of Friends—interested in 
acquiring French fashions? If so, what sources 
did she tap, and with whose help?

One assumes that she was introduced to 
French culture by President Jefferson and his 
daughters. When her husband, James, was 
Jefferson’s Secretary of State, she found an 
enthusiastic fashion consultant in Madam 
Pichon, wife of the French foreign minister to 
the United States. Judging from a letter to her 
sister in 1804, Dolley valued Madam Pichon’s 
counseling highly. Mrs. Madison’s portrait by 
Gilbert Stuart painted in 1804 is testimony 
to her adoption of the formal neoclassical 
style. Her love of French interpretation of the 
neoclassical style was consistent and strong 
throughout her life in Washington and even 
after. During the Embargo William Lee, consul 
at Bordeaux, was commissioned to purchased 
items of clothing and accessories for Dolley.62 

Elizabeth Kortright married James Monroe in 
1794 at the age of eighteen. Shortly after their 
marriage, he was appointed United States 
Minister to France. The chaos of the French 
Revolution left little time to be concerned with 
fashion, but in spite of the stress of this period 
the Monroes were imbued with the beauty of 
French artifacts, especially of the neoclassical 
period. They also favored the formality of 
upper-class lifestyle— evident during Monroe’s 
presidency from 1817-1825.63 

Josephine du Pont was the wife of Victor 
Marie du Pont, a French consular officia 
stationed in Charleston, South Carolina, from 
1795-1798. After returning to France, they 
decided to officially emigrate to the United 
States. Mrs. du Pont advised her new Ameri-
can friends (particularly Margaret Izard Mani-
gault of Charleston) of fashions in Paris, sourc-
es of ideas (as in French publications), and 
suppliers of Parisienne finery.
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Elizabeth Patterson of Baltimore, married Je-
rome Bonaparte in December, 1803. She is 
known as the young American who adopted 
the advanced neoclassical styles favored by her 
bridegroom. To Americans not yet accustomed 
to the avant garde fashions the effect of her at-
tire was not only striking, to some it was shock-
ing. The previous year Madame Récamier, one of 
the most beautiful and elegant women of Paris, 
shocked London society when she appeared at a 
formal social function dressed from head to foot 
in the neoclassical style as interpreted by the 
French. Two young Americans presented at the 
court of St. James in 1802 were Maria Bingham 

FRENCH REFUGEES: CULTURAL IMPACT

According to historian Samuel Eliot Morison it 
is estimated there were 25,000 French refu-
gees in the United States in 1798. During and 
following the French Revolution the French 
sought asylum and formed settlements in 
New York, Pennsylvania, New Jersey, Delaware, 
and elsewhere. These groups included persons 
from the leisure class, entrepreneurs, doctors, 
lawyers, professionals, artisans, and trades-
men.

To what extent the French in these settle-
ments fraternized with their American neigh-
bors is probably not well known.68 Undoubt-
edly most of those seeking employment in the 
dressmaking and millinery trades settled in 

of Philadelphia (married at an early age to 
Count Tilly of France and shortly after di-
vorced) and Mrs. Richard C. Derby of Boston. 
The portrait of Mrs. Derby painted by Copley 
in 1806 when she was 22 years old is testimo-
ny of her adoption of the neoclassical style.64 
Letters from that period describe Maria Bing-
ham’s neoclassical dress as extremely daring.

Other influential trend-setters of the day were 
Mrs. John Ridgely of Baltimore, Maryland, 
painted by Sully in 1805.65 Lydia Leaming of 
Philadelphia66 ; and Mrs. John Jay, wife of the 
minister at the Court of Louis XVI.67 

the metropolitan centers. It is reasonable to 
suppose that these refugees made an impact 
on the American communities with which 
they became associated, particularly the 
skilled artisans who could fulfill a void during 
the period from about 1807 to 1814 when 
American commerce with Europe was officially 
cut off by the War of 1812.

An example of our legacy from a refugee art-
ist-craftsman is the work of Charles Balthazar 
Julien Fevret Saint-Mémin who produced a 
prolific record of the detailed likenesses of 
Americans in New York, Philadelphia, Balti-
more, Richmond, and Charleston between 
1797 and 1814.69 
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COMPARISON OF STYLE CHARACTERISTICS AS SEEN IN PORTRAITS

Having established evidence that some influ-
ential Americans were directly or indirectly 
exposed to French neoclassical aesthetics, we 
looked to portraits for signs of tangible adap-
tation of dress fashions. The ultimate purpose 
is to see how similar or dissimilar our speci-
mens are from the dresses worn by American 
women sitting for their portraits, bearing in 
mind that interpretation of visual material has 
its limits.

The Directoire, 1795-1804

To appreciate the nature 
of adaptations during the 
early 1800s we shall step 
back to about 1795 to the 
beginning of the French 
Directoire when the ex-
tremes of neoclassical style 
appeared in France. Da-
vid, Gerard, and Prud’hon 
skillfully represented their 
subjects who sat for their portraits 
attired in sheer muslins through 
which the nude body is often sug-
gested. Among their subjects were 
Josephine Bonaparte, Mesdames 
Tallien, Hamelin, Récamier, and 
Barbier-Walbonne.70 These extremes 
of the neoclassical style which ap-
peared during the Directoire period 
in France were apparently short-lived, or at 
least modified, during the Empire period.

According to C.W. Cunnington, “The extremes 
of nudity, the damping of the dress to pro-
duce a clinging effect, the hair ‘à la Titus’, the 
whitened face ‘à la Psyche’, were but a few of 
the extravagances which never crossed the 
Channel.”71 

It is reasonable to believe that scanty attire 
which suggested nudity, or revealed the nude 

body beyond the arms and neck, was not ac-
ceptable fashion in our new republic. Through 
social commentary of the times we know that 
Betsy Patterson Bonaparte and Marie Bing-
ham, both of whom had married Frenchmen, 
did excite comment and some censorship, 
but no portraits revealing their style of dress 
during the Directoire period are available to 
bear testimony to adoption of extreme French 

style.

American portraits for the late 1790s 
and early 1800s are apparently scarce. 
The works of Benjamin West, Gilbert 
Stuart, Ralph Earl and Saint-Mémin 
gives us some clues. There was a notice-
able difference between the appearance 
of the young women and the matrons 
— although the limiting factor in judg-
ing is that the view of the sitter nearly 

always ends at or above 
the waist and occasion-
ally only the head to the 
shoulders. A good exam-
ple of the latter is Gilbert 
Stuart’s study of the head 
of Elizabeth Patterson 
Bonaparte dated 1804, an 
excellent example of the 
neoclassical short hair style 
shown from the profile and 
front views.72 

The portraits of the following young American 
women were helpful: Martha (Patsy) Jefferson, 
a miniature by an unknown artist in 1789; 
Nellie Custis, (Mrs. Lawrence Lewis), grand-
daughter of Mrs. George Washington, portrait 
by Gilbert Stuart;73 Frances Cadwalader (Lady 
Erskine), of Philadelphia, portrait by Stuart 
1802. The hairstyles of these fashionable 
young women were neoclassical: short, curly, 
studied casualness. Perhaps the most signif-

g
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icant discovery from comparing portraits to 
our specimens is that our specimens do not 
include a dominant bodice style—the bodice 
with the front closure cut on the diagonal 
with the surplice or crossover of right and left 
fronts forming a V-neckline. The neckline is 
not filled in. Our specimens, like these por-
traits, have waistlines above the normal waist, 
and the sleeve styles are closely fitted with-
out fullness in the cap. Fabric characteristics 
are difficult to interpret. They appear light and 
airy, but there is no evidence of extreme 
sheerness as in French Directoire fashions, and 
no dark silks appear among them.

The portraits of American matrons that are 
comparable for the early period are: Abigail 
Adams, started by Stuart in 1801 and com-
pleted 1814.74  Mrs. James Bowdoin, painted 
by Stuart in 1806, and Mrs. John Murray of 
New York painted by Trumbull in 1806, and at 
least five studies of American matron’s profiles 
were by Saint-Mémin.

Judged by these portraits, the American ma-
tron stands out like a stereotype because of an 
amazing similarity of attire.75 The effect is ex-
emplified in Stuart’s portrait of Abigail Adams. 
Modesty, dignity, correctness have dictated 
the covering of the exposed chest and throat 
by a muslin tucker trimmed around the throat 
line with a lace ruff of moderate proportions. 
Her hair, except for forelocks, is covered by 
an all-enveloping cap of muslin trimmed with 
satin ribbon. Recognizable are the character-
istics of our specimen, the Venable dress (TV 
V.69.202) (19) of wine colored silk.

The Empire Period

French portraits of this period are relatively 
well documented and good prints are avail-
able. We are fortunate that there is an unusu-
al amount of historical data with which the 

costume historian can work. For example, the 
paintings of Empress Josephine and the ladies 
of her court provide detailed representations. 
We know that the Court painter, Jean Baptiste 
Isabey was commissioned to design the dress-
es for the Coronation of December 4, 1804, 
and the renowned couturier, Louis Hippolyte 
Leroy, was commissioned to execute those 
designs in designated fabrics. Jean-Francois 
Bony, French designer of textiles and embroi-
dery, was the third member of this group as 
the creator of magnificent formal embroidery 
for the court regalia.

Motivated, in part, to revive the great French 
textile industry, Napoleon issued a mandate 
in 1804 requiring that apparel for ceremonies 
and soirées at the imperial court be made of 
French fabrics.76 These dresses set a standard 
of design and construction which apparently 
changed very gradually during the decade. Us-
ing their features in making comparisons with 
other visual material is useful but limited, of 
course, by their formal elegance.

Briefly the hallmark features of these Empire 
dresses by Isabey and Leroy are:

• Predominance of the rectangular neck-
line. The round necklines can also be seen
occasionally. The neck and chest are widely
and deeply exposed, but the top of the
shoulder bone is always covered with the
sleeve cap.

• The bodice opening is obviously not in
center front and although not visible in
paintings is probably in center back.

• The vertical front bodice fullness is notice-
ably diminished as compared to pre-coro-
nation styles.
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Dolley Madison
by Gilbert Stuart

1804

By permission of the White House, Washington, D.C.
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National Gallery of Art, Gift f Mrs. Robert Homans, 1954.7.2

Abigail Adams
by Gilbert Stuart

1800-1815
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• The sleeve cap has fullness, somewhat con-
centrated in the back. The melon-shaped 
short sleeve is dominant and may be 
varied by the addition of the long sleeve 
which extends beyond the wrist.

• The skirt across the front at the waist-
line is smooth, or relatively so depending 
on the fabric. This smoothness serves to 
accent the elaborate vertical embroidery 
placed down center front from waistline to 
hemline.

• The skirt is columnar in effect, but it has a 
dramatic hem sweep. The technical as-
pect of the hem sweep is not possible to 
document from artists’ paintings. One has 
to assume by deduction that if the front 
fullness was fitted out at the waistline it 
is highly probable that a gored section 
had been added to increase the backward 
thrust of the skirt. The train may be long 
and shaped or merely long enough to drag 
slightly. The train for formal court func-
tions was a separate entity and was regu-
lated as to length, construction, and fabric.

Is there evidence that upper-class French 
women emulated the fashions created by 
Isabey and Leroy for Josephine and the ladies 
of her court? Other portraits were studied, 
particularly the work of Ingres because of 
his skillful depiction of form and detail. In 
summary, it is clear, that the main style char-
acteristics developed by Isabey and Leroy 
are present in the dresses worn by the ladies 
portrayed. One becomes aware of the decreas-
ing amount of soft vertical fullness in the front 
section of the bodice and the broad uninter-
rupted horizontal neckline. The short bodice 
and the smooth fitted center front of the skirt 
are dominant features. Obviously the con-
temporary French satins and velvets behaved 
very differently from the gossamer mulls and 
lightweight supple silks.

Now we turn to a few American portraits to 
determine if the ladies resembled in appear-
ance the French of the Napoleonic regime. 
Extensive comparison is not possible because 
not all the American sitters are dressed in 
formal attire.

Mrs. James Madison (Dolley) was thirty-six 
years old in 1804 when her portrait was paint-
ed by Gilbert Stuart. As expressed in the 
portrait her coiffure, necklace and its place-
ment, her gown and stole, in fact the total 
setting is testimony of her acceptance of the 
neoclassical style. Her white formal gown is 
not, however, a stereotype of the Leroy cre-
ations for the coronation of Napoleon in 1804. 
The décolletage although wide and deep is 
curved rather than rectangular. The decorative 
treatment of the firm neckline is unique. It is 
outlined by a band of fine shirring bordered 
by fine gold-colored cord. The detail is repeat-
ed in the sleeve endings. Two rows of the gold 
cord accents the waistline. Important is the 
fact that the bodice is cut without the vertical 
fullness across the bust, a new characteristic 
quite different from the drawstring controlled 
bust fullness. There appears to be a deep fold 
in the center front of the bodice which ex-
tends into the skirt. The fold at the neckline is 
accented with a gold brooch, but close scru-
tiny of detail leads one to conclude that the 
bodice does not open in the front. The short 
sleeve deviates from the Isabey-Leroy Empire 
designs in that it is not melon shape, there is 
no discernible fullness in the cap, and to the 
sleeve ending is attached a swag-like drapery 
of sheer muslin and lace; all similar to the 
Directoire style.

The view of Dolley’s skirt is limited in that 
she is seated, but it is clear that the skirt is 
smooth across the front below the waistline 
seam, except for the deep fold (dart?) locat-
ed on center front. The fabric of the dress 
appears to be an opaque white crêpe, but no 
officia description has surfaced.



220CHAPTER 3 - THE FIRST DECADE: 1800 - 1810

Next we turn to the portrait of Mrs. James 
Monroe, née Elizabeth Kortright, which 
is attributed to Benjamin West. Unfortu-
nately the date of the painting is unknown, 
but obviously the sitter is represented as 
young, perhaps in her early thirties. The 
artist clearly depicts the neoclassical details 
of her elegant formal attire. The severity of 
her helmet-like headdress is broken only by 
the contrived forelocks. The teardrop pearl 
earrings are in the style of those frequently 
adorning the ears of French ladies. The em-
phasis of bare throat and chest is in striking 
contrast to the texture of the black velvet 
gown and ermine stole. The severe 
rectangular neckline is softened with 
a narrow ruffle of black velvet (instead 
of lace) which edges the vertical sides 
of the neckline. Close scrutiny of the 
broad horizontal neckline across the 
chest indicates slight ease produced 
with drawstrings. At the base of the 
very short bodice in center front is a 
diamond-shaped brooch, or buckle, 
which is probably part of a waistband. 
It is strikingly like the jewel clasp 
worn by Napoleon’s sister, Princess 
Pauline. According to Philippe Séguy 
it was a style popular after 1804.77 

Fashion Plates

Surviving periodicals which included 
fashion plates are listed in the intro-

duction to this chapter. Philippe Séguy in his 
essay has singled out those periodicals which 
included some of the dress designs of Leroy.

Evidence indicates that through the media 
of fashion plates, accompanied by their de-
scriptions, English and American women 
formulated in part their interpretations of 
French fashions. After the Embargo of 1807 
and during the War of 1812 it is probable that 
these coveted fashion plates reached Ameri-
ca’s fashion world by devious routes to clien-
tele who had connections with French friends 
and suppliers. 

"Fashions October 1798"
"Paris Dress from the Costume Parisien" 

From Paris to London to Philadelphia? 
2001.073.02

Collection of Susan Greene
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MEASURED EXTANT ENGLISH DRESSES: COMPARED WITH 
OUR SIXTEEN SPECIMENS FROM CA 1800 TO 1810

A limited number of seven published examples of English dresses 
were available, and each provided information. All of the dresses were 
sketched and briefly described. Janet Arnold and Norah Waugh in-
cluded pattern drafts. We looked for similarities between these En-
glish dresses and our specimens for evidence of stylistic change and 
when and if such change was identifiable among our specimens.

Basic Styles: Dresses designed to open in the front with a front clo-
sure subdivided into essentially two styles:

1. The drop front which, as previously explained, may be called the
apron-front or the bib front style; and

2. The style which opens down center front and is fastened by draw-
strings which control the gathered fullness of the bodice on each
side of center. The pattern drafts for dresses (both day and eve-
ning) by Arnold78 and Waugh79 are the drop-front type for the early
years of the decade. Bradfield80 includes two drop-front designs
representing the beginning and middle years of the decade. Ap-
parently the English commonly used the drop-front style. Anne M.
Buck says that in her collection of thirty-seven examples for the
decade, twenty dresses are fastened in the drop-front style.81 Cun-
nington, Waugh, and Bradfield all agree that this type of construc-
tion of the closure was very common in England from 1800-1810.
Among our group of sixteen specimens only two are designed with
the drop front, the Venable silk dress (TV V.69.202) (19) and the
cross bar dimity (CI 55.50.4) (22) which is of English origin.

The style of dress with the center back closure was often distin-
guished from others by the term “frock.” It was a European style com-
monly used for children, young girls, and eventually adopted by adult 
women. Among our sixteen specimens there are eleven which open in 
the back, whereas among the seven English dresses only three opened 
in the back, and they clustered around 1806 to 1809.
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CRITICAL HALLMARKS OF CHANGE

Bodice

The U-shaped neckline at the turn of the cen-
tury is essentially an eighteenth-century char-
acteristic. This style is not represented among 
the examples shown by Arnold, Bradfield, and 
Waugh. It appears, however, in three of our five 
dresses of the early years of the decade. We 
have also seen this style delineated in the por-
traits of Mrs. John Adams, Mrs. John Murray, 
and Mrs. James Bowdoin, older women who 
sat for the paintings between 1801 to 1806.

The English authors show, through their ex-
amples, the new rectangular neckline and its 
variations—formed by a broad horizontal line 
across the chest intersected at right angles 
with the vertical sides of the neckline. This 
rectangular shape was possible because it had 
(a) the straight line of the drop front which
fastened on the shoulder piece on each side of
center front, or (b) the bodice now opened in
the back.

We are aware of a conspicuous absence of soft 
vertical fullness across the bust in the English 
bodices associated with drawstrings. This 
was done by cutting the front piece on bias 
and shaping to a curve with ease or darts as 
seen in the pattern draft by Arnold.82 Waugh’s 
example (Diagram XXXV) ca 1803, somewhat 
reminds one of the cut of a twentieth-century 
brassiere, the lower section being shaped to 
curve from a panel of embroidery.

Absence of bodice ease is not easily discern-
ible in our group of sixteen specimens. We 
found only two with the front sections cut on 
bias; one of them is an English muslin with 
attributed date ca 1803-05 (CI 1982.316.12) 
(24) and the other is an American muslin,
1806-1814 (CI 59.35.1) (31). Drawstrings
were encased in the necklines of these models
simply to hold the dress close to the chest.
A third muslin bodice, ca 1803-1805 (CI

45.68.22) (25), was the only one of the sixteen 
fitted below the breast curves with two small 
but structured darts on each side of center 
front. The modified fullness across this neck-
line was still controlled with drawstrings.

Another change to notice relates to the shoul-
der pieces. One assumes that this change is 
a significant innovation in pattern making; 
however, in tracing its appearance no trend 
is suggested as it does not occur progressive-
ly. In place of a separate shoulder piece the 
bodice extends upward to the shoulder thus 
forming the vertical side of the neckline. An 
example of this cut can be seen in Arnold’s 
draft of a drop-front style, ca 1798-1805.83  
Waugh’s draft of an evening dress, ca 1803,84 
is essentially the same cut, the shoulder piece 
is included in the side front. This innovation 
does not appear through our specimen as 
early as in the English drafts unless one con-
siders the drop-front silk Venable dress (which 
is somewhat unreliable because it was up-
dated several times). A tally of the remaining 
fifteen specimens reveals that there are five 
bodices cut to partially or totally eliminate the 
separate shoulder pieces; the earliest being 
an 1804 French dress (CI 19.181.1) (26), for 
which the side front bodice is cut to extend 
to the shoulder. The back panel of the back 
bodice is likewise extended to join the front 
(to the back of the top of the shoulder). The 
most advanced cut appears in CI 59.35.1 (31), 
attributed date span 1806-1814, which com-
bines the bias front piece with the side front 
cut to replace the shoulder piece and the back 
bodice cut in one piece (without back panel) 
and extended to replace the shoulder piece. 
The most common innovation was to extend 
the side front to the shoulder but to use a 
short separate shoulder piece for the back 
bodice.
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Does the location of the waistline high on 
the diaphragm vary significantly from dress 
to dress? An extreme fashion would result 
in acceptance by a small population; hypo-
thetically speaking, the majority would have 
adapted the neoclassical style to suit their 
conservative taste. Group I: Dresses like the 
Oatley which was updated from the 1790s for 
an 1801 wedding are longer waisted, the un-
derarm measurement being approximately 4.0 
inches. These open in center front and fasten 
with drawstrings at the neckline and waistline. 
Dresses with the drop-front construction orig-
inating in the last years of the 1790s or first 
years of the 1800s have underarm measure-
ments averaging 1.87 inches American and 
2.25 inches English, considerably less than 
for Group I but the difference in construction 
makes measurements not comparable.

Sleeves

The features indicating change are distinct in 
the sleeves. The first year or so of the decade 
fullness in the sleeve cap appears as minor 
ease or small tucks to the back of the top of 
the shoulder. Arnold’s and Waugh’s examples 
meet this criteria, but our early American 
specimens are distinctly without fullness in 
the cap. By 1804 fullness in the cap is the 
rule, and the placement is generally toward 
the back of the top of the shoulder bone, an 
important identifying element.

A period style sleeve is represented three 
times: Arnold’s English opaque cotton 
(1798-1805),85 American opaque cotton (CI 
42.115.1) (21), American formal muslin (TV 
V.51.45). (34) It is composed of two parts: a
puffed upper sleeve to which a long, semi-fit-
ted sleeve is joined.

The two cuts of a sleeve seen most frequently 
from 1804 onward are the short puffed sleeve 
and the very long one-piece sleeve which ex-
tended beyond the wrist and was shaped over 
the hand.

Skirts

There are two major changes in the cut of the 
skirt that are significant identification clues. 
The visible change is the smoothness across 
the center front at the top of the skirt where 
it joins the waistline. Prior to this change the 
combination of clustered fullness across the 
center front and center back caused the wear-
er to look thick from front to back when seen 
in profile.

The second major change in cut, which is 
much less visible, is the gored section added 
between the front skirt and the center back 
section which increases the hem circumfer-
ence and provides the dramatic hem sweep a 
columnar form requires.

Unfortunately for the investigator, these two 
major changes in cut do not always appear 
together in a dress, that is, there is not a 
logical development of (1) fullness eliminated 
in the top front of the skirt and (2) width in 
the form of a side gore added to the hemline. 
For example, Arnold’s English opaque cotton 
dress, 1798-1805, is smooth across the front, 
but no gore had been added. In contrast three 
of our early dresses of the decade have verti-
cal fullness across the front at the waistline 
but, to our surprise, they also have the new 
gored section. Our French muslin (see CAD 
19.181.1) (26) has the shaped, smooth, cen-
ter front but no additional gored section in 
spite of a long, shaped train. Arnolds’ embroi-
dered muslin (1806-9) has vertical fullness 
in the bodice, across the skirt where it joins 
the built-in waistband, and it has no gores. In 
summary these examples are evidence that al-
though the changes in cut may appear to be a 
developing trend, there are variations and the 
lingering of traditional dressmaking practices. 
Five specimen dresses have fullness across the 
front, three of which have gores. Eleven speci-
men dresses have shaped center fronts and no 
fullness, of which eight have gores.86 
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Conclusions

Evidence points to emulation of French taste 
among upper-class Americans some of whom 
had lived in Paris long enough to become im-
bued with the French version of neoclassical 
aesthetics. Their taste in dress inspired adap-
tation by their peers. The political and social 
climate was right for acceptance of French 
fashion.

The importation of luxury goods from France 
was possible until the Embargo and then the 
sharp rise in prices undoubtedly curtailed 
consumption. There is reason to believe that 
although Americans were cut off from an 
ample supply of materials from abroad after 
1807 until 1814 (when the war ended) fashion 
emulation continued with French fashion pe-
riodicals, materials, and accessories smuggled 
out of France or from its West Indies colonies. 
Also, French refugees living in America could 
interpret the French look in tangible ways. 
One of the strongest arguments for the belief 
that Americans were not totally cut off rom 
Europe for seven years is that the nature of 
stylistic change in women’s dresses was similar 
to the French and English.

During the late 1790s and the early years 
of the 1800s an amazing likeness identifies 
American matrons. The dark silks as seen 
in the bodice of Mrs. Adams, Mrs. Bowdoin, 
and Mrs. Trumbull are somewhat like our 
specimens from Virginia: the Venable dress 
(ca 1795 to 1800) and the Bennett dress 
(ca 1800- 1804). A conspicuous difference 
in terms of cut is the length of the sleeve; a 
short, unfitted specimen sleeve as compared 
to a long somewhat shaped portrait sleeve.

The published English and French counter-
parts of American portraits are scarce. The 
French ladies whose bodices were similar were 
from the 1790s. They are wearing hats, not 
caps. One of the most informative paintings is 
by Benjamin West of a family of several gener-

ations, The Hope Family, dated 1802. Grand-
mother is in black, her chest and neck covered 
in the manner of our American ladies. Her hair 
is partially covered with a black veil. By con-
trast the young mother and her daughters are 
all in white. The mother distinguished from 
her daughters by the addition of a tucker and 
ruff and a whi e turban-like headdress.

The young American women, represented by 
a meager collection of portraits, have adopted 
the neoclassical style judging from the hair 
styles and limited views of the upper part of 
the figure. The bodices open in the front and 
the predominant cut is the surplice style: 
the cross-over of the fronts forming the V 
neckline. This style is not represented in our 
sample of specimens nor in the measured and 
diagrammed specimens by Arnold.

The benchmark of change follows the corona-
tion of Napoleon I, December 2, 1804. It was 
that event and the accompanying festivities 
for which Isabey and Leroy developed styles 
of dress that set the standard for women’s 
formal dress for much of the decade. We see 
elements of these styles in the portraits of 
Dolley Madison,87 Elizabeth Monroe, Mrs. Der-
by of Boston, and Mrs. Ridgley of Baltimore. 
We have excellent examples among our eleven 
muslin specimens. In comparing our speci-
mens with the few available measured dresses 
by Arnold and Waugh, one gets the impression 
that there was more diversity of style in En-
glish dresses during the Anglo-French conflict 
because the English were free of the require-
ments imposed by Napoleon on French textile 
and apparel trades.

Although our sample of dresses probably rep-
resents a limited segment of American soci-
ety—the upper and middle classes—yet the 
extent to which these fashions were emulated 
by the majority of women, both urban and ru-
ral, is historically significant. Such information 
is yet to be collected and published.88 
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Measurements of Dresses 19 - 34

Research Assessed Date° ca 1795-1800 ca 1800--04 ca 1800-04 ca 1800-05
Specimen 19 TV V.69.202 20 TV V.60.160.1 21 CI 42.115.1 22 CI 55.50.4

Donor Venable Bennett Hutcheson Lunt
Original wearer Venable Unknown Unknown Unknown

Provenance Virginia  Virginia Probably US England
Fabric silk taffeta  silk satin cotton  cotton dimity
Width 22.0 19.0 27.0 30.0

Ground color plum  gunmetal blue cream  white
Bodice CF length to waist 3.75 5.25 5.5 4.5
Bodice CB length to waist 6.25 6.0 6.875 4.375

Shoulder pieces 1.625  2.0 x 1.5  1.375 x 7.5 0.75
Narrowest back 6.25 8.5 6.5

Bodice underarm length to waist 1.75 1.5 4.0 2.0

Sleeve type one piece  one piece period  puffed
Armscye 18.0 20.125 21.5 18.25

Widest circumference 14.75 15.25 19.0
Sleeve ending circumference 13.25 13.75 8.0

Outer side sleeve length 9.75 13.75 28.25 12.0
Underarm sleeve length 6.25 8.625 23.0 7.25

Skirt type Gored Gored Gored Gored

Skirt CF length 42.5 41.5 42.75 40.5
Skirt CB length 58.5 48.25 49.0

Skirt R side length 44.5 45.0 45.25 41.75
Skirt waist circumference 32.0 35.25 28.0
Skirt hem circumference 114.625 104.0 91.0 106.0

Footnotes t t

° Research asssesed date by Elsie McMurry
CI  Costume Institute, Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York, New York

TV The Valentine, Richmond, Virginia
URI Costume Collection, University of Rhode Island, Kingston, Rhode Island
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FIRST DECADE: 1800 - 1810

ca 1801  ca 1803-05 ca 1803-05 ca 1804 ca 1804-05 ca 1804-10
23 URI 1800-1810 (1) 25 CI 45.68.22 24 CI 1982.316.12 26 CI 19.181.1 27 CI 1983.6.1 28 CI x52.6

Northrup  Art Worker’s Club Lawrence  Kane  Lawrence Scott
Oatley Unknown Unknown Unknown Bonaparte Unknown
Rhode Island Unknown England  France  France  United States

corded cotton  sheer cotton cotton mull cotton mull cotton mull cotton mull
50.50 32.25 29.75 50.0 50.5 46.0
white white white white white  white
4.0 3.375 4.0 4.25 4.625 3.625
5.5 3.875 4.875 6.5 6.75 3.25

1.875 x 9.375  0.375 x 7.375  0.375 x 9.0 0.875  0.5 x 8.0  0.625 x 10.5
8.0 7.375 9.0 8.5 7.0
4.0 2.25 2.625 2.125 3.625 2.0

two piece one piece one piece, long puffed  puffed  one piece
15.0 14.0 17.5 17.5 16.0 15.375
12.5 16.25 18.0 21.25 24.5 17.25
9.5 8.5 9.0 19.0 12.0 9.75
13.25 26.0 26.5 10.5 10.25 29.0
10.5 23.0 23.5 5.0 4.125 27.75
Gored Gored Gored Gored
43.75 42.0 38.25 38.5 43.5 42.5
45.25 43.375 39.0 87.25 80.0 42.5
44.375 43.25 39.5 62.875 64.25 45.0
29.0 27.0 27.0 28.0 26.75 31.75
99.0 88.0 70.5 156.0 152.5 100.5

W W W,t W,t W

t -  Skirt has a train
W - Measured at dress waist seam which fits the body high up on the rib cage. 
All measurements are done flat where possible: ungathered or drawn up.
All measurements were done with a dressmaker’s tape measure to the nearest 1/8 
inch.

Research 
Assessed 
DateﾰSpecimen
Donor
Original Wearer
Provenance
Fabric
Width
Ground Color
Bodice CF 
length 
to waist
Bodice CB 
length 
to waist
Shoulder pieces
Narrowest 
backBodice underarm 
length 
to waist
sleeve type

armscye
Widest circumference
Sleeve ending 
circumferenceOuter side 
sleeve 
 circumference
Underarm 
sleeve 
length
Skirt type
Skirt CF length
Skirt CB length
Skirt R side 
lengthSkirt waist 
circumferenceSkirt hem 
circumferenceFootnotes
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FIRST DECADE: 1800 - 1810

ca 1806-10  ca 1806-10  ca 1806-10  ca 1810  ca 1810 ca 1804-10
29 CI 26.260.93 30 CI 11.60.233 31 CI 59.35.1 33 CI 64.26.2 32 TV V.55.65 34 TV V.51.45

Kane Unknown Hunter  Nichols  Nesbitt Trigg
Unknown Unknown Unknown Unknown  Preston Unknown
United States United States United States Salem, MA Virginia Richmond, VA

cotton muslin cotton mull cotton mull Dacca muslin cotton mull cotton mull
51.25 36.75 41.25 25.25 40.0 24.25
white white white white white  white
4.75 3.75 4.25 4.0 6.0 4.125
6.0 4.5 4.75 4.0 6.25 4.375

0.75 x 3.625  0.5 x 8.0
8.5 4.24 8.25

3.5 3.0 3.0 2.0 2.625 2.25

puffed  one piece period  one piece  puffed  period
15.5 14.75 17.0 13.25 18.75 14.5
24.0 15.0 24.0 16.0 9.75
24.0 12.5 19.25 9.0 12.625 6.125
8.5 8.375 10.75 26.0 8.625 23.75
3.75 4.125 5.0 23.0 2.875 18.5
Gored Gored Gored Gored
41.0 41.5 43.0 41.0 40.25 44.25
87.0 42.75 43.5 43.25 64.75 44.75
47.25 42.0 44.25 41.375 44.75 41.75
26.5 24.0 35.0 31.75 26.25
138.0 84.75 102.25 98.25 105.25 77.5
W,t W W t

 ° Research asssesed date by Elsie McMurry
 CI  Costume Institute, Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York, New York
 TV The Valentine, Richmond, Virginia
 URI Costume Collection, University of Rhode Island, Kingston, Rhode Island

Research Assessed 
Dateﾰ
Specimen
Donor
Original Wearer
Provenance

Fabric
Width
Ground Color
Bodice CF length 
to waistBodice CB length 
to waistShoulder pieces
Narrowest back
Bodice underarm 
length 
to waist
sleeve type

armscye
Widest Circumference
Sleeve ending 
circumferenceOuter side sleeve 
circumferenceUnderarm sleeve 
circumferenceSkirt type
Skirt CF length
Skirt CB length
Skirt R side 
lengthSkirt waist circumference
Skirt hem circumference
Footnotes
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Chapter 4: The Second Decade

The gradual change in style character-
istics of dresses from the first to the 
second decade of the 1800s enables us 

to distinguish dresses for each decade, espe-
cially those dresses after 1815 when stylistic 
features “jelled” and became prevalent.

Although fashion change was probably 
curbed by the War of 1812, too many social 
forces prevented stylistic features of dress 
from becoming fixed in a static mold. “On 

the topmost social level were families who 
had inherited wealth from the eighteenth 
century and (more numerous) those who 
made their fortunes in trade, industry, or 
real estate after 1815.”89 Travel abroad and 
imported luxury goods had prestige value. 
At least at the upper echelons of society the 
emulation of foreign aesthetic expression, 
particularly French, in house furnishings and 
dress can be documented.90 

1810-1820

Costume Parisien, 1811
20050.110.04

Collection of Susan Greene
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Points of Historic Reference

LEADERS

England

•  Prince Regent, 1811-1820, (he …became George IV in 1820)
• Queen, Caroline of Brunswick
• Daughter, Princess Charlotte

France

•  Napoleon I, 1804-1815
• Empress Marie Louise (following the divorce from Jose-

phine), 1810
•  Louis XVI of the Bourbon Dynasty, 1815-1824

The United States of America

•  James Madison, 1809-1817
• Dolley Payne Todd Madison, 1768-1849

•  James Monroe, 1817-182591 
• Elizabeth Kortright Monroe, 1768-1830

EVENTS

• The Embargo Act of 1807 followed by the events of the war of 1812 result-
ed in isolation from Europe. It forced acceleration of industrial develop-
ment, notably in textile manufacture. “It was during the war of 1812 that a 
group of Boston merchants led by Francis Lowell and Nathan Appleton set 
up the first complete American cotton textile factory in Waltham, Massa-
chusetts."92 

• The improvement of Whitney’s cotton gin, Slater’s power spinning, and 
the power loom first set up in Lowell’s mill in 1814 became important 
factors in increased production of American goods.

• At the end of the war, when trade restrictions were lifted, European goods, 
less expensive than comparable American goods, flooded the American 
market. It was one of the reasons for the passage of the first protective 
tariff in 1816  “. . . it gave special protection to cottons, woolens, iron, and 
other manufacturing commodities that had been stimulated by the recent 
war.”93 
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USEFUL REFERENCE IMAGES

Jean-Auguste-Dominique Ingres

• Mme. de Senonnes, ca 1814
• Mme. Alexandre Lethière, 1815
• Mme. Destouches, 1816

Gilbert Stuart

•  Mrs. Polly Hooper, 1811
•  Mrs. Henry Alexander S. Dearborn, ca 1812
•  Mrs. Paul Revere, 1813

Samuel Lovett Waldo

• Woman in a Red Shawl, ca 1815

Samuel F. B.Morse

• Mrs. Daniel De Sanssure Bacot of Charleston, S.C., between 1818 and 1820

Thomas Sully

• Mrs. Katherine Matthews, 1812-1813
• Mrs. John Biddle, ca 1820
• Francois Joseph Kinson
• Elizabeth Patterson Bonaparte, 1817

References

• Portrait Painting in America - The Nineteenth Century, see pp. 53, 58, 70, 102, 
103, 114, and 168.

• Folk Art’s Many Faces - Portraits in the New York State Historical Association
• Joshua Johnson, Freeman and Early American Portrait Painter, by Caroline J. 

Weekley, et al.

Fashion Plates

• La Belle Assemblée
• The Lady’s Magazine
• The Repository of Arts, Literature, Commerce, Manufactures, Fashion and Politics 

(1809-1828) - Rudolph Ackermann
• Costumes Parisiens
• Il Corriere delle Dame
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What to Look For: 1810 - 1820

Fabrics: In the second decade of the nine-
teenth century new fabrics found favor with 
American women. Fibers consisted of silk, 
wool, linen, cotton, or a mixture. Weaves, 
especially for silk fabrics, were numerous: 
plain, twill, satin, figures, crepe, taffeta, and 
combinations.

 Our specimens give evidence of a variety of 
colored fabrics ranging through the spec-
trum as well as in black and in white. Col-
ors were often printed on a light ground or 
woven in as in a warp taffeta.

Bodice: The open neckline and a bodice 
well above the natural waistline continued 
from the first decade. But how open was 
the neckline? A key measurement is the 
distance from the neckline to the armscye 
curve as measured along the top of the 
shoulder. This distance may be longer than 
the average of the first decade, depending 
in part on the formality of the dress. Watch 
for shoulder pieces. 

 Some authorities basing their findings 
mainly on a study of English, and perhaps 
French, fashions have claimed that the 
short bodice—the high-waisted dress—
reached its extreme during the second 
decade. It is not always possible to know 
whether the reference is to a formal evening 
dress or a day dress. In any case, a careful 
record of the length of American bodices 
will contribute to answering the question: 
Can a dress be identified in part by its very 
short bodice as of the second decade? (The 
standard point for measuring all specimens 
is the vertical distance from the base of the 
armscye curve to the waistline. In the case 
of a built-in waistband, the measurement is 
taken to the top of the waistband with the 
width of the waistband noted.)

 The bodice fronts from this decade may be 
soft with vertical folds, smooth with firm 
bust darts, or even firm enough to support 

detail such as tucks, appliqué, and neckline 
trimming.

 The traditional diagonal or curved seams 
forming the back panel on either side of the 
center back closure was probably typical for 
this decade. Corded piping may have been 
inserted in these curved seams for accent, 
a finish not likely to be found in the first 
decade. Occasionally, this piping may have 
been used in the shoulder seam (located 
to the back) and in the armscye seam, or 
only in the armscye seam. Drawstrings were 
common in the second decade, but watch 
for metal hooks and loops (introduced in 
this decade) or, occasionally, a covered but-
ton and worked thread loop.

Sleeve: The style characteristics of the second 
decade sleeve may be your most obvious 
clues for dating. The sleeve was usually not 
set as deeply into the back bodice as in the 
first decade, and therefore, the armscye 
circumference was smaller. The fullness was 
distributed more evenly over the cap. The 
top of the sleeve was puffed and may be 
short or it may be attached to a long lower 
sleeve, often termed a period sleeve.

Skirt: The most obvious innovation to look 
for in the skirt is embellishment running 
parallel with the hemline. A wide border of 
applied decoration often projects three-di-
mensionally. Of course there are always 
exceptions. 

 Much less discernible is the difference, if 
any, in the form of the skirt from the skirts 
toward the close of the first decade. The 
construction of the skirt across the front 
waistline was usually smooth. Look for 
gored side back sections. How fullness in 
the back section is controlled has little to 
do with determining vintage unless car-
tridge pleats are used. Would the fabric of 
the dress determine the form of the skirt 
—at least partially?
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Construction Details: Check the center front 
bodice lining for firmness. Notice how the 
sleeve cap is supported, especially if the 
sleeve is puffed.

Among the dressmaking details to look for 
are: corded piping inserted in seams; rou-
leau at the hemline (rope fashioned of dress 
fabric), puckered appliqué , or a wadded 
hem.

An interesting dressmaking practice worth 
recording is the avoidance of actually cut-
ting an angle from the width of fabric but 
simply folding the extra width back on 
itself.

Walking dress
Ackerman’s Repository, August 1817

2011.062
Collection of Susan Greene
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Compared Specimens from 1812 - 1820

*RAD Researched assessed date by Elsie McMurry
AIHA Albany Institute of History and Art, Albany, New York

CI Costume Institute, Metropolitan Museum of Fine Art, New York
MFAB Museum of Fine Arts, Boston, Massachusetts

SGC Susan Greene, private collection, Alfred Station, New York*
THC  The History Center, Ithaca, New York

TS The Strong, Rochester, New York
TV The Valentine, Richmond, Virginia

WA Wadsworth Atheneum Museum of Art, Hartford, Connecticut
* Susan Greene Collection now resides at the Genesee Country Village &

Museum, Mumford, NY

Accession Number RAD*  Date Donor/Wearer Provenance

35 CI 1980.189  ca 1812 1812  Regan/Sanford Salem, MA

36 CI 39.13.100  ca 1815 ca1815  Simonson/Unknown Europe (Austria)

37 MFAB 99.664.71  ca 1815 1815  Stone/Robbins Massachusetts

38 TV V.46.39.2 ca 1815-16 ca 1816  Lamb/Preston Richmond, VA

39 SGC 90.237* ca 1815-1820 ca 1815-1820 Unknown/Unknown Unknown

40 TV V.74.375 ca 1815-1820 ca 1820  Midgett/Unknown Virginia

41 THC 56.13  ca 1817-1820  ca 1817-1820  Baker & Earl/Burgess New York

42 WA 1963.511  ca 1818 ca 1818  Bockstone/Trumbull Connecticut

43 CI 37.46.31  ca 1819-1820  ca 1819-1821  Lewisohn/Unknown  England

44 CI 39.13.55 ca 1819-1821  ca 1819-1823  Lee Simonson/Unknown Europe

45 AIHA 1972.95.5  ca 1820  ca 1818-1820  Banks/Moore Upstate New York

46 TS 86.1903.4  ca 1820 ca 1820  Clark/Thompson Upstate New York

47 MFAB 46.1208  ca 1820 ca 1820  Cabot/Cabot Boston, MA
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 Dress Date: ca 1812
From: Costume Institute, Metropolitan Museum of Art 

Accession Number: 1980.189
Donor: Prudence S. Regan

Wearer:  Prudence Rindell Sanford
Provenance: Salem, Massachusetts

35

Description: This wedding dress is a light-
weight silk of a twill weave, possibly called 
surah. The color is a pale yellowish green.

Bodice: The open neckline is rectangular 
with a long horizontal line across the chest. 
The vertical sides are formed by the tradi-
tional shoulder pieces.

The gathers across the bust are controlled 
by drawstrings encased in the neckline 
hem; below the bust bulge they are fixed 
on the bodice-skirt seam.

The center back closure is controlled with 
drawstrings at both the neckline and the 
waistline. The back panel measures 2½ 
inches across the waistline and spreads 
upward to the armscye where it measures 
5 inches horizontally to center back.

The underarm area is firm and smooth and 
includes the side back. No gathered full-
ness from the front or the back spreads out 
to the underarm area.

Sleeve: The sleeve is a full pouf, which is akin 
to the gathered bodice and is controlled 
with tiny gauged pleats toward the back 
of the armscye curve. It has an underarm 
gusset measuring 5½ to 6 inches along the 

armscye seam and 4 inches long into the 
sleeve. The sleeve is supported with linen 
and ends with a drawstring enclosed in 
a tuck in the sleeve. The sleeve ending is 
hemmed.

Skirt: There is no vertical fullness across the 
skirt front along the waistline, which means 
that the front section is shaped and gored. 
There is a gored sections located in each 
side back. The center back section has 
concentrated fullness in the form of knife 
pleats packed within a space of 2½ inches 
on each side of the center-back placket so 
that they are aligned with the back panel of 
the bodice across the waistline.

The hem decoration is composed of two 
tucks (each 1 1/8 inches and gives the effect 
of a border of about 3�7/8 inches.

Construction Details: There are two kinds 
of linen used for lining: a fine linen for the 
front and the shoulders and a heavier linen 
for the underarm areas and the back. The 
back lining serves as a stay and fastens 
independently (perhaps with pins). The 
bodice-skirt seam is supported with a 3/8 
inch linen tape.

Specimen 35
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CI 1980.189, ca 1812

DRESS 35

Courtesy of the Costume Institute, Metropolitan Museum of Art
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CI 1980.189, ca 1812

DRESS 35

Courtesy of the Costume Institute, Metropolitan Museum of Art
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Dress Date: ca 1815
From: Costume Institute, Metropolitan Museum of Art

Accession Number: 39.13.100
Donor: Lee Simonson Fund

Wearer: Unknown
Provenance: Europe, possibly Austria

36

Description: This dress is fashioned from a 
brilliant blue silk in an allover novelty (dob-
by) weave. White net is an integral part of 
the bodice, cuff, and the short oversleeve. 
The hem draws attention by a three-di-
mensional treatment of white satin and 
chenille.

Bodice: The neckline is an open smooth 
curve from shoulder to shoulder. The 
shoulder length from neckline to armscye 
is longer than for the compared specimens 
of the previous decade. A drawstring cas-
ing circles the neckline for the drawstrings, 
which pull from the center back closure. 
The neckline is finished with a double 
pleating of net coordinated to the bodice 
trimming.

The focal point of the bodice front is the 
diagonal tucking of the dress fabric spread-
ing upwards and outwards to the neck, 
shoulder, and armscye. Every other tuck 
includes pleated white net projecting from 
the surface. The combination of the tucks 
and the net is strikingly three-dimensional. 
A center front band, edged with a tucking 
of net, covers the terminals of the twenty 
diagonal tucks on each side.

The design detail is repeated in the back. 
The underarm sections are kept smooth, 
firm, and close to the body. The center 
back closure is fastened at the neckline 
with drawstrings and from there with five 
hooks and loops. A vertical band, as in the 
front, completes the closure.

Sleeve: The upper sleeve is a unit free from 
the long sleeve. The decorative theme of 
the bodice is repeated in the sleeve’s plan 
of tucks. They are seen in a vertical position 
from the front of the figure and turn into 
a horizontal position around the back of 
the shoulder as they merge into the arms-
cye seam. The one-piece sleeve is cut long 
enough to end as the cuff when gathered to 
an applied wristband. The cuff epeats the 
decorative plan of tucks and net. The wrist 
closure is fastened with a covered button 
and loop.

Skirt: The top of the skirt across the front is 
smooth, without ease or gathers. The fixed 
gathers across the small of the back include 
part of the side-back gore. The hem deco-
ration is expressive of the second decade 
in its elaborateness. The horizontal band 
is composed of diamond-shaped units of 
pleated white satin appliqué edged with a 
twist of white chenille. The points of the di-
amonds are finished with white silk violets.

Construction Details: A fine linen lines the 
bodice side (just to the front of the arm-
scye), through the underarm, and in the 
back. The lining is free from the silk in the 
back. A unique feature is that the back 
lining is boned. It has five eyelets for lac-
ing the linen closure. A 1¼ inch wide linen 
band reinforces the waist seam from the 
inside.

Specimen 36
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CI 39.13.100, ca 1815

DRESS 36

Courtesy of the Costume Institute, Metropolitan Museum of Art
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DRESS 36

CI 39.13.100, ca 1815
Courtesy of the Costume Institute, Metropolitan Museum of Art
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CI 39.13.100, ca 1815DRESS 36

BACK
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37
Dress Date: ca 1815

From: The Museum of Fine Arts, Boston
Accession Number: 99.664.71

Donor: Ellen A. Stone in 1899
Wearer: Mrs. Stephen Robbins, née Abigail Winship, (1759-1850)

Provenance: East Lexington, Massachusetts

Description: This dress is especially interest-
ing because it is probably an everyday dress, 
a type which is rarely preserved because it 
has been worn out, made over, or not con-
sidered precious enough to save.

Fabrics: A woven stripe of white and indigo 
threads has been used decoratively in the 
bodice and the epaulet in this cotton dress.

The lining of the back bodice, where sup-
port is needed, is a homespun linen. A cot-
ton has been used for a partial lining for the 
front bodice.

Bodice: The neckline is open but not expan-
sive although open enough to allow for a 
tucker. Its boat shape is finished modestly 
with self-fabric bias binding. The front bod-
ice is cut on bias with no darts to accommo-
date the bust bulge. As can be seen in the 
drawing, the shoulder seam extends well to 
the back of the bodice thus bringing the 
bias across the shoulder.

The back bodice is cut with the traditional 
back panel having fixed gathers where it is 
joined to the built-in waistband. The seams 
are edgestitched.

The built-in waistband is cut on straight 
grain with no edgestitching, but its special 
feature is the 17¾ inch length ties attached 
to the waistband across the back for fasten-
ing.

Sleeve: The sleeve design functions to widen 
the shoulder line. The epaulet is cut on 
the bias thus continuing the line of the 
bias front bodice. The long one-piece basic 
sleeve is cut on straight grain and extends 
well over the hand, although, judging from 
the method of attachment of the ruffle i
would seem that the sleeve was to be fold-
ed back on itself to form a cuff.

Skirt: In contrast to the bodice front the 
skirt is cut on straight grain. Although the 
skirt appears relatively smooth across the 
front where it is joined to the waistband, it 
is eased slightly. It has an allowance of 1½ 
inches of length turned over and whipped 
with very shallow stitches to the waist-
band.

The side back gored section, joined to the 
rectangular center back, is the traditional 
plan. The fullness across the small of the 
back is tightly gathered and is aligned with 
the gathering in the back panel of the bod-
ice.

The unlined skirt has a hem border of two 
¾ inch tucks which, combined with the 
stitching of the hem, gives the effect of 
three tucks.

Specimen 37
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DRESS 37

MFAB 99.664.71, ca 1815

Photograph © Museum of Fine Arts, Boston. Courtesy of the Museum of Fine Arts, Boston
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MFAB 99.664.71, ca 1815

DRESS 37

Courtesy of the Museum of Fine Arts, Boston
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MFAB 99.664.71, ca 1815DRESS 37

BACK

HEM DETAIL
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38
 Dress Date: ca 1815-1816

From: The Valentine, Richmond, VA
Accession Number: V.46.39.2

Donor: Mrs. Brockenbrough Lamb
Wearer: “A second-day dress worn by Anne Taylor Preston, whose

 husband was governor of Virginia from 1816 to 1819.”
Provenance: Richmond, Virginia

Description: The lightweight silk satin of this 
dress has a twill underside. The color might 
be called “russet” or a rich red orange of 
lower than middle value if measured by the 
Munsell system. Self-fabric is used for the 
trimming.

Bodice: The neckline is open but not expansive 
as evidenced by the shoulder length from 
the neckline to armscye of 5 inches. The de-
sign of the bodice is very simple. The wearer 
may have been very small breasted since 
there is little fullness with no bust darts 
and only slight ease under the bust. The 
shoulder seams are positioned well to the 
back and are somewhat diagonal and tops-
tiched. The curved seams of the back panel 
are edgestitched. The center back closure 
is fastened with drawstrings at the neckline 
and waistline.

Sleeve: The one-piece sleeve has a cap with 
a balanced distribution of gathers over the 
shoulder bone. The sleeve has no apparent 
shaping except at the wrist, where it is fitted 
with an intricate wristband of puckered 
self-fabric 6¾ inches in circumference, 
about 2 7/8 inches wide, with three rows of 
puckers.

Skirt: There is no visible ease across the 
front waistline of the skirt. Examination of 
the grain line shows a downward curve at 
center front. The width of the center front 
section along the waistline is 18 1/8 inches 
as compared to the hem width of approxi-
mately 31¼ inches. This means that as the 
fabric was only 25 inches wide, it required 
piecing of two small wedges, each 2¾ 
inches wide at the hemline and 14�7/8 
inches long on both sides.

The usual side back gore bridges the front 
and back sections. The back skirt is a 
rectangle of the full width. At the top the 
fullness is controlled by drawstrings. The 
feature of the skirt is its 5-inch-wide border. 
The self-fabric is puckered in two rows for a 
three-dimensional effect.

Construction Detail: The only lining in the 
bodice is a rather coarse linen (or cotton) 
support for the underarm area around the 
armscye. In the traditional manner the 
lining across the back is free from the silk 
bodice and closes separately. A tape along 
the waistline seam serves as a stay. The 
dress skirt is lapped onto the bodice and 
topstitched.

Specimen 38
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 Dress Date: ca 1815-1820
From: Susan Greene Collection/Genesee Country Village &

 Museum, Mumford, New York 
Accession Number: 90.237

Donor: Purchased from a vendor of antiques in Unadilla, New York
Wearer: Unknown

Provenance: Unknown

Description: This fabric is a lightweight, 
plain-weave silk variously described as 
icy aqua or pastel green. The bows are of 
ivory silk satin ribbon with scalloped loop-
fringe selvages. The bodice and waistband 
are lined with white or cream plain-weave 
cotton. The hem is faced with a finer, white, 
plain-weave cotton or linen. This dress is 
entirely handstitched in green silk thread.

Bodice: The front neckline is moderately 
open and rectangular. The back neckline 
is a shallow curve. The entire neck circum-
ference is edged with individual self-fabric 
triangles.

The front bodice is composed of the center 
front piece and the side front. The center 
section is typical of the decade. The dec-
orative elements of the piece consist of 
two horizontal tucks and a Vandyke edging 
at the neckline. The section is joined to a 
built-in waistband with shallow fixed gath-
ers along the seamline. The waistband is 
topstitched along both edges and is made 
firm with a cotton lining.

The side-front bodice is formed by unusual 
shoulder pieces; they frame the sides of the 
center-front bodice and extend from the 
waistband over the back to meet the back 
panel.

Curved seams form the back panel. The 
back bodice is without gathers. No fasten-
ers remain at the center back closures, but 
three sets of rusty marks suggest missing 
hooks and loops. There are no drawstrings 
but there may have been across the front 
neckline at one time.

Sleeve: The very long, straight, unfitted, 
one-piece sleeve ends with two horizontal 
tucks and a hem at the wrist, arranged so 
that the final appearance is of three tucks. 
Decorative elements over the top of the 
sleeve visually widen the shoulder span of 
the wearer. Two triangular tabs, edged with 
a facing, are held down on the basic sleeve 
with ivory silk ribbon bows. They are at-
tached to a narrow band encircling the arm. 
The edges of the tabs, the encircling sleeve 
band, and the horizontal tucking reflect one 
another in their size and opacity.

There is an underarm gusset at the arms-
cye. The small circumference of the arms-
cye reveals that the sleeve is not set deeply 
into the back bodice, a distinction from 
the pattern design of the first decade. This 
sleeve is a good example of the change in 
cut that was developing.

Skirt: The skirt is composed of three widths 
of fabric. There are no gores. The front is 
straight and fairly smooth; slight gathers 
ease it into the waistband. The back skirt 
is a series of regular and rather intricate 
pleats.

On each side of the center back placket 
there are two triple pleats and one double 
pleat facing center back, thus providing 
some hem sweep.

The hem is finished with five rows of 5-inch 
tucks, which are slightly wider than the 
bodice and sleeve tucks. Unlike the upper 
dress tucking, those in the skirt are ar-
ranged with some space between them.

39
Specimen 39
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Construction Detail: The bodice is com-
pletely lined, and the waistband is faced 
with white plain-weave cotton.The hem is 
faced with a finer cotton, also plain weave. 
With the exception of the fancy white satin 
ribbon, all other embellishment is from the 
blue silk fabric.

This dress was measured, photographed, 
and sketched by Susan Greene at the re-
quest of Elsie F. McMurry, Ithaca, New York. 
The measurements indicate that the wearer 
was still in her adolescent years.

SGC 90.237, 1815-1820

DRESS 39

Susan Greene/Genesee Country Village & Museum Photo by Susan Greene
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90.237, 1815-1820

DRESS 39

Susan Greene/Genesee Country Village & Museum       

DRESS 39

Note that the sleeves were designed to be tied at 
least at the wrist with a matching ribbon.

Photos by Susan Greene
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DRESS 39

90.237, 1815-1820
 Susan Greene/Genesee Country Village & Museum Photo by Susan Greene
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90.237, 1815-1820

DRESS 39 Drawing by Susan Greene
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 Dress Date: ca 1815-1820
From: The Valentine, Richmond, VA 

Accession Number: V.74.375
Donor: Dorothy Midgett

Wearer: According to the notation on the catalog card, the dress was  
worn by a spectator at the races—one of the leisure activities  
of Virginians.

Provenance: Virginia

40

Description: The dress is of an opaque white 
cotton in a plain weave, which seemed to 
the observer to resemble our present day 
fine percale sheeting. The widest point of 
the cut fabric was 43¼ inches.

Bodice: The neckline is open enough to ac-
commodate a tucker but is not expansive. 
The shoulder length of 4 to 4¼ inches is 
an indication of its small circumference. A 
drawstring is encased in the entire neckline 
and terminates in center back. The front 
is cut on the bias. The fullness below the 
bust bulge is controlled in soft gathers. The 
waistline is extremely high.

The center back pieces are cut on straight 
grain. The shoulder seam is located well to 
the back about 2 inches along the neckline 
from the top of the shoulder and 2¼ inch-
es measured along the armscye seam. The 
shoulder seam laps to the back and is edg-
estitched. The back neckline with its draw-
string is wide enough to provide some ease 
across the shoulders. This is also true of the 
drawstring through the waistline. Therefore 
the narrowest point across the back bodice 
from armscye to armscye is approximately 
12¾ inches, but when the bodice fullness is 
in the correct vertical position the measure-
ment may be slightly less.

There is only the remnants of the curved 
back panel. The slanting seams are a dis-
tance of 5 inches apart at the waistline and 
about 2 1/8 inches long as they meet with 

the armscye seam. The small underarm 
section is cut on bias and measures 2 1/8 
inches as it joins the back, 2 inches along 
the waistline, and 1½ inches for the vertical 
side seam which is located 6 inches from 
the center front and approximately 4½ 
inches to center back.

Sleeve: The severely plain bodice is con-
trasted by a uniquely designed sleeve. The 
upper sleeve resembles a puffed sleeve. It 
measures approximately 5½ inches over the 
top, 2¾ inches along the underarm seam. It 
is cut on the bias and the cap is gathered. It 
is unique in that its open end (around the 
upper arm) has a scalloped contour which 
is edged with a ruffle of fine muslin. This 
free edge is buttoned at intervals to the 
basic long sleeve. Both upper sleeve and 
the basic long sleeve are set in the armscye 
seam. The long sleeve is straight with no 
shaping for the elbow, but it tapers to the 
wrist and is finished with two rows of ruffles 
of fine muslin and corded piping.

Skirt: The bodice-skirt join is a plain seam. 
There are no gathers in the top of the skirt. 
Study of the grain line reveals a shaped 
waist curve. From side seam to side seam 
across the waistline the skirt measures 
12¼ inches and 36�7/8 inches at the 
hemline.

The fullness in the back at the waist is 
finely gauged from the underarm seam to 
the center-back closure for a distance of 
6½ inches. A piecing of approximately 3¼ 

Specimen 40
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inches was added to each side in center 
back. The center-back skirt has a 7 inch 
placket cut into the fabric.
The embellishment of the skirt is in the 
form of a wide border designed for a 
three-dimensional effect. One might com-
pare the embellishment to a drapery swag 
made of one long strip of very fine muslin 4 
to 5 inches wide with vertical shirring at 2 
inch intervals. The shirred fabric was then 
attached to the dress so that folds of the 
drape dropped downwards in an undulating 
movement forming a scallop. This swag is 
attached to the basic skirt without rein-
forcement on the underside of the skirt.

Construction Details: The dress was ap-
parently made as a cool dress for summer. 
There is no lining except for an underarm 
support. Covered buttons were used to 
fasten the puffed oversleeve to the lower 
sleeve. Buttons were also sewn over the 
shoulder parallel to the armscye curve as 
decoration.

Drawstrings were used at the neckline and 
waistline, but in addition a button is used 
at the neck opening. The use of bias cut for 
the bodice front is somewhat of a deviation 
from the standard.
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Dress Date: ca 1817-1820
From: The History Center in Tompkins County, Ithaca, NY

Accession Number: 56.13
Donor: Mrs. William Baker and Miss Louise Earl

Wearer: Jerusha Finson, born in Massachusetts in 1763, married a  
sea-captain, Joshua Burgess in 1781, bore ten children, was  
widowed in 1814, died in Enfield, New York, 1844, according  
to the Burgess family genealogy at the The History Center.

Provenance: Upstate New York

41

Description: Please see illustrations.

Fabric: This round gown, or frock, is made of 
black silk which is lightweight, slightly tex-
tured, and has some luster.

Bodice: The neckline is moderately open be-
ing 2½ inches down from the neck on cen-
ter front and from the neck to the armscye 
across the top of the shoulder it is 3 inches. 
A fine muslin tucker with ruff as probably 
worn inside the neckline. The bodice clo-
sure is in center back.

The bodice retains the traditional shoulder 
pieces which are joined to the side front 
sections and extend over the shoulder to 
join the center back section. The front is di-
vided into (a) a wedge-shaped center front 
section and (b) side front sections joined to 
the side backs. The front section is embel-
lished with horizontal tucking. This section 
was called a “stomacher” but should not 
be confused with an eighteenth century 
stomacher. The seams are edgestitched to 
accent the divisions.

The back is divided into the back panel and 
its two side backs. Significant for dating 
is the fact that the back panel is cut with 
fullness beyond the wearer’s dimensions 
so that it can be gathered by drawstrings 
at the neckline and at the waistline. This 
method of pattern making was becoming 
outmoded.

The entire bodice is supported by a lining 
which is free from the back panel and laps 
over at center back to be fastened with 
pins.

Sleeve: The sleeve is modestly modish. The 
knife-pleated puffed upper sleeve extends 
the shoulder line. It is joined to a lower 
sleeve which is one-piece, not fitted to 
the arm’s contour, much longer than the 
arm, and held at the wrist with ribbon or 
self-fabric. An unusual worked detail, some-
thing like shirred tucking, is used to em-
bellish the join of the puffed sleeve to the 
lower sleeve, an example of an inexpensive, 
invented decoration.

Skirt: The top of the skirt is smooth across 
the front. The gored section in the side 
back contributes measurably to the back 
thrust. The rectangular center back section 
is gathered with drawstrings. The center 
back closure, aligned with the bodice clo-
sure, is cut into the one-piece rectangle.

Particular Identification Features: The year 
when the dress was first worn is not easy to 
estimate. It could have been part of mourn-
ing attire when she became a widow in 
1814 at age 51 years, or it might have been 
made for her daughter’s wedding in 1817. 
It is assumed that the family lived in a rural 
area of Upstate New York after 1800 (judg-
ing from the burial records).

Specimen 41
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 The upper puffed sleeve combined with 
the long straight sleeve was typical of the 
second decade. The fullness over the cap is 
evenly distribute rather than being pushed 
to the back. The armscye circumference is 
smaller than the average of the first decade 
because the sleeve is not set deep into the 
back bodice. The widening shoulder line is 
part of the trend of change.

 The bodice front marked by the stomacher 
effect, the horizontal tucks, and the open 
neckline with greater shoulder length is 
distinctly second decade, especially of the 
second half. The height of the waistline is 
conservative but is similar to others. The 
bodice front is lined and firm.

 Silk was used more frequently for day dress-
es in the second decade than in the first 
decade. This black silk fabric is moderately 
lustrous indicating that it did not meet 
the specification of dull black for widows' 
weeds. No corded piping is present and 
the precious silk is not cut from the gored 
sections, merely folded back.
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THC 56.13, 1817-1820

DRESS 41

Courtesy of the History Center in Tompkins County
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THC 56.13, 1817-1820

DRESS 41

Courtesy of the History Center in Tompkins County
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THC 56.13, 1817-1820DRESS 41

BODICE
CF neckline to waist 5 ¾”
CB neckline to waist 8 ¾”

Underarm to waist 3 ½”
Shoulder seam to waist 9 ¼  

Length of SB seam (dart) 5 ¾”

Around waist 35”
CB waist to back dart 5”

Across shoulder 3 ”

SLEEVE
Around armscye 14 7/8”
Upper arm girth 11 ¾”

End circumference 11”
Length over cap 30”

Length underarm 25”

SKIRT
F waist to hem 42 5⁄8”

R side waist to hem 43 ¼”
Placket openings 5”

Hem sweep 78 ¾”
Fabric width (web) 29”

Width of gore at waist 2 ½”
Width of gore at hem 11 ¾”
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THC 56.13, 1817-1820
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42
 Dress Date: ca 1818

From: Wadsworth Atheneum Museum of Art, Hartford, CT
Accession Number: 1963.511

Donor: Mrs. Bockstone, a descendant of the wearer
Wearer: Mrs. Joseph Trumbull, née Eliza Storrs, born 1784, married  

December 1, 1824, died 1861.
Provenance: Joseph Trumbull served as Governor of Connecticut from  

1849-1850.

Description: The fabric is that used with 
great enthusiasm in the last decade. Carol 
Dean Krute, Curator of Costume and Tex-
tiles at the Wadsworth Atheneum says, 
“This is not the only Trumbull heirloom 
where family history and costume history 
are in conflict. The Trumbulls were mer-
chants importing vast quantities of goods. 
One could speculate that perhaps this 
extremely fine muslin went unsold for a 
number of years before it was turned over 
to a family member for use.”

Bodice: The neckline is moderately open but 
not plunging. The sides of the neckline are 
formed with the shoulder pieces which are 
2 5/8 inches wide across the shoulder from 
neckline to armscye (considerably wider 
than a formal first decade shoulder width).

The bodice front is cut on straight grain 
in one piece to accommodate the embroi-
dered border. The underarm length of 4 
inches indicates that the dress was made 
when waistlines were beginning to descend.

The cut of the bodice back is not known 
except that the closure is located on center 
back and the armscye circumference of 12 
inches indicates that the armscye curve did 
not cut deeply into the back — a significant 
dating clue.

Sleeve: The style of the sleeve is distinctly 
second decade: a puffed upper sleeve and a 
long one-piece sheer lower sleeve. The large 
puff sleeve extends the shoulder line and 
is segmented into three shirred puffs with 
horizontal folds.

Skirt: The skirt is cut on straight grain to ac-
commodate the embroidered border. There 
are no gored sections in the skirt. The top 
of skirt is eased across the front and sides 
and tightly gathered across the back. The 
skirt does not have a formal train but is cut 
to drag along the hemline of the back.

This dress described and measured by Carol 
Dean Krute, Wadsworth Atheneum Curator, 
at the request of E.F. McMurry.

Specimen 42
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 Dress Date: ca 1819-1820
From: The Costume Institute, Metropolitan Museum of Art

Accession Number: 37.46.31
Donor: Irene Lewisohn bequest

Wearer: Unknown
Provenance: According to the card catalog the dress is from England.

43

Description: The silk fabric is a warp taffe-
ta with vertical ice blue stripes in varying 
widths on a white ground. Blue satin is 
used for the three-dimensional trimming.

Bodice: The sides of the open neckline are 
formed by shoulder pieces—a remnant of 
an earlier dressmaking practice.

The center front piece of the bodice is cut 
on bias with a vertical bust dart on each 
side of the center front seam. The seam 
and dart lines are topstitched. A stomacher 
is formed by an appliqué of blue satin in a 
stem and leaf pattern. The leaves are fin-
ished with edges free from the warp taffeta, 
and the stem is stuffed. All of this gives a 
three-dimensional effect by cutting across 
the basic bodice structure on a curved line 
from the waistline near the center to the 
armscye just below the join of the bodice 
and the shoulder piece.

The bodice back is cut on straight grain 
with curved seams forming the convention-
al back panel. The satin leaf-stem embel-
lishment is repeated in the back and follows 
the seam lines. The center back closure fas-
tens with a double drawstring in the neck-
line casing from the back bodice-shoulder 
piece join to the center back. In addition 
four flat hooks and loops are used as fasten-
ers.

Sleeve: The elaborate puff sleeve creates 
breadth to the shoulder. The sleeve is cut 
on the bias with controlled ease over the 
top of the cap. The length of the puffed 
sleeve is caught up with deep tucks held 
with three bunches each of three satin 
leaves. The sleeve ending is finished with 
self-bias binding edged at the top with 
piping.

Skirt: The vertical stripe pattern of the skirt 
is in sharp contrast to the diagonal pat-
tern in the bodice. The top of the skirt is 
smooth across the front. The rather rigid 
cone shape of the skirt is achieved not only 
with the shaping of the center front sec-
tion but also with double gores positioned 
on the sides. The skirt is smooth across 
the side back. Through the small of the 
back (about 1¼ inches) the fabric is tightly 
gauged. The skirt center back closure is 
cut into the fabric. The three-dimensional 
effect of the skirt border is achieved by 
three rows of large, corded, satin piping 
with lozenge-shaped puffed satin appliqué 
between the rows.

Construction Details: The entire bodice is 
lined with fine white linen providing firm-
ness to the structure.

Specimen 43
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DRESS 43

CI 37.46.31, 1819-1820

Courtesy of the Costume Institute of the Metropolitan Museum of Art
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DRESS 43

CI 37.46.31, 1819-1820
Courtesy of the Costume Institute of the Metropolitan Museum of Art
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44
Dress Date: ca 1819-1821

From: The Costume Institute, Metropolitan Museum of Art
Accession Number:  39.13.55

Donor: Lee Simonson, one of the founders of the Costume Institute
Wearer: Unknown

Provenance: According to the card catalog the dress is European.

Description: This formal day dress is made of 
a soft lightweight, honey colored silk em-
bellished with appliqué and cording.

Bodice: The formal rectangular neckline was 
constructed with shoulder pieces ½ inch 
wide across the top of the shoulder and 4½ 
inches long, but the joins with the front 
and back bodice were kept inconspicuous.

The front bodice has two bust darts for 
each side of the center front. Over the ba-
sic structure is a stomacher effect created 
with appliqué and cording. Two distinctive 
new features are: padding over the top of 
the bust peak laid between the dress fabric 
and its lining, and whalebone encased in 
the underarm seam.

The conventional curved seams form the 
back panel with corded piping inserted in 
the seams. The closure is in back.

Sleeve: The shoulder width is extended by an 
upper puffed sleeve attached to a [detach-
able] long lower sleeve.

Skirt: The waistline of the skirt is shaped 
without ease or gathers. The distinctive 
characteristic of this skirt is two gores: one 
small and one large positioned on the side 
of the figure with part in the front and 
the rest in the back. An elaborate border 
around the lower part of the skirt com-
bines appliqué and motifs, which are made 
three dimensional by padding and puffin
the shapes.

DRESS 44

CI 39.13.55, 1819-1821

Courtesy of the Costume Insti-
tute, Metropolitan Museum of Art
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DRESS 44

CI 39.13.55, 1819-1821
Courtesy of the Costume Institute, Metropolitan Museum of Art

DRESS 44



266CHAPTER 4 - THE SECOND DECADE: 1810 -1820

Dress Date: ca 1820
From: Albany Institute of History and Art, Albany, NY

Accession Number: 1972.95.5
Donor: Mrs. William Banks

Wearer: Mary D. Banks Moore
Provenance: Upstate New York

45

Description: The fabric of this dress is a 
cream-colored cotton print in a stripe pat-
tern. The open stripe is composed of yel-
low stars, crescent moons, and full moons. 
Some of these motifs are gray blue. Wine 
colored dots outline some of the stars and 
are also scattered randomly. Ruffles of the 
same cotton print form the trimming.

Bodice: The neckline of this dress is open 
with a continuous boat-shaped curve in 
both front and back. The neck contour is 
finished with bias of the print and corded 
piping. The width of the shoulder seam 
from neckline to armscye across the top of 
the shoulder is 2 5/8 inches. The new 
sloping shoulder line is present, the sleeve 
being attached below the shoulder bone. 
The bodice front is cut on straight grain 
with one bust dart each side of center.

The back bodice is also cut on straight 
grain. The curved seams of the back pan-
el are present from armscye to waist and 
are corded. The center back closure fas-
tens with one metal hook and loop at the 
neckline and another at the waistline. The 
side seam is located 4 3/8 inches from the 
curved back seam which is only 1 5/8 inches 
from center back, thus giving a narrow 
look across the back waistline.

Sleeve: The upper sleeve is puffed and fur-
ther extended by three serpentine rows of 
self-fabric ruffles. The upper puff is gath-
ered at its lower edge and finished with ½ 

inch bias of self-fabric. The one-piece long 
sleeve extends from under the puff. Both 
sleeves have gathered caps and both are 
attached to the armscye seam. Corded 
piping is inserted in the armscye seam. The 
long sleeve ends with three rows of  ruffles 
that fall over the upper hand. The ruffle is 
3/8 inches wide and is finished with a rolled 
hem.

Skirt: The top of the skirt in front is shaped. 
Across the waist it measures 15¾ inches 
compared to 34¼ inches across the hem. 
The stripes of the skirt are matched to the 
stripes of the bodice. The skirt is lapped 
over the bodice and topstitched. The side 
back panel is gored and measures 4�7/8 
inches at the waist and 17 inches at the 
hem. Typically, the center back section is 
not gored and measures the same at waist 
and at the hem. The top of the skirt is 
gathered along the waistline with the 
concentration of gathers aligned with the 
back panel area for a total of 3 inches.

The skirt border is three-dimensional and is 
composed of two groups of four horizontal 
rows of ruffles. Each ruffle is 1¾ inc s wide 
with both edges finished with a rolled hem. 
All ruffles are attached by gathering. Corded 
piping is also used at the top of the group.

This dress was measured and described by 
Connie Frisbee Houde, costume historian of 
Albany, New York, at the request of Elsie F. 
McMurry of Ithaca, New York.

Specimen 45



 267 CHAPTER 4 - THE SECOND DECADE: 1810 -1820

Dress Date: ca 1820
From: The Strong - National Museum of Play, Rochester, NY

Accession Number: 86.1903.4
Donor:  Dr. T. Wibberley Clark

Wearer: Augusta Thompson of upstate New York for her wedding
Provenance: Oneida or Utica, New York

46

Description: Please see illustration.

Fabric: The trimming on this gold colored 
silk dress is a plush fabric that has a fur-like 
appearance. The plush is of gold, pink, and 
white yarns on a canvas backing. The ac-
companying sealskin muff suggests a winter 
wedding.

Bodice: An open and rectangular neckline —
about 4¾ inches down from the base of the 
throat on center front, about 5 inches from 
the base of the neck on center back, and 
only 1 7/8 inches from neckline to armscye 
along the top of the shoulder—is trimmed 
with a fringe similar to the plush.

The detail across the front bodice consists 
of vertical divisions of plain flat spaces 
contrasted with three-dimensional shirred 
spaces. These divisions are delineated by 
corded piping inserted in the seams. The 
detailed area extends to just beyond the 
bust bulge on each side of the figure and 
lengthwise from the neckline to the waist-
line. The side front, joined to the side back, 
is kept smooth and firm.

The curved seams forming the back panel 
are present and are emphasized with cord-
ed piping. Drawstrings are used for the back 
closures.

The bodice is lined with a beige linen.

Sleeve: The sleeve is in two parts. The upper 
sleeve is a separate entity and was called a 
mancheron. It is belled, made of the plush, 
and gives the illusion of greater shoulder 
width. The cap is evenly gathered over the 
shoulder bone. The lower long sleeve and 
the mancheron are incorporated in the 
armscye seam. The long sleeve has two 
features: the long inside seam is gathered, 
and the plush cuff extends somewhat over 
the hand.

Skirt: The top of the skirt across the waist-
line is smooth and shaped. A gored section 
bridging the front and the back is posi-
tioned in the side back. Fullness through 
the small of the back is controlled with 
drawstrings. The hemline is embellished 
with a deep border of plush.
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DRESS 46 TS 86.1903.4, CA 1820
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47
Dress Date: ca 1820

From: Museum of Fine Arts, Boston
Accession Number: 46.1208

Donor: Mr. Samuel Cabot, great grandson of wearer
Wearer: Eliza Perkins (1791-1855)— m. Samuel Cabot II (1784-1863)

Provenance: Boston, Massachusetts

Description: This dress is a lavender colored, 
fine wool twill, appliquéd in blue satin.

Bodice: The moderately open neckline is 
emphasized with a shaped facing of satin 
finished with a corded piping. The bodice 
front is smooth and structural with a center 
front seam and a bust dart each side of the 
center. Curved seams form the back panel, 
and slight vertical fullness is positioned 
between the center back closure and the 
curved seams. The closure extends into 
the skirt and fastens with large black metal 
hooks and loops. The bodice and skirt are 
separated by a built-in waistband approxi-
mately one inch wide.

Sleeve: The short puffed sleeve contrasts with 
the smooth bodice. Over the basic form of 
the sleeve, three petals are stitched into 
the armscye seam. They spring out over the 
basic puff and give the effect of a widened 
shoulder line. Their free edges are bound 
with bias-cut blue satin.

Skirt: The skirt is slightly cone-shaped and 
has shallow but regular gathers across the 
front below the waistband. These are con-
trolled with two rows of gathering stitches. 
A gored section bridges the front and back 
skirts. Gauging (cartridge pleats) was the 

dressmaking method used to control the 
fullness through the gored section to the 
center back. There is no center back seam. 
The deepest concentration of pleats across 
the small of the back is approximately 4¾ 
inches.

The wide skirt border consists of four rows 
of satin appliqué shaped in a swag pattern 
around the entire lower skirt with a wide 
hem binding in the same satin. A distinctive 
feature is the wadded hem which accentu-
ates the cone shape.

Construction Details: The bodice lining is 
a silk taffeta in gray and white stripes cut 
on the bias—a departure from the usual 
cotton or linen lining and perhaps this is 
a renovation. The silk taffeta is attached 
to all edges of the bodice front except at 
the neckline and the waistline in back. The 
waistband is supported with a coarse linen. 
The skirt closure is cut into the fabric. A 
deep turnover of fabric at the top of the 
skirt is whipped on to the built-in waist-
band.

This dress was examined and measured by 
Joanne S. Brandford upon the request of 
Elsie Frost McMurry.
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Photograph © Museum of Fine Arts, Boston. Courtesy of the Museum of Fine Arts, Boston
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Predominant Characteristics of 
Compared Specimens
The thirteen dresses used for comparison came 
from eight museums. The majority were alleged 
to have been made in the States for American 
women. Three of the European dresses are 
useful in detecting characteristics not present 
in our sample of American dresses.

Fabrics

Over two-thirds of the dresses are of silk, a 
striking contrast to the fine muslin favored in 
the first decade. The weaves—twill, dobby, 
satin, shadow-warp taffeta (chiné )—range 
in width from 18¾ inches to 29 inches. The 
trimming fabrics are often similar and tend to 
match the color of the basic fabrics.

Three of the four cotton dresses are made of 
opaque weaves resembling somewhat the fine 
percale of the twentieth century. The fourth is 
a fine sheer muslin, possibly a product of the 
first decade. Only one model was made of wool, 
a fine wool twill trimmed in satin—obviously a 
formal dress.

Color had returned. Represented are brown 
to russet, gold, chartreuse, blue, lavender, and 
black, along with color in shadow warps and 
in multicolors printed on light ground. Only 
two dresses are white, the diaphanous muslin 
(WA 1963.511) (42) and an opaque cotton (TV 
V.74.375) (40).

Bodices

When examining bodices, attention to detail is 
imperative. Open necklines and high waistlines 
continued as they had during the first decade, 
but subtle variations were appearing.

Three bodices have open necklines, which are 
not expansive enough to accommodate a tuck-
er appropriate for day dresses. These necklines 
can be identified by the long measurement 
along the top of the shoulder from neckline to 
armscye. They average about 4¾ inches.

Only four dresses were still constructed with 
the shoulder piece, and it is interesting that 
two of the four are European silk dresses 
dating late in the decade. The other two are 
the silk wedding dress of 1812 and a black silk 
dress worn about 1817 to 1820 by an elder-
ly woman of upstate New York (THC 56.13) 
(41).

Bodice Fronts

With the adoption of opaque fabrics, the 
bodice was designed to be more firm and 
fitted and, consequently, suitable for precise 
divisions of space. A detail, termed “the stom-
acher,” spread across the front of the bodice 
terminating just beyond the peak of the bust 
bulge. This space featured three-dimension-
al effects produced with tucks, insertions, 
appliqué, and cording. Six of the thirteen 
specimens have the stomacher effect, three of 
which are European. A few plain bodices were 
embellished with a distinguishing necklines 
detail such as a padded roll of bias, contrast-
ing facing, or corded piping.

Bodice Backs

All the specimens were cut with the tradition-
al curved seams forming the back panel, and 
all have closures in the back. Some character-
istics which distinguish these second-decade 
dresses from those of the first decade include, 
near the end of decade, the use of black metal 
hooks in closures (but control of fullness with 
drawstrings and the use of drawstrings to 
fasten the closure continued); corded piping 
inserted in the curved panel seams for accent 
as well as the traditional edgestitching; and 
sometimes the elaborate detail in the front 
bodice continued to the back as shown in two 
of the European dresses CI 39.13.100, ca1815 
(36), and CI 39.13.55, ca1819-1823 (44).
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Details of two dresses of silk crepe. 
Genuine crepe texture results from 
tightly spun yarns, not a heat treat-
ment. Both have a fairly plausible 
western New York State provenance.
Left: This dress has a very smooth 
front. It is an odd gray that could be 
the result of logwood fading from 
lavender. It could be Chinese crepe 
although the fabric width of 17 
inches has been deemed too narrow 
by a Chinese textile graduate stu-
dent at Cornell University.
Charlotte Jirousek (see bibliogra-
phy) believes this fabric is Turk-
ish spun silk (Turkish silkworms 
produced uneven diameter fila-
ments perfect for crepe), woven 
in England, as described in period 
English publications. 2009.018 
Below: This heavier silk retains a bit 
of the original lavender hue. 97.049

Photos by Susan Greene

Susan Greene/Genesee 
Country Village & Museum

  x  SWG
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Bodice Lengths

(Refer to Measurement Table) We need to be 
cognizant of bodice lengths during the second 
decade because of fluctuations from extreme 
shortness to a trend toward a lowered waist-
line. (See Detecting the Facts). In summary 
the underarm measurements fall into three 
categories; seven bodices range from 1½ 
inches to 2 7/8 inches; they cluster around 
1815 to 1820. Two bodices range from 3 
inches to 3¾ inches, both are 1820. Four 
bodices range from 4 inches to 4 5/8 inches. 
Three of these cluster around the end of the 
decade with the exception of the 1812 dress 
from Salem.

Sleeves and Skirt

An outstanding characteristic common to 
most of the specimens is the extension of the 
apparent width of the shoulders achieved by 
the style of the upper part of the sleeves. The 
design could vary as follows: a short puffed 
sleeve with an even distribution of fullness in 
the cap over the shoulder bone; a short 
puffed sleeve joined to a long unshaped sleeve 
which extends beyond the wristline; a short 
puff sleeve which is a separate entity laid over 
a long sleeve, with both sleeves sewn into the 
same armscye seam (the short sleeve is some-
times called a mancheron).

Further embellishment at the top of the 
sleeve can be seen in the form of corded pip-
ing, tucks, appliqué, or attached petals which 
spring out over the puff sleeve underneath.

A decorative hemline or skirt border is a 
common feature of the thirteen specimens. 
These vary from conservative tucks (one or 
two) to ruffles, appliqué which was fre-
quently padded and sometimes puffed, bias 
rope of self-fabric, and occasionally a wadded 
hem which accentuated the cone shape of the 
skirt.

It is important to be aware that the basic cut 
of all of these specimens varies only slightly. 

With two exceptions (MFAB 46.1208 (47) and 
the Susan Greene dress (39), which have slight 
gathering across the top of the skirt) 
smoothness along the waistline is achieved by 
a gored front section varying in degree from 
dress to dress. The majority of the specimens 
have a r ight and left side back gore. A 
significant variation appears in two European 
silk dresses (CI 37.46.31 (43) and CI 39.13.55 
(44), each has a gored section located in the 
side front as well as the one located in the 
side back.

All of the skirts have a rectangular center back 
section, but the method of controlling the 
fullness across the waist varied: for three, 
drawstrings were used; one (CI 1980.189) (35) 
had flat knife pleats concentrated across the 
small of the back; gathering was the most 
common method. But be alert to gauging, a 
new technique used for three dresses.

None of the skirts are trained. Hem cir-
cumferences show: eight silk dresses range 
from 70¾ to 100 inches, three opaque cotton 
dresses range from 86½ to 109½ inches, one 
sheer muslin is 107 inches, and the wool twill 
is 101¼ inches.

Construction Details

The majority of the bodices are lined in front, 
in the underarm area, and in back thus con-
tributing to the smooth fitted form. The lining 
was judged to be linen or cotton for the ma-
jority of dresses, but the fiber was not micro-
scopically identified. Striped silk taffeta is the 
lining for the fine wool twill, MFAB 46.1208 
(47), and is probably an alteration.

Exceptional dressmaking techniques were 
used in the European dresses: in CI 39.13.100 
(36) the closure of the linen lining is boned 
and laced through worked eyelets, CI 39.13.55 
(44) has padding in the cavity above the bust 
bulge and just below the neckline between 
the silk and the linen lining. This dress also has 
whalebone placed in casings over the un-
derarm seams.
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A new technique used in both European and 
American dresses is to accent a seam with 
cord encased in bias fabric (usually the same 
as the dress fabric) and inserted in either the 
neckline, or the armscye seam, or the back 
panel seams, or in two or three of these areas. 
The practice is not frequent nor is the loca-
tion of corded piping consistent from dress to 
dress, but, since it was rarely used in the first 
decade, corded piping becomes an identifica-
tion benchmark.

About half of the dresses still have draw-
strings encased in the necklines, but they 
function to keep the neckline close to the 
body rather than to draw up considerable 
fullness, as in the past.

Susan Greene Collection, 
Genesee Country Village & 
Museum

Photo by Susan Greene

Detail of a neckline draw-
string in a cotton dress of 
about 1810. The sleeve is 
laid to the right so we view 
the armscye formed by the 
shoulder piece and under-
arm section. The skirt is 
attached to the high-waist-
ed bodice.
2006.075 

The bodices that have metal hooks and 
loops for fasteners for center back may be 
dated about 1815 and later. The fasteners do 
not appear to be standardized and were used 
sparingly.

Buttons were likewise used sparingly. A 
dress employing buttons as a part of the 
sleeve embellishment is TV V.74.375 (40), 
an opaque white cotton worn to the races in 
Virginia.

A dressmaking practice seen occasionally in 
the first decade turns up more frequently 
now in silk fabrics: folding the fabric back 
vertically inside when forming a gored sec-
tion rather than cutting it. The Burgess dress 
(THC 56.13) (41) is a good example.
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Detecting the Facts: 1810 - 1820
An assumption could be made that the isola-
tion of the United States from England and 
France for approximately seven years—the 
Embargo of 1807 followed by the War of 
1812—caused little change in the style char-
acteristics of American women’s dresses, but 
its effects cannot be ignored.

It was during this period that the forced 
development of interregional specialization 
reduced the nation’s dependence on other 
countries for the maintenance of its living 
standards. When the war was over, prices of 
imported goods fell sharply while prices of 
domestically produced goods continued high 
until 1817. Conditions culminated in the 
Panic of 1818-1819. The depression was char-
acterized by a rise in interest costs, a fall in 
property values, a growth in bankruptcies, and 
unemployment.94 Were style characteristics of 
women’s dresses affected by these events?

Historians seem to agree that in spite of harsh 
economic conditions there existed at the up-
per-social level of American society those who, 
because they had either inherited wealth or 
had made fortunes in trade, industry, or real 
estate after 1815, could resume travel abroad, 
acquire luxury goods, and emulate European 
life-styles.

We lack well-documented information about 
the effect of the War of 1812 and the post-
war adjustments on the customs and clothing 
practices of American families. This knowl-
edge, gathered from inventories, wills, letters, 
and regional newspapers, would broaden our 
view of how people coped.

For tangible evidence of what was worn 
during the years 1811 to 1821, we turn from 
dresses we have measured and described to 
other sources.

Fabrics

A tally of nineteen measured extant dresses 
revealed that silk dresses were in the lead. It is 
reasonable to assume that a dress of silk was 
worn only for special occasion and then trea-
sured and preserved by the family. In any case, 
our sample and recently exhibited silk dresses 
in museums is documentation that silk dress-
es were worn by American women from 1812 
to 1821. The India muslins of the first decade, 
however, were still used for wedding dresses 
and dresses for formal occasions according to 
lists surveyed in the literature.95 

The cotton dress fabric changed from the fine, 
sheer muslin admired so much in the 1790s 
and the first decade of the nineteenth century 
to opaque weave. The striking change inspired 
dressmakers to develop surface interest such 
as tucking, insertion, ruffles, cording—cal-
culated perhaps to make the copying of an 
expensive dress more difficult by an amateur 
dressmaker.

A survey of lists of dress fabrics promoted in 
England during the decade indicates that cot-
ton was used for day dresses.96 Our specimens 
from Virginia (TV V.74.375) (40) resembles 
somewhat the cotton day dresses illustrat-
ed most elegantly in Ackermann’s Repository 
of the Arts, especially in the years 1818 and 
1819. Our dress is a white cotton, fine, but 
firm and opaque, trimmed with a fine sheer 
mull formed into a three dimensional swag-
like border around the base of the skirt. The 
complex design of the sleeve with its embel-
lishment of scallops, ruffles, and buttons is 
especially in the style of Ackermann’s fashion 
plates of day dresses. (The white cotton dress-
es shown in Ackermann’s fashion plates are 
frequently accompanied with spencers, which 
present a fiber contrast and frequently a color 
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Fabric samples on a page from Ackerman’s Re-
pository of the Arts, November 1811.
1- fawn colored lustre for evening or half dress 
2- print on cotton 
3- merino 
4- cassimere of wool 

81.193  Susan Greene Collection, Genesee Country Village & Museum
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Walking dress with a spencer from 
Ackerman’s Repository of the Arts, April 1817

2010.073.17
Collection of Susan Greene
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contrast.) The white cotton dress from Virgin-
ia could have been appropriately accessorized 
with a spencer of silk, but none was present. 

The scarcity of wool dresses had been the rule 
rather than the exception through the first 
two decades of the nineteenth century. This 
can be explained in part by the fact that we 
have dealt only with dresses and excluded the 
pelisse robe (often made of wool if not silk) 
and the riding habit (generally made of wool). 
English periodicals occasionally mention day 
dresses of wool, such as merino, cloth, poplin, 
French circassian cloth, silk and wool mixture.

Bodices

In comparing our specimens with other pub-
lished descriptions of measured dresses two 
models provided by Norah Waugh97 and four 
by Nancy Bradfield98 are useful as examples of 
date span and occasion.

In summary, comparisons of nineteen models 
confirms that the typical bodice of the decade 
was firm and smooth because it was lined and 
fitted through the bust. The fabric from which 
it was made was generally opaque (for day 
wear) and was suitable for conspicuous sur-
face detail, although the detail was not always 
present.

The typical neckline of the day dress was 
not as open and expansive as it had been in 
the first decade—depending in part on the 
formality of the dress. The distance from 
the neckline to the armscye along the top 
of the shoulder was sometimes lengthened. 
The neckline was not plunging in either cen-
ter front or center back, and for the formal 
day dresses the neckline is becoming boat 
shaped—a shallow curve across the chest 
from shoulder to shoulder.

All of our specimens opened in the center 
back. The English dresses were significant-
ly varied in cut; for example, a fine cotton, 
open in the front, has a high bib drop-front 
and a high neckline with a ruff; the second, 

a printed muslin with buttoned closure back 
has shoulder pieces and a plunging neckline 
in front and back; a third, a printed muslin, 
opens down the back, fastens with draw-
strings, and has a high neckline only moder-
ately open and finished with a double ruffle
and the fourth is a surplice cut with back 
closure fashioned from borders of a Kashmir 
shawl. Norah Waugh provides a pattern, ca 
1810, of a fine white muslin.99 

In attempting to identify second-decade 
dresses some statements in the literature 
about the location of the waistline (or the 
shortness of the bodice) may lead to confu-
sion. We are confronted with a limited num-
ber of measured specimens, and also with 
somewhat unqualified statements. Are the 
authors referring to extant day dresses or 
evening dresses or perhaps to fashion plates? 
Stella Blum in her introduction to Ackermann’s 
Costume Plates: Women’s Fashions in England, 
1818-1828 states “...the waistline remained 
generally very high until about 1824.”100 Nan-
cy Bradfield, English, claims that the waist 
reached its highest level by 1820101  and Anne 
M. Buck, also English, claims that, “The waist-
line reaches its highest level after 1816, press-
ing up into the breasts, . . . the waistline begins
its long, slow descent in 1820.”102 The English
costume historian, C. W. Cunnington summa-
rized material from English fashion periodicals
of the second decade and produced a model
which can serve as a guideline in comparing
waist length: from 1810 to 1812 - medium
low; 1814 - medium high; 1815-1819 - very
high; 1820-21 - medium low.103

Our conclusions which may be helpful to an 
identifier are: (1)The typical location of the 
waistline was above the natural waistline for 
day dresses as well as for evening dresses 
during both the first and second decade. This 
style characteristic has been found in French, 
English, and American dresses. (2) The degree 
to which the high waist fluctuated varied from 
year to year and probably from one country to 
another.104
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Our specimens from the first decade were as 
high (two inches or less) as some in the sec-
ond decade. It would be unwise to base the 
attributed date mainly on waistline location. 
Fortunately there are other key features on 
which to rely.

Sleeves: The sleeve takes center stage in the 
second decade. The sleeve is easy to iden-
tify. The stylistic trend was the widening of 
the shoulder line. The ornamentation of the 
sleeve often relates to that of the front of the 
bodice. If the sleeve is long, it is invariably cut 
very long so that it covers the upper part of 
the hand as well as falling in soft folds over the 
lower arm (rather like a long glove); it is unfit-
ted, rather shapeless, and requires confining 
in some way around the wrist. Layers of ruffles 
enhance the sleeve ending giving a romantic 
feminine effect.

Judging from the tally of all the models, re-
gardless of geographic origin, a favorite style 
had a shoulder widening shape such as a very 
puffed short sleeve. This was frequently com-
bined with the very long one-piece sleeve, 
sometimes attached and sometimes separate 
from the puff. Variations of this plan are com-
mon.

The majority of sleeves had fullness in the cap 
evenly distributed over the shoulder bone. 
(During the first decade, after about 1804, 
fullness appeared concentrated toward the 
back of the sleeve cap.)

Skirts

The skirts of the second decade can usually be 
distinguished from those of the first decade 
by these characteristics: lack of a train at least 
for day dresses; embellishment of the bottom 
of the skirt giving the hemline more sub-
stance and roundness; short enough to reveal 
a portion of the feet clad in heelless slippers.

The less obvious identifying characteristics re-
late to the shaping of the skirt, which is more 

precise and trim by contrast to the high-waist-
ed bodice and the sleeves. To our surprise the 
majority of the specimens were cut according 
to the plan used in the second half of the first 
decade; that is, the shaped front section is 
smooth along the waistline with one side-back 
gore bridging the front and back sections. 
There are two specimens that are significant 
exceptions. They are European silk dresses (CI 
37.46.31 (43) and CI 39.13.55 (44)) the skirts 
of which are each cut with two gores—a side 
front gore joined to a side back gore which 
resulted in a slightly more A-line shape to the 
silhouette, even though the hem circumfer-
ence was not much different from the average 
of skirts having only one gored section.

The hem circumferences of eight silk dresses 
averaged 85 1/8 inches with a range from 70¾ 
to 100 as compared to four cotton dresses 
which averaged 100 inches with a range from 
86½ to 109½.

Attempting to estimate the typical length of 
day dresses raises puzzling questions because 
we have a dichotomous relationship of the 
extant dresses with fashion plates. A perusal 
of fashion plates, especially those of Acker-
mann’s from 1818 to 1828 and those selected 
by Doris L. Moore indicate that skirts were 
short enough to reveal the feet; whereas, the 
measurements of the specimens indicate that 
their skirts were not significantly shorter than 
those of the previous decade when feet were 
seldom shown. In judging shortness it is nec-
essary to take into account the position of the 
bodice-skirt join on the rib cage. Is the dress 
very short waisted or is it approaching the 
natural waistline? In scanning fashion com-
mentary only indirect reference was made to 
the trend to shorter skirts; for example, in de-
scribing day dresses the phrase “made walking 
length” is found frequently, or “skirts to ankle 
length.” The half boot seemed to be popular 
from 1813 onward for walking. It was laced or 
buttoned on one side.
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Portraits

We now know the detailed characteristics of 
most of the nineteen specimens previously 
described. Can these characteristics be identi-
fied in the portraits of women of the period? 
We shall assume that acquaintance with what 
was worn by the subjects of the portraits 
would at least increase our chances of deter-
mining how typical or atypical our sample is 
likely to be.

The predominant styles of attire as seen in the 
portraits by Ingres are used as a basis of judg-
ment in comparing with information gleaned 
from American portraits. The portrait of Mme. 
De Senonnes, ca 1814, is exceptionally useful 
because her style expresses Spanish influence, 
the revival of features we associate with the 
Elizabethan period. Marie Marcos was married 
in 1814, and apparently Ingres painted her 
portrait about that time. Her gown is a rich, 
red velvet. Mme. de Senonnes’s waistline is 
very high and the rectangular neckline is cut 
very low, the combination of which produced 
a very short bodice with no discernible full-
ness across the bust bulge except slight ease 
along the neckline suggesting a drawstring 
used to keep the gown close to the chest. The 
neckline is filled in with an extremely sheer 
fabric to which a ruff is ttached. The ruff is a
marvel of layers of airy lace.

The artist has produced a mirror reflection of 
the back of his subject which reveals the sleek 
upswept coiffure, the ruff and sheer tucker, 
and the shallow curved neckline in contrast to 
the very rectangular line of the front.

The detail of Mme. de Senonnes’s sleeve is 
Elizabethan, but the style of the cut is quite 
familiar to us. It is very long with flat darted 
fullness in the cap and is not closely fitted to 
arm. The length extends over the upper hand 
and extra length is pushed up over the lower 
arm. The lace over the upper hand matches 
that of the ruff. The unique feature is that 
the inside seam (away from the viewer) is 

ornamented with puffs of gray satin pulled 
through openings in the seam at intervals. A 
narrow waistband of matching satin ends in a 
structured bow with short fringed streamers.

There is no fullness across the front of the 
skirt below the waistband. Ingres has seated 
his subject so that the back fullness of the 
skirt is swirled to the front in soft olds.

Mention of Mme. de Sononnes’s hair style 
is important because it was trend-setting, 
and we shall see the style in American por-
traits. Gone is the casual look of soft curled 
locks around the face. Her straight dark hair 
is parted in the middle forming a severe line 
almost akin to a Gothic arch. The mirror image 
represents the severe back line and the ar-
rangement of hair on the crown of the head 
accented with an ornamental comb seen from 
the front. The coiffure is a foil for exquisite 
drop earrings.

Two other portraits by Ingres, signed 1815 
and 1816105 record style characteristics like 
those in Mme. de Sononnes’s attire, partic-
ularly the very high waist, minimal area in 
the front bodice, very layered ruff, no gathers 
across the skirt front below the bodice, long, 
loose-fitting sleeves with moderate cap full-
ness, emphasis on a cluster of ruffles over the 
hands. Both ladies have the new severe hair 
style with center part and curls reserved for 
the crown of the head.

American Portraits

The quality of the colored prints of Ingre’s 
Mme. de Sononnes, ca1814, and Kinson’s Eliz-
abeth Patterson Bonaparte, 1817106 makes it 
possible to compare the personal style of the 
sitters. There are a few common elements, but 
the contrasting ones attract the observer’s 
attention. Mme de Senonnes’s gown is opaque 
silk red velvet while Mme. Bonaparte’s gown is 
very sheer, cream color with a sheen that sug-
gest mousseline de soie which is mounted on 
cream white satin. The sheer fabric is treated 
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in a precise, controlled manner manifested in 
a bodice with a broad V-shaped crossover the 
front edge of which is faced with narrow gold 
embossed ribbon. This decorative edge of the 
crossover bodice flows directly into the gold 
waistband and together they define a very 
high waistline—a common element of the two 
gowns.

The cut of the satin bodice beneath the sheer 
one resembles more closely the velvet bodice 
of Mme. de Senonnes’s in that it is very short 
and the neckline is essentially horizontal, 
although it curves slightly upward through 
the cleft of the breasts. Mme. Bonaparte’s 
revealing neckline and throat are not covered 
with the sheer tucker and Elizabethan ruff. A 
double strand of pearls (and pearl teardrop 
earrings) express the same preciseness one 
feels in the general style. The sleeves of her 
gown are cut in the traditional mode. They are 
short, moderately puffed but yet distinguished 
from the past by the fact that they are com-
pletely lined with the cream colored satin. The 
traditional long gloves cover the arms.

Recalling Stuart’s painting of Elizabeth’s head, 
about 1804, we can see a definite change 
in her hairstyle from very casual to a formal 
exactness that resembles somewhat the style 
adopted by Mme. de Senonnes: a center front 
part, symmetrical curled arrangement on both 
sides of the head. Instead of the ornamental 
comb worn by Mme. de Senonnes, a long gold 
ornate pin is incorporated in the hair arrange-
ment on the crown of the head of Elizabeth 
Bonaparte.

Unfortunately the artists have provided a very 
limited view of the sitters skirts. The skirts are 
cut so that there is no vertical fullness directly 
below the bust bulge but there has been in-
troduced a space, possibly about three inches 
of soft vertical fullness in the center front of 
the Bonaparte dress. One wonders if this de-
tail suggests a fashion trend.

Our survey of other American portraits yield-
ed about six mainly middle-class women from 
various sections of the eastern seaboard. No-
tations are limited to the apparent height of 
the waistline, style of the neckline, sleeve style 
when clearly delineated, and any other feature 
of value for identification.

Moden Z, No. 26. 1817, detail
2000.076.10

Collection of Susan Greene
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With one exception, that of an older wom-
an, all of the women had very high waistlines 
during the period from 1814 to 1820.107 The 
length of the bodice varied. The earliest, ca 
1814, has the traditional rectangle neckline—
very open and without tucker and ruff, proba-
bly an evening dress. The majority of necklines 
were round and probably too close to the neck 
to allow for a tucker. The neckline was usually 
encircled with a layer or so of light and airy 
ruffles, perhaps a variation of the structured 
ruff. The majority of the sleeves were long and 
tubular with ruffles covering the upper hand. 
The primitive rendering of folds prevents an 
interpretation of sleeve fullness except in the 
portrait of a Charleston lady by artist Samuel 
F. B. Morse. The sleeve is long and unfitted ac-
cording to high fashion and has what appears 
to be a short, shirred upper sleeve.

In the majority of these dresses the skirt is 
smooth across the center front below the 
bodice. Mrs. Bacot of Charleston is the only 
woman with bodice-skirt join marked with a 
dark narrow waistband.

The Empire hairstyle of the first decade is the 
typical style adopted by young women. Mrs. 
Brown, the older woman, is shown in 1819 in 
the traditional muslin cap with triple ruffles 
framing her face. The new style, the post-Em-
pire, had been adopted by Mrs. John Speed 
Smith of Kentucky. It resembles Mme. de 
Senonnes’s style. Mrs. Bacot of Charleston had 
adapted the asymmetrical hair arrangement 
unique to this period.

Summary

There are many factors to consider in distin-
guishing between a dress of the first decade 
of the nineteenth century and one from the 
second decade. Even the experts are some-
times left with uncertainties in dealing with a 
garment lacking documented history. Dresses 
can be cleverly altered and updated, and a 
dressmaker crafting a dress as late as 1815 or 
so may still hold unyieldingly to some of her 
design concepts and techniques such as 
shoulder pieces, drawstrings, and very modest 
details. 



 283 CHAPTER 4 - THE SECOND DECADE: 1810 -1820

Research Assessed Date° ca 1812 ca 1815  ca 1815  ca 1815-16
Specimen 35 CI 1980.189 36 CI 39.13.100 37 MFAB 99.664.71  38 TV V.46.39.2

Donor Regan Simonson Stone Lamb
Original wearer Sanford Unknown Robbins Preston

Provenance Salem, MA Europe Massachusetts Richmond, VA
Fabric silk surah silk dobby cotton stripe silk satin
Width 22.0 24.0 26.5 25.375

Ground color yellow-green blue white/indigo russet
Bodice CF length to waist 6.5 4.5 6.875 7.75
Bodice CB length to waist 9.0 5.75 8.375 8.5

Shoulder pieces 0.625 2.0 5.0 5.0
Narrowest back 10.0 10.0 12.75 13.0

Bodice underarm length to waist 4.25 1.75 2.25 2.625

Sleeve type puffed period period one piece, long
Armscye 20.0 18.0 13.875 14.375

Widest circumference 28.0 17.0 14.0 14.375
Sleeve ending circumference 20.5 6.75 9.0 6.75

Outer side sleeve length 10.375 23.75 25.375
Underarm sleeve length 4.75 19.5 22.5

Skirt CF length 43.375 41.25 46.0
Skirt CB length 45.0 42.5 47.5

Skirt R side length 45.0 44.0 47.0
Skirt waist circumference 30.0 33.0 29.0 30.0
Skirt hem circumference 100.0 100.0 109.5 89.625

See Appendix for gore dimensions Gored Gored Gored Gored

Measurements of Dresses 35 - 47

AIHA Albany Institute of History and Art, Albany, NY
CI Costume Institute, Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York, NY

MFAB Museum of Fine Arts, Boston, Massachusetts
SG  Susan Greene Collection, Genesee Country Village & Museum, Mumford, NY

THC The History Center in Tompkins County, Ithaca, NY
TS The Strong - National Museum of Play, Rochester, NY
TV The Valentine, Richmond, VA

WA Wadsworth Atheneum, Hartford, CT
* Thought to be an adolescent’s dress

All measurements are done flat where possible: ungathered or drawn up.
All measurements were done with a dressmaker’s tape measure to the nearest 1/8 inch.
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ca1815-20  ca 1815-20  ca1817-20  ca1818 ca 1820
39 SGC 90.237* 40 TV V.74.375  41 THC 56.13 42 WA 1963.511 45 AIHA 1972.95.5
Unknown  Midgett  Baker/Earl  Bockstone Banks
Unknown Unknown  Burgess Trumbull  Moore
Unknown  Virginia  Upstate NY Connecticut  Upstate NY
silk cotton  silk  cotton mull  cotton print
29.25 43.25 29.0 35.0 34.375
pastel green  white  black  white  cream
6.875 4.875 5.75 8.5 6.0
6.5 6.375 8.75 2.625 7.25
3.25 4.25 3.0 2.625

12.75
2.0 1.5 3.5 4.0 2.875
period period period period period
11.875 12.125 14.875 12.0
10.5 15.0 11.75 11.0
10.5 9.25 11.0
22.875 28.5 23.625 24.375
20.0 3.5 18.625 21.875
41.5 42.625 43.75 43.75
41.5 43.0 42.5 45.25
41.5 43.25 43.75 43.875

25.25 30.825 29.875 26.625
86.5 86.5 78.75 107.0 103.0

Gored Gored Gored

THE SECOND DECADE: 1810 - 1820

° Research asssesed date by Elsie McMurry 
All measurements are done flat where possible: ungathered or drawn up.
All measurements were done with a dressmaker’s tape measure to the nearest 1/8 inch.

Research 
Assessed 
Dateﾰ
Specimen
Donor
Original wearer
Provenance
Fabric
Width
Ground color
Bodice CF 
length 
to 
waist

Bodice CB 
length 
to 
waist

Shoulder 
piecesNarrowest 
backBodice underarm 
length 
to 
waist

Sleeve type
Armscye
Widest circumference
Sleeve ending 
circumferenceOuter side 
sleeve 
length
Underarm 
sleeve 
length
Skirt CF length
Skirt CB length
Skirt R side 
lengthSkirt waist 
circumferenceSkirt hem 
circumferenceSee appendix 
for 
gore dimensions
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THE SECOND DECADE: 1810 - 1820

Research Assessed Date°  ca 1819-20 ca 1819-21  ca 1820  ca 1820
Specimen  43 CI 37.46.31 44 CI 39.13.55  46 TS 86.1903.4 47 MFAB 46.1208

Donor  Lewisohn Simonson  Clark  Cabot
Original wearer  Unknown Unknown  Thompson  Cabot

Provenance England Europe  Upstate NY  Boston, MA
Fabric  silk taffeta silk silk silk wool
Width 18.75 21.0 29.0 19.125

Ground color  white honey  gold  lavender
Bodice CF length to waist 6.375 7.0 6.375 8.875
Bodice CB length to waist 6.875 7.25

Shoulder pieces 1.25 0.5 1.875 3.5
Narrowest back

Bodice underarm length to waist 4.625 4.0 3.75 3.0

Sleeve type puffed period period puffed
Armscye 15.0 15.5 15.75

Widest circumference 22.0 16.375 26.0
Sleeve ending circumference 12.0 10.0 15.0

Outer side sleeve length 8.0 24.75
Underarm sleeve length 3.75 17.625

Skirt CF length 41.5 43.75 42.25
Skirt CB length 43.25 48.875

Skirt R side length 44.0 45.0
Skirt waist circumference 25.0 31.5 28.375
Skirt hem circumference 83.0 87.0 70.75 101.25

See Appendix for gore dimensions Gored Gored Gored Gored
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AIHA Albany Institute of History and Art, Albany, NY
CI Costume Institute, Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York, NY

MFAB Museum of Fine Arts, Boston, Massachusetts
SG  Susan Greene Collection, Genesee Country Village & Museum, Mumford, NY

THC The History Center in Tompkins County, Ithaca, NY
TS The Strong - National Museum of Play, Rochester, NY
TV The Valentine, Richmond, VA

WA Wadsworth Atheneum, Hartford, CT
* Thought to be an adolescent’s dress

All measurements are done flat where possible: ungathered or drawn up.
All measurements were done with a dressmaker’s tape measure to the nearest 1/8 inch.



 287 CHAPTER 5 - THE THIRD DECADE: 1820 - 1830  

The third decade of the nineteenth 
century, by contrast to the first and the 
second decades, was not disrupted so 

drastically by international conflict. It was a 
period of steady growth in all aspects of na-
tional development. The growth of the factory 
system, the emerging of new transportation 
systems, and the opening up of the West were 
all factors promoting a mobile society. It was 
the land of opportunity.

Aesthetic expression of the period was also in 
the process of change. As we have seen, clas-
sical influence permeated most American cre-
ative expression during the first and second 
decades and culminated in what is generally 
termed Greek Revival, which, in architecture 
it least, peaked in the 1830s. Emerging was a 

revival of Gothic, now seen as a picturesque 
eclecticism of medieval details. Coinciding 
with the Gothic movement emerged a new 
creative spirit in English poetry and prose, 
the works of such authors as Wordsworth, 
Byron, Shelley, Scott, and Jane Austen. These 
authors, among others, had considerable 
influence on the American reading public. In 
summary it was a period often referred to as 
the Age of Romanticism.108 It was during this 
period that the clothed female form gradual-
ly underwent transformation from columnar, 
with the waistline just below the bosom, to 
curvilinear with the high natural waist well de-
fined. The exaggerations to come in the 1830s 
were making their appearance in the late years 
of the third decade.

Chapter 5: The Third Decade

Costumes Parisiens, 1825
2008.064.20

Collection of Susan Greene

1820-1830
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LEADERS

England

• George IV reigned from 1820 to 1830

France

• Louis XVIII reigned from 1815 to 1824
• Queen, Maria of Sardinia

• Charles X reigned from 1824 to 183
• Queen, Maria Theresa of Sardinia

• Known as the “ Restoration Period” - the end of the Bourbon Dy-
nasty

The United States of America 

• James Monroe, President from 1817 to 1825
• Elizabeth Kortright Monroe, 1768-1849

• John Quincy Adams, President from 1825 to 1829. His diplomat-
ic missions included the Prussian court in Berlin; Russian court, 
1809-1814; Secretary of State in Washington, D.C., 1817; Presi-
dent, 1825 to 1829

• Louisa Catherine Johnson Adams, 1775-1852; she mar-
ried John Quincy Adams in London in 1797.

Points of Historic Reference
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EVENTS
• 1820 “The new era in cotton manufacture that [Francis] Lowell’s company 

[Waltham, Massachusetts] and its imitators inaugurated was important 
not only because it marked the creation of vertically integrated mills, but 
because the whole system was predicated upon extensive fluid finances. 
The improved methods of manufacturing cottons so lowered prices that 
the domestic market was enormously expanded. In large areas of the back 
country, where homespun woolens and home-woven cottons had served, 
the marketability of cheap cotton goods rose quickly as people discov-
ered that their time was more profitably employed in other ways than in 
household manufacturing.. . woolen manufacturing also took a forward 
leap during the 1820s. New shearing machines and better cards and looms 
turned out finer materials in the bigger mills.”109 

• “The rise of manufacturing and the growth of population created demands 
for meat as well as grain, for wool as well as cotton. . . . As a result of cross-
breeding and inbreeding the average weight of English sheep and cattle 
was more than doubled from 1750-1825. . . . For better sheep, Americans 
turned first to England, then to Spain and France (for the fine-wool meri-
nos), and after 1820 to Saxony.”110 

• 1824-25 Visit of the Marquis de Lafayette to the United States upon the 
invitation from President Monroe. Balls, dinners, and parades were given in 
every city.111 

• 1825 Formal celebration in New York of the completion of the Erie Canal 
on which work started in July 1817.

Soup plate. From Staffordshire, 
England for the American mar-
ket; transfer printed flow blue 
image of "Landing of Lafayette 
at Castle Garden New York 18 
August 1824”; marked Clews. His 
tour was the inspiration for major 
social events across the young na-
tion. Nothing is new: this prompt-
ed the manufacture of all kinds 
of souvenirs and mementos, like 
dinnerware and kid gloves printed 
with the portrait of Lafayette.
Collection of Susan Greene
Photo by Susan Greene
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Mill engraving, some in 
multi-colors, began bringing 
elegant patterns printed 
on fine cotton cloth into 
humble lives in the 1820s, 
for inexpensive furnishings 
and clothing. 
2005.078

Photos by Susan Greene

Susan Greene Collection, Genesee 
Country Village & Museum

P
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American

• John L. Krimmel
• Artist and Family, ca 1820

• Gilbert Stuart
• Louisa Catherine J. Adams, 1821

•  Thomas Sully
• Mrs. John Biddle, 1821

•  Unknown artist
• Mrs. Henry Somes Low, ca 1823

•  Unknown artist,
• Mrs. Ackley and daughter Caroline, ca 1823 (The History Center in Tomp-

kins County, Ithaca, N.Y.)
•  Rembrandt Peale

• The Marquis de Lafayette,1824-1825
•  Aaron H.Corwine

• Mr. and Mrs. Levi James, ca 1825
•  Deborah Goldsmith

• Miss Catherine Noble, 1829-1832

French

•  Jean-Auguste-Dominique Ingres
•  Madame Destouches, 1816
• Madame Leblanc, ca 1823

English

•  Thomas Lawrence
• Juliana, Lady Peel, 1825-6

Fashion Periodicals

•  Ackermann’ s Repository. Published by Rudolph Ackermann from 1809 to 1829.
•  La Belle Assemblée (An English publication founded by John Bell. Mrs. Bell’s de-

signs were sometimes shown.)
•  The Lady’ s Magazine (English)
•  Costumes Parisiens
•  Petit Courier des Dames
•  Graham’s American Monthly Magazine of Literature, Art and Fashion (First issue 

1824)

USEFUL REFERENCE IMAGES
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Costume Parisien, 1823
93.057

Collection of Susan Greene
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We have seen the development of style and 
technical characteristics of dress over the first 
two decades of the 1800s. Will this evolution-
ary process continue in a smooth pattern, 
or will we see some striking variations in the 
third decade. For some unexplained reason 
dresses from this decade are very scarce so 
that our ten samples include day dresses and 
a few evening dresses. This fact must be taken 
into account particularly when studying the 
Measurement Table.

Day dresses of this decade fall into two cat-
egories (1) the pelisse-robe (an adaptation 
of the pelisse coat) and (2) the round dress, 
often called a frock if it fastened in the back. 
Our specimens are the round type (with the 
exception of one pelisse-robe) and range from 
informal day dresses to formal afternoon 
dresses.

Fabrics: We are always looking for firm evi-
dence of importation, domestic manufac-
ture, provenance, and dressmaker. Of great 
value is information that turns up in letters, 
account books, and sample books. Help in 
determining fiber content may be found by 
referring to the test procedures in Appen-
dix 2.

Bodices: The necklines will be open, but 
open to what degree? Is the shoulder piece 
which formed the vertical side of the neck-
line still in existence? Does the dress open 
in the front or in the back? What changes in 
the cut of the bodice do you detect? One of 
the most critical identification benchmarks 
to check is the underarm length from the 
deepest point of the underarm armscye 
curve to the top of the built-in waistband; 
if there is no waistband, then measure to 
the seam that joins bodice and skirt. This 
measurement will fluctuate from the last 
years of the second decade well into the 
first half of the third decade. Watch for the 
first appearance of bodice drapery. Does it 
consist of a band of bias folds laid over a 
basic bodice or is the fullness for drapery 
included in the bodice?

What to Look For: 1820 - 1830

 The closure is probably located down cen-
ter back, but is the method of fastening the 
closure changing? Check for drawstrings 
in neckline, waistline, or both; handmade 
metal hooks and metal or worked loops; 
covered buttons; eyelets for lacing with 
whalebone.

Sleeves: The sleeve is designed to broaden 
the shoulder line even more than in the 
previous decade. The various pattern piec-
es which are used to extend the shoulders 
have names such as epaulet, cleft e aulet, 
mancheron, gigot, or demi-gigot. Examples 
are described by Ackermann. It is import-
ant to know about when the gigot sleeve 
became a distinguishable entity because 
the type will continue into the 1830s.

Skirt: How different are the skirt designs from 
the previous decade? In studying your spec-
imen, notice the plan of the top of the skirt 
along the waistline. Is it cut to be smooth 
and fitted or has some soft gathered full-
ness been introduced? Does the skirt have 
double gores; that is, one in the side front 
and one in the side back? Has the fullness 
across the back been controlled with flat 
knife pleats, gathers, or cartridge pleats?

 A border design or embellishment of the 
hem is typical of skirt designs of the third 
decade, but there are exceptions. How is 
the hem finished? We are looking for the 
appearance of the wide facing commonly 
used in the 1830s.

Construction Details: Topstitching had been 
used as a means to emphasize a seamline, 
and in the 1820s a new method found 
favor: corded piping inserted in a seam 
between the neck edge and facing, or in the 
shoulder seam and armscye seam.

 Gathering varied and occasionally gauging 
was substituted, a technique we shall see 
more frequently in the future.

 Linings were more varied both in fiber and 
placement. How did they function?
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Accession Number RAD°  Date Donor/Wearer Provenance

48 URI 1952.32.11 ca 1823-1825 1820-1830 Wood/Chazournes France

49 URI 1962.64.36 ca 1823-1825 1820-1830 Cushman/Williams Rhode Island

50 00 1824 1824 Unknown Virginia

51 TV V.82.55.26  ca 1825 ca 1825 Woodville/Unknown Virginia

52 TV 35.14.6  ca 1825 ca 1820 Rixey/Bradish Charleston, SC

53 TV V.73.328.2  ca 1825 ca 1825 Marshall/Marshall Charlottesville, VA

54 CI 1972.139.5  ca 1828 ca 1820 Lewisohn/Unknown England

55 00  ca 1828-1830 ca 1828 Bradish Charleston, SC

56 PMA 28.19.5  ca 1829 ca 1829 Ritchie/Dorsey Philadelphia, PA

57 SHS  ca 1829-1830 ca 1829-1830 Payne/McQuigg Spencer, NY

Compared Specimens from 1823 - 1830

°RAD Researched assessed date by Elsie McMurry
CI Costume Institute, Metropolitan Museum of Fine Art, New York

PMA Philadelphia Museum of Art, Philadelphia, Pennsylvania
SHS Spencer Historical Society, Spencer, New York

TV The Valentine, Richmond, Virginia
URI University of Rhode Island Textile & Costume Collection, Kingston, Rhode Island
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 Dress Date: ca 1823-1825
 From: University of Rhode Island Historic
  Textile and Costume Collection
 Accession Number: URI 1952.32.11
 Donor: The Family of Eric Wood
 Wearer: Heloise de Chazournes (née Teisseire) born in 1787 and died   
  in 1838. “Her first child was born in France and came    
  to America when she was four years old,” according to    
  the family of Eric Wood in “Genealogy of the     
  Eric Wood Family,” in the magazine section of     
  the Boston Post, January 10, 1954.
 Provenance: Probably made in France

Description: The dress is composed of a 
bodice and skirt joined with a built-in 
waistband. It is made of an exceptionally 
beautiful fabric—a sheer white embroi-
dered muslin. The fabric was apparently 
woven as a border fabric which extends 
from the waistline to the hemline for the 
entire circumference of the skirt. The mus-
lin is patterned with embroidered dots in an 
allover scheme which merges into a stylized 
floral border (about nine inches wide) of 
motifs executed by use of cut work, drawn 
work, and satin stitches–all very much an 
intricate part of the fabric.

Bodice: The formal neckline is an open curved 
shape wide from shoulder to shoulder. The 
vertical sides of the neckline are formed by 
very narrow shoulder pieces, barely enough 
to support the sleeve and the muslin cas-
ing for the drawstring around the neckline. 
Corded piping is used in the seams which 
join the shoulder piece to the side front 
bodice and to the back bodice. This seam 
treatment is also used for the armscye.

 The bodice front is composed of the border 
of the fabric using two entire motifs cen-
tered across the bust. The bodice is slightly 
gathered below the bust so that no fixed 
darts disturb the embroidered pattern. 
As seen in the drawing the border piece is 

joined to the small underarm piece.

The fullness in the curved neckline is held 
close to the body with drawstrings, which 
fasten the center back closure. The tradi-
tional curved back panel is omitted and 
instead the center back section is joined 
to the underarm section on a vertical seam 
not visible from the front. The gathers in 
the back bodice are more or less clustered 
in center back. The fullness is fixed along 
the bodice and waistband seam.

Sleeve: The strangely old-fashioned puffed 
sleeve, cut on bias, is quite smooth over the 
front shoulder bone with gathered fullness 
around the back. Upon close examination 
it was found that whatever formed the end 
of the sleeve (and possibly a sheer lining) 
is missing. (A taut tulle lining for the pur-
pose of accentuating the sleeve shape was 
substituted when the photographs were 
made.)

Skirt: The bordered muslin was the determi-
nant in the shaping of the skirt. Instead of 
the usual gored sections, deeply cut darts 
are taken into the fabric and, although cut 
into the border about 5 inches, are posi-
tioned so as to disturb the border pattern 
only slightly. The soft gathers placed across 
the center front taper off slightly around 

48

Specimen 48
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the sides of the skirt and then are more 
concentrated in center back—giving the 
necessary thrust to the hem sweep.

Particular Identification Features: The char-
acteristics of this dress become particular-
ly meaningful when one realizes that the 
wearer at age 20 could have been wearing 
a muslin dress of 1807. The bodice of this 
dress in length corresponds to the mea-
surements of the majority of dresses for the 
second half of the third decade; otherwise 
the characteristics of the bodice are more 
like the bodices of the first decade.

URI 1952.32.11, ca 1823-1825

DRESS 48

Courtesy of the University of Rhode Island Historic Textile & Costume Collection
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DRESS 48

URI 1952.32.11, ca 1823-1825

Courtesy of the University of Rhode Island Historic Textile & Costume Collection
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DRESS 48

URI 1952.32.11, ca 1823-1825

Courtesy of the University of Rhode Island Historic Textile & Costume Collection
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DRESS 48 URI 1952.32.11, ca 1823-1825

 BODICE
 CF neckline to waist 7 ½”
 CB neckline to waist 6 ½”
 Underarm to waist 4 ½”
 (all measured top of band)
 Length of SB seam (dart) 4 5⁄8”
 
 Around waist 26”
 CB waist to back dart 6 ¾”
 Across shoulder ½ ”

 SLEEVE
 Around armscye 16”
 Upper arm girth 21”
 End circumference 10 ¼”
 Length over cap 8”
 Length underarm 4 ½”
 
 SKIRT
 F waist to hem 40”
 R side waist to hem 41” 
 
 B waist to hem 41”
 Placket openings 8 ¼”
 Hem sweep 81 1⁄8”
 Fabric width (web) 46 3⁄8”

 Width of gore at waist 2 ½”
 Width of gore at hem 8 5⁄8”
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Fashion plate of 1822 from Ackerman's Repository. This ball dress 
has the daringingly French, wide, and quite low, straight neckline; 
also short puffed sleeves, lower waist, and smooth skirt front. The 
most advanced features of Dress 48 are the dropped waist and the 
deep band of ornamentation on the bodice and hem.

95.005.05
Collection of Susan Greene

F hi l t f 1822 f A k ' R it Thi b ll d
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 Dress Date: ca 1823-1825 
From: University of Rhode Island Historic

 Textile and Costume Collection
Accession Number: URI 1962.64.36

Donor: The Family of Franklin Cushman
Wearer: Susan MacPherson Sibley Williams

Provenance: Rhode Island

Description: The lightweight silk has an 
underlying crispness and a low luster. The 
fabric is thin enough to see the pale blue in-
tensified when the fabric layers are doubled 
as in the bias trimming and deep hem.

Bodice: As shown in the photograph, the 
neckline is open and curved but not plung-
ing. The shoulder seam is well to the back 
of the top of the shoulder. The closure is in 
center back.

The bodice is relatively uncomplicated, the 
design interest being mainly in the self-fab-
ric bias (about 3/8 inch wide) around the 
entire neckline, which is edge-finished with 
fine corded piping of self-fabric. The soft 
silk bodice is supported with a firm cotton 
lining. The bust darts of the lining coincide 
with the gathered bust fullness of the silk 
dress.

The traditional back panel is present and 
includes some fullness, controlled by draw-
strings attached to the panel seams along 
the waistline. The distance across the back 
at the waist is relatively wide: 4 5/8 inches 
from the center back to the panel seam. 
The diagonal panel seam from waistline to 
armscye is accentuated with corded piping. 
The cotton lining of the back bodice is not 
attached to the silk and is fastened inde-
pendently.

Sleeve: Added to the puffed sleeve is an epau-
let with a V-shaped wedge over the top of 
the arm, a type referred to as “cleft.” 

These winglike pieces flare out over the 
puff, and their edges are bound in bias with 
corded piping to match the neckline finish. 
The fullness in the sleeve cap and its epau-
let is evenly distributed in unpressed darts 
over the top of the shoulder bone.

Skirt: Comparing the exceedingly plain de-
sign of this skirt with many of its contem-
poraries leaves the observer feeling that 
something is missing. (There is an unfaded 
area parallel with the hem that may have 
been covered with a decorative piece.) 
The moderate cone shape of the skirt is 
achieved with a shaped center front section 
and gores in the side backs. When the gores 
were formed, the silk was folded back onto 
itself rather than cut.

Particular Identification Features: The 
bodice length has increased so that the 
waistline is “high normal,” as is visible in the 
profile view of the dress. The dress rests 
slightly above the natural waistline. The fact 
that the dress does not have the fashion-
able built-in waistband gives the illusion of 
a longer bodice line.

The sleeve design certainly existed in the 
second decade, but the dimensions of the 
sleeve compare more closely with third-de-
cade sleeves. Another closely related identi-
fication clue is the smaller dimension of the 
armscye, an indication that the sleeve was 
no longer set as deeply into the back bod-
ice or as high over the shoulder bone.

49

Specimen 49
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 The cone-shaped skirt lacks the rigidity of 
the hemline one sees in the fashion plates 
of Ackermann’s Repository between 1820 
and 1829 because no three-dimensional 
border had been added.

 The measurements reveal that the dress 
was worn by a tall mature woman. Accord-
ing to the genealogy, Susan would have 
been 16 years old in 1829, thus leaving 
some question as to whether the dress was 
hers.

URI 1962.64.36, ca 1823-1825DRESS 49

BODICE INTERIOR: FRONT AND LEFT BACK
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URI 1962.64.36, ca 1823-1825

DRESS 49

DRESS 49

Courtesy of the University of Rhode Island 
Historic Textile & Costume Collection
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This 1822 Costume Parisien fashion plate exemplifies the high-style version 
of Dress 49. The cleft epaulets and wide, rounded neckline impart the most 
fashionable touches to the specimen dress. Note the colorful ribbon belt 
with ornamental buckle, closer to the natural waist. One wonders whether 
Dress 49 might have had sheer oversleeves originally!

2008.064.24
Collection of Susan Greene
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DRESS 49 URI 1962.64.36, ca 1823-1825

 BODICE
 CF neckline to waist 8 3⁄8”
 CB neckline to waist 9 3⁄8”
 Underarm to waist 5 1⁄8”
 Shoulder seam to waist 13 1⁄8”
 Length of SB seam (dart) 7 1⁄2”
 
 Around waist 25 1⁄4”
 CB waist to back dart 4 5⁄8”
 Across shoulder 2 5⁄8”

 SLEEVE
 Around armscye 13”
 Upper arm girth 26 1⁄2”
 End circumference 10 3⁄8”
 Length over cap 13 3⁄8”
 Length underarm 5 1⁄8”
 
 SKIRT
 F waist to hem 40 3⁄4”
 R side waist to hem 41”
 B waist to hem 41”
 Placket openings 8 1⁄2”
 Hem sweep 85 1⁄2”
 Fabric width (web) 18 1⁄16”

 Width of gore 3” from R waist 4 3⁄8”
 Width of gore 3” from L waist 4 1⁄2” 
 Width of gore at R hem 17 1⁄2”
 Width of gore at L hem 16 1⁄8”

BODICE INTERIOR: 
FRONT AND LEFT BACK
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DRESS 49 URI 1962.64.36, ca 1823-1825

BODICE LEFT SIDE-FRONT

BODICE BACK
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Description: The classical pattern of this russet 
silk dress consists of clustered open stripes 
with scattered sprigs in between. This bro-
caded silk is a complicated weave consisting 
of areas of dense pattern alternating with 
areas where the pattern in more sparse. The 
tiny leaf motif in satin threads contrasts with 
the dull crepe ground, thus giving the ap-
pearance of open stripes.

The same dye bath was used for the silk fab-
rics satin and crepe.

Bodice: The boat-shaped neckline is open in a 
continuous unbroken curve and is wider from 
shoulder to shoulder than deep.

The appearance of drapery gives this dress a 
particular significance since this feature her-
alds a style more prominent in the 1830s.

The basic front is cut on straight grain with 
two topstitched bust darts on each side of 
center. The drapery laid over this basic struc-
ture is composed of bias strips folded so that 
the fold is the free, flexible edge, and the 
cut edges are attached to the bodice. These 
strips are placed diagonally across the bodice 
from high on the armscye seam down to the 
waist seam. They interlace on center front 
and are pressed upwards. A fairly thick cord-
ed piping covers the cut edge of the bottom 
row of the piece. The total width of the 
strips is 4 5/8 inches at the armscye seam 
and 4 3/4 inches at the waistline.

Dress Date: 1824
From: This object is a long-term loan to the Valentine Museum  

and is not an accessioned part of the museum’s collection.
Accession Number: —

Donor: —
Wearer: Unknown, but “Worn for the ball in honor of Marquis de  

Lafayette in 1824,” according to the provenance.
Provenance: Virginia

The design of the bodice back is simple. 
The shoulder seam is toward the back. 
There are no curved panel seams. The front 
and back bodices are bridged by an under-
arm section. Soft vertical fullness is held in 
place along the bodice-waistband join.

Sleeve: The line movement from the bodice 
drapery flows into the sleeve creating a 
width across the wearer’s shoulders. One 
notes with interest this effect because it is a 
forerunner of a pronounced style.

The sleeve has jewel-like qualities. The 
basic puffed sleeve is cut on bias of satin. 
The circumference of the upper armband 
indicates it probably fitted the wearer’s 
arm closely. For a three-dimensional effect, 
bias-cut, soft, puffy petals, edged with cord-
ed piping, lay over the basic sleeve. Three 
sets of three stylized petals turn upward to 
the shoulder. The sleeve ending is finished 
with a narrow bias band edged with corded 
piping.

Skirt: The skirt front is gathered slightly 
at the bottom of the built-in waistband. 
This fullness is continuous, increasing at 
the sides and through the back in the 
form of gathers. The hemline stands out 
as a circle and is made quite structural by 
the three-dimensional embellishment—a 
repeat of the sleeve motif, only much larger 
in scale. Nine repeats of the motif extend 
nearly 12 inches upwards from the hem. 

50
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The hemline is made somewhat rigid by 
two strips of bias satin stuffed with wad-
ding. This serves as the base of the border 
design.

Construction Details: The bodice is lined 
throughout with a thin beige silk, perhaps 
called “China silk.” The whole bodice struc-
ture is kept soft  Drawstrings at the neck 
fasten the closure in center back. The skirt 
is unlined. There is no supporting fabric for 
the border area.
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Private collection, 1824DRESS 50

DRESS FRONT

DRESS BACK

FABRIC: BROCADE PATTERN DETAIL
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The dress in the Costume Parisien fashion plate of 1821 is earlier, with the favored diagonal 
effect around the hem, stiffened with a hem rollio beneath sculptural ornaments match-
ing that on the sleeves, and modest draping at the neck. 
The 1825 plate shows the entire foot on display as would be appropriate for dancing. 
The skirt is an even wider bell-shape, ornamented with fully sculptural satin folds at the 
stiffened hem. The "crêpe" is depicted in such a way as to suggest that the outer fabric is 
at least semi-sheer. If so, the underskirt stops short of the hem, allowing even more of the 
legs to show.  x SWG 

2019.006.4 and 2019.015.4
Collection of SUSAN Greene
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DRESS 50

This is not the specimen described as No. 50, whose photographs are no longer available for publication. 
To afford a sense of what it looked like, this dress, ca 1821-1822, is offered, which closely resembles the 
coloring and style of the original speciman although it is not quite as elaborate. The silk warp and weft are 
woven in a leno gauze with satin stripes, all patterned with a delicate brocaded herringbone effect, and rain-
bow printed. It is trimmed with matching silk satin bindings and decorations. The bodice, lined with heavy 
white cotton, has similarly applied satin bands, and the sleeves are similar in size. It closes with a hook and 
eye at the center back neckline and a silk tape drawstring around the waist. There is no inset waistband. The 
unlined skirt has side gores; it is very slightly gathered across the front with fullness concentrated in gathers 
across the back. The hem is faced with white cotton behind the lightweight decoration of basic diagonal 
bands; there is no rollio at the hem to help it stand away from the legs. 
2002.110    Susan Greene Collection/Genesee Country Village & Museum        x  SWG

Photos by Susan Greene
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Detail of the sheer 
fabric, with sat-
in stripes formed 
by closely-spaced 
warp threads. It 
is constructed by 
twisting the warps 
around the weft to 
produce a stable 
open weave.
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Bodice interior showing 
the plain weave cotton 
lining, a tape waist stay, 
and one end of the brown 
silk tape drawstring.

Photos by Susan Greene

Susan Greene Collection/
Genesee Country Village 
& Museum

The dress was adapted for day wear by the 
attachment of matching long sleeves with 
silk drawstrings in casings at the top.

The dress was adapted for day wear by the
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Dress Date: ca 1825
From: The Valentine, Richmond, VA

Accession Number: V.82.55.26
Donor: Elizabeth Woodville

Wearer: Unknown
Provenance: Virginia

Description: The fabric of this dress is an 
opaque, dense, fine cotton resembling fine 
percale sheeting. The wide border of the 
lower skirt includes two rows of fine, fig-
ured muslin ruffles, two rows of entrédeux, 
and one row of eyelet ruffling with a cal-
loped hem.

Bodice: The neckline contour is an open, 
continuous, shallow curve extending to 
the ends of the shoulders. The shoulder 
length is only 7/8 inches with the addition 
of ¾ inches for the neck edging that rises 
from the figure. The edging is finished with 
corded piping.

The bodice is cut on straight grain with 
two, finely edgestitched, long bust darts 
on each side. From center front to the side
seams is 5 3/8 inches.

In the back, evidence of an alteration makes 
girth measurements unreliable and the 
nature of the original closure somewhat of 
a question.

The traditional center back panel is pres-
ent. The center back to the curved seam, 
as measured along the waistline, is 3½ 
inches. The underarm section is bound by 
the back panel seam and the front bodice 
seam. Some shallow vertical fullness is 
located across the back neckline, but a 
drawstring is not present.

Sleeve: The one-piece sleeve is beginning to 
suggest the leg-of-mutton sleeve in its early 
development as the armscye circumference 
is small as compared to the upper arm 

circumference, and the high curve of the 
cap is fully gauged. The sleeve is tapered to 
a smooth narrow wrist so that the sleeve 
ends on the bias on the little-finger side. 
The ending is finished with a muslin ruffle, 
which has a detail of pulled threads. The 
wrist placket is an open slit.

Skirt: The skirt is lapped over the bodice. 
The edging is topstitched. There is no ease 
or fullness across the front of the skirt. 
The front is gored and measures 11 inches 
across the waist as compared to 19¾  
inches across the top of the hem’s border.

The gored section of the side back is 
aligned with the underarm section of the 
bodice and is only 33 1/8 inches along the 
waistline as compared to 16 3/8 inches at 
the border. There is no ease in this section.

The side back is smooth along the waist-
line for 1¾  inches. The back section is fully 
gauged for 4 inches to the center back; 
measured at the top of the border it is 30¾ 
inches. The placket in center back is cut 
into fabric for 8 7/8 inches.

Hem Border: Starting from the top, the bor-
der consists of:

A. Five narrow corded tucks—giving the
effect of a three-dimensional band—
followed by entrédeux (embroidered
muslin) in a 1¾ inch space, with corded
piping as a finish for both sides of the
entrédeux. The five corded tucks are
repeated. This all measures slightly over
three inches.

51

Specimen 51



 314CHAPTER 5 - THE THIRD DECADE: 1820 - 1830  

DRESS 51
TV V.82.55.26, ca 1825

B. Two rows of figured muslin ruffles at-
tached to the dress with corded piping. 
Each ruffle measures 1¾ inches.

A and B are repeated, followed by one 
row of scalloped eyelet extending be-
yond the basic skirt. The total border is 
approximately 13½ inches deep. At the 
top of the border the circumference is 
83¼ inches
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Dress Date: ca 1825
From: The Valentine, Richmond, VA

Accession Number: V.35.14.6
Donor: Mrs. William Rixey

Wearer: Lucretia (Mrs. George) Bradish, great-grandmother of the  
donor.

Provenance: Charleston, South Carolina

Description: Both the lightweight silk crepe 
and the satin trimming of this dress are 
dyed a matching russet color. The trim is 
accentuated not only by its texture but also 
by its bias cut and by projecting from the 
surface of the dull crepe.

Bodice: The open boat-shaped neckline has 
shallow curves in front and in back, but it 
extends toward the ends of the shoulders, 
which measure only 1¾ inchesacross the 
top of the shoulder. There are no shoulder 
pieces.

The bodice front is cut on straight grain 
and includes two edgestitched darts on 
each side of center front. The design fea-
ture is a neckline contour consisting of a 
projecting padded rolled edge—essentially 
a bias of satin stuffed with a soft cord so 
that the neck edge is extended about 3⁄8 of 
an inch.

Although the cut of the back is traditional, 
there are some innovations in detail. The 
shoulder seam, which plays a part in the 
back design, is accented with corded pip-
ing, and this finish is repeated by using the 
cording in the curved back panel seams. 
Fullness in the back bodice along the 
waist-line is confined to the back panel 
area for a distance of 3 inches. The entire 
circumfer-ence of the built-in waistband is 
accented at the top edge with corded 
piping. The closure in center back is 
fastened with met-al hooks and loops.

Sleeve: The sleeve is in two parts: a period 
style The upper sleeve, a separate entity, 
is gathered slightly more toward the back 
with a corresponding amount of gathers at 
its base. Its embellishment consists of two 
rows of bias satin around the circumfer-
ence of the base separated by a tuck of the 
crepe. The armscye seam is finished with 
corded piping.

The lower sleeve is one piece and is incor-
porated in the same armscye seam as the 
upper sleeve. Its upper girth is relatively 
narrow (about 111⁄4 inches). It ends to a 
wrist girth of about 7¾ inches. The sleeve 
extends over the hand and is embellished 
with two rows of satin rouleau spaced 
about ½ inch apart.

Skirt: There is no apparent fullness across the 
front of the skirt below the waistband. The 
front skirt is gored (12 inches at the top 
and 187⁄8 inches at the hem line). A com-
mon practice is observed: in forming the 
tapered seamline, the fabric width is folded 
back on itself and not cut. The adjoining 
side-back gore is pie-shaped with no gath-
ers at the top and measures 25⁄8 inches by 
131⁄2 inches by 39 inches. The center back 
section is not gored and consists of eight 
narrow flat pleats on each side of the center 
closure and opens up to 18 inches (total 36 
inches) at the hemline. The closure is on a 
seam 91⁄2 inches below the waistband.

52
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The eight-inch-wide hem embellishment is 
elaborate. The detail consists of two rows 
of satin rouleau separated by a strip of 
bias satin. The satin is cut wider than the 
3/8 of an inch space it occupies and is 
gathered at the top and at the bottom but 
otherwise is left free from the garment so 
that it puffs out from the skirt. The three-
dimensional effect of the border would 
undoubtedly accentuate the movements 
of the wearer while walking or dancing.

Construction Detail: The front bodice is sup-
ported with fine China silk in a tan color. 
The underarm area and the built-in waist-
band are supported with linen. Evidence 
suggests that the back bodice was originally 
supported with linen that was free from the 
dress and lapped separately. The sleeves are 
unlined.
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Dress Date: ca 1825
From: The Valentine, Richmond, VA

Accession Number: V.73.328.2
Donor: William M. Marshall

Wearer: Nancy Lee Marshall (Mrs. Harry T. Marshall, Sr.)
Provenance: Charlottesville, Virginia

53

Description: The opaque, plain-weave, cot-
ton fabric of this white pelisse-robe is firm 
enough to serve as a background for the 
classical tambour scrolling developed in 
fine white braid. It begins at the hemline on 
both sides of the center front opening and 
extends to the neckline, spread across the 
bodice, is centered in the back panel, and 
embellishes the sleeve endings.

Bodice: The neckline circumference measures 
17¼ inches, open enough to accommodate 
a ruff or a tucker. The center front closure 
laps from left to right fastening with twen-
ty-one small embroidered buttons and 
buttonholes. One hook and loop fastens 
the waistline. The bust darts, up from the 
waistline, are obscured by the braid spread-
ing across them.

Placement of the slanting shoulder seam 
well to the back contributes to the nar-
row look. The back panel, formed by the 
curved spreading seams, measures 2¾ 
inches at the waistline and 9¼ inches at 
the narrowest point across the back where 
the panel seam meets the armscye seam. 

The side seam is 4 3/8 inches from center 
back and 7 1/8 inches from center front. b: 
The shape of the sleeve—leg-of-mutton 
(gigot)—is a forerunner of the early 1830s 
sleeves. The armscye circumference is 
small, and the sleeve cap is fully gauged 
across the top. Its girth is 16¼ inches.

It is straight grain over the top of the cap 
but becomes true bias under the arm on 
the inner seam line. The sleeve is much 
longer than the wearer’s arm and narrows 
to an 8½ inch circumference at the wrist 
where more braid trims the slightly flaring 
opening.

Skirt: The skirt is joined to the bodice with 
a plain seam without discernible fullness 
across the front waistline. The gored shape 
of the skirt is 6¼ inches across the waist as 
compared to 16¾ inches across the hem-
line. The front skirt joins a gored section 
measuring 3¾ inches at the waistline and 
13 1/8 inches at the hemline. The back 
skirt is not gored, and for about 4½ inches 
fullness is tightly gauged across the waist. 
At the hemline it measures 31¾ inches.

Specimen 53
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TV V.73.328.2, ca 1825

Courtesy of The Valentine

DRESS 53
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TV V.73.328.2, ca 1825

DRESS 53

Courtesy of The Valentine

Costumes Parisiens shows 
two ways to accessorize for 

cooler weather in 1825.
2008.064.20

Collection of Susan Greene
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DRESS 53 TV V.73.328.2, ca 1825
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 Dress Date: ca 1828
 From: Costume Institute, Metropolitan Museum of Art
 Accession Number: 1972.139.5
 Donor: Irene Lewisohn Bequest
 Wearer: Unknown
 Provenance: England or possibly America

54

Description:The fabric, color, and style sug-
gest that this was an evening dress. It is a 
mauve colored, lightweight, silk taffeta.

Bodice: The neckline is open with the new 
contour: shallow but wide from shoulder 
to shoulder. The front bodice is cut on the 
bias with a seam in the center. Two bust 
darts on each side are precise and top-
stitched.

 The back of the bodice is cut on straight 
grain with curved seams forming the back 
panel. The side back joins the front at the 
underarm seam. The back closure is fas-
tened with worked loops and metal hooks.

Sleeve: This sleeve is amazing for its construc-
tion. Essentially it is short and puffed with 
an armband finished with corded piping at 
the top and bottom. Shallow darts are even-
ly distributed at the top of the cap. The 
unique support system of the puff consi ts 
of three collapsible whalebone hoops en-
cased in tucks of glazed cambric. In shape 
it resembles an eighteenth-century calash. 
A drawstring in the lower hemline allows 
for adjustment to the upper arm circumfer-
ence.

Skirt: The top of the skirt is smoothly shaped 
across the front to near the sides (approx-
imately over the hip bones) for a total 
distance of 10 inches at which point gath-
ers gradually deepen across the small of 
the back. These gathers are not cartridge 
pleats. Gores are placed on the side back. 
A pocket placket is in the right side gore 
about 4½ inches down from the waistband. 
The opening is 7¼ inches. The hem facing 
of the unlined skirt is 5½ inches deep. An 
unusual accessory is a shaped girdle of 
mauve silk.

Construction Details: The neckline is faced 
with the selvedge of the silk fabric. The 
front bodice is lined with a lightly glazed 
material, possibly linen, which is cut on the 
bias to coincide with the grain of the silk. 
For the back, the lining is a lightly glazed 
cotton cut on straight grain.

A turnover of fabric at the top of the skirt is 
about 1½ inches.
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CI 1972.139.5, ca 1828

DRESS 54

Courtesy of the Costume Institute of 
the Metropolitan Museum of Art
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DRESS 54

CI 1972.139.5, ca 1828

Courtesy of the Costume Institute of the Metropolitan Museum of Art
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CI 1972.139.5, ca 1828DRESS 54

SLEEVE SUPPORTER

BELT
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Dress Date: 1828-1830
From: This object was deaccessioned and removed from the

 Valentine museum collection in 2019 due to lack of
 alignment with the museum’s mission to collect objects
 related to Richmond, Virginia. 

Accession Number: —
Donor:  — 

Wearer: Lucretia Bradish
Provenance: Charleston, South Carolina and, “. . . worn in New York City”

55

Description: In comparing measurements 
of the specimens, it became evident that 
Lucretia Bradish was a small woman. Her 
dress is of a fine white opaque cotton, 
somewhat like nainsook. The full width of 
the fabric was never used, so the fabric is 
wider than 43½ inches.

Bodice: The neckline contour is boat-like in 
shape—a shallow curve in front as well as in 
back. The length on top of the shoulder is 
conservative. The shoulder seam is placed 
well to the back.

There is only one bust dart, finely edges-
titched, on each side of center front. The 
bodice is joined to a built-in waistband 
which is slightly over 1 inch in width and 
finely topstitched on both edges.

The cut of the back retains the traditional 
back panel characteristics: the shoulder 
seam slanting to the armscye and the 
curved seams spreading upward to the 
armscye from a 2½ inch base to a width 
across the shoulders totaling approximately 
12 inches. The new element in the dress is 
the corded piping accentuating these back 
seams. The center back closure is orna-
mented with nineteen tiny embroidered 
buttons sewn on top of hidden hooks. 
There are no buttonholes.

Sleeve: The short, ample, puffed sleeve is 
cut on the bias. As indicated by the small 
armscye circumference, the sleeve is set out 

to the end of the shoulder. The gauging 
in the sleeve cap is dense, and the upper 
arm circumference of the sleeve is large in 
proportion to the scale of the bodice. The 
sleeve is finished with a narrow bias band 
edged with corded piping.

Skirt: The fine cotton fabric is well suited to 
being gauged around the entire circumfer-
ence of the skirt’s waist. It is interesting to 
note that with the gauging comes also the 
turnover at the top which in this case is ¾ 
inches. The feature area of the skirt is its 
elaborate and wide border with a design so 
intricate that one wonders if it may have 
been purchased as a border to be attached 
by a dressmaker.

 Although the border is perceived as strong-
ly horizontal, the detail is also undulating. 
The top row is embroidered net. The sec-
ond row follows the same undulating plan 
but contrasts by being three dimensional. 
The three-dimensional motif is made of a 
fine embroidered muslin and might be lik-
ened to a cone cut in half. Its cut edges are 
turned under (except for its open end), and 
the motif is sewn to the border’s founda-
tion so that there is enough volume for the 
circumference of a pencil inside. This motif 
is repeated many times in an undulating 
row. The border design consists of three 
rows of the motifs alternating with the flat 
embroidered net.

Specimen 55
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 The hemline of the skirt is 
finished with hemstitching in a 
fairly large-scale pattern.

Construction Details: Fine cord-
ed piping is predominant in the 
bodice at the neckline, the arm-
scye seams, the shoulder seams, 
the sleeve bands, and the back 
panel seams. The only lining is a 
fine linen in the back bodice, in 
the underarm areas, and in the 
built-in waistband. Linen has 
also been used as a stay across 
the top of the shoulders. The 
hook-loop fasteners, in two sizes, 
appear to be the original. The 
hand sewing is exceptionally fine 
and regular.

This 1826 example from France has an undulating 
hem border similar to that of the speciman dress. It is 
achieved with frills alone, without puffs or sculptural 
fabric applications. The most significant style differ-
ence is that the skirt retains the earlier smooth front 
with great fullness behind, while the bodice displays 
what appears to be a suggestion of a fashionable, fan-
like gathering from waist to neckline. The length of 
the sleeves is a matter of choice.   x SWG

93.058

Collection of Susan Greene
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Private collection, 1828-1830
DRESS 55
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 `

Brooklyn Museum Costume Collection at 
the Metropolitan Museum of Art. Gift of 
the Brooklyn Museum, 2009. A. Augus-
tus Healy Fund, 1926. Courtesy of the 
Costume Institute of the Metropolitan 
Museum of Art

BMCC 2009.300.2978a,b

This cotton dress is far more elabo-
rately decorated than Dress 55 but 
its basic form is very comparable. The 
Museum dates it to about 1820 which 
demonstrates how nuances of style 
were freely combined. 
The dress has the earlier smooth skirt 
front, and squared neckline which 
appears to be corded, but the armscye 
is set farther out onto the edge of the 
shoulder. The sleeves are still fairly 
modest in volume but the waistline is 
beginning to move down. Fortunately 
one long detachable sleeve remains 
with the garment.
The whole is graced with very fashion-
able embroidered details enhanced 
with sculptural puffs of sheer cloth. 
This skirt also has ornamention ap-
plied in an undulating arrangement.
                                x SWG
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Dress Date: 1829
From: Philadelphia Museum of Art

Accession Number: 28.19.5
Donor: Henrietta G. Ritchie and Mrs. Craig D. Ritchie

Wearer: Susan Summerl Dorsey, married in 1829.
Provenance: Philadelphia, Pennsylvania

56

Description: This dress is made of white 
India mull with embroidered insertions of 
white on white.

Bodice: The neckline is open, wide from 
shoulder to shoulder, with a slight down-
ward curve at center front. It is finished 
with a bound edge of self-fabric. The 
shoulder length is approximately 2½ inch-
es from neckline to armscye.

 The bodice represents the new trend in 
length as it ends on the high point of the 
natural waistline. The front has the “stom-
acher” detail seen in Ackermann’s fashion 
plates of the third decade. The stomacher 
is formed by a wide band of white-on-
white embroidery inserted to the outside 
of the bust to form an oblique boundary 
spreading out from the waistline up to 
the armscye. Within this space is a center 
front seam which gathers the fabric into 
horizontal folds extending from just below 
the bust up to the neckline. On the outer 
side of the bust contours, the shirring is 
held in place along the edges of the inser-
tion. The back bodice has a center closure. 
The bodice is not supported by a lining in 
front or in back.

Sleeve: The sleeve is short with moderate full-
ness in the cap. The puffed shape is main-
tained by a band fitted to the circumfer-
ence of the upper arm. The armscye seam 
is finished with corded piping. The sleeve 
has no lining.

Skirt: The top of the skirt has soft gathers 
evenly distributed around the entire waist-
line at the bodice join. The hem features 
a wide border with 15 to 20 inches of 
white-on-white embroidery. The hem ends 
with scallops and is completed at its upper 
boundary with the embroidered insertion 
which matches that of the bodice.

This dress was researched and described by 
Joanne Segal Brandford.

Specimen 56
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 Dress Date:  ca 1829-1830
 From: The Spencer Historical Society, Spencer, New York
 Accession Number: SHS
 Donor: Georger Payne
 Wearer: Catherine Smith McQuigg, according to records of the
  Spencer Historical Society, was born in 1795; grew up in  
  New York City; married John McQuigg, a prominent citizen  
  of Spencer, New York; and died in 1855.
 Provenance: Spencer, Tioga County, New York

57

Description: This dress is composed of three 
varieties of white muslin. The sheer muslin 
of the skirt may have been passed down 
in the family as its embroidered border 
has characteristics of muslins from the 
late-eighteenth century or the first decade 
of the nineteenth century. The bodice 
fabric (excluding the lining) is a thin soft
muslin. The sleeves are made of a very 
sheer muslin probably contemporary with 
the bodice.

Bodice: The neckline in front is cut in a rect-
angular shape revealing enough of the chest 
to suggest that the dress was for relatively 
formal occasions. In back the neckline is 
shaped in a very shallow curve much nearer 
to the neck. The closure is in center back.

The bodice is cut with shoulder pieces, 
which are very different in shape from 
those of the first decade. In this dress the 
shoulder piece is gathered over the top of 
the shoulder so that its folds are in align-
ment with the gathers of the sleeve cap, 
the effect being to widen the shoulder line.

The front is shaped with vertical folds of 
lightly gathered fullness directed from a 
firm neckline to the top of a built-in waist-
band. Contrary to the traditional plan, the 
vertical folds extend well across the front 
and beyond the breast contour. The bod-
ice lining is more structural having been 
shaped with bust darts. The firmness of the 

neckline is achieved by a shaped self-fabric 
facing skillfully edged with corded piping. 
The firm waistband is also accented with 
the corded piping.

The bodice back is firm and structural be-
cause the outer dress fabric and the cotton 
lining are sewn together in the double con-
struction method. The diagonal seams of 
the back panel are emphasized with corded 
piping. The closure construction is also 
structural and includes metal hooks and 
loops.

Sleeve: The form of the wearer’s arm can 
be seen through the very sheer muslin, a 
contrast to the opaqueness of the bodice. 
It is the new leg-of-mutton style, cut on 
the bias, with a cap gathered with fullness 
evenly distributed over the top. The arm-
scye seam is finished with corded piping. 
(The armscye circumference is so small 
that the sleeve could not be pushed higher 
toward the shoulder of the mannequin. A 
shoulder as sloping as that shown in the 
photograph is not typical of the period.)

Skirt: Gored sections of the skirt are not 
discernible; however, there is a rectangular 
matching piece added to the right side of 
the skirt back. The embroidered border of 
this dress is an interesting contrast to the 
border of the Chazournes dress, ca 1823-
25.

Specimen 57
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DRESS 57

SHS, 1829-1830
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DRESS 57

SHS, 1829-1830
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SHS, 1829-1830

DRESS 57

This 1829 English dinner dress from 
Ackerman's Repository (Pl 22) is far 
more elegant and sophisticated— 
and costly—than Dress 57, but the 
two share essential style points: wide 
shallow neckline; lowering waist, full-
ness to the skirt front, hem interest, 
and sheer gigot sleeves.
2010.073.32
Collection of Susan Greene  
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DRESS 57 SHS, 1829-1830
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Change in style features from the second de-
cade into the third was so gradual that with-
out much documentation, definitive dating is 
hazardous. Ten specimens from four geograph-
ic areas is such a small sample that they can 
only serve to sharpen our observations when 
studying other material.

Fabrics: Cotton is the predominant fiber of 
this group of dresses. The simple weaves 
allowed for elaborately worked detail such as 
tucking, shirring, insertion, and occasionally 
embroidery. Sheer fabrics were often contrast-
ed with opaque elements.

Four of the specimens were made of silk. All 
of the silks are light in weight and are in color: 
light blue, mauve, “plum” brown, and russet. 
The russet formal dress is the only example 
of a figured silk which is 33 inches wide; since 
none of the other three silk fabrics is over 19 
inches wide, this suggests it may be of Asian 
origin. Unfortunately, the sources of these 
silks is unknown.

Bodice

The majority of the necklines are boat-like 
and broad from shoulder to shoulder, plung-
ing neither in front nor back. The variation is 
mainly in the width from the neckline to the 
armscye seam. A striking exception—both in 
cut of neckline and construction—is the for-
mal French Chazournes dress with a neckline 
more open and curved. The narrow (½ inch) 
shoulder pieces and the drawstring casing en-
circling the neckline are characteristics which 
remind us of the first decade. The McQuigg 
neckline also retains the shoulder pieces, 
but they are different in that the pieces are 
gathered horizontally and are aligned with 
the gathers in the sleeve cap. Another excep-
tion to the open boat-like neck contour is the 

Predominant Characteristics of 
Compared Specimens

pelisse-robe (TV 73.328.2) (53) cut with just 
enough neck opening to accommodate a 
tucker. The closure is down center front.

A significant characteristic of these third de-
cade bodices is the lowered waistline. It had 
descended from “high waisted” to “high nat-
ural” for all the specimens which cluster in 
the second-half of the decade. The five bod-
ices with built-in waistbands (in underarm 
measurement) are about the same length as 
the five bodices which are joined directly to 
the skirt without built-in waistbands. (Our 
museum mannequin, ca 1960s, on which the 
Chazournes, Williams, and McQuigg dresses 
were mounted, has an underarm measure-
ment to its natural waistline of approximate-
ly 6½ inches.)

Other style elements of the bodice fronts 
are not easily codified; for example, the 
Chazournes dress was like a dress of the 
first decade in design and dressmaking 
techniques in that the embroidered muslin 
dictated the design across the front, and 
the design had a minimum of interference 
from supporting fabrics. A new dressmaking 
detail distinguishes this dress: corded pip-
ing outlines the shoulder pieces where they 
join the bodice and form the armscye seam. 
Apparently, corded piping, even in France, 
was not typical for the muslin dresses of the 
first decade.

In spite of their similar lengths, the Mc-
Quigg bodice is a contrast to the French 
Chazournes, and lacks the grace and re-
finement of the French dress. The opaque 
cotton of the McQuigg is lined with cotton, 
and the much gathered front is fixed at the 
neckline and at the top of the waistband.
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Advanced fashion is represented in the dress 
“worn at the Lafayette Ball” (50). It has the 
drapery laid over a basic bodice, which is cut 
on straight grain and fitted with a bust dart.

There is less variation in the backs than in the 
fronts of the bodices. With the exception of 
the pelisse-robe they all close down center 
back. They have the traditional curved seams 
forming the back panel, with the exception of 
two.112 Old style drawstrings appear in three 
dresses: Chazournes, Bruce at the neckline, 
and the William’s waistline.

A new distinguishing detail is the corded pip-
ing inserted in seams, but its placement is not 
consistent. Sometimes it appears in the shoul-
der seam, or the armscye seam, or the panel 
seams, but not necessarily in all of them.

Sleeve

The majority of the sleeves have characteris-
tics like those of the second decade, some of 
which became exaggerated in the 1830s. The 
armscye circumference had been decreasing 
during the second decade, and in the third 
decade the expanding upper sleeve circum-
ference contrasts noticeably with the small 
armscye. This emerging style frequently was 
called “gigot de mouton” or leg-of-mutton in 
the 1830s.

Seven of the ten specimens have considerable 
fullness in the sleeve cap regardless of the 
length of the sleeve. The Chazournes dress of 
1823 to 1825 has a puffed sleeve resembling 
one of the first decade, with less fullness in 
the sleeve cap than in its contemporaries and 
much of that fullness concentrated in the 
back. The armscye circumference is larger 
than the measurements for any of the remain-
ing nine specimens.

The sleeve of the Williams silk dress is inter-
esting because it has the cleft epaulet often 
seen in the second decade, but the puffed 
sleeve is distinctly more voluminous than a 

typical pouf of the second decade. See also 
(55), a nainsook, and CI 1972.130.5. (54)

The sleeve of the formal silk dress (50) is an 
exception in that the sleeve is cut on the bias 
and is only moderately large in circumference, 
but it is extended in volume with the bias cut 
petals which turn upward for a three-dimen-
sional effect.

A unique support for a full puffed sleeve is 
shown in the drawing included with the de-
scription of CI 1972.130.5 (54), an English silk 
dress. It consists of whalebone encased in a 
crinoline inner sleeve which is entirely sepa-
rate from the large silk pouf.

Skirt

Compared to a striking uniformity of pat-
tern design of specimen skirts of the second 
decade there is significant variation in these 
ten specimens. Five of the dresses are smooth 
across the front waistline, a characteristic 
which continued from the second decade. 
The other five exhibit changes that will grad-
ually become more prominent—soft shall w 
gathers begin to appear across the front and, 
infrequently, gauging for the entire waist cir-
cumference. This development is the begin-
ning of the stylistic change to be seen in the 
1830s which will contribute to an important 
change of structure and silhouette.

A border design is a common element of all 
the skirts (except for two from which a border 
may have been removed). In three instances 
the design is an inherent part of the fabric. 
The borders of this decade can be distin-
guished from those of the second decade by 
the fact that they are often wider, more elabo-
rate, and employ a variety of trimmings which 
project from the surface of the basic skirt. 
The construction of these are so complex that 
one suspects that such work may have been a 
specialization.
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Detecting the Facts: 1820 -1830

When we compare fashionable attire of the 
young American women of the third decade 
with that worn by their mothers in the first 
decade, change in fashion can be identified. 
During the third decade certain style char-
acteristics were starting to develop into the 
extremes of the fourth decade, 1830 to 1840. 
Some costume historians have spoken of the 
third decade as a period of transition, perhaps 
because stylistic changes progressed in fits and 
starts. The fashion world, it would seem, was 
uncertain and cautious about outmoding the 
familiar. This phenomenon poses a problem 
when identifying and dating dresses for which 
there is little or no documentation.

Day dresses, formal and informal, fall loosely 
into three groups: those referred to as “round 
dresses” or “frocks” exemplified by the major-
ity of our specimens; the pelisse-robe, which 
was apparently favored by many women for 
house wear; and the pelisse, which Ackermann 
frequently shows with such labels as walking 
dress, carriage dress, promenade dress.

Fabrics

From a tally of fabrics of exhibited extant 
dresses, represented in Ackermann’s Reposito-
ry, six measured English dresses, and our ten 
specimens, we compiled a summary.

Formal dresses (evening or day) were generally 
made of silk fabrics. Special cottons such as 
India muslin and other fine muslins, embroi-
dered net, and organdie were the exception. 
The silk fabrics most frequently mentioned 
were sarcenet, lutestring, taffeta, figured silk 
(perhaps a dobby weave), brocade, and satin. 
Judging from the specimens, these fabrics 
were lightweight. Gros de Naples, a heavier 
fabric, is frequently shown in Ackermann’s 
fashion plates but mainly for a pelisse dress.

The trimming for the silk dresses was com-
monly satin in a color closely related to the 
dress. For formal gowns embroidered net, 
gauze, and blond lace often served as three-di-
mensional trimming, (and, unfortunately, are 
often missing from extant dresses).

Cotton fabrics for day dresses ranged from 
fine muslins to opaque cottons that remind 
us of quality percale of the twentieth century. 
The weaves of the cottons were generally not 
complex, which made them suitable for fea-
tured tucking, insertion, and applied trimming 
such as eyelet embroidered ruffles, sheer mull 
swags, puffed appliqué. All these examples are 
found among the measured specimens.

As has been true in the past, wool fabrics for 
extant exhibited dresses are extremely rare 
perhaps because fine “cassimere” (cashmere) 
mentioned in the literature was destroyed 
over time by moths and other wool-eating 
creatures. American domestic wool did not 
compare with Spanish merino so we assume it 
was not used for high-fashion attire.

Linen may be represented by cambric muslin 
— like a fine handkerchief — which is very oc-
casionally mentioned for dresses but seems to 
have been valued mainly for accessories such 
as the tucker, ruff, and embroidered falling col-
lar. The common use of linen was for bodice 
linings, especially for dresses of quality. It was 
cool to the touch and absorbent.

Color came to the fore to set off the tradi-
tional white or to replace it. Brightly colored 
spencers and other colored accessories con-
tinued in fashion from the second decade. 
Multicolored prints, both for muslins and 
opaque dress cotton, were frequently men-
tioned although not exemplified in our sam-
ple. A survey of Ackermann’s fashion plates 
reveals strikingly bright color, particularly in 
the pelisse dresses of silk.
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Bodices

(Please refer to the following Measurement 
Table) One of the first characteristics to check 
is the underarm length of the bodice, an 
indication of the location of the waistline on 
the rib cage. Fluctuations from the very high 
waistline (short-waisted bodice) down to the 
high natural waistline occurred throughout 
the second decade and into the third decade. 
Finally by 1825 the high natural waistlines had 
become typical.

Faced with a gray area of change for about a 
five year period—from about 1819 to 1824— 
some visual information can be gleaned from 
fashion plates and portraits; granted, a limited 
number can only suggest a trend.

A tally of Ackermann’s plates indicates that 
the waistline remained high on the rib cage 
through 1821, at least for the majority of the 
dresses Ackermann illustrated. Then in 1822 
a few of the dresses had a slightly lowered 
waistline, and by 1824 there were definitely 
fewer high-waisted bodices with the high nat-
ural position becoming more common.

For study of bodices in published portraits, 
two were chosen. The first is of Louisa Cath-
erine Adams, wife of President John Quincy 
Adams, painted by Gilbert Stuart, and the 
second is that of Eliza Bradish Biddle, wife of 
John Biddle, painted by Thomas Sully. The 
portraits are clearly delineated images of two 
socially prominent women who differed in age 
by twenty years. Their portraits were made in 
the same year, 1821, in two fashion-conscious 
centers, Washington, D.C., and Philadelphia. 
It is interesting to see that both women are 
wearing the high-waisted style of dress. When 
considering trends we could hypothesize that 
the younger woman would have adopted a 
moderately lowered waistline, but not so. The 
day dress worn by Mrs. Adams has an unusual 
waistband of twisted fabric which emphasized 
the high position on the diaphragm. Mrs. 
Biddle’s velvet evening gown appears even 

shorter waisted because of the rotund form of 
the short bodice. A narrow shaped waistband 
following the bust curves further emphasizes 
the short-waisted effect.

The portrait of the French lady Mme. Leblanc 
by Ingres, painted in 1823, provides a com-
parison of waistline locations — recognizing, 
of course, that two years have past since the 
American paintings were produced. Madame 
Leblanc’s waistline appears to rest at the high 
natural position. The waistband lengthens the 
bodice to what one perceives (for the seated 
figure) as slightly above the natural waistline. 
Her long gold watch chain fastened on the 
waistband emphasizes its position.

Evidence leads to the conclusion that during 
the second decade there was an inclination to 
lower the waistline from just under the bust 
contour to the high natural position. But the 
trend did not follow a steady course. The high, 
even very high, waistline for both evening and 
day dresses prevailed from the middle of the 
second decade until the high natural position 
appeared more frequently in 1823 and finally 
stabilized and became typical between 1824 
and 1825. As can be noted from the Measure-
ment Table the underarm lengths of the bod-
ices from about 1824 to 1830 are remarkably 
similar.

Identification of third-decade bodices also 
requires awareness of two new developing 
styles, the first short-lived and the second a 
forerunner of a full-blown style in the 1830s 
and 1840s. Both styles are in contrast to the 
plain firm and fitted bodice commonly seen.

The first style evolved from the cut of the 
bodice; that is, a cluster of gathers or small 
darts was introduced across the center front 
(and often center back) along the seam join-
ing the bodice and built-in waistband. This 
fullness angled upwards to the neckline and 
outward toward the armscye in a fan shape.
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This line movement had the effect of minimiz-
ing the waistline and widening the shoulder 
line. The measured specimens that exemplify 
such a pattern design are Arnold’s pelisse-robe 
(ca1824-27), evening dress (ca1827-29), and 
wedding dress (ca1827-29). Bradfield shows a 
day dress (ca1825-28)113 which resembles our 
photographed specimen of the McQuigg dress 
(ca1829-1830)(57).

The second style, to become prominent in 
the fourth decade, can be identified as bodice 
drapery. A band of bias folds was laid on top 
of a basic bodice. The band of folds may have 
been placed horizontally across the figure on 
or above the peak of the bust, or there may 
have been two bands which converged at 
center front above the waistband and spread 
diagonally upwards toward the shoulders. A 
good example of the latter plan can be seen 
in the evening dress, ca1824 (50). Ackermann 
has an example of an evening dress dated 
1826 with the horizontal drapery. Bradfield 
shows two examples both dated 1827 to 
1828.114 (The bodice of the gown worn by 
Mme. Leblanc in 1823 has horizontal drapery, 
but it appears to have been achieved with ver-
tical lines of shirring. Our 1829 dress of India 
muslin also has horizontal folds achieved with 
vertical lines of shirring.)

Sleeves

The sleeve styles during the first years of the 
third decade were very similar to those of the 
second decade, and they also widened the 
shoulder line and were decorative. Invariably 
the top of the sleeve for the day dress was the 
puffed form and was attached to a long unfit-
ted one-piece sleeve. Occasionally the puffed 
sleeves, either for evening or day dresses, were 
further expanded by the epaulet, sometimes 
shaped like petals, sometimes with Vandyke 
points. When the puff sle ve underneath 
increased in size, the epaulet was cleft over 
the top of the sleeve cap. A view of the Acker-
mann plates provides an idea of how decora-

tive the puffed sleeve could be, especially for 
evening dresses.

By 1824 the basic sleeve became perceptibly 
fuller and was shedding the little puff sle ve 
that had been an integral part of it. It became 
a full cap, fullness through the upper arm 
tapering gradually to a fitted form over the 
lower arm and wrist. Its shape resembled a leg 
of mutton and became known to the fashion 
world as the “gigot de mouton.” Arnold’s first 
example of the gigot sleeve belongs to the silk 
pelisse-robe, ca 1824-27. It compares closely 
with our first specimens that are identifiably 
gigot de mouton: Arnold’s, ca1824-27, silk, 
upper arm circumference is 18 inches, outer 
length 26 inches.115 TV 82.55.26 (51), ca 1825, 
cotton, upper arm circumference is 17 inches, 
outer length 25 inches. TV 73.328.2 (53), ca 
1825, cotton, upper arm circumference is 161⁄4 
inches, outer length 263⁄4 inches. In the sum-
mary of periodical statements Cunnington 
excerpts the following for 1829. “Large sleeves 
are now so common that they are seen on 
females of the lower and vulgar class.”116 

As the volume in the top of the sleeve in-
creased, dressmakers devised ways to support 
the form. One ingenious way was to build a 
whalebone and fabric structure, probably 
held in place with ties sewn into the arms-
cye seams. Such a structure is sketched and 
accompanies the description of our English 
specimen of ca1828 (CI 1972.130.5)(54). This 
type of structure is mentioned by C.W. Cun-
nington as appearing in fashion periodicals for 
1827.117 

A transparent oversleeve which covered a 
puffed upper sleeve appeared frequently in 
periodicals and portraits but does not appear 
among our specimens. A sleeve is beautifully 
represented by Ingres in his 1823 portrait 
of Mme. Leblanc — a very sheer black fabric 
veiling a bare arm below the shirred, puffed, 
black sleeve.
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Skirts

During the third decade the clothed female 
form was to be perceived differently than it 
had been seen for several decades. It was to 
have a diminutive waist circumference posi-
tioned at the natural waist, or slightly above. 
As the shoulder line widened and the waist-
line descended, the skirt just below the waist 
was manipulated to enhance the waist-hip 
contours. Changes in the skirt form, however, 
were gradual and not easily identifiable until 
the last years of the decade. The specimens 
show that the built-in waistband is a feature 
common to a least fifty percent of the dresses.

Turning to the cut of the skirt we find that a 
second-decade construction style carried over 
into the third decade producing a distinctive 
trimness across the front and, often, around 
the sides of the figure. The front section was 
smooth, with no ease introduced where the 
skirt joined the built-in waistband or the 
bodice, which means that the front section 
was shaped and gored and was narrower 
than its width at the hemline. The side back 
section was gored whereas the center back 
section was a rectangle to be gathered at the 
top. Five of our ten specimen skirts are cut as 
described above and four of the English dia-
grammed patterns are of the same plan with 
two exceptions, both evening dresses.118 

According to C.W. Cunnington,119 when the 
waistline plunged downward around 1824, 
widening of the skirt to a conspicuous trian-
gular shape required an increasing amount of 
goring. The examples diagrammed by Waugh 

and Arnold are an evening dress, ca1825 
(Waugh),120 and an evening dress, ca1827-29 
(Arnold).121 Each gown has three gored sec-
tions: center front, side front, and side back. 

The new stylistic element which appeared 
by fits and starts in the form of shallow skirt 
gathers across center front created contrast 
between the smooth built-in waistband and 
the skirt. There is some uncertainty as to 
when skirt fullness across center front along 
the waist-skirt seams became a typical fash-
ion. Although the change from the shaped 
smooth front to soft vertical fullness appeared 
occasionally, the trend was not strong until 
about 1828. An exception was the introduc-
tion of soft gathers dictated by the nature of 
nets, sheers, and fine muslins such as one can 
see in Ackermann’s plates of both the second 
and the third decades.

Examples indicate that vertical fullness at 
the top of the skirt could be distributed as 
follows: (1) gathers confined to the center 
front section, then fitted smoothly over the 
hipbones around to the center back panel 
with concentrated fullness in the small of the 
back; (2) similar to 1 except that the fullness 
is in the form of unpressed darts (an excellent 
example is Arnold’s wedding dress of 1827-29 
cited above); (3) gathers around the entire cir-
cumference of the waist-skirt join as (a) lightly 
in front and increasing in concentration in side 
back and center back, or (b) equally distribut-
ed for the entire circumference as can be seen 
in Bradfield’s example: 1825-28,122 or (55), or 
McQuigg dress, 1829-30 (57). 
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Measurements of Dresses 48 - 57

 CI Costume Institute, Metropolitan Museum of Fine Art, NY
 PMA Philadelphia Museum of Art, Philadelphia, PA
 SHS Spencer Historical Society, Spencer, NY
 TV The Valentine, Richmond, VA
 URI University of Rhode Island, Kingston, RI 

Research Assessed Date° ca 1823-25  ca 1823-25 ca 18245  ca 182
Specimen 48 URI 1952.32.11 49 URI 1962.64.36 50 00 51 TV V.82.55.26

Donor Wood  Cushman Unknown Woodville
Original wearer Chazournes Williams Unknown  Unknown

Provenance France  Rhode Island  Virginia  Virginia
Fabric embroidered cotton muslin  silk  silk brocade cotton

Width 46.375  18.5  32.875 32.0
Ground color white blue  russet  white

Bodice CF length to waist 7.5  8.375  6.875  6.75

Bodice CB length to waist 6.5  9.375 8.875  8.0
Shoulder pieces 0.5  2.625  2.125  1.625
Narrowest back 11.5

Bodice underarm length to waist 4.5  5.125  4.25  4.75

Sleeve type puffed  puffed  puffed  one piece, long
Armscye 16.0  13.0  13.5  11.75

Widest circumference 21.0  26.5  10.5  17.0
Sleeve ending circumference 10.25  10.375  10.5  8.75

Outer side sleeve length 8.0 13.375  6.5  25.0
Underarm sleeve length 4.5  5.125  3.75 17.375

Skirt CF length 40.0 40.375 40.5
Skirt CB length 41.0  41.0 41.0

Skirt R side length 26.0  25.25  26.0 24.25
Skirt waist circumference 26.0  25.25  26.0  24.25
Skirt hem circumference 81.125  85.5  87.0  82.5

See Appendix for gore dimensions Gored Gored Gored
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THE THIRD DECADE 1820 - 1830

ca1825  ca 1825 ca1828 ca1828-30  ca 1829  ca 1829-30
52 TV V. 35.14.6 53 TV V.73.328.2 54 CI 1972.130.5 55 00 56 PMA 28.19.5 57 SHS
Rixey  Marshall Lewisohn Unkown  Ritchie Payne
Bradish  Marshall  Unknown Bradish  Dorseyg  McQuig
Charleston, SC Charlottesville, VA England  Charleston, SC Philadelphia, PA Spencer, NY
silk crepe  cotton  silk taffeta cotton  cotton mull cotton muslin
18.875  32.35  19.0 43.5  40.875  45.5
russet  white mauve  white  white  white
6.375  7.875 6.75  9.0  7.375
7.0  10.25  7.5 10.25 9.375
2.625  4.875  3.625  2.5  2.625
10.0  9.25  12.0

3.25  4.5  4.75 3.75  5.125 4.5
2 pc. long, period  gigot  puffed  puffed  puffed gigot
12.5 11.875  13.875 11.375  13.625  10.75
11.25  16.25  26.0  26.5  20.75
7.75  8.5  10.0 11.0 8.25
28.25  26.75  9.25 11.5  13.375  28.75
20.875  23.75  3.625  4.0 4.75 21.25
38.625  39.0  43.125 38.75  39.75  40.0

43.25  39.0  40.5 40.0
39.0  39.75  40.5

23.0 24.5 23.0  22.75 22.5  24.25
81.0 91.5 78.0  89.0 78.0  98.0
Gored Gored Gored Gored

° Research asssesed date by Elsie McMurry 
All measurements are done flat where possible: ungathered or drawn up.
All measurements were done with a dressmaker’s tape measure to the nearest 1/8 inch.

Research 
Assessed 
Dateﾰ
Specimen
Donor
Original 
wearerProvenance
Fabric
Width
Ground 
colorBodice 
CF 
length 
to 
waist

Bodice 
CB 
length 
to 
waist

Shoulder 
piecesNarrowest 
backBodice 
underarm 
length 
to 
waist

Sleeve 
typeArmscye
Widest 
circumferenceSleeve 
ending 
circumference
Outer 
side 
sleeve 
length

Underarm 
sleeve 
length
Skirt 
CF 
length
Skirt 
CB 
length
Skirt 
R 
side 
length

Skirt 
waist 
circumference
Skirt 
hem 
circumference
See 
Appendix 
for 
gore 
dimensions
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Costumes Parisiens fashion plate of 1831 exemplifying the early 1830s aesthetic 
of "more is more" — retreating from "Empire" minimalism to wild eclecticism, 
not unlike the phenomenon of the parallel shifting of 21st century taste. We 
also see the aesthetic shifted from narrow to broad.   

2008.064.12
Collection of Susan Greene
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Chapter 6: The Fourth Decade 
1830-1840

It is fascinating to see in retrospect the 
pattern of change which developed over 
three decades. It was clearly evolutionary in 

nature. The classical columnar form of the first 
decade had undergone variations gradually but 
progressively so that the form of the  1830s 
dress was the very antithesis of the original. 
At the level of high fashion, exaggeration was 
the mode of expression. Dresses of the 1830s 
are therefore more easily identifiable than are 
those of the 1820s.

What is difficult o date is a dress on the fring-
es of this decade, either at the beginning or at 
the end. Every piece of documentation im-
proves chances of reliable dating. For example, 

the Edmond dress (62) was originally accom-
panied by limited information. The attributed 
date 1826-1828 was based on a comparison 
with French fashion plates. An honors un-
dergraduate at Cornell University, Kristine 
Halleran, undertook a research project which 
eventually resulted in interviews with the 
Edmond family of Richmond, Virginia, descen-
dants of the probable wearer of the dress. By 
using family records and comparing the dress 
with other  1830s dresses in museum collec-
tions, Halleran ascertained that the dress was 
in the 1833 trousseau of Sarah Pettes when 
she married into the Edmond family.
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LEADERS

England

• William IV, reigned from 1830 to 1837
• Victoria, reigned from 1837 to 1901

France

• Louis Phillippe, reigned from 1830 to 1848
• Marie Amélie, Queen

The United States of America

• Andrew Jackson, President from 1829 to 1837
• Wife: Rachel Donelson Jackson, died 1829 a few weeks before 

Jackson’s first inauguration
• Hostess: Emily Donelson, died 1836
• Hostess: Sarah Yorke Jackson

• Martin Van Buren, Vice-President during Jackson’s second term
• Wife: Hannah Haes Van Buren, died 1819
• Hostess: Angelica Singleton Van Buren, daughter-in-law of Mar-

tin Van Buren

Points of Historic Reference
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EVENTS

• 1826 “The famous jacquard loom did not reach America until 1826 
when the first one was brought over [from France] and set up in Phila-
delphia.”123 

• 1830s “By the 1830s powerlooms had been installed in the plants of 
most successful manufacturers,” (more slowly for woolen manufacture 
than for cotton).124 

• 1830 “The first common carrier railroad for the movement of general 
traffic o be opened in the United States was the Baltimore and Ohio in 
1830; initially most of the railroad were built as extensions to existing 
lines of water transportation.”125 

• 1834 The Cheney brothers of Connecticut started business in 1834 in 
silk manufacture. They became renowned weavers although the use of 
domestic raw silk was economically impractical necessitating the use of 
imported raw silk.126 

• Late 1830s The invention of the Crompton loom permitted mechan-
ical weaving of elaborate patterns. (“Eased much of the pull on warp 
yarns.”)127 

These industrial advancements promised better and more abundant fabrics 
with which our expanding population was to be clothed. Furthermore, the 
fashion consciouswere provided with the latest fashion tips from American 
publications.
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 USEFUL REFERENCE IMAGES

• Chester Harding, Mrs. Thomas Brewster Coolidge, 1828-1830 

• Charles C. Ingham, Mrs. David Cadwallader Colder, 1830

• Anonymous, Lady in White Bonnet, ca 1830

• A. Ellis, Lady With a Nosegay, ca 1830

• Samuel L. Waldo and William Jewett, Mrs. Edward Kellogg, ca 1830

• Samuel L. Waldo and William Jewett, Mrs. Henry Rankin, early 1830s

• Ralph E. W. Earl, Emily Donelson, ca 1830s (pre 1836) 

• Frederick R. Spencer, Mary Ann Garrits, 1834

• Samuel F.B. Morse, The Muse—Susan Walker Morse, 1835

• Joseph H. Davis, Separate Tables, ca 1835

• Chester Harding, Eunice Harriet Brigham, ca 1835

• Ammi Phillips, Mrs. Mayer and Daughter, ca 1835

• Samuel L. Waldo, Mrs. Portia Charlette Pine, ca 1835 

• Deacon Robert Peckham, Mrs. William Cornee with Music, 1836

• Thomas Sully, Queen Victoria, ca 1838

• Thomas Sully, Mother and Son, 1839-1840

• Erastus SalisburyField, Joseph Moore and His Family, 1839
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FASHION PERIODICALS

• Graham’s American Monthly Magazine of Literature, Art, Fashion, 1824

• The World of Fashion La Mode, London, 1824-1891

• Godey’s Ladies’ Book, Philadelphia, 1830-1898

• The Lady’s Magazine, with imported French fashion plates, ca 1830

• The Ladies’ Cabinet of Fashion, Music, and Romance, London, 1832-
1852

• Gazette des Salons

• La Belle Assemblée

• Le Petit Courrier des Dames

• 1832 Mrs. Trollope, English author, toured the United States and 
wrote Domestic Manners of the Americans.
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Fabric: Considering the rapid development 
of textile mills in the New England states, 
it may be possible to identify some of the 
early printed cottons by studying sample 
books. We assume that apparel silk fab-
rics were imported, but is it possible that 
apparel fabrics may have been woven in the 
Cheney Silk Mill in Connecticut in the late 
1830s?128 A valuable contribution from a re-
searcher would be to document the origin 
of manufacture of dress fabrics.

Bodice: Bodice characteristics should be 
weighed against other characteristics such 
as sleeve types because, in terms of dating, 
the interrelationship of bodice designs with 
sleeve designs is very pertinent. Details 
to consider when studying bodices of this 
period are:

1.  The neckline is usually open, boat 
shaped, and broad from shoulder to 
shoulder. The bodice usually opened 
down center back. A garment of the 
1830s which opens in the front and has 
a high neckline may be a pelisse-robe. 
(We do not have a pelisse-robe in the 
group of compared specimens, but 
awareness of this type of garment clears 
up confusion.)

2. Some clustered decorative fullness in 
the bodice is another characteristic of 
the  1830s dresses. If a pleated strip 
was placed on top of a basic bodice, 
it may lie horizontally across the front 
over the bust or above the bust; it 
may be tilted at a moderate diagonal 
over the bust; or it may be all the way 
from the center front at the waistline 
obliquely across the bodice to the 
shoulder. The drapery may be an inte-
gral part of the bodice pattern. If the 
basic front bodice was cut on the bias, 
it may mean that the bust darts were 
only formed in the lining. Not all bodic-
es of the 1830s had drapery. However, 

What to Look For

whatever the detail, during the early 
years of the decade it led the eye to 
the extended shoulders.

3. There is an important technical differ-
ence to notice in the cut of the back 
bodice. Instead of the traditional back 
panel, a new scheme sometimes ap-
peared using mock seams created by 
applying bias self-fabric strips in place 
of the curved back panel seams.

4. The specimen may have a built-in 
waistband.

Sleeves: The sleeve of the early 1830s was a 
carry-over from the 1820s and developed 
to its full potential about the middle of the 
decade. In the fashion world it was known 
by the French term gigot de mouton or by 
the English leg-of-mutton sleeve. There 
are two basic styles of the gigot: (a) the 
leg-of-mutton shape which balloons out 
from the shoulder and gradually tapers 
to the wrist, or (b) the voluminous sleeve 
begins the same way at the shoulder but 
comes in abruptly near the elbow to fit the 
lower arm and wrist closely, thus forming 
a smooth space for decoration. The sec-
ond style of sleeve evolved from the first. 
It is distinguished by controlling or fitting 
down the exaggerated ballooned fullness 
with vertical pleating until the sleeve 
girth matches that of the upper arm at 
which point the sleeve’s fullness is focused 
around and below the elbow where it ta-
pers to a small (by illusion) wrist. Has the 
location of the armscye curve changed? 
(Check measurements.)

 Dressmakers of the 1830s had a variety 
of ways of extending the width of the 
shoulders and upper arms, such as, (a) a 
winglike projection called an epaulet, as 
distinguished from a mancheron; (b) a 
winglike projection originating as an ap-
plied shaped strip from the center front of 
the bodice and spreading outward to the 

Some clustered decorative fullness in the bodice is another characteristic 
of the 1830s dresses. If a pleated strip was placed 
on top of a basic bodice, it may lie horizontally across 
the front over the bust or above the bust; it may be tilted 
at a moderate diagonal over the bust; or it may be all the 
way from the center front at the waistline obliquely across 
the bodice to the shoulder. The drapery may be an integral 
part of the bodice pattern. If the basic front bodice was 
cut on the bias, it may mean that the bust darts were only 
formed in the lining. Not all bodices of the 1830s had drapery. 
However, whatever the detail, during the early years 
of the decade it led the eye to the extended shoulders.



350                 CHAPTER 6 - THE FOURTH DECADE: 1830 - 1840

shoulder; or (c) a fall of matching fabric or 
lace, loosely defined as a bertha, or a wide 
collar.

Skirt: Fashion plates of the decade show 
that skirts were short enough to reveal the 
whole foot and probably the ankle. Since 
the 1830s shoe was fashioned like a bal-
let slipper without a heel, the skirt length 
would measure less than in the previous 
decades if it ended above the instep.

 Another detail to notice is how the skirt is 
shaped at the top. You may find (a) wide 
flat pleats facing to center front and merg-
ing into cartridge pleats across the small of 
the back, or (b) narrow flat pleats instead 
of wide pleats, or (c) gauging around the 
entire circumference. The last method may 
have been used with fine muslins; other-
wise, it may be an indication that the dress 
belongs to the 1840s. Weigh this character-
istic with other apparent deviations. If the 
skirt is lined, it places the skirt construc-
tion outside of the typical category and may 
indicate that it was made abroad. Compare 

the hem circumferences. The kind of fabric 
may determine the dimensions.

Construction Details: The lining fabrics may 
have various functions; for example, a crisp 
scrim may have been used for the sleeve. 
Sometimes soft pads were located in the 
cavity above the peak of the bust between 
the lining and the dress fabric.

  Boning in the early years of the decade was 
not typical; therefore, question whalebones 
parallel with any darts or seams. If there are 
tapes attached to the armscye seams, look 
for an accessory, a padded roll used to sup-
port the pouf to which the tapes would be 
attached. Fasteners would have been draw-
strings, eyelets and lacings, or flat metal 
hooks and metal or worked loops.

Trimmings: The most basic trimming was 
essentially a part of the structure: a fine, 
firm cord enclosed in bias fabric, usually of 
fabric matching the dress or at least similar 
in color although not in weave, sewn in the 
seams. It was used typically in the armscye.

Hoppin-Dyer wedding shoes, 
1833 Oct. 8th. 2008.072
Susan Greene Collection/Genesee 
Country Village & Museum

Photo by Susan Greene
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Compared Specimens from 1830 - 1840

Accession Number RAD°  Date Donor/Wearer Provenance

58 NYSM 72.33.7 1830-32  ca 1827-30 Paddock/Unknown Albany, NY

59 SM 71.1.1 1830-35 ca 1830-35 Unknown/Unknown Unknown

60 MFAB 49. 429 1830-35 ca 1830-35 Lee et al/Unknown America

61 CI 41.126 1831-35 ca 1831-35 Roger’s Fund/Gibbs Massachusetts

62 CU 79 1833 ca 1833-35 Edmond/Pettes Richmond, VA

63 AIHA 1986.13.12 1834 ca 1834 Crossley/Nott Schenectady, NY

64 THC 56.18 1835-38 ca 1835-38 Earl/Unknown Upstate, NY

65 THC 45.72 1837 ca 1837 Robinson/Fitchen/Boardman Upstate, NY

66 THC 38.10 1838 ca 1838 Westervelt/St John Ithaca, NY

67 THC 75.80.9 1839-40 ca 1839-40 Guerlac/Finch  Ithaca, NY

68 CI 45.68.2 1839-40 ca 1835-41 Art Workers Club/Unknown Unknown

°RAD Researched assessed date by Elsie McMurry
AIHA Albany Institute of History and Art, Albany, NY

CI Costume Institute, New York Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York, NY
CU Costume Collection, College of Human Ecology, Cornell University, Ithaca, NY

MFAB Museum of Fine Arts, Boston, MA
NYSM New York State Museum, Albany, NY

SM Schenectady Museum, Schenectady, NY
THC The History Center in Tompkins County, Ithaca, NY
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58
Dress Date:  ca 1830-1832

From: The New York State Museum
Accession Number: 72.33.7

Donor: Purchased from Charlotte Paddock, East Chatham, NY
Wearer: Unknown

Provenance: Near Albany, NY

Description: The dress is a printed cotton in 
brown, beige, and green with the bodice 
and skirt joined on a high natural waistline. 
Corded piping of bias self-fabric is the trim-
ming.

Bodice: The neckline of the bodice is open 
and boat-shaped. A front yoke, cut on 
partial bias, measures 3 7/8 inches from the 
neckline down to its point. A cluster of 
gathers, 2 1/8 inches across the waistline, 
spread upwards to the yoke and obliquely 
to the armscye. Bust darts appear only in 
the bodice lining. There are no side seams 
in the bodice.

The yoke design is not repeated in the back 
of the bodice, which is cut on straight 
grain. The center back closure is fastened 
with ten hooks and loops which appear to 
be brass but are not flattened. The lap goes 
from left to right.

The traditional curved back panel seams 
are simulated by appliquéd self-fabric 
strips. The bodice is entirely lined with 
linen or fine muslin.

Sleeve: The sleeve is a long one-piece gig-
ot cut on bias with the greatest width 
above the elbow. It has corded piping in 
the armscye seam, down the inside seam, 
and around the wrist end. The sleeve is 
completely lined with a cotton homespun, 
which helps to support its volume.

Skirt: The construction of the skirt follows 
the typical scheme: across the center front 
waistline is 3½ inches of flat area followed 
by flat pleats on each side folded toward 
the center front. The last pleat faces center 
back. Across the small of the back the skirt 
fullness is concentrated in cartridge pleats.

There is a small turnover of the skirt fab-
ric where the skirt is applied to the bod-
ice. The base of the skirt is faced with 3¾ 
inches of brown fabric which appears to be 
a homespun. The actual hem of dress 
fabric is only 3/8 of an inch.

A pocket is enclosed in the side-back seam 
on the right-hand side. Justification for 
dating: The date given for this dress by the 
New York State Museum is about 1827. 
The back seams indicate that the dress was 
fashionable after 1830. The fullness of the 
gigot sleeve happening above the elbow 
suggests that the dress was worn before 
1835.

This dress was researched and described by 
Connie Frisbee Houde.

Specimen 58
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59
Dress Date: ca 1830-1835

From: The Schenectady Museum
Accession Number: 71.1.1

Donor: Unknown
Wearer: Unknown

Provenance: Assumed to be American

Description: This cotton dress has the bodice 
and skirt joined on a high natural waistline. 
An allover floral design in beige and green is 
printed on a toast colored background. The 
corded piping trimming is of bias self-fabric.

Bodice: The neckline is open and boat-
shaped. Although the fabric is patterned, 
the bodice was cut on the bias in one piece 
without a center-front seam with fitting 
accomplished by one long dart coming up 
from the waistline at center front. Fullness 
for horizontal drapery—amassed over and 
above the peak of the bust— was includ-
ed in the one-piece bodice. The gathers, 
incorporated in the armscye seams and at 
center front, are controlled with a loop-ef-
fect appliquéd band, which is finished with 
corded piping.

The center back closure is fastened with 
eight flat metal hooks and loops, includ-
ing some replacement hooks and loops of 
more recent vintage. An unusual feature is 

a bias-cut decorative overlay attached to 
the closure and edged with corded piping. 
The curved back panel seams are simulated 
with appliquéd bias strips.

The entire bodice is lined with cotton with 
the placement of seams and darts match-
ing those in the garment.

Sleeve: The gigot is large and, with the widest 
circumference over the upper arm, indic-
ative of the first half of the decade. The 
armscye seam is finished with a double row 
of piping.

Skirt: The fullness in the top of the skirt is 
controlled with gathers for the entire cir-
cumference of the waist. No deep turnover 
for the gathers was allowed and no built-in 
waistband is included. The gathered skirt is 
attached directly to the bodice. The typical  
1830s hem facing is missing.

This dress was research and described by 
Connie Frisbee Houde.

Specimen 59
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60
Dress Date: ca 1830-1835

From: Museum of Fine Arts, Boston
Accession Number: 49.429a-b

Donors: Miss Mary Lee, Guy Hunter Lee, Mrs. Henry Jackson,
Mrs. Thornton K. Ware, Mrs. Joseph T. Walker, in memory of  
Marion Glidden Dove Lee

Wearer: Unknown
Provenance: American

Description: The dress is accompanied by its 
matching pelerine. Please see illustrations.

Fabric: The dress129 is composed of a bodice 
and skirt joined with a built-in waistband. 
The fabric of the dress is printed challis* in a 
pattern of open stripes with a ground color 
of cream or off-white. There are four pat-
terns across a web: (1) nosegays of red flow-
ers, blue cornflowers, small red flowers, and 
sprigs of green at vertical intervals; (2) an 
open (not confined by an outline) area with 
vertical clusters of leaves in vivid greens 
and purple; (3) a repeat of 1; and (4) the 
same leaf pattern as 2 in a contrasting color 
combination of pinks and maroons which 
in a certain light appear to be light browns. 
The total effect of the pattern is striking, 
vivid, and bold. The conscious placement of 
the fabric pattern was more evident in the 
design of the pelerine than in the dress.

* Current museum record identifies it as
French. SWG

Bodice: The neckline is open and boat-
shaped. (It was a surprise to find shoulder 
pieces present since the researcher was 
under the impression that such pattern 
construction was probably outmoded for 
day dresses by the 1830s.) The shoulder 
pieces are somewhat wedge-shaped being 
4½ inches from front to back at the neck-
line and 2 5/8  inches from neckline to 
arms-cye along the top of the shoulder.

The bodice front is unusual in construction 
with the top of the front piece a yokelike 
shape. It is cut on the bias and terminates 
2 3/8 inches down from the neckline on 
center front under the drapery, which is 
created from an extended length of the 
lower bodice. This extra length, cut on 
straight grain, is formed into horizontal 
shirring across the upper bust. The shirred 
ends are incorporated in the armscye 
seams. The drapery in center front is held 
in place by a pseudo-loop of self-fabric, 
which is cut on bias and is attached at its 
hidden ends.

By contrast to the upper drapery, the lower 
part of the bodice is smoothly fitted over 
the diaphragm. A bust dart on each side of 
center front at the waistline (3 1/8 inches 
between darts) is slanted toward the peak 
of the bust and edgestitched.

The contour of the neckline is embellished 
with an inch-wide Valenciennes lace.

The closure is at center back. The back 
design is a continuation of the horizontal 
drapery formed from an extended length 
allowed in the back pattern piece. It is laid 
across the shoulder blades, terminates at 
the closure, and appears to be shallower 
than the front drapery. The shirred ends 
are enclosed in the armscye seams.

The effect of the traditional back panel is 
achieved with bias corded piping of self-
fabric applied to pseudo-seamlines. The 

Specimen 60
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appliqué curves upwards to about 
midpoint of the armscye curve where the 
measurement is 6½ inches from the 
armscye to center back.

The high waistline is emphasized for the 
entire circumference of the built-in waist-
band. Corded piping was made by using a 
bias strip printed in the clustered leaves of 
pinks and maroon. The piping embellishes 
the neckline; front and back shoulder 
piece seams; upper, free, folded edge of the 
drap-ery; the armscye; and the back panel 
bias appliqué. The darts and the side 
seams are edgestitched with a white silk 
thread about the size of buttonhole twist.

Sleeve: The gigot sleeve is cut on bias and is 
essentially one piece. Its fullness begins at 
the top of the arm from an off-the-shoulder 
armscye seam. The fullness is formed into 
six box pleats folded so that an inverted 
pleat marks the top of the arm and the 
middle of the sleeve cap. The sleeve tapers 
down to a fitted wrist. The long inner sleeve 
seam is curved and finished with corded 
piping, which also serves as a finish for the 
short placket in the seam and the wrist 
edge.

Present inside the armscye seams are the 
cotton tapes provided for holding the gigot 
pads in place. (The pads which would aid in 
bolstering the extreme fullness of the gigot 
sleeve were not included with the dress.) 
A firm cotton lining cut along the same 
grain line as the sleeve is used for the entire 
sleeve.

Skirt: The skirt is constructed according to 
the general plan of the 1830s. The fullness 
around the waist is pleated in four wide 
pleats on each side of center front. They are 

folded to face center front and almost meet 
to form an inverted pleat (flat space about ½ 
inch). The flat pleated fullness merges into 
cartridge pleats across the small of the back 
for a distance of 2½ inches on the left side 
and 4 1/8 inches on the right side, part-ly 
hidden by the closure lapover. The skirt does 
not include gores, so all four webs (to-taling 
109½ inches) are pleated into the top of the 
skirt. The turnover inside the top of the skirt 
is 3½ inches. The densely woven, white, 
cotton hem-facing of 14 3/8 imches seems to 
drag on the fine, lightweight challis.

Pelerine: The pelerine or matching capelet, 
both in design and construction, expresses 
a precision and professionalism that leads 
one to suspect that it was made by a differ-
ent dressmaker than the one who created 
the dress. It is a double pelerine which 
fastens close to the base of the neck. The 
larger undercape is cut so that it comes to a 
point on center back. The center back seam 
manipulates the printed challis pattern to 
form a chevron up the back. The distance 
across the back from point to point is 26 
5/8 inches.

The contours and the inner space divisions 
are precisely emphasized with dark green 
silk bias binding for the edges and dark 
green silk rouleau applied to the space divi-
sions. The knots of the challis bows are also 
of this dark green silk. 

The garment is completely lined with a 
brown glazed cotton which supports the 
garment and gives firmness to the outer 
contour.
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MFAB 49.429a, ca 1830-1835DRESS 60

BACK SKIRT DETAIL

FRONT

LEFT BODICE BACK, AND SLEEVE
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MFAB 49.429a-b, ca 1830-1835DRESS 60

BODICE FRONT DETAIL

PELERINE
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Lacking a photograph of the described 
dress, we show a very comparable cylin-
der-printed cotton example and one of its 
down-filled sleeve puffs with ties to secure 
it to the inside of the armscye. The fabric 
is a thin cotton twill. 96.056.1 &2 

Susan Greene Collection/Genesee Country 
Village & Museum
The print is quite similar to samples in the 
C & R Peel (1829) sample book in the col-
lection of the Colour Museum in Bradford 
(England)

Photos by Susan Greene
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Dress Date: ca 1831-1835
From: The Costume Institute, Metropolitan Museum of Art

Accession Number: 41.126
Donor: Roger’s Fund

Wearer: Mary Ann Gibbs
Provenance: Sandwich, MA

61

Description: The fabric is printed cotton: a 
white ground with brown picotage and mo-
tifs of floral sprays in red, blue, green, and 
yellow each with brown outlines. The meth-
od of printing is believed to be by engraved 
copper rollers.

Bodice: The neckline is very open—broad 
from shoulder to shoulder with shallow 
curves in front and back. Fullness, which 
runs obliquely across the bust bulge from 
the waist to the shoulder seam, was includ-
ed in the cut of the front bodice piece. It 
terminates at the shoulder seam (only 2½ 
inches wide and is controlled there with 
cartridge pleats making it necessary for the 
shoulder seam to be in front of the shoul-
der rather than in the usual back position. 
A self-fabric strip (approximately 1 inch 
wide including the corded piping finish) 
was placed the length of center front to 
hold the gathered fullness in place and to 
cover the center front seam.

The back of the bodice was cut with diag-
onal, slightly curved seams to form a back 
panel. These seams start 1 7/8 inches from 
the center back waistband and spread 
upward to approximately 1 inch from the 
natural shoulder line. Within the back 

panel are soft vertical gathers which 
extend to the neckline and across the 
shoulder. The side back pieces and the 
front side pieces are firm and smooth. The 
center front to side seam measurement at 
the waist is 6 inches; center back to side 
seam is 5½ inches. The curved back seams 
are topstitched. The bodice lining is a very 
firm cotton. There is no boning.

Sleeve: This is a good example of the gigot 
sleeve. The immense fullness is controlled 
with fine tucks gathered into a corded 
armscye seam. A corded lengthwise seam 
culminates with a placket or closure on the 
inside of the wrist.

Skirt: The top of the skirt is gauged evenly 
the entire distance around the waistband. 
The skirt is unlined and has a 9 5/8 inch 
hem facing.

Pelerine: A pelerine from fabric matching the 
dress has the unique feature of a 1 inch-
wide standing collar.

Across the shoulders the pelerine measures 
a broad 33¼ inches; it has a bias bound 
edge and is unlined.

Specimen 61
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Courtesy of the Costume Institute of 
the Metropolitan Museum of Art

DRESS 61

DRESS 61

CI 41.126, 1831-1835
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Dress Date: ca 1833
From: Costume Collection, Cornell University

Accession Number: 79
Donor: Horace Porter Edmond, Jr.

Wearer: From information given by Horace Porter Edmond, Jr., of  
Richmond, Virginia, in 1972: “Sarah A. Pettes, born May 24, 
1810, married Robert Edmond of Richmond, Virginia, August 
7, 1833. According to the family history the dress was part of 
her trousseau for a wedding trip to New Orleans.”

Provenance: Richmond, VA

62

Description: The bodice and skirt are joined 
with a built-in waistband. The fabric is a 
lightweight, mellow gold-colored silk with 
a woven allover pattern resembling an 
Oriental zigzag motif. Its narrow width of 
17 5/8 inches suggests that it was woven 
on a European loom. The classical 
decorations centered on the bodice front, 
the epaulets, and the sleeve endings are 
made of self-fabric bias tubing attached 
with hidden stitches, a type of decoration 
called a "rouleau."

Bodice: Compared to those of the previous 
few decades, the open neckline has ac-
quired a more taut, boatlike shape with 
more width between the neckline and the 
armscye, and the distance from the back of 
the neck to the neckline is shorter.

The front bodice is cut on the bias with a 
center front seam; bust darts and side back 
seams are edgestitched. Stitching the silk 
fabric and the linen lining layers as one, 
imparts firmness to the bodice. Laid across 
the bust is a horizontal piece, referred to 
as the “Sévigné drape,”130 formed of regu-
lar bias folds pressed upwards. The verti-
cal wedge-shaped panel in center front is 
slipstitched in place and embellished with 
rouleaus. Fine corded piping edges the neck 
and the front panel. Soft pads are built into 
the lining in the space between the neck-
line and the peak of the bust.

The back of the bodice is on straight grain 
without seams or darts. The closure is at 
center back. The traditional curved (or 
diagonal) seams forming the back panel are 
simulated with appliquéd self fabric strips. 
The closure has flat brass hooks and loops 
at frequent intervals. The entire bodice is 
attached to the built-in waistband, which is 
made of a fine glazed cotton indicating that 
it was covered by a detachable belt (not 
presented with the dress).

Sleeve: The gigot sleeve is cut on bias. Its 
shape depends somewhat on the full lining 
of gauze, which is pleated into the sleeve 
cap under the epaulet. Shaped pads to 
maintain the gigot are not present, but ties 
for their attachment are sewn in the arms-
cye seams.131 Two triangular epaulets help 
broaden the shoulder line. They are backed 
with gauze, edged with corded piping, and 
decorated with the rouleaus. The sleeve ta-
pers to the wrist with an inside closure. The 
triangular motif is repeated as a cuff.

Skirt: Except for a three-inch space at the 
top of the skirt in center front, broad flat 
pleats, folded toward the front, are arranged 
around the waist until they meet the tightly 
gauged cartridge pleats across the small of 
the back. The deep hem facing of the oth-
erwise unlined skirt is a tan colored glazed 
cotton.

Specimen 62
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DRESS 62

CU 79, ca 1833
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DRESS 62

DRESS 62

CU 79, ca 1833

Photos by Susan Greene
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 BODICE
 CF neckline to waist 8 ¼”
 CB neckline to waist 9 1⁄8”
 Underarm to waist 3 ¾”
 Waistband 1 ½"
 
 Around waist 21 ½”
 Across shoulder 2 ¾”

 SLEEVE
 Upper arm girth 28”
 Length over cap 34 ½”
 Length underarm 18 ½”
 

 SKIRT
 F waist to hem 39 ¼”
 R side waist to hem 39 3⁄8” 
 B waist to hem 39 ¾”
 Placket openings 9”
 Hem sweep 104 ¾”
 Fabric width (web) 17 5⁄8”

DRESS 62 CU 79, ca 1833
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63
 Dress Date: ca 1834
 From: Albany Institute of History and Art
 Accession Number: 1986.13.12
 Donor: Mrs. David J. Crossley

Wearer: Mrs. Benjamin Nott (née Elizabeth Cooper) married in 1831. 
  She was the daughter-in-law of Dr. Eliphalet Nott, president  
  from 1804 to 1866 of Union College, Schenectady, NY
 Provenance: Schenectady, NY

Description: This maternity dress is made 
of a novelty silk fabric of vertical stripes: 
a stripe with a geometric pattern which 
alternates with a diaphanous stripe. The 
geometric pattern is a brocaded stripe in 
polychrome blue, green, pink, and yellow. 
The sheer stripe is brick red, yellow, and 
green. A green and yellow silk corded piping 
is used for trimming.

Bodice: The neckline is open and accentuat-
ed by three rows of the corded piping. The 
vertical bust darts are each 2¼ inches from 
the center front and coincide with those 
of the lining. Across the peak of the breasts 
are two slits provided for nursing an infant. 
They are approximately 6 to 6½ inches long 
(now closed with handstitching). These 
apertures are covered by a drapery which is 
free on the lower edge to lift up or access 
to the baby. The upper edge of the drapery 
is attached to the decorative neck edge, 
and its ends are incorporated in the arms-
cye seams. The drapery is held in place on 
center front with a self-fabric loop edged 
with three rows of corded piping.

 The closure is in center back. Drawstrings 
which tie in the center back are contained 
in a bias self fabric casing around the entire 
neckline. The traditional back panel seams 
are absent and replaced with appliquéd, 

piped, bias-cut, self-fabric strips. Eight 
hooks and loops fasten the closure with two 
larger brass hooks and loops at the waist-
band.

 The entire bodice is attached to the built-in 
waistband, which is edgestitched and lined 
with linen. The bodice lining is dark-brown 
cotton.

Sleeve: The gigot is cut on bias. It is large at 
the top and tapers to a small wrist which 
requires a placket with two black hooks and 
worked loops. The basic lining for the body 
of the sleeve is the same as that of the bod-
ice. A stiff scrim supports the pleated silk of 
the cap. The underarm seam as well as the 
wrist edge and its closure are finished with 
corded piping.

Skirt: The flat space across the center front 
top of the skirt is 1½ inches wide. There are 
four flat pleats on each side facing center 
front and merging with about 3½ inches 
of cartridge pleats across the small of the 
back. The skirt is whipped to the built-in 
waistband with shallow stitches. The facing 
and hemline construction have not been 
noted.

 This dress was researched and described by 
Connie Frisbee Houde.
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64
Dress Date: ca 1835-1838

From: The History Center in Tompkins County, Ithaca, NY
Accession Number: 56.18

Donor: Louise Earl
Wearer: unknown

Provenance: Upstate New York

Description: The dress fabric is a handsome 
black figured silk consisting of stripes: one 
plain satin (twill back) 1½ inches wide 
alternating with a figured stripe 3 1/8 
inches wide. The figure is a trailing floral 
motif somewhat resembling a fuchsia. 
The fabric is lightweight silk woven with a 
narrow white selvedge edge—a type of 
silk more commonly seen in dresses of 
the 1840s.

Bodice: The neckline is open, boat-shaped, 
and finished with one row of corded 
piping. The shoulder seam (2 7/8 inches 
wide) has two rows of fine corded piping. 
The front bodice is cut on bias and is 
shaped with a bust darts on each side. The 
bias drapery, 4½ inches wide and 
composed of seven pleats pressed upward, 
is laid over the basic bodice in a slightly 
diagonal direction. It is free from the 
bodice except where it joins the armscye 
seams and the center front seam. The 
bodice is lined with fine white linen shaped 
with bust darts matching those in the 
bodice. There is no evidence of bones 
supporting the darts.

The back is cut on straight grain. The clo-
sure in center back has a wide overlap with 
bias strips applied to suggest the tradition-
al curved seamlines. The supporting white 
linen lining is attached by double construc-
tion. The entire bodice is attached to a 
built-in waistband.

Sleeve: The sleeve is cut on bias with 42 nar-
row vertical pleats over the upper arm (21 
front and 21 back) all pressed to form an 

inverted center pleat. Two bias bands, 7/8 
of an inch wide, are placed across the 
pleats over the upper arm in a slightly 
diagonal direction requiring a mitering of 
the bands at the top of the arm. The 
pleated section opens up to a gigot of 
approximately 28 inches in circumference 
and tapers down to a narrow wrist. Two 
rows of bias trim with corded piping form 
the effect of a wristband with an inner-
wrist placket. The sleeve is lined 
throughout with a fine glazed cotton cut 
on the bias.

Skirt: The skirt has seven deep flat pleats 
folded toward the front on each side of the 
center which merge with the fine profes-
sional gauging in the back about 2 5/8 
inches on each side of the center-back skirt 
closure. The skirt pleats almost meet at 
center front to form an inverted pleat. 
(Inside is a 4-inch box pleat.) The turnover 
at the top is a minimal amount but 
correctly constructed. A pocket is hidden 
inside the skirt on the right side-back 
piece. The supporting hem facing of dark 
brown glazed cotton is exceptionally wide
— 13 inches above a silk hem of ¼ inch.

Endnote: The quality of this dress warrants 
restoration. It has suffered the common 
fate of many garments: someone without 
dressmaking skills in the twentieth century 
attempted to enlarge the bodice. Fortu-
nately, nothing has been cut out, and the 
pieces can be returned to their original 
seamlines. The measurements were taken 
from the original dimensions according to 
these telltale seamlines.

Specimen 64
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65
Dress Date: 1837 

From: The History Center in Tompkins County, Ithaca, NY
Accession Number: 45.72

Donors: Mrs. James R. (Elsie Williams) Robinson and Mr. and Mrs. J. F.  
Fitchen (Ruth Williams Fitchen)

Wearer: Gertrude Boardman, grandaunt of Ruth Fitchen and Elsie  
Robinson, was born in Covert, New York, March 27, 1812;  
married Augustine H. Markham May 14, 1836; died April 1,  
1846.132 

Provenance : Covert, Seneca County, NY

Description: This dress, composed of bodice 
and skirt joined by a built-in waistband, is 
made of a dark gold or gold brown, unpat-
terned, lightweight, smooth silk taffeta 
very suited to this design of soft olds and 
pleats, which creates an interplay of light 
and shadow.

Bodice: The open neckline is broad and firm. 
The bodice is structural because of the 
double construction method of supporting 
the silk with a linen lining. The silk is cut on 
the bias without a center front seam and 
without bust darts. The bias lining, how-
ever, is shaped with bust darts. Over this 
basic structure is laid a horizontal drapery 
of seven bias pleats held with a slightly 
diagonal loop turned from right to left

The back of the bodice is cut on straight 
grain with no outside darts. The curved 

back panel is false consisting of an ap-
pliquéd bias flange finished with corded 
piping. The side seam joining the front and 
back is visible only from the back. The clo-
sure fastens with ten flat brass hooks and 
loops.

Sleeve: The upper sleeve is very structural. Its 
fullness is arranged into 31 pleats held by 
two bias bands. The lower sleeve is gigot in 
shape, cut on the bias, and tapered to the 
wrist with an inside closure and metal fas-
teners. The sleeve is totally lined with the 
same linen as in the bodice.

Skirt: The center front is smooth at the top 
of the skirt. Beyond this are flat pleats 
folded toward center front. Cartridge pleats 
are placed across the small of the back. The 
skirt is unlined except for a facing above a 
narrow silk hem.
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DRESS 65

THC 45.72, 1837

DRESS 65

Courtesy of the History Center in 
Tompkins County
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DRESS 65 THC 45.72, 1837

BODICE
CF neckline to waist 8 5⁄8”
CB neckline to waist 9 1⁄8”

Underarm to waist 4 ¾”
 All measured to top of waistband

Waistband 1 ¾"

Around waist 24 ½"
CB waist to back dart 1½"

Across shoulder 3 ½”

SLEEVE
Around armscye 13" 
Upper arm girth 11” End 

circumference 7 7/8"
Length over cap 30”

Length underarm 20”

SKIRT
F waist to hem 38 ½”
B waist to hem 38”

Placket openings 9 ½”
Hem sweep 118”

Fabric width (web) 17 3⁄8”
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66
Dress Date: ca 1838

From: The History Center in Tompkins County, Ithaca, NY
Accession Number:  38.10

Donor: Louise Westervelt, granddaughter of wearer
Wearer: “Mary Hibbard for her marriage to Thomas P. St. John on  

October 3, 1838,” according to Louise Westervelt, who adds,  
that, “The bride had ribbon tied around the knot of hair  
high on the back of the head.”

Provenance: Ithaca, NY

Description: This formal two-piece wedding 
dress expresses elegant simplicity. The 
fabric is a lightweight cream white silk bro-
cade in a pattern of full blown roses, buds, 
trailing stems, and leaves. This is contrast-
ed with plain cream white satin used for 
trimming and a narrow pelerine-like collar 
formed, in part, with lace.

Bodice: The neckline is open, boat-shaped, 
and wide from shoulder to shoulder, ef-
fectively blending with the shirred short 
sleeves. The shoulder length is 2 3/8 inches. 
The contour of the neck is firm; its edge 
finished with a double row of fine satin and 
corded piping.

The front bodice is cut on bias with a cen-
ter front seam finished with satin corded 
piping. The bust darts form a curve down to 
the center front point, accentuating it and 
the narrow waist. They are boned. This new 
V-line style is repeated in the Sévigné drape 
which slants from center front on a diagonal 
to the sloping shoulder line. The drape has 
six bias folds turned downward and incor-
porated in the center front seam. The width 
of the drapery totals 5 inches, the top of 
which is 3½ inches down from the neckline 
on center front.

Further embellishment consists of a flat, 
shaped, collarlike piece which follows the 

lines of the drape and falls over it. Its basic 
structure is of a fancy net. The unattached 
lower edge is embellished with three rows 
of satin rouleaus. The collar extends out 
over the sleeves in the style of the 1830s, 
and continues around to center back.

The bodice back is cut on straight grain. 
Applied folded bias strips on a curved line 
suggest the traditional bodice back panel; 
in actual fact, there are no darts or seams. 
The closure in center back is constructed 
with a wide extension so that the metal 
hooks and loops are never visible.

The flat collarlike piece which continues 
around the shoulders from the front is 
located 1½ inches down from the neckline 
on center back. It is 1½ inches wide at that 
point and beautifully finished with square 
corners where it splits for the closure.

The bodice is firm and structured, being 
completely lined with fine white linen and 
boned on the seams as well as along the 
bust darts. The lower contoured edge of 
the bodice is finished with a satin binding 
about ¼ inch wide. Small bust pads are 
located between the lining and the dress 
above the peak of the bust.
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Sleeve: The decorative short sleeve represents 
a style characteristic of the late 1830s—art-
fully worked fabric held close to the arm. 
The silk brocade at the upper arm is finely 
shirred into nine horizontal rows ending 
with two wide tucks which are shirred to 
form puffs. The finished end of the sleeve 
(just above the elbow) has a facing of sat-
in corded piping on the upper and lower 
edges.

Skirt: The top of the skirt is made according 
to the traditional plan of the 1830s: flat 
across the center front (for 2¼ inches), five 

deep flat pleats on each side folded toward 
center front, and a tightly gauged area 5¼ 
inches on each side of the center back clo-
sure. The skirt band is a cotton tape only ½ 
inch wide and is whipped onto the silk skirt 
with frequent shallow stitches. The turn-
over of the silk fabric is about 1¼ inches 
around the entire top.

The hemline is reinforced with a facing, 81⁄8 
inches wide, of a dense white cotton begin-
ning above a ½ inch silk hem.

Fanciful, towering coiffures required extra fortification such 
as the stiffening braids below. (2011.042.31) False curls were 
a commonplace as well. For the surprising role of "fancy" in 
shaping the taste of the day, see Sumter Priddy's American 
Fancy: Exuberance in the Arts 1790-1840. 
Collection of Susan Greene
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Dress Date: ca 1839-1840
From: The History Center in Tompkins County, Ithaca, NY 

Accession Number: 75.80.9
Donor: Mr. and Mrs. Henry Guerlac

Wearer: A member of Judge Francis Miles Finch’s family.
Provenance: Ithaca, NY

67

Description: A unique characteristic of this 
dress is that the bodice and skirt are joined 
at the waistline with a seam camouflaged 
with a bias-cut flange of self-fabric. The 
rather crisp fabric is probably a delaine; it 
is printed with a small allover motif resem-
bling a spinning toy top on a light gray back-
ground. The fabric is also used for all the 
trimming, which is mainly cut on the bias. A 
matching pelerine accompanies the dress.

Bodice: The neckline is open. The contour of 
the front is slightly V-shaped. The shoulder 
seam length is 3½ inches. The neck contour, 
shoulder seam, and armscye seam are fin-
ished with corded piping. The bodice is cut 
on bias with a center front seam, and full-
ness for the folds of the bodice is included 
in the pattern. The fullness is in the form of 
five bias folds turned toward center front. 
Each fold is edgestitched for five inches. 
The fullness begins at the waistline and 
extends upward over the peak of the bust 
to the shoulder seam, which is located to 
the back of the shoulder. The entire bodice 
is lined with a soft, unbleached, homespun 
linen which does not include bust darts.

The slightly vertical direction of the neck 
contour and the absence of the  1830s 
laid-on horizontal drapery are features more 
typical of the 1840s, thus suggesting this 
dress is transitional or is a very conservative 
day dress of the early 1840s.

The back is cut on straight grain. The clo-
sure on center back has a minimum overlap. 
There are no darts or seams. The now typi-
cal pseudo back-panel seamlines are formed 
with appliquéd, self-fabric, bias strips 2½ 
inches apart at the waistline and 14 inches 
apart across the shoulders. Corded piping 
covers the attaching edge.

The bias fold covering the waistline seam is 
attached to the bodice with corded piping; 
its lower edge hangs free and is shaped to a 
mitered point at center front.

Sleeve: The sleeve is typical of the second half 
of the 1830s. It is cut on bias so that the 
bias falls along the center of the arm. The 
upper arm includes 24 vertical pleats, 12 in 
front and 12 in back. They turn up and are 
held in place with a bias flange, 1 1/8 
inches wide, which is attached with 
corded pip-ing. This detail is 4¾ inches in 
length down from the armscye seam. The 
pleated fabric opens up into the gigot 
shape which tapers to the wrist. The 
wristband is 2 inches wide, finished with 
corded piping. The long seam of the sleeve 
is corded and opens at the wrist as a 
placket. Only the upper sleeve is lined.

Skirt: At the top of the skirt the flat space 
across center front is 2¾ inches, and 
there are five flat pleats each side folded 
toward the front. Gathers are placed 

Specimen 6
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across the small of the back. (The exact 
gauging or car-tridge pleat construction is 
missing. This is explained perhaps by clearly 
amateur work for the entire dress.) There is a 
very limited turn-over at the top of the skirt. 
The facing is a soft , homespun, gray linen. The 
dress hem allowance is an uneven 3⁄8 inch.

Pelerine (or Capelet): This matching accesso-
ry covers the open neck and shoulders of the 
dress. The shape is one piece—no darts or 
seams for fitting purposes—and is enhanced 
by an attached 1½ inch-wide, bias, self-fabric 
strip attached to the contour edge with corded 
piping. It is 15½ inches long on center back and 
12 inches on center front. There are no fasten-
ers. The pelerine is lined with the same fabric 
as that used for the skirt facing.

As there is no other photograph of a pelerine or capelet in this series except 
for a different kind on page 413, this example is offered as an illustration. 
They often were shaped to the shoulders but like the one belonging to Dress 
57, this one is a flat circle that comes to the base of the neck. It is entirely 
hand stitched, made of citron colored silk lined with brown plain weave cot-
ton. The edges are piped. It is unusual in having a thin inner layer of batting, 
probably cotton, held in place with tiny stitches on the lining. 2000.051
Susan Greene Collection/Genesee Country Village & Museum    x SWG

Photo by Susan Greene
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68
Dress Date: 1839-1840

From: The Costume Institute, Metropolitan Museum of Art
sion Number: 45.68.2

Donor: Art Workers Club
Wearer: Unknown

Provenance: Probably American

Description: The dress of pale-gold133 silk, 
figured almost indiscernible in stripes 1½ 
inches wide alternating with 2 inch wide 
stripes.

Bodice: The neckline is open, broad from 
shoulder to shoulder and shallow from 
front to back. The shoulder seam width is 
1¾ inches. The neck edge is finished with 
self-fabric corded piping. A pelerine-like col-
lar, intricately related to the bodice detail, is 
smooth, structural, and lined. It is attached 
to the neckline coinciding exactly with its 
curve. The lower collar edge is a deep curve 
with Vandyke points which spread far over 
the large puffed sleeves. The broad shoul-
der line is reminiscent of the style of the 
early-seventeenth century. The collar edge 
is further emphasized by two rows of bias 
appliqué in pale gold.

The basic bodice is cut on bias with cord-
ed piping on each side of the center front 
seam and is rigid with boning from the 
center front point to a short distance from 
the neckline. Drapery composed of eight 
soft bias folds is placed across the bust 
bulge on a slightly diagonal direction, with 
ends enclosed in the armscye seam and at 
the center front in a shield-shaped structur-
al piece. The two-inch center front point is 
detached from the skirt. The entire bodice 
edge is finished with two rows of cording.

The bodice back is cut on straight grain. 
Self-fabric bias corded piping creates the 
curved mock seamlines forming the back 
panel. The center back closure includes 
nine metal hooks and loops.

Sleeve: The sleeve is a short full pouf con-
trolled with vertical pleats under the peler-
ine collar. The lower fullness is evenly dis-
tributed over the arm and is gathered up in 
a one-inch armband.

Skirt: The top of the skirt has the typical 
large pleats folded toward the center front, 
six on each side, with a total of 5 inches 
of cartridge pleats across the small of the 
back. The center back closure is cut into 
the fabric. The skirt has a generous turn-
over of fabric at the top whipped onto the 
waistband.

Construction Details: The skirt is faced with 
17 7/8 inches of stiff cotton above a hem 
turnover of 5/8 inch. At the small of the 
back, the cartridge pleats are pushed out 
from the body with folds of tarlatan and 
taffeta. (A full underskirt of gold colored 
taffeta may have been added for exhibition 
purposes.)

The bodice is lined with a fine glazed linen 
or cotton; in front it is cut on the bias and 
has boned bust darts. The back is cut on 
straight grain with seams that curve from 
the small of the back to the midpoint of 
the armscye seam. The pelerine collar is 
also lined with the same fabric as the rest 
of the bodice.

The sleeve is fully lined with gauze, which 
is probably cut slightly narrower and 
shorter than the pouf of the sleeve.

Specimen 68
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CI 45.68.2, ca 1839 - 1840

DRESS 68

Courtesy of the Costume Institute of the Metropolitan Museum of Art
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CI 45.68.2, ca 1839 - 1840

DRESS 68
Courtesy of the Costume Institute of the Metropolitan Museum of Art



378                 CHAPTER 6 - THE FOURTH DECADE: 1830 - 1840

CI 45.68.2, ca 1839 - 1840DRESS 68
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Predominant Characteristics of 
Compared Specimens
Fabrics

All of the fabrics are opaque and with one 
exception they are figured.134 Six of the fabrics 
are silk. Of the remainder, three dresses are 
printed cottons, one is wool challis, and one is 
made of a crisp resilient wool.

The silk fabrics are all of superior quality. The 
figured weaves average 18½ inches in width. 
We have no documentation of the origin of 
the fabrics. One of the most intriguing wo-
ven patterns is seen in the gold silk Edmond 
dress (1833)(62) suggesting an Oriental zigzag 
motif. With the exception of the plain taffeta, 
the silks of the second half of the decade are 
floral patterns, fairly naturalistic in interpreta-
tion. You will find that the silk patterns of the 
1840s continue this mode.

The dresses of cotton fabrics cluster in the 
first half of the decade. They are mainly small-
scale, allover, floral patterns. They average 25 
7/8 inches in width. The print from 1831-1835 
(CI 41.126)(61), was believed to be created by 
engraved copper rollers. The pattern of floral 
sprays in red, blue, green, and yellow having 
fine brown outlines, is on a white ground with 
a brown picotage.135 The fabric of dress MFAB 
49.429 (60) is also unique. The printed wool 
challis is quite a departure from patterns seen 
in the previous decades of the nineteenth cen-
tury. Although the pattern primarily appears 
within stripes, they are open stripes. The 
rather naturalistic pattern is bold and vibrant 
in color, created in part by contrasting hues.

Bodice Necklines

All of the bodices in our specimens open 
down the center back, which means that 
the neckline of the front is a clean-cut, boat-
shaped line; the neck curve is shallow—not 
plunging—in both front and back and stretch-

es horizontally from shoulder to shoulder. Ex-
cept for two dresses, the contour is so similar 
from dress to dress that it is almost a stereo-
type. The necklines of CI 41.126 (61) and THC 
75.80.9 (67) curve to a slight V-shape in 
harmony with the oblique direction of their 
drapery.

The distance across the shoulder seam from 
neckline to armscye seam averages 2 5/8 
inches. The shoulder piece of past decades is 
now essentially outmoded, but it is present in 
the elegant, printed challis (MFAB 49.429) (60).

Moden Z 1835
2003.168

Collection of Susan Greene
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During the first half of the decade, the shoul-
ders were perceived as very wide because 
of an extension spreading over a ballooned 
sleeve, such as an epaulet. In the second half 
of the decade that exaggerated width was 
greatly moderated as is evident in the design 
of the 1837 dress (THC 45.72) (65).

Designs of Bodice Fronts

Most of the eleven bodices have the distinc-
tive feature commonly referred to as drapery. 
There were two methods of achieving this 
decorative effect as represented in these 
specimens: Edmond dress (62), ca 1833, and 
the Lee dress (60), ca1830-1835. In the case 
of the Edmond bodice, the folded bias strip 
is applied over a basic bodice. It is placed in a 
horizontal position across the front over the 
bust, whereas in the case of the Lee bodice 
the drapery is an integral part of the basic 
pattern.

In summary, the bodice patterns of the elev-
en dresses can be categorized as follows: six 
of the bodices are basic cuts with drapery 
applied as a band or bias folds. Four were cut 
to include the drapery and two of these have 
drapery directed in a more diagonal direction.

Most of the front bodices were cut on bias 
or partial bias with center front seams. The 
stretch of the bias made it possible to omit 
bust darts, otherwise one bust dart on each 
side was present. Four of the eleven speci-
mens have no bust darts. Occasionally the lin-
ing includes darts when the dress fabric does 
not. Variations, such as bias yokes, are 
detailed in the individual dress descriptions. 
Boning was found in two dresses. The St. 
John silk wedding dress of 1838 (THC 38.10 
(66)) is unusual in that the bodice and skirt 
are separate entities, which may explain the 
necessity of the boning of the bust darts and 
side seams. The gold silk dress (CI 45.68.2)

(68) has a boned center front point 
unattached to the skirt—a detail which 
indicates that the dress belongs in the second 
half of the decade. (Boning had been used in 
the nineteenth century before now, but only 
occasionally and only either in back where the 
lining closure of a dress was free from the 
bodice and laced up or, infrequently, at the 
underarm seam. Boning does not become 
truly popular again until the 1840s.)

Designs of Bodice Backs

The closure in all the bodices, including the 
maternity dress of 1834 (AIHA 1986.13.12) 
(63), is located in the center back.

All of the backs were cut on straight grain. An 
identifying feature of  1830s bodices appears 
in ten of the specimens; it is the pseudo or 
simulated, back panel. The actual curved 
seams that normally had formed the bound-
aries of the back panel136 had been eliminated 
and replaced with appliqued self-bias strips 
that appear to cover seam lines, (and occa-
sionally they do). Another identifying charac-
teristic to note is that there are no back 
bodices with vertical darts from the waistline.

Generally, drapery and other details were not 
carried around to the back bodice. The ex-
ceptions found among the specimens are the 
MFAB 49.429 (60), printed challis 1830-1835, 
with horizontal drapery continued across the 
shoulders to the back closure; and THC 38.10 
(66), St. John’s wedding dress of 1838 in 
which the flat collar piece continues from the 
front around the shoulder to center back, and 
CI 45.68.2 (68), ca 1839-40, also with falling 
collar around to center back.

The type of fastener used for all the dresses 
was a combination of metal hooks and loops. 
The dresses of fine workmanship have gener-
ous lap-over closures which conceal the hooks 
and loops sewn at frequent intervals.
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Bodice-Skirt Transition

A built-in waistband is present in six of the 
eleven specimens. It is wider than it had been 
in past decades. In some cases, as for exam-
ple the waistband of the Edmond dress(62), 
the fabric is not the same as the dress but 
rather a foundation fabric which indicates 
that a belt, probably with a large buckle, was 
to have been worn over the area.

We are inclined to think of the horizontal line 
formed by the built-in waistband as approach-
ing a stereotype, but there are exceptions. 
Two cotton prints early in the decade (NYSM 
72.33.7 (58) and SM 71.1.1. c may have been 
altered without a built-in waistband judging 
from the awkward joining of bodice and skirt. 
A wedding dress of 1838 (THC 38.10) (66) 
with the bodice and skirt as separate entities 
has the bodice shaped to a moderate boned 
point in center front. The end of the entire 
bodice is finished with two rows of corded 
piping.

A silk dress (CI 45.68.2) (68) has a boned cen-
ter front point finished free to extend over the 
skirt, but the rest of the bodice is joined to 
the skirt with a waistband. A printed delaine 
(THC 75.80.9) (67), an informal day dress, 
has a bodice-skirt join covered with a wide 
self-bias strip attached to the waist so that its 
folded edge is free.

Sleeves

The sleeve styles of the 1830s are key identi-
fication features as was pointed out in What 
to Look For. Although there are variations, 
there are essentially two styles. These are well 
represented in the Edmond dress of 1833 (62) 
and the Boardman dress of 1837 (65). In both 
cases the sleeve is set into an armscye which 
just tips off the shoulder (proximal end of the 
humerus) bone. This is also a hallmark feature 
because the evolving sloping shoulder line will 
continue through several decades.

Detail of a gingham day dress (with pelerine) with the up-
per sleeve width pleated to fit closely to the arm, above 
the fullness over the elbow. 2010.063
Susan Greene Collection/Genesee Country Village & Museum

Photo by Susan Greene

The style representing approximately the first 
half of the decade balloons from the shoulder 
in a leg-of-mutton shape. All of this group of 
sleeves were cut on the bias and were there-
fore sometimes pieced. In order to create the 
balloon effect certain dressmaking techniques 
were used such as lining the sleeve with a 
crisp material like scrim; or, sewing ties into 
the armscye seam to be joined to ties of a 
sleeve cushion, which bolstered the cap of 
the sleeve and its epaulet (if it had one). The 
Edmond sleeve has these features except for 
a cushion. The girth measurements for this 



382  CHAPTER 6 - THE FOURTH DECADE: 1830 - 1840

group of sleeves averaged 46½ inches; the 
range being from 34½ inches to 59 inches.

The second group of sleeves is easily distin-
guished from the first group, but they have 
evolved quite naturally from the ballooning 
leg-of-mutton style. The large amount of full-
ness across the upper arm had been brought 
under control until its girth measurement 
approached that of the upper arm. This was 
done by flat pleating or, sometimes, by shirr-
ing. For example, one specimen has 42 pleats, 
another has 31 pleats (the Boardman) (65), 
and even an everyday dress has 24 pleats. In 
these specimens the lower fullness averages 
28 3/8 inches.

Skirts

A significant dimension which distinguishes 
day dresses of the 1830s from the 1820s is 
hem circumference, which had, on average, 
increased in the fourth decade. The circum-
ferences of our specimens ranged from 100 
inches for a cotton print (1830-1832) to 118 
inches for a silk dress (ca1837) and 116¼ 
for a silk maternity dress. The fabric webs, or 
widths, were averaged. The cotton prints 
came to 25 7/8 inches as compared to the 
silks at only about 18¼ inches.

We now turn to examine the construction 
plan for the tops of the skirts. The full width 
of the fabric was utilized, but at the same 
time the fabric was kept relatively flat except 
across the small of the back. Seven of the 
eleven skirts have a flat area across center 
front (directly below the join with the 
waistband or bodice) which average 2 3/8 
inches. From that point flat pleats were 
folded toward center front so that the viewer 
looks into the folds. The number of flat pleats 
on each side of the body depends on the 
width of the pleats—from three broader to 
seven narrower pleats. These extend around 
the back to merge with cartridge pleats 
across the small of the back on each side of 
the center back closure. Dress CI 41.126 (61), 

ca 1831- 1835, is an exception to this type of 
construction. The entire circumference of the 
top of this skirt is finely gauged—a method 
which is not typical of our specimens but 
appears frequently in the 1840s samples. 

Most of the dresses that appeared to be pro-
fessionally crafted have the fabric length of 
the skirt folded over inside at the top of the 
skirt. This turnover137 in some instances is as 
much as three inches. The skirt was whipped 
onto the built-in waistband with frequent 
shallow stitches.

Understructures

All the bodices are firmly lined. An opaque, 
light colored, firm cotton fabric was common-
ly used. The silk dresses are lined with fab-
ric which has the appearance of fine, glossy, 
bleached linen. The exceptions are: MFAB 
49.429 (60), a brown glazed cotton for the 
pelerine lining; CU 79 (62), a tan gold glazed 
hem facing; AIHA 1986.13.12 (63), a dark 
brown bodice lining; THC 56.18 (64), a glazed 
sleeve lining and dark brown glazed hem fac-
ing; THC 75.80.9 (67), gray homespun linen 
for the hem facing and the pelerine lining; 
and CI 45.68.2 (68), has the questionable gold 
taffeta underskirt.

The sleeves are fully lined with the exception 
of THC 75.80.9 (67), ca 1839-40, an everyday 
dress lined only in the upper sleeve. The silk 
dresses often have gauze or scrim to bolster 
the sleeve cap.

The typical trimming was made of matching 
self-fabric, usually cut on bias. It was frequent-
ly in the form of (1) corded piping, (2) bias 
strips or folds to be appliquéd, or (3) rouleaus. 
Corded piping was extensively used in  1830s 
dresses and is often located in the neckline, 
shoulder seam, armscye seam, lengthwise 
sleeve seam, center front seam or decoration, 
waistband (not always both edges), and other 
edges where emphasis may have been import-
ant to the total design effect.
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Detecting the Facts: 1830 - 1840
From the summary of predominant charac-
teristics of the specimen dresses of the 1830s 
certainquestions arise regarding their reliabil-
ity as a representative sample of what Ameri-
can women were wearing. How similar or dis-
similar are they to other extant dresses of the 
period that have been described in sufficien
detail to make comparison possible?

To avoid confusion, it is important to point 
out that the specimens described in this 
chapter were designated in the literature as 
a type: “a round gown” meaning that it is a 
garment to be pulled over the head; “a round 
dress,” an  1830s designation meaning that it 
has a horizontal line around the waist, such 
as a built-in waistband; and “a closed gown” 
meaning the skirt is not open up the front 
with petticoat showing. It is distinguished 
from the  1830s “pelisse-robe,” or “redingote,” 
which opens down center front with a high 
close neckline fastened at the base of the 
throat.

Fabrics

As indicated in the outline of events, we can 
expect to find home textile crafts declining in 
favor of industrial manufacture spurred on by 
innovation and growth in the American textile 
industry. Power driven spinning and weaving 
machinery increased production, while bet-
ter transportation widened the availability of 
American goods. The increase in the popula-
tion and western expansion were other factors 
that assured production of American-made 
textiles. Concurrently, increasing wealth also 
resulted in enthusiastic consumption of im-
ported luxury goods. A list of such imports 
would include quality apparel textiles such as 
silks, merinos and wool mixtures, and sheer 
muslin as those from India. Unfortunately, an 
extant dress having a well documented history 
of its fabric is rare. We would like to know if 
any of our specimens were made of fabrics of 

domestic manufacture. Now that scholars are 
beginning to explore the archives of our lead-
ing nineteenth-century textile manufacturers, 
we shall probably be able to recognize the 
hallmarks of some of these American fabrics.

The phenomenon of the dominance of fig-ured 
dress fabrics as the fashion of the 1830s 
arouses one’s curiosity regarding the timing of 
this aesthetic trend. A perusal of the literature 
indicates that figured fabrics were expensive 
because the crafting of them required skilled 
artisans operating complex looms (and printing 
machines) all of which were still in transition 
from hand operated to power driven—from 
wooden structures to metal. Natalie Rothstein 
through her intensive study of the introduction 
of the jacquard loom to Great Britain says that, 
“The final acceptance of the jacquard seems to 
have come in a fairly short period, bearing in 
mind that weavers retained their existing 
looms for all kinds of materials. The crucial 
years were about 1837 to 1845—oddly enough 
a period of general slump.”138 

During 1830s progress was being made in the 
improvement of roller printing. Our specimen 
CI 41.126 (61), a cotton dress, ca1831-1835, is 
believed to have been printed with engraved 
copper rollers. Its special feature is brown 
picotage on a white ground, and a pattern of 
floral sprays in polychrome: red, blue, green 
and yellow with brown outlines.

At the same time, the fine muslins so treasured 
during the late 1790s and early 1800s were still 
used for special dresses. Kristine Halleran gives 
examples; such as, Margaret Izard’s wedding 
dress, ca 1830, of white mull with embroidered 
white mull flounces (from Charleston Museum, 
Charleston, S.C. 27.143.2) and three dresses 
from the Valentine Museum: tamboured 
muslin, ca1840 (39.48.23); white India mull, 
1830s (25.3.2), and white muslin 1830s 
(46.74.8).139 



384                 CHAPTER 6 - THE FOURTH DECADE: 1830 - 1840

Bodices

 We need to keep in mind that the dress styles 
of the late 1820s carried over into the 1830s. 
All the basic elements of the style were pres-
ent but needed time to develop to the point 
of exaggeration, particularly the form that 
produced the broad extension of the top of 
the figure—the gigot de mouton, the epaulet, 
the pelerine collar, or similar shoulder to arm 
decorations.

There are indications that the dominant 
horizontal line across the shoulders, bust, and 
waist was gradually beginning to dip into the 
center and to curve on the outside of the fig-
ure to form a sloping shoulder.

Necklines

Most of the bodices that were compared have 
open necklines with the closure down center 
back (we excluded the pelisse type). 

The firm, broad, boat-shaped neckline clearly 
belonged to the dress of the early years of the 
decade, but it is not the stereotype that our 
models seem to indicate. The shallow round 
neckline probably ranked second in popular-
ity. Frequently, the shape of the neckline is 
obscured by a pelerine of muslin or of fabric 
matching the dress fabric. The obvious trend, 
however, is the increasing frequency of the 
appearance of a V-shaped neckline moderated 
in depth. As the bodice decoration is directed 
from horizontal to diagonal, the short V-shape 
of the neckline echoes the new direction.

Bodice Cuts

Front bodice drapery such as that seen in the 
photographs and sketches of the Edmond 
(1833) (62) and Boardman (65) (1837) dress-
es—known as the corsage à la Sévigné —was 
popular, but it was only one type of decorative 
detail represented in our survey of extant 

dresses. English author C. W. Cunnington 
alerts us to day dress bodice variations in his 
summary of fashion journals for the year 1830. 
He lists three classes, A, B, and C. The B type 
compares most closely to our specimens in 
this chapter, but subdivides into numerous 
variations.140 

There were two common methods of incor-
porating drapery into the design: (a) laying a 
strip of bias folds over a basic bodice, and (b) 
including the amount for the drapery folds in 
the bodice pattern. In either case the drapery 
would be directed horizontally or diagonally 
across the front bodice. We should not im-
ply that drapery was restricted to the front, 
occasionally it appeared in the back, although 
usually not in as dense a cluster.

The question is whether both methods were 
used throughout the decade, or if not, is it 
possible to attribute the date of a dress part-
ly on the basis of one or the other of those 
methods.

In reviewing our specimens and those of the 
authors whose pattern drafts we used for com-
parisons, we appeared to have a dichotomy. 
Both methods are used throughout the de-
cade, judging from the dates attributed to our 
specimens, whereas those examples shown 
by other authors leave one with the impres-
sion that the front bodice drapery included in 
the pattern occurred more frequently in the 
second half of the decade.141 With so small 
a specimen sample it is not possible to base 
date attribution on the method of adding 
drapery to the bodice.

A bodice design, which did not appear in our 
sample but is shown by English authors142 pro-
vides an extended shoulder line by an applied, 
shaped piece. Unfortunately, the decoration 
does not seem to have a name. It is applied 
to the basic bodice, often beginning near the 
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waistline in center front, then worked oblique-
ly across the bodice to the tip of the shoulder 
where its gathered fullness spreads out over 
the gigot sleeve like a great wing. To accommo-
date the bulge of the sleeve, the outer contour 
of this wing is usually cleft

Another variation of an 1830s bodice design 
employs the pelerine collar. The style is remi-
niscent of the seventeenth century such as we 
see in the portraits of the Spanish princesses 
by Velazquez.143 Janet Arnold has provid-
ed sketches and a pattern draft f a dinner 
dress dated 1830 to 1836 with the pelerine 
collar.144 Two specimens with beautiful col-
lars of this type are: a wedding dress of 1838 
(THC 38.10) (66) and a dress, ca 1839-40 (CI 
45.68.2) (68).

It becomes evident that deviations from the 
dominant horizontal scheme were being intro-
duced as the decade progressed. About when 
did the center front point appear at the waist-
line as a change from the uninterrupted hori-
zontal built-in waistband? Can this new style 
characteristic be used as a dating clue? Nancy 
Bradfield’s comment is that La Belle Assemblée 
foretold this new line as early as 1828.145 C. 
W. Cunnington in his summary from fashion
periodicals suggests that change is noticeable
in the year 1839 (in England). “The changes in
the year are in the direction of increasing the
sloping lines downward. . . the corsage is more
pointed at the waist, which is tight and lon-
ger…. ”146 

If we confine our comparisons to day dresses, 
it would appear that the pointed bodice was 
not typical of the first half of the decade or 
even in the second half. For evidence, pattern 
drafts, although the sample is small, are useful. 
Janet Arnold’s first example of a bodice with 
a point is a “dinner dress” (not a day dress) 
dated 1830-1836.147 The front bodice is cut 
with a very moderate point of about one inch 
and there is no built-in waistband. Her second 
example is a “morning dress” of 1837-1841148 

with a center front point about 1½ inches 
beyond the waistline which is a finished, free 
edge detached from the dress. The first ex-
ample of an afternoon dress shown by Norah 
Waugh is dated ca 1839, with the point made 
rigid with whalebone.

Nancy Bradfield sketches in detail an “after-
noon dress” for the period 1837-1838 with a 
slight, boned point which hangs free. Anne 
Buck provides a photograph of a “day dress” 
(1837)149 with a short boned point at the 
center front of the bodice, and she comments 
that this characteristic had just appeared [on 
the English fashion scene].

From our sample there are two dresses with 
bodice points: a wedding dress of 1838 with a 
1 3/8 inch point and a gold silk (CI 45.68.2) 
(68), 1839-1840, a relatively formal dress with 
a boned point of about 2 inches.

In summary our data suggests that with the 
exception of formal evening dresses, the dis-
appearance of the horizontal waistline (usu-
ally with built-in waistband) in favor of the 
new pointed and boned center front bodice 
contour did not happen much before the last 
years of the decade. Out of 26 examples (elev-
en of which are the specimens of this chapter) 
there are only seven bodices cut with the new 
center front point. It is a trend that develops 
strongly in the early 1840s.

The location of the bodice waistline in rela-
tion to the wearer’s natural waistline can help 
place the garment on the timeline. For the 
1830s we recorded the distance to the top of 
the built-in band. The width of the waistband 
was also recorded. It was assumed that the 
lower edge of the built-in waistband rested on, 
or slightly below, the natural waistline. All this 
explains the need to recognize comparisons 
with measurements made by other authors as 
only general indicators. In summary the under-
arm measurements are as follows:
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• Four of our eleven specimens with no 
built-in waistband averaged 5 3/8 inches in 
length.

• Six of our eleven specimens with waist-
bands averaged 6 inches. If the waistbands 
were subtracted, the average would be 4¼ 
inches.

The average underarm lengths of the nine 
pattern drafts of other authors are remarkably 
similar to our eleven specimens.

• Two had no waistband and averaged over 
5¼ inches

• The other seven of the nine had built-in 
waistbands and averaged almost 6 3/8 
inches. With the waistband subtracted, 
the average is 5 inches.

Sleeves

The  1830s sleeves are reliable for assessing 
date span of the dresses.

The exaggerated size of the sleeve earned it 
the derisive designation “imbecile” by satirists 
and cartoonists. C. W. Cunnington in tracing 
its history through fashion publications of the 
1830s cites a statement from a 1831 journal, 
“Really a reform in the size of sleeves is nec-
essary.”150 It is not until 1836, however, that, 
“The chief change in this year is the shrinking 
of the sleeves which occurred abruptly in the 
early summer. ‘The only absolute rule is to 
flatten the sleeve on the shoulder and banish 
for ever the memory of those enormous artifi-
cial balloons….”151 

The measured examples collected for this 
chapter provide clear evidence that the gigot, 
which carried over from the 1820s, had peak-
ed as a style by 1836, and the evolving style, 
(the pleating of the upper arm area) was the 
predominant style of the second half of the 
decade. The spirit of the design was in har-
mony with the new sloping shoulder and the 

V-lines developing in the details of the dress 
design.

With the pattern drafts of other authors we 
find many similarities.152 During the first half 
of the decade our gigot sleeve averaged 46½ 
inches through their widest circumference—
greater than the 34½ inches average for the 
pattern drafts.

As a general rule, the gigot sleeve was cut on 
the bias and required piecing, especially of 
the narrow woven silks. Evidence of inventive 
ways to enhance the balloon shape is preva-
lent, and the methods ranged from stiffening 
with scrim, to propping with kidney-shaped 
cushions tied to tapes attached to the arms-
cye seams, to encasing whalebone hoops. In 
extant dresses the tapes sewn into the arms-
cye seams are often present along with scrim 
or crushed net in the sleeve cap and upper 
sleeve, but a detachable accessory such as a 
sleeve cushion or whalebone hoop rarely ac-
companies a dress.

Skirts

As compared to skirt designs of some of the 
later decades, the cuts are uncomplicated and 
alike.

With this fact in mind, what pertinent identi-
fication information do we need to consider?

The fashion plates of the decade are charac-
terized by exaggerated silhouettes suggesting 
that the hem circumference was much wider 
than in the 1820s. Is this impression con-
firmed by measurements of specimens? Our  
1830s hem circumferences average is over 106 
5/8 inches (eleven specimens). The average of 
seven hem circumferences of English dresses 
is 112 5/8 inches. If you focus only on silk 
dresses six in our group of eleven had hem 
circumferences ranging form 104 and 118 
inches, whereas the silk dresses of other cited 
authors were 114 to 116 inches. The style 
characteristics of both groups of dresses were 
otherwise essentially the same.
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If one relies upon the fashion plates of the 
1830s, the evidence would be convincing that 
skirts typically revealed the top of the foot 
and possibly the ankle.

In using the measurement tables as a basis of 
judgment, a dilemma presents itself concern-
ing the location of the waistline. If the waist-
line is high on the rib cage, naturally the skirt 
is going to be longer. From 1820 to 1830 we 
have seven specimens with waistlines some-
what above the natural153 waistlines that the 
skirt lengths average 38 7/8 inches measured 
from center front. During 1830 to 1840 the 
dress waistline is still slightly above the nat-
ural waistline, and in our data skirt lengths 
average 39 5/8 inches. The cited pattern 
drafts (English) average almost 40 inches. 

An interesting consideration is that the shoes 
were heelless so that for a woman of average 
height, a 38 inch skirt would clear the floor 
and perhaps reveal some of the foot, but cer-
tainly not the ankle.

Dressmaking Techniques

Some vintage dressmaking marks are: (1) 
double construction of silk fabric and linen 
lining creating firmness without boning; (2) 
wide turnover of fabric at the top of the skirt; 
(3) wide facing (glazed cotton, linen) for base 
of skirt, otherwise no skirt lining; (4) close 
spacing of flat hooks and loops (often brass) 
for closure; and (5) fine corded piping used in 
bodice seams, decorative edges, and the long 
inner sleeve seam.

The absence of boning is a predominant 
characteristic, but it is important to note that 
bodices with small points at the waist were 
made more rigid in the front with some use of 
boning.

Our objective has been to determine the 
characteristics that were typical of dresses of 
the decade, but we should not forget features 
which appear occasionally such as (1) soft

pads above the peak of the bust often between 
the bodice lining and the dress fabric, (2) tapes 
or ties inside the dress attached to the armscye 
seams for the purpose of attaching the sleeve 
bolster or pad, and (3) a pocket generally found 
in the right-hand side of the skirt.

Concluding Remarks

We have studied the details of 62 dresses that 
have been exhibited. A further 19 dresses were 
examined more closely—eleven of ours, nine 
from other authors. The conclusion is that our 
sample is remarkably similar to all the others. I 
have a feeling that if you took the predominant 
characteristics listed here, you would probably 
find them to have the basic elements of most 
1830s dresses. This regularity is a characteristic 
of the 1830s.154 One is inclined to see the fash-
ions as rather stereotype, forgetting the wonder-
ful wealth of detail contained in each sample.

Photo by Susan Greene

Detail of a delicate ribbon used on a leghorn 
gypsy hat: silk grosgrain with gauze edges 
ornamented with warp floats cut to form an 
eyelash effect. 1830s. Some fashion plates 
show dresses sporting a surprising number 
of ribbon bow trims such as the gauzy ones 
still extant on Dress 68. 2005.111
Susan Green Collection/Genesee Country Village 
& Museum
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Corded piping in edges 
of the shoulder and 
armscye seams of a cot-
ton dress, 1830-1835. 
2013.028
Susan Green Collection/
Genesee Country Village 
& Museum  

Cartridge pleated 
skirt with deeply 
folded top edge, 
whipped pleat by 
pleat to waistband. 
Brass hooks. CU 79

DRESS 62

Photos by Susan Greene
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Measurements of Dresses 58 - 68

° Research asssesed date by Elsie McMurry
 AIHA  Albany Institurte of History and Art, Albany, NY

CI Costume Institute, Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York, NY
CU Cornell University, College of Human Ecology, Ithaca, NY

 MFAB Museum of Fine Arts Costume Collection, Boston, MA
 NYSM New York State Museum, Albany, NY

SM Schenectady Museum, Schenectady, NY
 THC  The History Center in Tompkins County, Ithaca, NY

Research Assessed Date° ca 1830-32  ca 1830-35  ca 1830-35 ca 1831-35

Specimen 58 NYSM 72.33.7 59 SM 71.1.1 60 MFAB 49.429 61 CI 41.126

Donor Museum purchase Unknown  Lee et al Roger’s Fund

Original wearer Unknown Unknown Unknown Gibbs

Provenance near Albany, NY Unknown United States Massachusetts

Fabric cotton print  cotton printt  wool challis  cotton prin

Width 25.25  25.25  28.0  27.0

Ground color brown, beige, green toast cream  white

Bodice CF length to waist 8.375  8.375  7.5

Bodice CB length to waist 10.25  9.75  7.625

CF to side seam at waist 5.7  6.0

CB to side seam at waist 6.75  5.5

Bodice waist circumference 25.375  22.75 25.25  23.0

Across shoulder seam 2.625  2.5

Bodice underarm length to waist 5.25 4.75  3.625  4.25

Sleeve type gigot gigot gigot gigot

Armscye 12.875  12.5 5 13.5 13.2

Upper sleeve circumference 48.625  55.625 38.0 43.5

Lower sleeve circumference

Sleeve ending circumference 78.375 6.875 7.5  9.0

Upper sleeve outer side length

Lower sleeve outer side length 30.5 32.625 31.0 32.25

Upper sleeve underarm length

Lower sleeve underarm length 20.0 22.0 19.625 17.125

Skirt CF length 39.625 38.5 38.625

Skirt CB length 39.75 38.75 38.375

Skirt right side length

Skirt waist circumference 25.375 22.75 25.25 23.0

Skirt hem circumference 100.0 100.25 109.5 105.25
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THE FOURTH DECADE 1830 - 1840

1833 ca 1834 1835-38 1837 1838 ca1839-40 1835-40

62 CU 79 63 AIHA 1986.13.12 64 THC 56.18 65 THC 45.72 66 THC 38.10 67 THC 75.80.9 68 CI 45.68.2

Edmond Crossley Earl Robinson, Fitchen Westervelt Guerlac Art Workers Club

Pettes Nott Unknown Boardman Hibbard Finch Unknown

Richmond, VA  Schenectady, NY Upstate NY Covert, NY Ithaca, NY Ithaca, NY Unknown

silk silk silk silk taffeta silk brocade wool delaine silk

17.625 19.5 18.625 17.375 18.25 25.25 18.0

gold polychrome stripe black dark gold white gray pale gold

8.25 7.125 8.625 8.625 11.125 9.875 10.125

9.125 8.75 10.50 9.125 12.25 11.00 10.0

5.5 6.5 6.0 5.5 7.5

5.25 6.625 7.0 5. 625 5.0

21.5 24.875 25.0 24.5 22.625 25.25 23.0

2.875 2.375 3.5 1.75

3.75 4.25 4.75 4.75 5.0 6.5 5.0

gigot gigot demigigot demigigot short demigigot short, puff

12.75 13.25 14.75 13.0 13.0 13.75 12.625

34.5 59.0 12.0 11.5 12.5 12.0 58.0

28.0 23.5 33.625

6.5 6.25 6.375 7.875 10.25 7.625 9.25

9.75

28.0 34.875 27.25 30.0 7.0 23.75 14.0

1.0

18.5 18.5 24.0 21.0 18.0 3.0

39.25 40.75 40.25 38.0 41.0 38.5

39.25 41.375 40.75 38.50 44.25 39.0

22.0 24.875 25.0 24.5 22.625 25.25 23.0

104.0 116.25 107.0 118.0 107.375 101.0 105.0

° Research asssesed date by Elsie McMurry 
All measurements are done flat where possible: ungathered or drawn up.
All measurements were done with a dressmaker’s tape measure to the nearest 1/8 inch.

Research 
Assessed 
Dateﾰ
Specimen
Donor
Original 
wearerProvenance

Fabric
Width
Ground 
colorBodice 
CF 
length 
to 
waist

Bodice 
CB 
length 
to 
waist

CF to side 
seam 
at 
waist

CB to side 
seam 
at 
waist

Bodice 
waist 
circumference
Across 
shoulder 
seam
Bodice 
underarm 
length 
to 
waist

Sleeve 
typeArmscye
Upper 
sleeve 
circumference
Lower 
sleeve 
circumference
Sleeve 
ending 
circumference
Upper 
sleeve 
outer 
side 
length

Lower 
sleeve 
outer 
side 
length

Upper 
sleeve 
underarm 
length

Lower 
sleeve 
underarm 
length

Skirt CF 
lengthSkirt CB 
lengthSkirt right 
side 
length
Skirt waist 
circumferenceSkirt hem 
circumference
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Paris Fashions, April, 1842
2019.014

Collection of Susan Greene

Paris Fashions April 1842
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Chapter 7: The Fifth Decade
1840-1850

Costume historians are generally agreed 
that women’s day dresses changed only 
subtly during the 1840s. Essentially the 

dress was composed of a tightly fitted bodice 
joined to a dome-shaped skirt. The contour of 
this costume was a study in extremes calculat-
ed to enhance and exaggerate the female form 
above the waistline and to conceal it below 
the waistline. During the decade contempo-
rary observers of fashion wondered whether 
the phenomenon of fashion change was be-
coming a part of the past.

And so we ask, how static were the fashions? 
There are roadblocks in the investigative prog-
ress: language, seeming contradictions among 
authors, discrepancies in fashion plates, and a 
dearth of actual surviving dresses.

A perusal of 1840s fashion periodicals reveals 
three major categories of day dresses: the 
round dress (or robe), the pelisse-robe, and 
the redingote. Although all three types are 
described in the literature and particularly in 
the fashion periodicals, the round dress was 
the most available for the actual specimens 
compared in this chapter.

In the fashion periodicals, day dresses were 
designated for a particular occasion including 
public promenade, carriage, walking, morning 
visiting, demi-toilette (afternoon wear). Today 
one can only guess as to which dress would 
have been appropriate for which occasion 
because there seems to be few distinguishing 
features that set the dresses apart from each 
other.

Lack of firm documentation of provenance, 
especially when changes in style characteris-
tics are gradual and somewhat subtle, makes 
definitive identification difficult. 
Consequently, for this decade we tabulated 
information from two periodicals well suited 
for compari-son: The Ladies Cabinet of 
Fashion, Music, and Romance, an English 
publication, and Godey’s Lady’s Book, an 
American publication. Our objective was to 
use these resources to learn when a 
dominant style characteristic ap-peared, 
peaked, and declined. It would seem that 
such information would increase the 
accuracy for dating surviving apparel.
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England

• Queen Victoria was 18 years old when she ascended the
throne, and she reigned from 1837 to 1901. She married Prince
Albert of Saxe-Coburg-Gotha on February 10, 1840

France

• King Louis Philippe (1830-1848)
• Queen Marie Amélia

• Louis Napoleon—elected President of the Republic, December
10, 1848, and was crowned Emperor of France on December 1,
1852.

The United States of America

• Martin Van Buren, President from 1837-1841
• Hannah Hoes Van Buren, his wife
• Angelica Singleton Van Buren, his daughter-in-law, act-

ed as hostess

Points of Historic Reference

LEADERS

Scrap of cotton, cylinder printed 
with an image of Queen Victoria 

in regalia that appears to derive at 
least in part from George Hayter's 

painting of 1838. Cylinder print-
ing was newly able to print red 

and brown/black in one pass. 
Present location unknown.

Ex-collection of Susan Greene

Photo by Susan Greene
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• William Henry Harrison, elected president March 4, 1841—died
April 6, 1841

• John Tyler, President from 1841-1845
• Married Julia Gardiner, June 26, 1844

• James Polk, President from 1845-1849
• Sarah Childress Polk

• Zachary Taylor, President from March 1849 until his death July
9, 1850

• Mary Elizabeth Taylor Bliss, served as his hostess in place
of her invalid mother, Margaret Smith Taylor

EVENTS

Major developments in America were:

• Westward expansion.
• The Industrial Revolution.
• Migrations to America as a result of major political-social up-

heavals in Europe.
• Onset of urbanization.
• More cloth produced by steam-powered mills than by the

old-fashion water mill contributed to increased production of
textiles. Power printing presses also contributed to improved
communication about available products.

• Fairly widespread use of gas illumination in mills after 1840
made a 12-hour day as general in winter as in summer.

• The technological advance of great importance to Americans in
terms of western expansion and trade was the application of the
steam engine to water transportation, steamboats on the Missis-
sippi, the Great Lakes, and the ocean-going clipper ships.

• In 1840 John W. Draper and Samuel F. B. Morse improved on Da-
guerre’s process and developed photography to a practical level.

• Invention of the Morse code by Samuel F. B. Morse, practical by
1844.

• In 1846, Elias Howe patented a sewing machine: a chain stitch
mechanism. Others were to follow in the 1850s.
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USEFUL REFERENCE IMAGES

England

• The Pre-Raphaelite artists Rossetti, Hunt, and Edward Burne-Jones signifi-
cantly influenced a new style of art, but their work is not relevant in this
list.

France

• Jean Auguste-Dominique Ingres
• Baronne James de Rothschild, dated 1848;
• Comtesse d’Haussonville,1845

• Genre paintings by Rousseau, Millet, Carnot, Courbet
• Lewis Jacques M. Daguerre, painter and also inventor of the daguerreotype

Bavaria

• Winterhalter, Franz
• Marie Caroline Auguste de Bourbon, 1845

• Marie Clémentine d’Orleans, princesse de Saxe-Coburg-Gotha, 1845

United States

The majority of portrait painters listed below are not the widely known aca-
demically trained artists. They were frequently self-trained itinerant portrait 
artists who met a social need before the popular acceptance of photography.

• Washington B. Cooper, (1802-1889): Anne Litton Cooper, ca 1840
• James Ellsworth, (1802-1874), Unidentified Gentleman and His Wife, ca 1840155

• Erastus Salisbury Field, The Joseph Moore Family, ca 1839156

• William H. Graham, Lady with Bonnet and Glasses, ca 1845157

• Sturtevant Hamblin
• Mr. and Mrs. Aaron Jewett, ca 1841
• Three Children, ca 1845

• George Healy, (1813-1894), Euphemia White Van Rensselaer, ca 1842
• Charles C. Ingham, (1796-1863), The Flower Girl, ca 1846158

• Sheldon Peck, (1797-1868), David and Catherine S. Crane, ca 1845
• William M. Prior, Mrs G. Brightman and Mr. G. Brightman, ca 1844
• Samuel L. Waldo and William Jewett, The Knapp Children, ca 1849 or 1850
• Henry Walton, (1804-1865), Cass Family Portrait 1847159
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Daguerreotypes 
showing the ordi-
nary woman in mid-
1840s style. Note 
the Gothic chair.
Collection of Susan 
Greene

90.041
92.075.06

90.019 2010.027

89.253

2010.027 
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What to Look For

Let us assume that you have a hunch that the 
dress you are attempting to date belongs in 
the decade of the 1840s. If so, does it belong 
in the first years of the decade, somewhere in 
the middle, or the last years?

Where does one begin? In order to determine 
the placement of an 1840s dress within the 
decade one must be acutely aware of the 
details of stylistic and technical change and 
the descriptive jargon that was often used by 
fashion reporters of the period. These charac-
teristics can be traced through the sequence 
of fashion developments.

Necklines: The shape is essentially boat-
shaped (“bateau”) as in the 1830s, but 
watch for the subtle change to the more 
Gothic shape, curving to a gentle point in 
center front, closing in toward the neck to 
form a longer sloping shoulder seam, and 
rising toward the base of the neck in center 
back “high behind.” By the middle of the 
decade the V shape of the neckline may 
have lengthened and by the close of the 
decade the “high and close” may be seen as 
the hallmark of the approaching 1850s.

Bodice Front: The Gothic V shape is predomi-
nant in the direction of trimming applied to 
the basic structure and in the contour lines. 
Notice particularily the construction of the 
contour point of the bodice. Is it detached 
from the skirt with a free edge, boned, 
faced and corded? This characteristic marks 
the construction as the early 1840s.

Watch for the change of cut—identifiable in 
the specimens where fullness for drapery is 
included in the basic bodice pattern. Study 
two contrasting illustrations, the Collins 
(71) dress, and the Ault dress (77), for this 
difference in pattern making.

Bodice Back: The construction may have 
changed only slightly from the 1830s.

Sleeves: The sleeve design will be particularly 
useful as an identification feature. Watch for 
the change from the demigigot style to the 

Le Follet, undated. 2009.019.22
Collection of Susan Greene

new long sleeve cut on the bias in one piece 
and fitted closely to the arm. This new style 
of sleeve is often accompanied by an over-
sleeve in matching fabric. It is frequently 
referred to as a mancheron. A third style of 
sleeve is also cut from bias, but it is open 
around the wrist and gradually becomes 
bell shaped.

Skirts: We shall focus on the round dress, 
the type represented by our specimens. 
The dome-shaped skirt was supported 
by numerous petticoats—one type being 
the horsehair reinforced petticoat which 
helped to bolster the base of the skirt. 
First notice the construction of the top of 
the skirt along the waistline both outside 
and inside. The method of controlling the 
fullness (where it is joined to the bodice) 
will change gradually from the use of the 
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broad flat pleats (turned toward center 
front) to narrow flat pleats, to cartridge 
pleats very precisely gauged. Through-
out the period the fullness across the 
small of the back was typically gauged. 
The most important clue to vintage is 
the presence of precisely gauged fullness 
for the entire circumference of the top 
of the skirt. It is important to look inside 
to see if the skirt has a deep turnover at 
the top. While you are 
examining the inside 
of the skirt, check for 
other characteristics. Is 
the skirt lined? If the 
dress is within the first 
half of the decade it 
may not be lined, espe-
cially if it was made in 
the United States. Does 
the skirt have pockets? 
They would usually be 
on the right-hand side. 
A unique feature would 
be a watch pocket 
which may appear on 
the left side near the 
bodice-skirt join.

Skirt decoration, if it 
was added to a basic 
skirt, might be placed 
either horizontally or 
vertically. The empha-
sis on verticality and 
the Gothic V shape 
may be the inspiration 
for some skirt trim-
ming giving the effect 
of en tablier. Perhaps 
the most unusual 
feature to find among 
1840s skirts would be 
a skirt with a series of 
flounces or tiers. Such 
a dress is rare even 
though it may appear 
in fashion plates.

Modes de Paris, 1841. 2008.064.02
Collection of Susan Greene
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Compared Specimens from 1840 - 1850

Accession Number RAD°  Date Donor/Wearer Provenance

69 CI 68.54.1  ca 1840 1838-1839 Coggill/Unknown USA

70 CI 38.100.2 ca 1840 1838-1840 Bernstein/Unknown Massachusetts

71 CU 116 ca 1840 1840 Collins/VanDeusen Amsterdam, NY

72 CU 86 ca 1840 ca 1840 Warner/Warner Massachusetts

73 CI 46.23 ca 1840-41 1840 Bamberger/Unknown France

74 CU 117 ca 1842-43 1843 Phillips/Dwier Philadelphia, PA

75 URI 1964.15.04 ca 1843 1843 Perrin/Cram Massachusetts

76 CI 1981.14.5 ca 1845 ca1845 Acq.Fund/Unknown Europe

77 CU 77 ca 1845-46 ca 1846 Tarbert/Ault Ireland

78 CI 1984.90.1 ca 1846-47 ca 1946 Thompson/Unknown France

79 CU 2503 ca 1849-50 ca 1847-1849 Gunnison/Unknown USA

80 THC 78.31.2 ca 1849-50 ca 1848-1850 Wilde/Reynolds USA

81 CU 28 ca 1849-50 ca 1849 Cushman/Hodgman Akron, OH

 °RAD Researched assessed date by Elsie McMurry
 CI Costume Institute, New York Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York, NY
 CU Costume Collection, College of Human Ecology, Cornell University, Ithaca, NY
 THC The History Center in Tompkins County, Ithaca, NY
 URI University of Rhode Island Textile & Costume Collection, Kingston, RI
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69
Dress Date: ca 1840

From: Costume Institute, The Metropolitan Museum of Art
Accession Number: 68.54.1

Donor: George and James Coggill
Wearer: Unknown

Provenance: American

Description: The fiber is bronze green silk. 
The damask weave includes a floral pattern 
within stripes.

Bodice: The neckline is high in the back and 
has a V-shaped contour in the front. The 
sloping shoulder seam is 6½ inches long.

The bias-cut front bodice pieces are joined 
with a center front seam. The bodice 
point is approximately 3½ inches below 
the natural waistline and is finished with a 
faced edge. The bodice is fitted with one 
bust dart on each side of center. Applied 
over the basic bodice are three fan-shaped 
sections on each side leading from the 
hemline to the shoulder in a modified diag-
onal direction. They are turned away from 
center front.

The back bodice is cut on straight grain 
with no fitting seams or darts. The closure 
fastens with twelve flat brass hooks and 
loops.

Sleeve: The upper arm area of the demigigot 
sleeve emphasizes horizontal rather than 
vertical line direction. There are twelve bias 
strips within a width of 6½ inches applied 
around the girth of the arm. They start 3½ 
inches down from the armscye seam. These 

strips are turned down and decorated with 
covered buttons on the outside of the arm. 
Around the elbow the widest girth of the 
gigot is 16½ inches before it tapers toward 
the wrist with a repeat of the bias strips 
(four strips covering a space of 3 3/8 
inches). This detail is emphasized with 
small covered buttons placed in line with 
the little finger. This very structural sleeve 
is lined and reinforced.

Skirt: Except for about two inches of gauging 
on each side of the center back closure, the 
fullness in the top of the skirt is in the form 
of conventional flat pleats.

Construction Details: Corded piping is used 
for the shoulder, armscye, center front, and 
bodice-skirt seams (including the free edge 
of the bodice point).

The center front seam, darts, and side 
seams have encased bones. In the co cave 
area above the peak of the bust, padding is 
used between the linen lining and the silk.

The lining is cut on bias for the bodice front 
and on straight grain for the back bodice. 
The unlined skirt has a 6 inch skirt facing of 
glazed cotton in a tan rust color.

Specimen 69
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CI 68.54.1, ca 1840

DRESS 69

Courtesy of the Costume Institute of the Metropolitan Museum of Art



402CHAPTER 7 - THE FIFTH DECADE: 1840 - 1850   

Dress Date: ca 1840
From: Costume Institute, The Metropolitan Museum of Art

Accession Number 38.100.2
Donor: Aline Bernstein

Wearer: Unknown
Provenance: “Found in Massachusetts”

70

Description: The fabric is a balanced combi-
nation of wool and cotton printed in an all-
over pattern in henna, black, and green on a 
cream-colored background. The trimming is 
of the same fabric.

Bodice: The neckline is open. The shoulder 
seam measures 6 1/8 inches in length on a 
sloping shoulder. The closure is on center 
back.

The basic bodice has a center-front 
corded seam and is cut to a point which 
extends approximately 4 inches below the 
natural waistline and is detached from the 
skirt. The bust dart, one on each side of 
the center seam, originates in the point 
and slants upward to the peak of the bust. 
The bust darts are edgestitched.

The applied drapery—bias band of folds 
turned toward center front—is incorpo-
rated in the shoulder seam. It crosses in a 
diagonal direction toward the center point 
to terminate on a diagonal midriff line in a

plan very similar to the dress CU 86 (72). 
The terminals of the drapery folds are 
concealed with an applied bias strip. The 
bodice has padding between the dress and 
lining in the concave area above the bust.

The back bodice is cut on straight grain. 
There are no fitting seams or darts. The 
waistline, including the front point, is fin-
ished with corded piping.

Sleeve: This is a bishop sleeve—moderately 
loose-fitting, cut on straight grain, and gath-
ered into a wristband which is 1 inch wide 
and 7 inches in circumference. The armscye 
seam is finished with corded piping.

Skirt: The top of the skirt is constructed 
with flat pleats folded toward center front 
and cartridge pleats across the small of 
the back. There is very little turnover. The 
unlined skirt has a hem facing of a 
neutral brown cotton measuring 5 5/8 
inches deep. There is a skirt pocket on 
the right side.

Specimen 70
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CI 38.100.2, ca 1840

DRESS 70

Courtesy of the Costume Institute of the Metropolitan Museum of Art
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71
 Dress Date: ca 1840
 From: The Costume Collection, Cornell University
 Accession Number: 116
 Donor: Lucy J. Collins and Dr. Marion Collins
 Wearer: Nancy Lucinda Van Deusen married Stephen H.    
  Collins in the town of Amsterdam, Montgomery County, NY,   
  in 1840
 Provenance: Amsterdam, NY

Description: Please see illustrations.

Fabrics: This day dress is a figured silk weave 
in dull gold with a green cast. The dress 
design indicates professional sensitivity to 
style characteristics of the period, and the 
dressmaking techniques are of high quality.

 An analysis of the fabric showed that the 
warp, weft, and sewing threads of the dress 
are silk. Small floral and leaf sprays adorn 
the surface in an allover pattern; the mo-
tifs are bright and shiny against the dull 
ground, an effect achieved by allowing the 
shiny gold-colored silk warp threads to float 
freely over the gold green weft for various 
intervals — from as short as two to as long 
as over sixteen wefts. Longitudinal stria-
tions in the fabric are frequent, and they 
are irregularly spaced.

Bodice: The neckline is open and boat-
shaped, with boundary lines away from the 
natural base of the neck in the back, the 
front, and along the hypothetical shoulder 
line of the bodice. The neckline and shoul-
der seams are finished with fine corded 
piping.

 The front bodice is cut on the bias to form 
a V line from the center front seam bal-
anced with a long slanting dart on each 
side, which starts near the bodice point and 
spreads upward to the bust, giving a fanlike 
shape.

 Whalebone is encased in the center front 
seam, the darts, and the side seams to give 

rigidity to the bodice contour below the 
bust and particularly to the point at the 
center front. The finished point is free and 
unattached to the skirt.

 Over the basic bodice are added two bi-
as-cut pleated bands turned upwards and 
incorporated into the shoulder seams. The 
section on the left is enclosed in the center 
seam while the section on the right is en-
closed in the left bust dart. They are pleat-
ed precisely to converge and to spread.

 The bodice back is cut on straight grain and 
joins the side seams, which slant toward 
the front of the bodice. The side seams 
are topstitched with the fold edge turned 
toward the back.

 A decorative detail, made to appear as 
seamlines, is formed with bias-strip appli-
qué curving upward from near the center 
back to the armscye. The folded edge is 
placed so that the viewer looks up into it, 
and the cut edges are finished with corded 
piping.

 Unstitched darts are concentrated between 
the back closure and the curved appliqué. 
The center back closure extends into the 
skirt; it is not built on a skirt seamline but 
is cut into the skirt’s fabric. The fasteners 
are metal hooks and loops. The bodice back 
has no boning.

 Calendered linen of natural color is used 
for the bodice lining, bone casings, and 
waistline supporting tape. The lining and 

Specimen 71
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the encased bones extend to the end of the 
bodice point, which is free from the skirt. 
Across the front of the bodice the skirt is 
supported by the linen tape.

Sleeve: In design and construction the sleeve 
is essentially the demigigot of the late 
1830s or early 1840s. At the armscye join 
sixteen pleats are turned to culminate in an 
inverted pleat over the top of the arm. The 
bias pleated band slanted downward at the 
base of the pleats echoes the effect of the 
bodice’s pleated drapery and forms a cross-
over pattern. The armscye seam is finished 
with corded piping.

 The sleeves are completely lined from arm-
scye to wristband with glazed cotton of a 
light tan color.

Skirt: The skirt is composed of six widths 
of fabric. In front and at the hips the skirt 
has six wide flat pleats on each side turned 
toward center front. Across the center back 
are small flat pleats matching in size those 
of the upper sleeve. Decoration of the lower 
area of the skirt is achieved with a horizon-
tal tuck of 1¼ inches.

 The skirt interior lining consists of two 
strips of glazed cotton confined to the 
lower circumference of the skirt; one strip 
supports the horizontal tuck and the other 
gives support as a hem facing. The silk at 
the hem is turned to the underside where 
it joins the facing.

 There is no turnover of extra fabric at the 
top of the skirt. No pocket has been includ-
ed in the skirt.

Conclusions: The family descendants have 
said this dress was worn at a wedding in 
Amsterdam, New York, in 1840. A study of 

the characteristics of the dress leads to the 
following conclusions:

1. It is quite possible that the dress was worn 
in 1840. The questions that arise are such 
as these: Was the dress made a year or 
two before? Was the dress brought from 
abroad as part of a trousseau? Or, was it 
made in the relatively small urban center 
of Amsterdam, 25 miles from Albany, New 
York, perhaps from silk fabric imported 
from a fashion center?

2. Without family records we can date this 
dress on the basis of the following: 

• It could have been made as early as 1837, 
especially if it had been made in an urban 
center like Paris or London. 

• It could have been made in Amsterdam, 
NY in 1839 or 1840. (It is possible that 
there could have been a fashion lag of one 
year or so from what was the height of 
fashion in Paris to what was the latest in 
upstate New York.)

• The quality of dressmaking, as well as 
the design details, strongly supports the 
possibility that a professional dressmaker 
was employed and that as a “best dress” it 
was to be worn for several years; therefore, 
it would have been a conservative, well-ac-
cepted style. The older style of sleeve, as 
clearly seen in the photograph and scaled 
drawing, would be the most outdated part 
of the dress by the end of 1845.

 That the dress must have been treasured 
by the family is indicated by the fact that it 
was never altered or abused and was passed 
down through the family for over one hun-
dred years before it was entrusted to the 
Costume Collection at Cornell.
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DRESS 71 

CU 116, ca 1840 
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CU 116, ca 1840

DRESS 71
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CU 116, ca 1840

DRESS 71
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Photos by Susan Greene

CU 116, ca 1840

DRESS 71

DRESS 71

Bodice interior at armscye

Skirt interior and hem facing
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BODICE 
CF neckline to waist 13 7/8" 
CB neckline to waist 13 ¾" 

Underarm to waist 7 3/8" 
Length of SB seam (dart) 11 3/4" 

Around waist 23" 
CB waist to back dart (false trim) 1 7/8" 

Across shoulder 5 5/8" 

SLEEVE 
Around armscye 12 ¼" 
Upper arm girth 32" 

End circumference 6" 
Length over cap 30½" 

Length underarm 
(including cuf) 22 5/8" 

SKIRT 
F waist to hem 39 ½" 

R side waist to hem 40 3/8" 
B waist to hem 40" 

Placket openings 9 ¾" 
Hem sweep 102 ½" 

Fabric width (web) 17 ¾" 

DRESS 71 
CU 116, ca 1840 
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72
Dress Date: ca 1840

From: Costume Collection, Cornell University
Accession Number: 86

Donor: Annette Warner, Professor Emerita, College of Home  
Economics, Cornell University

Wearer: “Aunt Amanda” according to Professor Warner
Provenance: Springfield, Massachusetts

Description: Please see illustrations.This day 
dress includes a pelerine of fabric matching 
the dress. A dress from the Costume Insti-
tute, CI 38.100.2, remarkably similar to this 
dress in both fabric and other characteris-
tics, was found in Massachusetts and was 
estimated to be late 1838 to 1840.

Fabric: The printed fabric of this dress and 
pelerine is composed of cotton warp and 
wool weft  It is a plain weave, 24 inches 
in width. A fabric called “delaine,” which 
was popular in the 1840s, matches the 
characteristics of this dress fabric. The 
background is black and the colors of the 
allover motif are gold, yellow, red, blue, and 
olive green. Where the green is printed, the 
cotton warp does not accept the color in 
the same intensity as the wool weft and so 
the warp is more yellow green. Small, white, 
unprinted areas are integral to each small, 
intricate, jewel-like motif.160

Bodice: The neckline is open and boat-
shaped. The basic front bodice is cut on 
the bias with a center seam extending from 
the neckline to the end of the bodice point. 
The shape is formed by the center front 
seam and the bust darts which fan out from 
the point’s end upwards to the peak of the 
bust. This area is made rigid by boning and 
by the fact that the bodice point is finished 
and detached from the skirt.

Laid over this basic structure are two pleat-
ed bias sections which are draped diago-

nally, forming a deep V through the center 
front of the bodice. Each bias section has 
eight flat pleats turned toward center front. 
The edges of these sections are incorpo-
rated into the bodice’s basic seams at the 
neckline, shoulder, armscye, and the sim-
ulated midriff seam. The only free edges 
of the drapery are the diagonals from the 
neckline to the center front terminating at 
the midriff line so that they open like pock-
ets from the front.

The inverted V-shaped midriff is c eated by 
applying two strips of wide self-fabric bias 
(one on top of the other, giving the effect 
of double folds) that function to cover the 
pleated ends of the drapery and also to ac-
centuate the fitted midriff. (The bias strips 
are turned downward and are intricately 
finished at their upper edges with two bias 
folded strips, one turned downward and the 
other upward.)

A double corded binding finishes the front 
bodice at the waistline, including the de-
tached point at center front. The side 
seams are lapped toward the front because 
they function to enclose all the bias strips 
the midriff.

The bodice back is exceptionally simple. 
It is cut on straight grain without darts or 
gathers. The midriff deco ation of the front 
terminates at the side seams. The cen-
ter-back closure extends into the skirt and 
becomes an opening cut into the fabric.

Specimen 72
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Sleeve: This demigigot sleeve has an arm-
let. Its pointed contour (see sketch) and 
self-fabric bias trimming are subtle repeats 
of the V motif used in the bodice.

Skirt: The join of the skirt to the bodice is 
estimated to be slightly above the natu-
ral waistline. Across the front the skirt is 
attached only to the bodice lining, not to 
the detached bodice point. A box pleat is 
in center front of the top of the skirt with 
the rest of the wide flat pleats folded away 
from center and ending in a deep inverted 
pleat in center back. The unlined skirt has 
only a small amount of turnover at the top 
where the flat pleats are folded. The hem 
circumference is well below average for this 
period. There are no pockets.

Construction Details: White plain-weave cot-
ton is used for the lining of the bodice and 
for the casings of the whalebones on the 
darts and seams. 

 The neckline is edged with fine corded pip-
ing and is faced with the dress fabric which, 
cut on bias, covers the lining edge.

 Flat pancake-sized cushions fill in the con-
cave curve of the wearer just above the bust 
between the dress fabric and the lining. 
(The material of these pads is not visible.)

 Lining for the sleeves and the pelerine is 
a coarsely-woven glazed cotton of plain 
weave, brown with a blue cast. The hem 
facing is of the same fabric.

Accessory: The pelerine is sometimes called a 
“tippet.” Its shape can be seen in the scaled 
drawing. The strong V lines of the bodice 
are echoed in the deep point in the center 
back of the pelerine. The self-fabric bias 
trimming and lining are consistent with 
that of the dress.
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CU 86, ca 1840

DRESS 72



414CHAPTER 7 - THE FIFTH DECADE: 1840 - 1850       

CU 86, ca 1840
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CU 86, ca 1840

DRESS 72
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Photos by Susan Greene
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 BODICE
 CF neckline to waist 12 ¼"
 CB neckline to waist 11 ¾"
 Underarm to waist 5 3⁄8"
 Length of SB seam (dart)  N.A.
 Bust 30"
 Around waist 24 5⁄8"
 CB waist to back dart 1 7⁄8"
 Across shoulder N.A.

 SLEEVE
 Around armscye 13 ½" 
 Upper arm girth 13 ½"
 End circumference 6 ¼"
 Length over cap 27"
 Length underarm 19 ¾"
 

 SKIRT
 F waist to hem 42"
 R side waist to hem 41"
 B waist to hem 42"
 Placket openings 9"
 Hem sweep 96"
 Fabric width (web) 24"

CU 86, ca 1840DRESS 72
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 Dress Date: ca 1840-1841
 From: Costume Institute, Metropolitan Museum of Art
 Accession Number: 46.23
 Donor: Mrs. William Bamberger
 Wearer: Unknown
 Provenance: France

73

Description: This dress is for formal occasions. 
The simplicity of cut is a foil for the elegant, 
luxurious fabric.

Fabric: The brocade of this gown is complex. 
The ground of the brocade is a pale silvery 
blue with the small minor geometric pattern 
in an open stripe formation interspersed 
with large-scale floral sprays in shades of pale 
to bright blue silk threads and gold metallic 
threads, all of which float on the underside 
of the fabric.

 The trimming, confined to the center front 
of the skirt, consists of four ribbon rosettes 
of finely striped blue and white silk ribbon.

Bodice: The neckline, although open, is no-
ticeably different from the typical bateau 
shape of the 1830s. It has a slightly point-
ed—but not plunging—contour in center 
front, which is echoed in the moderate point 
of the waistline. The shoulder seam, near 
the top of the shoulder, is 5¼ inches from 
the neckline to the armscye seam, which is 
below the shoulder bone.

 The front is precisely fitted and structural. It 
is cut in two pieces and joined with a cen-
ter front seam. There the fabric pattern is 
matched in near-perfect mirror symmetry, 
positioned at the optimum locations—a 
nicety not always attained when every 
square inch of fabric was to be carefully 
utilized. This is an expensive detail requiring 
enough extra yardage of the costly large-
scale motif fabric to allow wasteful cutting 
for consummate aesthetic effect. 

One long bust dart on each side starts at 
the bodice point and slants upward to the 
peak of the bust. The side seam is 7 inches 
from center front and 6½ inches from cen-
ter back. The front bodice is heavily pad-
ded with attached pads through the chest 
cavity above the bust and along the arms-
cye seam. Bones are encased on the center 
seam, the bust darts, and the side seam. A 
very fine corded piping in cream-colored 
satin finishes the neckline, armscye, and 
bodice contour—but not the shoulder 
seam.

The bodice back is cut on straight grain. 
The center back closure extends into the 
center back skirt seam. It has gathers along 
the waistline between the real back panel 
seams and the closure. It is fastened with 
drawstrings and flat brass hooks and loops. 
An unusual construction detail to note is 
that the back neck is held to the body with 
drawstrings, as seen in earlier decades. The 
entire waistline is supported by a wide linen 
tape. The lining of the entire bodice is a 
firmly woven cotton.

Sleeve: This sleeve is significant because it is 
the first appearance of the bell-style sleeve. 
The mancheron, cut on bias, is surprisingly 
structural with very little flare around its 
opening. It is lined with fine muslin. The 
lower sleeve is cut off-grain but not on true 
bias with a slightly belled opening formed 
in part by a small wedge, or godet, located 
along the seamline on the underside of the 
arm.

Specimen 73
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Skirt: The skirt is designed to look like an 
open skirt with a petticoat of matching 
fabric. The fullness in the top of the skirt 
is in the form of flat pleats turned to-
ward center front. The small of the back 
has about 4 inches of cartridge pleats. 
Through the open wedge-shaped space 
in center front we see a bias-cut section, 
which is background for a vertical row of 
four ribbon rosettes and streamers grad-
uated in size from small at the waist to 
larger toward the bottom of the skirt, thus 
emphasizing verticality.

There is a center front panel 
attached to the skirt, which 
is not an integral part of 
the skirt’s construction but 
rather a bias strip with its 
edges folded under. The 
panel measures 17⁄8 inches 
at the top and widens 
slightly to measure 3¼ 
inches at the hem of the 
dress.

The skirt is not lined and 
has a very deep turnover at 
the waist. Unlike the typical 
deep facing of hems, the 
hem of this dress is the skirt 
fabric turned under approxi-
mately 3½ inches all 
around. There are no 
pockets.

CI 46.23, ca 1840-1841
Courtesy of the Costume Institute of the Metropolitan Museum of Art
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CI 46.23, ca 1840-1841

DRESS 73
Courtesy of the Costume Institute of the Metropolitan Museum of Art
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CI 46.23, ca 1840-1841

DRESS 73

Courtesy of the Costume Institute of the Metropolitan Museum of Art
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Dress Date: ca 1842-43
From: Costume Collection, Cornell University 

Accession Number: 117
Donor: Mary Geisler Phillips

Wearer: Elizabeth Dwier, great-grandmother of the donor, was  
marrried to Frederick Dicker in January 17, 1843, 
probably in  Philadelphia, Pennsylvania

Provenance: Elizabeth Dwier’s father, Daniel, is listed in the Philadelphia  
directories from 1839-46 as a fisherman. According to the  
donor he was drowned shortly before Elizabeth’s marriage,  
“which explains the dark color of her wedding dress.”161 

74

Description: The figured silk is a golden 
brown in color. The pattern of floral sprays 
is formed by weft th eads that float over 
the surface in contrast to the mat surface 
of the satin ground. The fabric is 19 1⁄8 
inches wide. The decorative detail is 
worked from the dress fabric.

Bodice: The neckline is high in back and 
three-quarters high in front, where it is 
shaped to a V contour. The shoulder seam 
from neckline to armscye is 6¾ inches long 
and provides the fashionable sloping shoul-
der.

The basic front is cut with two bias sides 
joined with a center front seam. A bust dart 
on each side of center starts at the bodice 
point and fans out to the peak of the bust. 
The length of the bust dart is approximate-
ly 6 inches (with 9 inches casings). The cen-
ter seam, including the point, is made rigid 
with whalebone as are the bust darts and 
the side seams. The bodice point measures 
3 5⁄8 inches below the natural waistline. 
The side seam is located 6�3⁄8 inches from 
center front.

The drapery over the basic bodice gives the 
effect of tucks which converge on a V line 
exactly meeting in center front to form a 
chevron pattern. These are formed by 29 

bias strips placed diagonally upward to the 
armscye and shoulder seam. Starting at the 
bodice point the bias strips (equidis-tant 
apart) terminate on a curved line that 
coincides with the bust darts and continue 
upward, where their ends are eventually en-
closed in the armscye and shoulder seams. 
The terminals of these bias strips are clever-
ly covered over the center front and the out-
er edges with a three-dimensional self-fabric 
trim of puckered bias, giving a jewel-like 
effect. The inside of the cotton-lined bodice 
has the effect of a quilted pattern where the 
bias strips are attached to the basic bodice 
with stitches not visible from the outside of 
the garment.

The bodice back is cut on straight grain. 
There are no vertical darts from the waist-
line. The center back to the side seam is 5 1⁄8 
inches. The center back closure is fastened 
with fifteen pairs of hooks and loops (seven 
are original brass and others are replace-
ments). The join of the bodice to the skirt is 
constructed with a gross-sized corded piping 
which accentuates the center front point 
and the natural waistline.

Sleeve: The sleeve type is the mancheron over 
a long sleeve. The mancheron is cut on bias 
with no fullness in the cap. The end of this 
oversleeve is embellished with four bias 

Specimen 74
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strips which are turned echoing the detail 
of the bodice. The mancheron is supported 
with brown cotton cut on the bias.

The long sleeve is also cut on bias with no 
shaping gathers at the elbow and no wrist 
placket. The sleeve ends in four bias strips 
turned upward. Both the mancheron and 
the long sleeve are attached in the armscye 
seam which is accentuated with corded 
piping. The long sleeve seam is also corded.

Skirt: The dome shape of the skirt is created 
in part by an equal distribution of fullness 
around the top, although the gathering is 
somewhat shallow. There is a deep turnover 
at the waist. A pocket is suspended from 
the bodice lining at the waistline. The cen-
ter back closure is 14 inches long. The deep 
hem facing is of glazed brown cotton.
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75 Dress Date: ca 1843
From: University of Rhode Island Historic

 Textile and Costume Collection
Accession Number: URI 1964.15.04

Donor: Mabel Streeter Perrin and Maude Streeter Crabb
Wearer: Matilda Cram, married Anson Perrin in 1837

Provenance: Massachusetts

Description: Please see illustrations.

Fabric: The design quality of the fabric is 
excellent. The pattern is complex: an allover 
repeat of a motif—a red rose on a tan back-
ground framed by a Greek Key and other 
minor classical motifs in sepia. The back-
ground is sprinkled with minute black dots, 
a printed pattern called picotage.

Bodice: The neckline is open and boat-
shaped. The 2½ inch shoulder length is 
shorter than the average of the other spec-
imens. The bodice has a six-inch closure 
down center front which fastens with metal 
hooks and loops. This closure is built into 
a V-shaped section cut on straight grain 
which is smooth and edged with corded 
piping. It contrasts with the puckered sec-
tions to which it is joined.

These puckered sections are unique. Close 
examination revealed that the gathered full-
ness was obtained by cutting the V-shaped 
piece longer than the bodice length, well 
beyond the finished waistline. As is shown 
in the drawing, the section is joined on the 
left to the center front section and on the 
right to the side front up to the armscye 
seam. From there the section includes the 
top of the armscye curve, the shoulder 
seam, and the neckline to the point where 
it joins the center front section.

The fullness for the puckers is controlled 
with four lines of gathering stitches which 
pull the length of fabric into place with 
a concentration of gathers at the bodice 

point and then gradually taper off efore 
reaching the armscye and neckline. This 
shape was probably matched for size to the 
darted bodice lining. Corded piping empha-
sizes all of the boundary lines: center front 
section, puckered sections (juxtaposed to 
form the bodice point), armscye seams, 
neckline, and contoured waistline. The 
bodice point floats. The only boning is on 
center front from the point upward for 6½ 
inches.

The bodice back is the standard cut—
straight grain with no fitting seams or darts. 
The closure is on center back and extends 
to about one-third of the length of the 
skirt.

Sleeve: The severely plain bias-cut sleeve is 
enhanced by the printed pattern. Its under-
arm seam has gathers at the elbow and is 
corded for its full length.

Skirt: The top of skirt is tightly gathered all 
around. The entire skirt is pieced 1¼ inch-es 
down from the waistline. The reason for this 
repair is unknown. There is no turnover. 
Typically, the skirt is unlined and has a hem 
facing. There are no pockets.

An American day dress of figured silk, ca 
1840, in the collection of the Museum of 
Fine Arts, Boston (46.620) is similar to the 
Perrin dress, with a more extravagantly 
puckered bodice front. It was photographed 
for their exhibition publication, She Walks in 
Splendor. This is not typical, judging from its 
infrequent appearance.162 

Specimen 75
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URI 1964.15.04, ca 1843DRESS 75
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URI 1964.15.04, ca 1843

DRESS 75

DRESS 75

URI 1964.15.04 
ca 1843
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Photos by Susan Jerome

DRESS 75

DRESS 75

The skirt is simple, gathered all around. The 
main focus of interest is the bodice. Undoubt-
edly the center front opening was intended to 
accommodate a nursing infant.
Apparently the pattern was printed in 4-col-
or cylinder machine (black, gray, pink, red) 
which may have also included wooden roll-
ers for yellow and apple green, unless those 
last two were hand blocked later. It looks like 
there were also touches of a pale blue and/
or a pale gray (faded logwood lavender?) as 
well. Loopy squiggles and quasi-medieval qua-
trefoils hint at coming trends. The nosegays 
foretell the taste of the 1850s after giddiness 
and medievalism lose interest.     x SWG

URI 1964.15.04, ca 1843
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Dress Date: ca 1845
From: Costume Institute, The Metropolitan Museum of Art

Accession Number: 1981.14.5
Donor: Acquisition Fund purchase

Wearer: Unknown
Provenance: European

76

Description: This afternoon dress, is made 
from a sheer crisp organdie plaid in blue, 
white, and beige with intervals of brocad-
ed vertical stripes in green and brown.

Bodice: The neckline is shaped to a deep V 
which would require a chemisette as an 
accessory. The shoulder seam is 71⁄8 inches.

The basic bodice front is a lining of muslin 
in two bias pieces joined by a center front 
seam from the bodice point to the neck-
line. It is shaped with two bust darts on 
each side of the center originating at the 
point and fanning out to the peak of the 
bust. The side fronts are of the dress plaid 
cut on partial bias.

The front drapery of plaid (as will be seen 
in the CU 77 dress) (77) is on straight 
grain and goes diagonally in a shirred fan 
shape from the center front point to the 
shoul-der seams. At the shoulder the 
gathered fullness of the drapery has to be 
controlled with rows of shirring because 
the shoulder seam lies well back of the top 
of the shoul-der. The side seam is 6�5⁄8 
inches from the center front and 3�7/8 
inches from center back. The center front 
seam, the darts, and the side seams are 
boned.

The neckline of the back bodice is finished 
with corded piping which runs into the 
shoulder seam. The back closure fastens 
with metal hooks and worked loops. The 
bodice-skirt join is finished with corded 
piping.

A firm cotton lining was used for the back 
and side fronts.

Sleeve: The long slightly-belled sleeve has a 
mancheron cut on bias. Both are enclosed 
in the corded armscye seam. The belled 
opening of the mancheron has a scalloped 
contour with a bias bound edge. The low-
er sleeve is also cut on bias. Its opening is 
embellished with white lace. The sleeves 
are lined around the armscye with the same 
firm cotton as in the bodice.

Skirt: The top of the skirt is gauged around 
its entire circumference. It has a very deep 
turnover and a very deep crinoline facing 
of 211⁄8 inches. The absence of a pocket is 
probably explained by the sheerness of the 
skirt.

Specimen 76
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CI 1981.14.5, ca 1845

DRESS 76

Courtesy of the Costume Institute of the Metropolitan Museum of Art
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CI 1981.14.5, ca 1845

DRESS 76

DRESS 76

Courtesy of the 
Costume Institute 
of the Metropolitan 
Museum of Art
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77
Dress Date: 1845-1846

From  Costume Collection, Cornell University
Accession Number: 77

Donor: Lucy Strange Tarbert (Mrs. Harry S. Tarbert)
Wearer: Harriet Lane Ault, of Dublin, Ireland, married in 1837

Provenance: Ireland

Description: Please see illustrations. Judging 
from fashion plates and their descriptions, 
this dress was probably categorized as a 
visiting dress.

Fabric: The dress fabric, often referred to as 
“pekin” in the 1840s, is pink silk in both 
warp and weft  It has twenty-five alternat-
ing satin and grosgrain stripes across its 
width. Light 
reflects differ-
ently from the 
two weaves, 
thus bringing 
more promi-
nence to the 
satin stripes.

The matching 
pink silk ribbon 
trimming is satin with grosgrain edges. 
Three rows of running stitches through the 
middle of the ribbon are drawn up pucker-
ing the ribbon and creating a play of light 
and shadow against the smooth surface 
of the dress fabric. The fringe used for the 
sleeves is also of a matching pink silk. The 
sewing thread is pink silk.

Bodice: The designer effectively developed an 
interplay between the gleam of the satin 
and the mat surface of the grosgrain.

The strong 1840s V line of the stripes and 
the pleats is further accentuated by the 
long open neckline and the deeply pointed 
bodice contour. The bias direction of the 

bodice brings the pleats obliquely from the 
shoulders across the bust to the midriff line 
where the eight pleats are edgestitched 
to form a fan-shaped linear detail which 
converges into a narrow space at the base 
of the bodice point. The corded shoulder 
seam is placed so far back of the natural 
shoulder line that it can be seen only from 
the back requiring the front pleats which 
are pressed upwards toward center front 
to be anchored at the natural shoulder line 
with two rows of shirring.

The bodice back is cut on straight grain. 
The neckline is high but just far enough 
below the neckbone to accommodate a 
chemisette. The back bodice ends at the 
high natural waistline. There are no vertical 
darts or gathers, which is amazing when 
one discovers that the boned side seams 
are 1¾ inches nearer to the center front 
than they are to center back. The closure is 
at center back with the lapping edge on a 
satin stripe.

Sleeve: This bell-type sleeve is of one piece 
cut on the bias. As is visible in the pho-
tograph the sleeve is moderately loose 
through the upper arm. The bell-shaped 
opening requires a godet in the underarm 
seam inserted at the end of the sleeve. 
Shaping for the elbow is done with a cluster 
of gathers at the back of the sleeve. There 
is no ornamentation around the armscye. 
Two rows of pink silk fringe attached to the 
sleeve ending accentuate the bell shape.

Specimen 77
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Skirt: This skirt is a good example of gauging. 
The bodice’s deep boned point is joined to 
the skirt—it is not detached—and required 
much skill to keep the gauging regular and 
the point a clear-cut shape. The gauging 
combines with the skirt lining to project 
the skirt from the fitted bodice to form its 
dome shape.

A pocket opening is well hidden in the skirt 
folds on the right-hand side. There is no 
indication that trimming, ribbon, or fringe 
was applied to the skirt.

Construction Details: The bodice and sleeves 
are lined with a lightly glazed white cotton 
of plain weave attached to the bodice with 
cotton sewing thread. The casings for the 
bodice bones are of the same material as 
the lining, and the top of each casing is 
padded with a tiny square of white leather. 
(This was probably added for the comfort 
of the wearer since the bones are quite 
long.) A tab hanging down from the inside 
of the bodice attached to the point is made 
of the same material as the lining. Its pur-
pose is to hold the bodice to the wearer’s 
corset.

The skirt is lined with a cream white cot-
ton more coarsely woven and more highly 
glazed than the bodice and sleeve linings. 
The lining is included in the deep turnover 
of the fabric at the top of the skirt, and the 
gauging is worked through all four layers.

The skirt pocket is a baglike form below the 
waist on the right-hand side and is built on 
a skirt seam.

The skirt hem facing is a glazed cotton 
which, when superimposed on the lin-
ing, helps to support and accentuate the 
hem sweep. The silk dress fabric has been 
turned to the inside and folded over the 
facing. (The silk fibers have broken on the 
hem fold where friction has been most se-
vere.)

All edges and major joins, such as the shoul-
der seam and armscye seam, have been 
finished with a fine bias corded piping. The 
bottom edge of the bodice is more emphat-
ic through the use of two rows of corded 
piping.

The neckline in the back at the top of the 
closure is fastened with a button worked 
in pink silk thread and a worked loop. The 
placket closure laps from left to right with 
ten pink thread-loops. The metal hooks ap-
pear to be the original, but the metal is not 
identified.

Conclusion: The condition of the dress is 
excellent. It had not been altered and was 
carefully preserved giving evidence that 
it was prized by the wearer’s family who 
brought the dress and other treasures to 
the United States when they migrated from 
Ireland.
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DRESS 77

CU 77, ca 1845-46

DRESS 77
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DRESS 77

CU 77, ca 1845-46
Photo by Susan Greene
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CU 77, ca 1845-46
DRESS 76

Around waist 25"
CB waist to back dart N.A

Across shoulder 6 ¾"
"Natural" shoulder 7"

SLEEVE
Around armscye 12 ½" 
Upper arm girth 13 ½-14"

End circumference 6 3⁄8"
Length over cap 20”

Length underarm 13"

SKIRT
F waist to hem 34 ½"

R side waist to hem 42 ½"
B waist to hem 42 ½"

Placket openings 9"
Hem sweep 120"

Fabric width (web) 17 ¼"

BODICE
CF neckline to waist 6 7/8"
CB neckline to waist 13 ½"

Underarm to waist 6 ¾"

(along angled side seam) 7"
Length of SB seam (dart)  N.A.

Around waist 25"
CB waist to back dart N.A

Across shoulder 6 ¾"
"Natural" shoulder 7"

SLEEVE
Around armscye 12 ½" 
Upper arm girth 13 ½-14"

End circumference 6 3/8"
Length over cap 20”

Length underarm 13"

SKIRT
F waist to hem 34 ½"

R side waist to hem 42 ½"
B waist to hem 42 ½"

Placket openings 9"
Hem sweep 120"

Fabric width (web) 17 ¼"



435     CHAPTER 7 - THE FIFTH DECADE: 1840 - 1850

78
Dress Date: ca 1846-1847

From: Costume Institute, The Metropolitan Museum of Art
Accession Number: 1984.90.1

Donor: The Woodman Thompson Collection
Wearer: Unknown

Provenance: France

Fabric: A figured silk combining a changeable 
silk (“shot silk”) in honey color and gray 
with a heavier vertical stripe of a rib weave 
in carnelian red. The spacing of the striped 
pattern is ¾ inch.

Bodice: The neckline forms a slight V at cen-
ter front and is moderately high in center 
back. The shoulders are quite sloping judg-
ing from the neckline to armscye length of 
7 5⁄8 inches.

The bodice design is similar to the bodice 
of the Ault dress (CU 77) (77) from Ireland. 
It is cut on the bias and matched in a chev-
ron pattern from the center front seam. 
As is true of the Ault dress, the fullness in 
front of the corded shoulder seam (on the 
top of the shoulder) is controlled with rows 
of shirring. The fullness of the drapery is 
directed obliquely across the front to the 
center front fan-shaped shirring. There are 
no bust darts. Instead of the typical point, 
the bodice ends with a 1 1⁄8 inch wide 
built-in waistband which tapers to a point 
approximately 43⁄8 inches long. The side 
seam is 8 5⁄8 inches from center front and 
5¼ inches from center back. There is a 
small watch pocket opening on the left 
side between the bodice and skirt.

A small amount of shirring each side of the 
closure across the small of the back differ-
entiates this bodice from the more typical 
bodice backs of the second half of the 
decade.

Sleeve: The long, fitted, bias-cut sleeve is en-
hanced by the beauty of the striped fabric. 
Corded piping in the armscye seam is the 
only decoration at the end of the shoulder, 
while decorative buttons and loops are used 
for the wrist closure. The sleeve is fitted 
with gathers for the elbow and is completely 
lined with fine linen cut on bias.

Skirt: The construction of the skirt suggests 
that an alteration had been made, perhaps 
for the wearer’s increase in size. There are 
cartridge pleats all around the skirt except 
in front where the fullness is controlled 
with gathers.

The skirt is unlined. The center back clo-
sure is built on the seam line. The hem is 
turned to the wrong side about 5⁄8 of an 
inch and is joined to a soft cotton facing 2½ 
inches deep.

Specimen 78
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CI 1984.90.1, ca 1846-1847

DRESS 78

Courtesy of the Costume Institute of the Metropolitan Museum of Art
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79
Dress Date: ca 1849-1850

From: Costume Collection, Cornell University
sion Number: 2503

Donor: Gunnison Family
Wearer: Unknown

Provenance : American

Description: The silk fabric of this dress is a 
forerunner of the more vibrant fabrics that 
would appear in the 1850s. It is lightweight 
and softly crisp. The changeable taffeta 
of pink and green is marked off in a plaid 
pattern by a fine stripe of vibrant green in 
broken twill so that the plaid measures 51⁄8 
inches (weft direction) by 4¾ inches (warp 
direction).

The trimming, which embellishes the 
sleeves, is an open black lace which has 
been analyzed as machine made. 

Bodice: The neckline is high and close and is 
unique stylistically in that it has a 
neckband of 1 1⁄8 inches high—open in 
front and in back—faced with a cotton 
lining joined to the neckline seam with 
corded piping.

The front bodice is cut on straight grain in 
two pieces joined on center front with a 
corded seam which extends from the bod-
ice point to the decorative front closure. 
(The dress also has the typical center back 
closure.) The front closure opens 8½ 
inches down from the neckline seam and 
fastens with hidden hooks and worked 
loops. The bodice point is only 1¾ inches 
below the natural waistline. There is one 
bust dart on each side of center. The side 
seam is 7 7⁄8 inches from center front and 
4½ inches from center back. The center 
front seam and the darts are boned. The 
shoulder seam, armscye seam, as well as a 
center front seam are all accented with 
corded piping.

The bodice back is cut on straight grain and 
has no vertical darts from the waistline as 
the side seam is well toward the back. The 
closure laps from left to right and fastens 
with concealed hooks and loops.

Sleeve: The sleeve features a belled man-
cheron over a belled long sleeve. Both are 
cut on bias. The mancheron at its opening 
is 14½ inches as compared to the upper 
arm circumference of approximately 11½ 
inches. It is lined with linen and trimmed 
with an open black lace. The long one-piece 
belled sleeve is firm and structural and is 
fitted with slight gathers for the elbow. At 
its opening it measures 17 5⁄8 inches and is 
faced with a fabric composed of ribbons 
lapped slightly and sewn together so that 
their direction coincides with the bias di-
rection of the sleeve. The end of the bell is 
embellished to match the trimming of the 
mancheron.

Skirt: The top of the skirt is gauged for the 
entire circumference with dense perfectly 
measured tucks. The seam joining the bod-
ice to the skirt is corded so that the viewer 
is aware of the point and the natural waist-
line. The turnover inside the skirt is long 
and skillfully finished. The skirt is unlined 
but has the typical hem facing, the dimen-
sions of which are unreliable because the 
garment has been shortened.

Construction Details: The lining fabric for 
the bodice is a bleached linen. Between the 
lining and the outer silk are chest pads lo-
cated in the concave curve above the bust.

Specimen 79
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Photo by Susan Greene

Detail of a black lace shawl made of a shiny thread with stiff hand. Pusher lace 
with hand run gimp, hand applied picot edging. Morning glory and fern design. 
Elongated triangular shape. 261⁄2” x 121⁄2," 1850-1875. 88.233 Susan Greene Collec-
tion/Genesee Country Village & Museum

Dark tan cotton with a slight glaze lines the 
sleeves; the skirt’s hem facing is the same 
cotton.

A skirt pocket is supported by two tapes 
leading to the waist. It is located on the 
right side of the front, whereas a small 
watch pocket is located on the left side.
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80
Dress Date: ca 1849-1850

From: The History Center in Tompkins County, Ithaca, NY
Accession Number: 78.31.2

Donor: Mary Hitchcock Wilde
Wearer: Mary Ann Hitchcock, born 1801, married John George  

Reynolds, United States Naval Officer, in 1823
Provenance: Mary Ann Reynolds, as the wife of a naval offic , lived in  

 such cities as Norfolk, VA; Philadelphia, PA; and Brook-  
  lyn, NY, where her husband died in 1857. She had three  

sons born 1825, 1828, and 1832. Diaries and letters testify  
to the fact that she had many social occasions.

Description: Please see illustrations. This 
summer dress, probably worn for visiting 
or promenades, is an example of quality in 
design, fabric, and workmanship. (Unfortu-
nately the contours of the mounted dress 
are exaggerated by the fact that the man-
nequin’s bust measurements were slightly 
larger and the bust was slightly lower than 
the wearer’s bust.)

Fabric: The dress fabric is a plain weave, ecru
-colored, semi-sheer cotton with vertical
twill-weave stripes. The stripes are ¼ inch
wide and 7⁄8 of an inch apart, the same
ecru color of the dress; every other stripe
has a floral print in green, pink, and light
brown with overprinting in small, dark,
diagonal lines. The print suggests an image
of a tiny tapestry motif, the same as would
be found in a Kashmir shawl.

The trimming is all cotton, probably the net 
made on a Leavers machine, with hand-run 
cordonnet on the face of the lace, while the 
reverse side is smooth.163 

Bodice: Instead of the center back closure 
which was predominant during the 1830s 
and 1840s, this dress has a new plan for the 
front opening.

The entire bodice is built on a firm, boned, 
cotton foundation the neckline of which 
coincides with the outer dress. The founda-

tion opens in center front for a length of 9½ 
inches  to the waistline. It is closed with 
brass hooks and loops.

The bodice front on each side of center 
consists of a draped piece and a bias-cut 
side front which wraps around the figure 
to join the curved seam of the back bodice. 
The side front includes the lower armscye 
curve. There is no underarm seam. The two 
pieces for the drapery are cut on straight 
grain from the striped fabric and are in-
corporated in the shoulder seam about 
one inch short of the armscye seam. The 
finished gathered width is 5 3⁄8 inches. This 
unlined piece is brought down to the center 
front where it terminates at the waistline 
and is now reduced in width to 1 1⁄2 inches 
of fine pleating on each side of the center 
closure. Its finished juxtaposed edges are 
fastened up the front with hooks and loops. 
Further explanation of this type of closure 
will follow later.

The drapery is joined to the bias side sec-
tion with an inconspicuous plain seam. The 
seam meets the shoulder seam about ¾ of 
an inch from the armscye seam. It passes to 
the outside of the bust bulge on a slant to 
the waist. The boned bust dart is in the 
cotton foundation and is hidden under the 
drapery, which partially rolls over the side 
front seam.

Specimen 80
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The center back of the bodice is cut on 
straight grain and is joined to the bias side 
front on the traditional curved back panel 
seams (located 6 3⁄4 inches from center 
front and 3 inches from center back).

The bodice waistline is completed with a 
narrow built-in waistband which is cut from 
a stripe of the fabric. It will function as part 
of the front closure. The left front of the 
bodice has to be finished for 4 1⁄2 inches 
with its waistline free from the skirt. From 
this point the bodice and the skirt will be 
attached around the entire waistline  to the 
center front of the bodice. It is important 
to note that the so-called built-in waist-
band is not between the bodice and the 
skirt but is applied to the lined bodice with 
inconspicuous stitches on its upper edge. 
On its lower edge it appears to be joined to 
the skirt, but probably a strong join is made 
by whipping the skirt’s cartridge pleats to 
the bodice seam allowance with very 
frequent shallow stitches.

To return to center front, the opening now 
includes the center skirt panel which will be 
finished as a drop front from the center for 
4½ inches to the left along the waistline. 
For this distance the waistband is no longer 
attached to the bodice, but it remains at-
tached to the skirt (in this case the center 
front panel). The waistband is finished with 
a facing and rides as a free edge over the 
waistline of the bodice and overlaps itself to 
the left 4½ inches from center front. The 
finished tab of the waistband is fastened 
with one hook and loop.

As shown in the drawing the neckline of the 
dress is extended by the attachment of a 
firm white lace edging which sof  tens the 
long V-shaped opening and also provides 
overlap. The entire draped front is free 
from the foundation except for attachment 
on the shoulder seam and the seam joining 
it to the side front.

Sleeve: The basic sleeve is one piece and cut 
on bias. It is shaped for the elbow bend on 
both sides of the sleeve seam with small 
tucks, making it feasible to fit the sleeve 

close to the arm for contrast with its bell-
shaped double mancheron. The unlined 
mancheron is cut on bias. The edge is scal-
loped and bound with bias self-fabric. The 
sleeve cuff is similar in shape and 
construction to the mancheron but turns 
up on the sleeve instead of down; a wrist 
placket was apparently not required. 
Corded piping joins the lace to the sleeve 
ending. The lace falls over the hand.

Skirt: The unlined skirt is finely gauged all 
around the waist except for a flat box pleat 
at center front, wide enough to include 
a full unit of the stripe so that the plain 
stripe falls down the center. As described 
above, the center front panel is a drop front 
closure opening along the waist and about 
11 3⁄8 inches down the left vertical seam. 
The gauging is whipped with fine shallow 
stitches to the bodice in the traditional 
manner. A fairly deep hem facing gives the 
skirt more substance and apparent sweep. 

A watch pocket is located on the right side 
of center front. A handkerchief pocket is 
also built in the seamline on the right side 
of center front.

Construction Details: The only part of this 
dress that is lined is the bodice. It is of a 
sturdy, textured plain weave cotton. The 
bone casings are of the same material and 
are long, placed on the bust dart lines (no 
darts visible from the outside) and the side-
back seams. There is a four inch turnover.

The cotton hem facing is somewhat softer 
and sheerer than the bodice lining.

Fine corded piping is used for the back 
neckline, shoulder seam, armscye seam, and 
some minor joins.

At this point one has to be skeptical about 
the donor’s information. The alleged wearer, 
Mary Reynolds, born in 1801 would have 
been 48 years old by 1849. Would she have 
had a waistline of nineteen inches and a 
thirty-inch bust measurement after bearing 
three sons? One must wonder about her 
size at the time this dress was fashionable.
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THC 78.31.2, ca 1849-50

DRESS 80

Courtesy of the History Center in Tompkins County
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THC 78.31.2, ca 1849-50

DRESS 80

Courtesy of the History Center in Tompkins County
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THC 78.31.2, ca 1849-50

DRESS 80

Courtesy of the History Center in Tompkins County
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THC 78.31.2, ca 1849-50DRESS 80

CB waist to back dart 3"
Across shoulder 6 ¼"

SLEEVE
Around armscye 10 ½" 
Upper arm girth 11 1⁄8"

End circumference 7 7⁄8"
Length over cap 19 ¼"

Length underarm 15 ¼"

SKIRT
F waist to hem 36 ¼"

R side waist to hem 39 5⁄8"
B waist to hem 40 ¼"

Placket openings 11 3⁄8"
Hem sweep 125 ½"

Fabric width (web) 31"

BODICE
Lining CF neckline to waist 9½"

CB neckline to waist 13 3/8"
Underarm to waist 8-8 ¼"

Length of SB seam (dart) 6 7/8"
Around waist 19+"

CB waist to back dart 3"
Across shoulder 6 ¼"

SLEEVE
Around armscye 10 ½" 
Upper arm girth 11 1/8"

End circumference 7 7/8"
Length over cap 19 ¼"

Length underarm 15 ¼"

SKIRT
F waist to hem 36 ¼"

R side waist to hem 39 5/8"
B waist to hem 40 ¼"

Placket openings 11 3/8"
Hem sweep 125 ½"

Fabric width (web) 31"
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81
Dress Date: ca 1849-1850

   From:  Costume Collection, Cornell University 
Accession Number: 28

Donor: Professor Ella Cushman, College of Home Economics,  
Cornell University

Wearer: Mahala Hodgman, the sister of Miss Cushman’s
 grandmother

Provenance : Akron, Ohio

Description: This cotton dress is in a plaid 
composed of muted colors, predominantly 
tan crossed by blue, dark blue, and green. 
The fabric is deceptively lightweight ap-
proaching the sheerness of a muslin. The 
scale of the plaid is about 1 7⁄8 inches by 
2½ inches, and its web measures 28 inches 
from selvedge to selvedge.

Bodice: The neckline is high and close (neck-
line circumference is 13 inches). The long 
shoulder seam is 7 inches, a length needed 
for the enclosure of the bodice drapery.

In analyzing the cut of this bodice one 
concludes that the dressmaker first made 
a complete bodice pattern for the lining. It 
was cut on partial bias with a center front 
seam from the neckline to a short point 
below the waistline. A bust dart is included 
on each side of center.

This lining was used as a base upon which 
to fit the plaid pieces: the two side fronts 
cut on bias, and a center front section is 
cut on straight grain (which includes the 
fullness for the drapery). The front section 
is sewn to the lining only on its boundaries: 
the high and close neckline, the shoulder 
seam, the armscye seam for 3¾ inches, and 
the bias edge which was slip-stitched to the 
side front along the hypothetical bust dart 

line from the armscye curve to the bottom 
of the bodice. The drapery fold rolls over 
the side front concealing this seamline. The 
center front section measures 16 inches at 
its widest point across the bust bulge and 
terminates in a fan-shaped shirred point 3 
1/8 inches wide across the center front. 
The bone casings for the center front and 
bust darts are attached only to the lining.

The bodice back is cut on straight grain 
with a center back closure and no vertical 
darts from the waistline. The side seam is 
44 7⁄8 inches from center back. The 
fasteners are flat brass hooks and loops.

Sleeve: The design of the sleeve is composed 
of double, bias, belled mancherons over the 
long close-fitting bias sleeve. The placket at 
the wrist is open.

Skirt: The fullness in the top of the skirt is 
tightly gathered for the entire circumfer-
ence. There is a deep turnover. The hemline 
of the skirt is embellished with one hori-
zontal tuck, a stylistic detail seen more fre-
quently in the 1830s and early 1840s (see 
CU 116) (71). The skirt is not lined but has 
the traditional hem facing; in this dress it is 
three inches. A large handkerchief pocket is 
included in the skirt.

Specimen 81
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Predominant Characteristics of 
Compared Specimens

In the 1840s the V shape associated with the 
Gothic style is ever present and is repeated 
emphatically in the basic cut of a garment, in 
contours, in placement of trimming. The fab-
ric designs, particularily the stripes, enhance 
the sharpness of the chevron effect.

Fabrics

The trends of the 1830s continued into the 
1840s. Figured fabrics appeared to be dom-
inant—judging from our specimens all of 
which are made of figured materials. The 
silk fabrics, seven out of thirteen dresses, 
are generally characterized by floral sprays in 
lustrous threads floating over a dull surface of 
the same color. A very beautiful formal French 
dress, CI 46.23, (73) dated 1840-41, is a bro-
caded silk the ground of which is a pale silvery 
blue contrasted with floral sprays in shades 
of pale and bright blue silk threads and gold 
metallic threads. The general direction of the 
figured pattern is vertical.

The cotton dresses of figured fabrics include 
one print, two plaids, and one stripe. Two of 
the fabrics are works of art: URI 1964.15.04, 
ca 1843 (75), and THC 78.31.2, ca 1849-1850 
(80). The first is a complex pattern combining 
a floral spray enclosed by the Greek Key mo-
tif and interspersed with picotage (pinpoint 
dots). We hypothesize that it was printed by 
the more advanced roller printing process 
of the 1840s. The second fabric is a semi-
transparent cotton composed of a repeat of 
three vertical stripes of which one is sheer, 
one is opaque, and the third is opaque elab-
orately printed with vibrant colors giving the 
effect similar to a border design of a cash-
mere shawl. The origin of these fabrics is not 
known, but European origin is assumed.

A fabric called delaine combines a balance 
of wool and cotton in a plain weave and is 
printed or plain. It is represented in two of 
our printed day dresses, CU 86 (72) and CI 
38.100.2 (70). These examples are of partic-
ular interest because both dresses came from 
Massachusetts where delaine was popular for 
day dresses and was manufactured by local 
mills.

Bodice Designs

Significant changes in necklines enable us to 
identify the style most typical of the early 
part of the decade as compared to styles of 
the last years of the 1840s. The bateau, or 
boat-shaped, neckline of the late years of the 
1830s had changed only slightly but subtly by 
dipping to a slight V in center front. The trend 
was for the back neckline to be higher, nearer 
to the neckbone, and for the shoulder line 
to lengthen from neckline to armscye seam, 
thus enhancing the sloping shoulder. These 
characteristics were relatively typical of the 
specimen dresses until about 1843 when vari-
ations appeared and continued markedly in 
the second half of the decade. Striking exam-
ples of change can be seen in the Ault dress 
from Ireland (CU 77), ca 1845-46 (77), and 
the Reynolds dress (THC 78.31.2), ca 1849-50 
(80). The Ault dress has a plunging V neckline 
obviously requiring a chemisette. This style of 
neckline compares closely with CI 1981.14.5, 
ca 1845 (76). The deep V neckline of the 
Reynolds is different from the Ault neckline 
in that the closure has been moved to center 
front—a development to watch.

A dress style which deviates most radically 
from the norm are URI 1964.15.04, ca1843 
(75), and CU 2503, ca 1849-1850 (79). The 

A fabric called delaine combines a balance of wool and 
cotton in a plain weave and is printed or plain. It is represented 
in two of our printed day dresses, CU 86 (72) 
and CI 38.100.2 (70). These examples are of partic- 
ular interest because both dresses came from Massachusetts 
where delaine was popular for day dresses 
and was manufactured by local mills. 



447     CHAPTER 7 - THE FIFTH DECADE: 1840 - 1850

later dress has a high and close neckline which 
opens in center front for 8½ inches, but its 
major closure is constructed in the traditional 
method downcenter back. Its other unusual 
feature is a standing collar, or band, which 
opens in front and in back.

Bodice Fronts

As can be seen in the first six specimens, 
style characteristics of the 1830s—which had 
basic bodice embellishments of applied drap-
ery—carried over into the 1840s. The applied 
drapery is a band of precise folds (usually bias) 
which crosses the figure obliquely either from 

Black satin dress with fairly high 
waist and demigigot sleeves 
that, given the carefully pleated 
fullness even at the lower arm, 
appear to have been updated. 
The bodice has applied drapery, 
and a floating point. Ca 1840. 
2010.059 Susan Greene Collec-
tion/Genesee Country Village & 
Museum

Photos by Susan Greene

the top of the shoulder or the armscye seam 
to midpoint of the diaphragm (see CU 116 
(71) and CU 86 (72)).

But subtle changes serve as benchmarks. The 
right and left sid s of the bodice were cut on 
the bias and matched in a chevron pattern 
when joined in a center front seam. The seam 
ended in a point extending varying degrees 
beyond the natural waistline (depending on 
the formality of the dress). The point for five 
dresses is finished as an entity free from the 
skirt to which the rest of the bodice is at-
tached.
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From about 1843 onward variations on the 
cut of bodices began to appear. Drapery 
applied to a basic bodice as a dressmaking 
procedure gave way to a more complex plan 
of calculating the fullness of the drapery 
into the pattern. Three interesting examples 
of this procedure of patternmaking are: the 
Perrin dress, URI 1964.15.04, ca 1843 (75), 
the Ault dress (CU 77), ca 1845-46 (77), and 
the Reynolds dress (THC 78.31.2), 1849-
1850 (80). In each case the drapery fullness 
is included in the pattern, but each spec-
imen has its unique features. The bodice 
design of the Perrin printed cotton dress 
is not typical. The extra bodice fullness is 
part of the pattern gained by extending the 
length of the bodice and then shirring it up 
into position.

As can be noted in the illustrations of the 
Ault dress, grain direction is easy to detect 
because the fabric is composed of alternat-
ing broad stripes of satin and grosgrain. The 
four folds for each side are manipulated so 
that each fold, in an oblique direction, is 
pressed on the line of the stripe. These edg-
estitched folds converge in a fan shape to 
form the bodice point. The bodice point is 
distinguished from those of earlier bodices 
in that it is sewn to the skirt, a new dress-
making achievement.

At first glance the Reynolds dress of striped 
cotton appears to be very similar to the Ault 
dress, but among the differences are these 
major ones:

• the bodice opens down center front
to the built-in waistband;

• beneath the drapery is a fitted,
boned foundation which fastens
independently on center front;

• the drapery is inconspicuously
joined to the bias side fronts along a
hypothetical bust dart;

• the typical bodice center point has
been replaced by the narrow built-in
waistband which is part of the new
type of bodice-skirt closure.

Bodice Backs

The designs of the bodice backs varied very 
little from those of the early years of the de-
cade. They were all cut on straight grain with 
the lapped closure in center back with the ex-
ception of the THC 78.31.2 Reynolds dress, ca 
1849-1850 (80), which has a closure in front. 
No fitting seams or darts are present with the 
exception of three dresses. The Collins dress 
has vertical fullness introduced between the 
simulated panel seams and the closure. The 
French brocade has gathers along the waist-
line between the panel seam and the closure. 
The Reynolds dress is an exception in that the 
panel seams are not simulated, they are actual 
curved seams without fullness, but there is no 
back closure.

Sleeves

No matter what style variations appear, the 
1840s sleeves are suspended from an unin-
terrupted sloping shoulder with the armscye 
seam dropped to the upperarm.

The demigigot style characteristic of the sec-
ond half of the 1830s continues into the 1840s 
but with slight differences. One finds an iden-
tification clue in the diagonal direction of the 
bias bands, or armlets, which encompass the 
upper arm at the base of the vertical pleating. 
This diagonal movement is in harmony with 
the strong V lines of the bodice front. The Col-
lins sleeve of 1840 is an example of the shaped 
bias trimming, and the Warner sleeve has the 
double armlet with the Gothic points.

A style which is more distinctly the 1840s is 
the mancheron, or oversleeve, usually cut on 
bias. It bells moderately over a long one-piece 
sleeve, also cut on bias. Four of the dresses had 
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this type of sleeve, and near the close of the 
decade two had double mancherons. Please 
refer to the photograph of the Reynolds dress 
which illustrates the effect of the precise 
planning of the diagonals of the stripes in 
the sleeves, in the side front, and in the front 
drapery.

Two of the dresses, the URI 1964.15.04 (75) 
and the French, CI 1984.90.1 (78), have long 
unadorned one-piece sleeves cut on bias 
and fit the arm more closely than the typical 
specimen sleeve. They have gathers along the 
seam to accommodate the elbow bend and 
fit closely around the wrist thus requiring an 
open placket.

Only one sleeve of the thirteen is cut on 
straight grain. It is a bishop sleeve gathered 
to a fitted wristband.

A new form to watch is the bias sleeve which 
is belled out around its opening. Two Euro-
pean dresses have sleeves of this type. The 
formal brocade, CI 46.23 dated 1840-41 (73), 
and the Ault of satin and grosgrain stripes, ca 
1845-46 (77), each has the bell circumference 
expanded by introducing a godet along the 
seamline.

Two other dresses have slightly belled sleeves 
but without the godet.

Skirts

The skirts at the beginning of the decade are 
very similar in style and construction to those 
of the 1830s. The fullness in the top of the 
skirt is formed into relatively wide flat pleats 
turned toward the front so that the viewer 
looks into the folds. The space between the 
pleats across the center front remains about 
the same distance as in the 1830s, but now 
the space is occupied by the bodice point 
which is detached from the skirt. Gauging, 
or tight gathering, of the fullness across the 
small of the back was typical, although the 
Collins and Warner skirts are exceptions: 
the narrow flat pleats across the back of the 

Collins skirt are related in width to the sleeve 
pleats, and the fullness in the Warner skirt ter-
minates in an inverted pleat at center back— 
quite uncharacteristic of the period.

By 1843, the 1840s female silhouette had de-
veloped distinctive characteristics. The point-
ed, boned, fitted bodice is in contrast to the 
dome-shaped skirt. The gauging technique 
was very suitable for producing the dome-
shaped skirt. The technique required exact-
ness of measurements and skillful stitchery 
as a means of controlling the fullness for the 
entire circumference of the top of the skirt. In 
addition, the attachment of the bodice point 
to the gauged skirt was another dressmaking 
feat. The Ault striped silk dress exemplifies 
these results of craftsmanship.

Hem embellishment appeared only twice, as 
seen in the Collins silk dress of 1840 (71) and 
the Cushman cotton plaid of about 1849-
1850 (81). The spirit of the Gothic style of the 
1840s appears in the decoration of the skirt of 
the French brocaded silk: four ribbon rosettes 
and streamers are arranged from hem to waist 
on the center front section of the skirt.

Construction Details

Certain interior characteristics typical of the 
dresses of this decade distinguish them from 
dresses of the 1830s. The most important 
one is the use of encased whalebone to cre-
ate rigidity of form in the bust darts, in the 
center front from the tip of the point upward 
approximately 9 inches, and usually in the side 
seams. Bodices of the 1830s were occasionally 
boned, but usually in a dress for formal func-
tions.

Padding was used above the peak of the 
bust to fill out the concave curve so that the 
garment was smooth across the chest from 
armscye to armscye. This effect enhanced the 
uninterrupted sloping shoulder line.

The bodice contour was usually parallel with 
the natural waistline in back but gradually 
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curved downward to center front to culminate 
in the point. This contour line was made firm 
with linings and always with at least one cord-
ed piping in the seam.

Turning to the inside of the skirts, two char-
acteristics are commonly consistent: the 
absence of a full lining and the presence of a 
hem facing ranging in depth from 2½ inches 
to 211⁄8 inches, the average being about 55⁄8 
inches for seven of the skirts.

The turnover was an integral part of the 
gauged top of the skirt and helped to project 
the skirt from the upper hipline. It was seen 

frequently from 1845 onward. No turnover al-
lowance appeared in the first three specimens, 
although the atypical Warner flat box pleated 
skirt has a small turnover.

Over half of the thirteen specimens had 
pockets, with the opening usually hidden in 
the skirt folds. The pocket on the right side 
was often suspended from the waist. Three 
of the dresses had a watchpocket: the French 
silk dress, ca 1846-47, (CI 1984.90.1) (78); 
the Gunnison silk, ca 1849-1850 (79), (CU 
2503); the Reynolds (THC 78.31.2), semisheer 
striped muslin, ca 1849-1850 (80).

Bodice interior showing boned seams, stitching securing the full-
ness of the silk at the point, and the skirt turnover. The skirt is 
whipped to the bodice edge. 87.110 Susan Greene Collection/Gen-
esee Country Village & Museum

Photo by Susan Greene
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Detecting the Facts: 1840 - 1850

A survey of the literature and an examination 
of actual specimens brings one sharply to the 
realization that style changes in day dress-
es were subtle, requiring from investigators 
acute awareness of detail.

In searching for similarities and differences in 
1840s dresses we compared our specimens 
with dress from the following sources: The 
Ladies’ Cabinet of Fashion, Music, and Ro-
mance, an English publication, with Godey’s 
Lady’s Book, an American publication; ex-
tant dresses, which have been exhibited and 
photographed for publications; six measured 
extant dresses by other authors; and paint-
ings, particularily those produced by itinerate 
artists working in the United States.

Three types of day dresses mentioned in the 
fashion news of the 1840s and by costume 
historians are the round dress, the pelisse-
robe, and the redingote. According to C. W. 
Cunnington, the redingote was favored by 
French women but not by English women.164 

We believe that the round dress, the type 
which appeared most frequently in collec-
tions where our fieldwork was done, was the 
style most favored by American women.

Bodices: Late 1830s and Early 1840s

Necklines

The open neckline for the day dress was 
universal and was an integral part of a sloping 
shoulder, the armscye seam being located 
below the shoulder bone. A feature which 
often distinguishes the early 1840s bateau 
from the earlier models is that the broad line 
across the chest had developed a shallow 
V dip in center front in harmony with the 
strong chevron plan that was developing in 
the rest of the bodice. Visual examples from 
most of the sources confirm this stylistic de-
velopment. Unfortunately, some portraits and 

fashion plates include a pelerine which veils or 
eclipses a clear view of the neckline contour.

Gradually the neckline closes in becoming 
higher and nearer to the neck bone in the 
back, and nearer to the side of the neck as 
measured across the shoulder to the armscye. 
Our thirteen specimens and the six measured 
specimens of other authors show that the 
shoulder line lengthened slightly.

Bodice Fronts

On the basis of the measured extant dresses 
(both our thirteen models and six dresses 
by other authors), we know that two types 
of construction were used in the early 1840s 
bodices: Type 1 had a band of pleated drapery 
applied to a basic bodice. Type 2 included the 
fullness for drapery as an integral part of the 
bodice pattern. Both methods carried over 
from the 1830s, but the principal distinction 
one needs to be aware of is that the 1840s 
drapery, regardless of construction method, 
has a definite diagonal direction across the 
body rather than the typical 1830s horizontal 
plan. All of our sources provided examples of 
bodices of each construction type. Our tally 
indicates that probably the most common 
method was to a band of pleated drapery to 
the basic bodice. There are exceptions howev-
er that should be judged in terms of how they 
deviate from the other models. For example, 
there is the French dress, CI 46.23, ca1840-
41 (73), a formal gown of an elaborate bro-
cade which has no bodice drapery. Waugh’s165 
English bodice of satin stripes has no drapery 
to clutter the clean cut lines, and her English 
evening dress of silk taffeta,166 dated “early 
40s” with the divisions of darts (Type 2 meth-
od) is quite different from those with applied 
drapery.

Other distinctive characteristics that set these 
early 1840s bodice fronts apart from those of 
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the 1830s are, first, the fitted form “tight to 
shape” achieved almost without exception by 
cutting the right and left sid s of the bodice 
so that when they were joined with a center 
seam their bias direction formed a strong 
V pattern down center front; second, the 
contour of the bottom of the bodice curves 
downward to a center front point; and third, 
the bodice was made rigid with encased 
whalebone on the center front seam (includ-
ing point), the bust darts, and the side seams. 
The major variation of this plan, regardless 
of the origin of the dress, is the construction 
of the center front point which extends over 
the skirt. In 1842 the new deep point for 
day dresses appears in Ladies’ Cabinet about 
45% of the total number of tabulated dresses 
as compared to 9% of Godey’s day dresses, 
whereas the moderate point appears in 56% 
of Godey’s dresses—measurements indicate 
that the point was longer for formal dresses. 
Generally the point was not attached to the 
skirt (but type of construction is not possible 
to judge from a photograph or drawings). One 
brown silk dress in the Cincinnati Museum 
Collection, dated 1837-1841,167 was construct-
ed with the 1830s built-in waistband but it 
was shaped into a center-front point.

Bodice Backs

All too frequently bodice backs were not 
shown so that the most reliable comparisons 
were the scarce measured extant dresses by 
other authors. Without exception the closures 
were located on center back, and the two 
center back pieces were cut on straight grain. 
The striking difference between our first six 
models and those by English authors is that 
more of the English dresses were cut with the 
earlier style of the back panel seams making 
it possible to cut the side backs in partial bias 
if such a plan related to the cut of the side 
fronts. The most common cut of the back 
was on straight grain with no darts or fitting 
seams, thus assuming a ramrod straightness of 
the wearer’s back.

Sleeves: Late 1830s and Early 1840s

In the late years of the 1830s and the ear-
ly years of the 1840s the demigigot style of 
sleeve was almost a stereotype with the pos-
sible exception of the informal bishop style. 
Indicators of vintage are the shapes and direc-
tion of decorative detail. Styling variations of 
the upper-arm area of the sleeve led to dress-
making procedures such as shirring the area 
instead of pleating, or shaping bands around 
the upper arm so that they were more in har-
mony with the Gothic style and their direction 
was more diagonal than horizontal. The lower 
part of the gigot was possibly more restrained 
in volume with the passing of time.

It is not surprising to discover that in 1840 a 
new style of sleeve appeared, although at first 
hardly discernible. C. W. Cunnington in his 
review of English fashion publications reports 
that “By the summer the tight sleeve to the 
wrist (with very short upper sleeve) begins to 
appear. . . . During the year the loose and the 
tight sleeve rival each other in popularity for 
day dresses.”168 Assuming that this new style 
was introduced from France, we look with 
special interest at our French specimen CI 
46.23, ca 1840-41 (73). Its sleeve essentially 
meets the description “The tight sleeves is 
fashionable for heavy materials, and is cut 
on the cross with one seam, and headed by a 
mancheron. . . ”169 

Our tally of Ladies Cabinet confirmed Cun-
nington’s findings that the one-piece bias 
fitted sleeve increased to over one-half in 1841 
and to three-quarters in 1842. Of course it 
does not follow that English and American 
women adopted the style at the rate it was 
promoted by fashion editors. The new En-
glish “tight” sleeve, that is, the one-piece bias 
sleeve, is exemplified in Waugh’s pattern dia-
gram XLIV “early 1840s” accompanied by the 
bias mancheron (termed “jockey”).170 Arnold’s 
draft or dress, ca 1839-1845,171 shows a fitted 
two-piece sleeve on straight grain with double 
armlets. Two English cotton dresses with the 
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tight sleeve were exhibited by the Cincinnati 
Museum of Art: cotton print, 1843-47, and 
cotton plaid, 1841-43.172 

Among our specimens is the Phillips silk wed-
ding dress, CU 117 (74), and the Perrin cotton 
print, URI 1964.15.04 (75). Both are dated 
about 1843. The Perrin sleeve style compares 
closely with the English cotton print (1843-
47) of the Cincinnati Museum.

To get a notion of what styles were adopted by 
women in upstate New York, we studied some 
well-documented paintings and found that by 
1844 the dresses of the sitters had the long, 
tight sleeve.173 

Skirts

Our specimens of the late 1830s and early 
1840s are essentially like the models shown 
in other sources. By 1840 the flat pleating 
around the top of the skirt accommodated 
the curved contour of the bodice front, its 
rigid point descending and settling over to the 
center-front space between pleats. The width 
and number of pleats vary from skirt to skirt. 
By 1841-42 the trend was for narrower pleats. 
All of the skirts were designed with dense 
gathered, pleated, or gauged folds across the 
small of the back to allow for a moderate 
bustle-like projection or for the supporting 
horsehair crinoline petticoat. The turnover at 
the top of the skirt was minimal for our Amer-
ican specimens of this period, but it is present 
in some depth in the pattern drafts by Arnold 
(dress, ca 1839-1845) and Payne (dress, ca 
1840) 174 and also in the photographed interi-
or of a dress (PL 36, ca 1841-43) by Buck.175 

In general the skirts of this period were not 
trimmed. The figured fabric was a sufficient 
statement of beauty. All of the observed 
extant dresses attest to this impression with 
the exception of the French brocaded dress 
of 1840-41, (CI 46.23) (73), which is trimmed 
“en tablier.”

An unexplained contradiction appears to exist 
between the literature and the selected ex-
tant dresses. The English fashion news in 1841 
proclaims the skirt possessing, “. . . one to three 
bias flounces . . . or two deep separated tucks, 
but the plain skirt, or trimming en tablier, is 
more usual. . .”176 

It was assumed that the unlined skirt with a 
deep hem facing was standard, and perhaps 
it was for American dresses of this period, but 
not for English dresses described by Arnold, 
Waugh, Buck, and Cunnington who show 
extant models completely lined. “The skirt 
(except with light summer materials) was in-
variably lined, either with silesia or, in evening 
dress, with book muslin.”177 

Key Changes in the Style Char-
acteristics of Day Dresses from 
About 1843 Onward

Bodices

The necklines in front have a definite V direc-
tion and in the back they have risen to “high 
behind”; that is, close to the base of the neck. 
For all visible models the sloping shoulder ap-
pears exaggerated and is increasing in length 
from neckline to armscye, as can be seen from 
the Measurement Tables of our thirteen spec-
imens.

The “tight to shape,” as the English phrased 
it, becomes increasingly pronounced, and the 
figured fabric cut on the bias and seamed 
with a chevron pattern on center front helps 
emphasize the Gothic V. The long bust darts 
fan out from the now lengthened rigid point 
on center front, and the bias direction of 
the side fronts contribute to the form-fitting 
structure The front bodice drapery took on 
a new look. Appearing less frequently is the 
bodice style employing a band of bias pleating 
applied to a basic bodice. The fullness for the 
drapery is included in the bodice pattern (not 
a new procedure), but the deep folds formed 
obliquely from shoulder to waist resemble a 
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fichu, and the bust contours are somewhat 
muffled. This drapery is attached to the 
shoul-der seam and possibly to the upper 
armscye, but it is free from the lining “àla 
vierge” (as termed by Arnold) until it is 
shirred or tightly darted at the base of the 
bodice. The drapery of ten rolls over the 
upper arm and the side fronts. Just when this 
style first took form has not been 
documented, but our first extant specimens 
are: a European sheer cotton plaid, CI 
1981.14.5, of 1845 (76); the Ault dress from 
Ireland, ca1845-1846 (77); the French dress, 
CI 1984.90.1, ca1846-1847 (78); and our 
Reynolds, THC 78.31.2, 1849-1850 (80). 
Documentation of this style of dress is clearly 
delineated in the originals of Walton’s dated 
paintings of upstate New York women. Two 
sitters in 1844 and one in 1845 are wearing 
dark dresses styled with drapery similar to 
that of the Ault bodice.178  The style must 
have been much favored because it continued 
into the early 1860s. A specimen from Ohio is 
an interesting example of the drapery with-
out the V neckline but rather a line coinciding 
with the base of the throat.

The specimen THC 78.31.2 (80) is valuable in 
exemplifying major changes: the switching of 
the bodice closure from center back to center 
front and the elimination of the bodice point 
to accommodate a skirt closure, which is part 
of a built-in waistband.

Comparison of the underarm length of all the 
measured specimens provides information for 
estimating the location of a dress along the 
timeline. For the 1830s the average underarm 
length (for eleven bodices) is 4 9/16 inches 
and for nine other measured specimens it is 5 
3/16 inches. For the 1840s the average for 
thirteen specimens is 7 1/8 inches and 6 7/8 
inches for five others. Using our specimens 
only, we found that bodices for the decade of 
the 1840s were significantly longer than for 
the previous decade, which concurs with 
statements in the literature that the 
attenuated Gothic line was characteristic of 
the mode.

Sleeves

For this period the sleeve style is a very im-
portant dating indicator. By about 1842 the 
demigigot style was becoming outmoded in 
the United States by the relatively tight bias 
sleeve (often accompanied by a single or dou-
ble mancheron), which continued as the ac-
cepted style for the remainder of the decade.

A natural development from the long and 
tight, one-piece, bias-cut sleeve began to 
appear in Ladies Cabinet in 1843 but did not 
make its appearance in Godey’s until 1844. 
The new style was relatively loose through the 
elbow and widened into a very moderately 
belled opening. When only slightly belled it is 
referred to as “the hanging sleeve.” The in-
creasing enlargement of the opening eventual-
ly required insertion of a wedge-shaped piece, 
a godet, into the seamline. The Irish Ault dress 
is a good example of this new fashion. The 
sleeve opening is enlarged with a godet and 
trimmed with a deep silk fringe.

In summary, the six English dresses included 
only one with the bell-type sleeve, the 1845-
1850 presented by Bradfield.179 From our thir-
teen dresses, four had the open-ended sleeve, 
three of which were European: CI 46.23, ca 
1840-41 (73), circumference 11½ inches; CI 
1981.14.5, ca 1845 (76), circumference 9 5⁄8; 
CU 77, ca1845-46 (77), circumference 16 5⁄8 
inches; and CU 2503, ca1849-50 (79), circum-
ferences 17 5⁄8 inches. By 1848 the bell-type 
design constituted 50% of the sleeves rep-
resented in Ladies Cabinet and by 1850 the 
number increased to 65%.

Skirts

In skirt designs we need to be alert to several 
changes from about 1843 onward. A few of 
the stylistic changes are not represented in 
our sample.

An equal distribution of fullness around the 
entire circumferences of the top of the skirt 
gave it the desired dome shape. This effect 
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could be accomplished with tight gathering or 
with gauging in the form of cartridge pleats. 
According to Cunnington, “It [gauging] is a 
method of construction which is entirely con-
fined to the years 1841-1846, and is one of the 
few technical devices which were original to 
the nineteenth century. . . . Its presence dates 
a specimen more certainly than any other fea-
ture.”180 Gauging, however, is sometimes hard 
to distinguish from skillful tight gathering so 
that even when we classified eight of our thir-
teen skirts as being gauged around the entire 
circumference, we had to use “gauged” advis-
edly. Authentic gauging in the form of exactly 
measured tubelike pleats which project from 
the outside of the skirt and are whipped to 
the bodice with very frequent shallow stitch-
es required more technical skill than that 
required for gathering. In much of the visual 
material, such as fashion plates and portraits, 
the two methods are indistinguishable.

Documentation of the technical method is al-
most impossible unless the authority identifies 
it as authentic.

Turning to the six measured extant dresses of 
other authors we find that three skirts out of 
six are described as “gauged” while the others 
are “finely gathered.”

The deep turnover, especially across the back 
and sides of the top of the skirt is an integral 
part of gauging and of tight gathering; howev-
er, it is also used occasionally with flat pleats 
as in the French dress, CI 46.23 (73), of 1840-
1841, so that the turnover is not an exclusive 
clue for cartridge pleats.

American skirts, judging from our specimens, 
were usually unlined. A hem facing was typical 
although it varied in width and stiffness from 
dress to dress depending on the dress fabric. 
By contrast the extant English dresses were all 
fully lined and our Irish dress, Ault CU 77 (77), 
was fully lined. The two French dresses, 1845 
and 1846, had hem facings.

By mid-decade the stylistic features of the 
1840s dresses had come into full flower so that 
further development could only be more dec-
oration. The skirts of both the 1830s and early 
1840s were conspicuously unadorned, but 
by 1840 skirts in England were, “. . .fuller and 
domed; either plain or flounced (three, five or 
seven flounces), or trimmed en tablier.”181 

The Cincinnati Art Museum presented a spec-
tacular costume dated 1843-1845,182 the skirt 
of which has two deep flounces, cut on bias 
with scalloped and pinked edges. The prove-
nance of this dual purpose afternoon/evening 
dress is Boston, Massachusetts. The only other 
example we found of the flounced skirt is dat-
ed 1849-1850, English, a day dress.183 

The infrequent appearance of the trimmed 
skirt, especially the multilayered, may be ex-
plained by the limited sample of dresses and by 
the possibility that skirt embellishment did not 
become popular in the United States until the 
1850s.

According to the literature, the dresses of the 
1840s were increasing in hem circumference. 
Can we detect a trend? Looking at silk dresses 
(excluding cotton and mixtures) we find that 
in the 1830s five silk dresses averaged 108¼ 
inches (range from 104 to 118) compared to 
seven silk dresses of the 1840s with an average 
hem circumference of 115¾ inches (range from 
102½ to 125½). Three of the dresses are Euro-
pean, and judging from these and the English 
measured extant dresses we find that there is 
a possibility that hem circumferences of Euro-
pean (English and French) dresses were slightly 
more expansive than the average American day 
dress of the 1840s.

The absence of the redingote and pelisse-robe 
is principally because we chose to compare the 
round dress with its own type, but also because 
redingotes especially seemed to be scarce in 
collections. Perhaps they appear in collections 
where the population had a high percentage of 
French immigrants.
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Le Moniteur de la Mode, 1846
2004.164.13

Collection of Susan Greene
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Measurements of Dresses 58 - 68

 ° Research asssesed date by Elsie McMurry
 CI Costume Institute, Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York, NY
 CU Cornell University, College of Human Ecology, Ithaca, NY
 THC  The History Center in Tompkins County, Ithaca, NY
 URI  University of Rhode Island Textile & Costume Collection, Kingston, RI
 * It appears that these should read:
  Upper sleeve outer side length
  Lower sleeve outer side length

Research Assessed Date° ca 1840 ca 1840 ca 1840 ca 1840
Specimen 69 CI 68.54.1 70 CI 38.100.2 71 CU 116 72 CU 86

Donor Collins Bernstein Collins Warner
Original wearer Unknown Unknown Van Deusen Aunt Amanda

Provenance United States Massachusetts New York Massachusetts
Fabric silk damask wool-cotton figured silk wool-cotton
Width 18.125 23.0 17.75 24.0

Ground color bronze green cream dull gold black
Bodice CF length to waist 11.0 13.0 13.875 12.25

Bodice CF length from waist to point 3.5 3.375 2.625
Bodice CB length to waist 13.5 14.25 13.75 11.75

CF to side seam at waist 5.25 6.5
CB to side seam at waist 6.25 6.625

Across shoulder seam 6.5 6.125 5.625 5.5
Bodice underarm length to waist 6.25 6.25 7.375 5.125

Sleeve type demigigot bishop demigigot demigigot
Armscye 11.0 12.5 12.25 13.5

Upper sleeve circumference 13.0 14.0 13.5
Lower sleeve circumference 16.5 32.0 23.0

Sleeve ending circumference 6.625 7.0  6.0 6.25
Upper sleeve underarm length* 21.625
Lower sleeve underarm length* 11.625 30.5 27.0
Upper sleeve underarm length 19.0
Lower sleeve underarm length 19.0 22.625 19.75

Skirt CF length 41.0 42.0 39.5 42.0
Skirt CB length 42.0 41.0 40.0 42.0

Skirt right side length 41.5 42.0 40.375 41.0
Skirt waist circumference 22.0 23.0 23.0 24.625
Skirt hem circumference 104.0 103.5 102.5 96.0
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ca 1840-41 ca 1842-43 ca 1843 ca 1845 ca 1845-46
73 CI 46.23 74 CU 117 75 URI 1964.15.04 76 CI 1981.14.5 77 CU77
Bamberger Phillips Perrin Museum Fund Tarbert
Unknown Dwier Cram Unknown Ault
France Philadelphia Massachusetts Europe Ireland
silk brocade figured silk cotton print cotton organdie silk stripe
20.75 19.125 35.0 29.5 17.25
pale blue golden brown tan plaid pink
11.5 14.75 9.5 7.5 6.875
2.0 3.625 2.75 3.0 3.5
11.0 14.125 11.0 15.625 13.5
7.0 6.375 6.625 5.25
6.5 5.125 3.875 7.0
5.25 6.75 7.125 7.0
7.5 7.25 6.5 8.625 6.25
long, loose bias one-piece one-piece bias bias bell
12.75 13.5 12.5 11.0 12.5
12.75 11.0 11.5

33.0

11.5 9.0 7.75 9.625 16.1625
23.0

18.25 23.25  23.125 20.0
24.0

15.5 18.5 18.0 13.0
38.55 37.5 35.0 38.0 38.0
43.0 39.5 38.0 40.0 42.5
40.625 39.0 37.75 40.0 42.5
25.0 22.75 25.5 23.0 25.0
123.0 115.5 102.125 139.0 120.0

All measurements are done flat where possible: ungathered or drawn up.
All measurements were done with a dressmaker’s tape measure to the nearest 1/8 inch.
CU 116 (71) and CU 117 (74) are wedding dresses.

Research Assessed 
Dateﾰ
Specimen
Donor
Original wearer
Provenance
Fabric
Width
Ground color
Bodice CF length 
to waistBodice CF length 
from 
waist to 
point

Bodice CB length 
to waistCF to side seam 
at waistCB to side seam 
at waistAcross shoulder 
seamBodice underarm 
length 
to waist
Sleeve type
Armscye
Upper sleeve 
circumferenceLower sleeve 
circumferenceSleeve ending 
circumferenceUpper sleeve 
underarm 
length*
Lower sleeve 
underarm 
length*
Upper sleeve 
underarm 
length
Lower sleeve 
underarm 
length
Skirt CF length
Skirt CB length
Skirt right side 
lengthSkirt waist circumference
Skirt hem circumference
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Research Assessed Date° ca 1846-47 ca 1849-50 ca 1849-50 ca 1849-50
Specimen 78 CI 1984.90.1 79 CU 2503 80 THC 78.31.2 81 CU 28

Donor Thompson Gunnison Wilde Cushman
Original wearer Unknown Unknown Reynolds Hodgman

Provenance France United States United States Akron, OH
Fabric figured silk silk plaid cotton stripe cotton plaid
Width 17.5 21.5 31.5  28.0

Ground color gray green white tan
Bodice CF length to waist 4.375  14.0 9.5 13.25

Bodice CF length from waist to 
point

1.75 2.75

Bodice CB length to waist 13.75 14.0 13.25 15.75
CF to side seam at waist 8.625 7.875 6.75 7.0
CB to side seam at waist 5.25 4.5  3.0 4.875

Across shoulder seam 7.625 7.625 6.25 7.0
Bodice underarm length to waist 7.25 8.5 8.125 7.875

Sleeve type bias bias bell bias one-piece bias
Armscye 13.0 13.5 10.0 11.0

Upper sleeve circumference 11.5 11.125 10.5
Lower sleeve circumference

Sleeve ending circumference 7.0 17.625 7.875 7.375
Upper sleeve underarm length*

Lower sleeve underarm length* 21.25 19.0 19.25
Upper sleeve underarm length 18.0
Lower sleeve underarm length 18.5 14.0 15.25

Skirt CF length 39.0 37.75 36.25 39.0
Skirt CB length 44.0 39.5 40.25 39.0

Skirt right side length 43.0 39.0 39.625 39.0
Skirt waist circumference 27.25  26.0 19.0 23.875
Skirt hem circumference 120.0 125.5 126.5 136.625

 ° Research asssesed date by Elsie McMurry
 CI Costume Institute, Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York, NY
 CU Cornell University, College of Human Ecology, Ithaca, NY
 THC The History Center in Tompkins County, Ithaca, NY
 URI University of Rhode Island Textile & Costume Collection, Kingston, RI
 * It appears that these should read:
  Upper sleeve outer side length
  Lower sleeve outer side length
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Even the demure, well-covered 1840s lady might dare to 
bare a graceful neck and décolletage during the day.

2009.019.5
Collection of Susan Greene
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Ambrotype, ca 1855
89.113

Collection of Susan Greene
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The historian, C. W. Cunnington won-
dered what impact technological, 
economic, political, and social change 

in England had had on the status of English 
women as expressed through their clothing. 
He concluded that in the 1840s their seeming 
remoteness from the rapidly changing world 
was a factor in explaining the smooth, uninter-
rupted, stylistic development of their cloth-
ing.184 

In America, however, in the late 1840s and 
early 1850s, a few women began to speak out 
about the status of women. Elizabeth Cady 
Stanton and Lucretia Mott, among others, 
called together a convention in Seneca Falls, 
New York, for Wednesday and Thursday, July 
19 and 20, 1848. Although initially organized 
as an anti-slavery and temperance forum, it 
resulted in advancing women’s suffrage and 
dress reform issues.

In 1851 Amelia Bloomer, editor and publish-
er of The Lily, modeled and publicized the 

Chapter 8: The Sixth Decade
1850-1860

“reform dress” in an effort to bring to public 
attention the restricting elements of a wom-
an’s clothing styles (and practices) which 
affected her health and ability to take a more 
active role in home and community life.

As we look at features of day dresses of the 
1850s, will we discover radical changes in 
their characteristics as a result of the wom-
en’s movement?

In our search for identifying characteristics, 
we are faced with a dichotomy—the sur-
viving specimens as opposed to the fashion 
plates of the periodicals. The actual dresses 
resembling closely those sketched for Godey’s 
Lady’s Book, specifically flounced dresses of 
luxurious fabrics, are seldom found. Is it 
possible that women of middle- and lower-in-
come families rarely possessed the flounced, 
fringed dresses requiring yards of imported 
fabric even though these women may have 
been aware of such luxury as presented 
through the pages of Godey’s?

Reform styles from The Water Cure Journal, Vol. 13, No. 2, February 1852, p 43.
Collection of Susan Greene
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LEADERS

England

• Queen Victoria and Albert of Saxe-Coburg-Gothe, Prince and Consort

France

• Second Republic 1848-1852
• Napoleon III, Crowned Emperor of France, December 2, 1852

The United States of America

• Millard Fillmore, President from 1850 to 1853
• Wife: Abigail Powers Fillmore
• Assisting hostess, daughter Mary Abigail

• Franklin Pierce, President from 1853 to 1857
• Wife: Jane Appleton Pierce

• James Buchanan, President from 1857 to 1861
• Hostess: Harriet Lane Johnston, niece of the President

Points of Historic Reference
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EVENTS

• 1848: Woman’s Rights Convention, Seneca Falls, New York, organized by Elizabeth 
Cady Stanton and sponsored by Lucretia Mott and her husband, James Mott. Begin-
ning of organized women’s rights movement (and auxiliary feminist and dress reform 
movements).185 

• 1851: The Great Exhibition of 1851: London, England, the new Crystal Palace had 
the Exhibition of Textiles of All Nations. Amelia Bloomer, editor of The Lily, wore the 
reform style of attire, when visiting the London Exhibition.

• 1853: The marriage of Napoleon III and Eugènie de Montijo de Guzmán of Spain took 
place in Paris, January 1853.

• 1853: In 1853 there were more than eighty daguerreotype studios in New York City.186 

• Successful development of photography (invented in the early 1840s) resulted in the 
gradual decline of painted portraiture, particularily by itinerant painters in America 
whose clients were often of middle-class families removed from large metropolitan 
centers.

• 1854-1856: The Crimean War involved England, France, and Turkey against Russia. 
This event is alleged to have slowed fashion change, at least in England, and in time 
resulted in design inspirations derived from Middle Eastern color and form.

• 1856: William Henry Perkins, an English chemist, has been given credit for one of 
the first synthetic dyes—Perkin’s mauve—but actually quite a number of European 
chemists, especially German, were involved in experimental development during the 
nineteenth century of synthetic dyes designed to supplement or replace the natural 
dye stuffs.187 

• “The years after 1850 witnessed the slow uneven impact of urban culture on ru-
ral life.”188 Improved transportation along the waterways and the first railroad lines 
brought an exchange of commodities: abundant raw materials from the rural areas to 
industrial centers and increased production of textiles and work clothing to supply 
the population moving west.

• “By 1850 the principle of public-supported elementary schools had come into effect 
in the Northeast and Middle West.”189 

• Communication became faster and wider geographically through the printing and 
distribution of newspapers and other publications such as Harper’s Weekly, Leslie’s, 
and the Atlantic (ca1857).

• With the exception of the financial panic of 1857, the economic growth of the nation 
was evidenced in rising standard of living.190 
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What to Look For: 1850 - 1860

What will we actually discover through the comparisons 
analyzed in the following pages? To better comprehend the 
details the recommended procedure is: first, to study visual 
material, and second, to review the fashion trends, which 
became evident near the close of the 1840s.

No sudden change in day dresses 
can be seen in the first year or 
so of the 1850s. Therefore acute 
observation of detail is essen-
tial in detecting what may be 
an  1850s dress instead of a late  
1840s. Typical style and technical 
characteristics of the late 1840s 
follow:

Silhouette: fitted bodice with 
sloping shoulders contrasted 
by a dome-shaped skirt pro-
jecting equidistant from the 
body of the wearer.

Neckline: built high in the back, 
and a few were also high and 
close around the throat.

Bodice Closure: generally down 
center back, but a few opened 
in center front.

Bodice Back: an occasional re-
turn to the back panel formed 
by curved seams spreading 
from waistline to mid-shoul-
der at the armscye.

Sleeve: the moderate size bell 
type was gaining popularity 
over the tight, one-piece bias 
sleeve (often with its manche-
ron).

Skirt: joined to the bodice, usu-
ally the fullness was gauged 
around the waist, and a few 
were lined.

A "stick-out" petticoat made of coarse cotton with woven channels 
encasing heavy bast fiber roving or cord. The ribs had a life of their 
own and did not help the skirt to drape attractively. 2006.133

Susan Greene Collection/Genesee Country Village & Museum  

Photo by Susan Greene
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TECHNICAL INNOVATIONS OF THE 
1850S AS IDENTIFICATION CLUES
Sewing Machine

The sewing machine producing the chain 
stitch was patented in the United States in 
1846 followed by the patented lock stitch in 
1851.191 Each dress described in this chapter 
has been examined for machine stitching: 
type of stitch and placement of stitching.

Skirt Support

As the hem circumference gradually in-
creased from decade to decade of the nine-
teenth century, the underpinnings increased 
correspondingly. Petticoats were piled 
on—starched muslin petticoats, horsehair 
petticoats, hooped petticoats, and varia-
tions—resulting in exhausting weight on the 
body, increased waist girth, and impeded 

leg movement. The crinoline frame of hinged 
covered wire and cotton tapes was supposed 
to alleviate these problems and support a form 
that was becoming more pyramidal than dome 
shaped.

The crinoline frame made its first appearance 
in 1856. It was an optional substitute for vari-
ous kinds of underpinnings that had served as 
bolsters for the ever-widening hemline. Unfor-
tunately, we have to guess as to whether the 
wearer wore the new crinoline frame because 
there are no technical features such as ties, 
buttons, or pads inside the skirt which might 
indicate attachment of a crinoline frame. The 
relationship between hem circumferences and 
skirt length as shown in the Measurement 
Table for 1850s gives some idea of which 
dresses were likely to have required the crin-
oline frame, if indeed the lady chose to wear 
one.

Photo by Susan Greene

Above: Detail of chain stitched 
seam on dress CU 102 (91).
Sewing machines acquired the 
ability to do a lock stitch in 1851, 
greatly improving the quality of 
the stitching.
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Compared Specimens from 1850 - 1860

Accession Number RAD°  Date Donor/Wearer Provenance

82 CU 56 1850 1850 (Aug) Metzger/Wright Otego, NY

83 CI 1976.265 1850-55 1848-1852 Morgan/Unknown American

84
CI 41.21.3 A 1850-55 ca 1850

Janet K. Smith/Unknown American
CI 41.21.3 B 1855-60 ca 1855

85 THC x 76.53.191 1850-55 1850-55 Unknown/Unknown American

86 MFAB 54.1015 1855-60 ca 1855-60 Alice Smith/Lewis Massachusetts

87 HCH 3722 1855-60 ca 1855-58 Unknown/Bonney Albany, NY

88 MFAB 45.750 1855-60 ca 1855-60 Hunneman/Unknown Unknown

89 THC 80.69 1856-60 1850s Burgess et al/Unknown Upstate NY

90 CI 53.72.8 1856-60 ca 1856-58 Witherall/Unknown American

91 CU 102 1856-60 late 1850s Treman/Grant Ithaca, NY

92 CI 41.21.5 1856-60 1850 Janet K. Smith/Unknown American

93 THC 84.60 1856-60 1856-60 Metz/Wright Connecticut

94 CI 38.23.59 1858-60 ca 1850 Simonson/Unknown Possibly European

95 CI 1979.346.55 1858-60 ca 1858-60 NYHS/Unknown American

°RAD Researched assessed date by Elsie McMurry
CI Costume Institute, New York Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York, NY

CU Costume Collection, College of Human Ecology, Cornell University, Ithaca, NY
HCH Historic Cherry Hill, Albany,, NY

MFAB Museum of Fine Arts, Boston, Boston, MA
THC The History Center in Tompkins County, Ithaca, NY
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82
Dress Date: ca 1850

From: Costume Collection, Cornell University
Accession Number: 56

Donor: Mrs. Herbert J. Metzger (née Dorothy Austin Wright)
Wearer: According to the donor, Carolyn Austin was born February  

10, 1828, married Henry Wright, August 25, 1850, and died  
1855 having borne two children.

Provenance: Otego, New York

Description: Please see illustrations (and cov-
er). This was a wedding dress.

Fabric: This one-piece dress of changeable 
silk taffeta is composed of light blue and 
medium blue warp and of white weft  The 
white yarns show through producing the 
visual effect of a frosty surface, the beauty 
of which defies description. Depending on 
light reflection the color blue may be more 
intense or pale.

Bodice: The neckline is high and close. The 
front bodice, cut on straight grain is fitted 
with two, long, boned darts on each side of 
the center front closure. The closure laps 
from left to right.192 

The bodice back is cut on straight grain 
without a center seam. The curved edge-
stitched seams forming the back panel 
start at the small of the back and spread to 
the shoulders to meet the armscye seam.

The slanting shoulder seam and the side 
seam joining the back and front are not 
visible from the front.

Sleeve: A bell-type lower sleeve, on the bias, 
is joined to an upper sleeve made of three 
bias sections which are shirred into puffs. 
Fullness in the cap of the sleeve is shirred 
with two rows of hand stitches. The arms-
cye seam is finished with fine corded piping.

Skirt: Fullness for the entire circumference of 
the skirt is finely gauged. An unusual char-
acteristic of this skirt is that the closure is 
on the right side instead of the more tradi-
tional left side. The construction of the 
closure follows the 1850s method except 
that it is deliberately cut into the fabric 
rather than being built on a seam, whereas 
the pocket on the left side is on a skirt 
seam.

Construction Details: The bodice front is 
lined with a white linen, while the back 
is supported with firm white cotton. The 
sleeve to the join of the bell is lined with 
glazed cotton, and the bell is faced with 
white silk taffeta.

The skirt is entirely lined with a glazed 
cotton, probably called “silesia.” The pres-
ence of modern machine stitching was not 
explained by the donor. Close examination 
revealed original hand stitching here and 
there led to the impression that someone 
in the twentieth century, wishing to model 
the dress, was responsible for reinforcing 
seams with machine stitches (see note in-
cluded with drawing).

Specimen 82
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CU 56, ca 1850

DRESS 82
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DRESS 82

CU 56, ca 1850
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CU 56, ca 1850

DRESS 82
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CU 56, ca 1850

DRESS 82
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Bodice and skirt interior, and 
machine stitched skirt hem that 
appears to have been shortened.

DRESS 82

DRESS 82

CU 56, ca 1850

Detail of waistline.

DRESS 82

Photos by Susan Greene
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CU 56, ca 1850DRESS 82

CB waist to back dart 7⁄8"
Across shoulder 7 ½"

SLEEVE
Around armscye 11" 
Upper arm girth 

End circumference 22 ¼"
Length over cap 18 ¾"

Length underarm 14 1⁄8"

SKIRT
F waist to hem 41"

R side waist to hem 
B waist to hem 41"

Placket openings 12 ½"
Hem sweep 140 ¼"

Fabric width (web) 32 3⁄8"

BODICE
Lining CF neckline to waist 12 ½"

CB neckline to waist 14 ¾"
Underarm to waist 7 1/8"

Length of SB seam (dart)  
Around waist 22"

CB waist to back dart 7/8"
Across shoulder 7 ½"

SLEEVE
Around armscye 11" 
Upper arm girth  

End circumference 22 ¼"
Length over cap 18 ¾"

Length underarm 14 1/8"

SKIRT
F waist to hem 41"

R side waist to hem  
B waist to hem 41"

Placket openings 12 ½"
Hem sweep 140 ¼"

Fabric width (web) 32 3/8"



475    CHAPTER 8 - THE SIXTH DECADE: 1850 - 1860

83
Dress Date: ca 1850-55

From: Costume Institute, Metropolitan Museum of Art
Accession Number: 1976.265

Donor: Mr. and Mrs. Robert Morgan
Wearer: Unknown

Provenance: American

Description: This day dress was worn by a 
large woman, judging from measurements.

Fabric: The fabric of the dress is an elaborate 
striped silk consisting of a stripe of change-
able purple and black bordering a second 
and third stripe in a damask weave of a 2 
inch wide arabesque pattern.

Bodice: The neckline is high and close, but 
puzzling are small wedge-shaped sections 
piecing what appears to be the more open 
neckline of the 1840s. This neckline piecing 
can be seen infrequently, however, in other 
1850s dresses. The front bodice is cut on 
straight grain. There are three fan-shaped 
bust darts for each side. Two of the darts 
are boned, but the middle one is not. The 
front closure laps from left to right and 
fastens with small dome-shaped buttons of 
embossed material built on metal shanks 
and held with split pins (an invention of 
the 1850s). The buttonholes are worked 
through the double thickness of the heavy 
damask. The traditional back panel with its 
curved seams is present, but the original 
location of the side seams is uncertain be-
cause of alterations for increase in size.

Sleeve: The sleeve is cut on bias in one piece 
and widens to a moderate bell opening. The 
bell opening is tilted by horizontal under-
arm tucks below the elbow providing curve 
through the elbow area.

Skirt: The top of the skirt is skillfully hand-
gauged around the entire circumference 
through the glazed cotton lining and the 
deep turnover of the heavy silk.

Two 13 inch single-thickness flounces, cut 
on bias, are attached to the skirt with cord-
ed piping inserted in the seam. The hems 
are bound with self-fabric bias. The hem 
of the basic skirt is protected from friction 
with a binding of wool braid dyed to blend 
with the purple of the silk fabric.

Construction Detail: The new (1850s) heavy, 
brown, cotton twill is used for the bodice 
lining. The lining for the sleeve was not re-
corded. The skirt is lined with a glazed cot-
ton in French blue with a very deep turn-
over (19 3⁄8 inches) which helps build out 
the skirt. No pockets appear in the skirt. 
The dress is all skillfully handsewn except 
for machine chain stitching which appears 
to be part of the alteration procedures.

Specimen 83



476 CHAPTER 8 - THE SIXTH DECADE: 1850 - 1860

CI 1976.265, ca 1850-1855

DRESS 83
Courtesy of the Metropolitan Museum of Art
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CI 1976.265, ca 1850-1855

DRESS 83

Courtesy of the Metropolitan Museum of Art
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CI 1976.265, ca 1850-1855

DRESS 83

Courtesy of the Metropolitan Museum of Art
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84
Dress Dates: ca 1850-55 and ca 1855-60

From: Costume Institute, Metropolitan Museum of Art
Accession Number: 41.21.3

Donor: Janet K. Smith
Wearer: Unknown

Provenance: Probably American

Description: A two-piece dress with two 
bodices one of which is characteristic of 
the late 1840s or early 1850s, and the oth-
er of the same fabric with style characteris-
tics typical of the later years of the decade. 
The dress fabric is a silk brocade of royal 
blue and silver threads in an allover floral 
pattern.

Bodice A ca 1850-1855: The neckline, cut 
high behind, plunges to a deep V shape 
in front to accommodate a gilet, or vest. 
The V-shaped neckline is cut with a scal-
loped edge embroidered in a heavy dark 
blue floss. The back and side neckline 
supports a one-inch wide standing collar. 
The long sloping shoulder seam is finished 
with corded piping—a carryover of  1840s 
dressmaking and not typical of the 1850s 
when corded piping on the shoulder seam 
was omitted. The front bodice is cut on 
partial bias, which is also an 1840s tech-
nique. Smooth padding has been placed 
above the bust bulge between the dress 
fabric and the lining. The two boned bust 
darts on each side are placed fan-shaped. 
On center front there is a broad bone and 
in addition the side seams are boned.

The bodice back is cut with the traditional 
panel formed with curved seams which are 
edgestitched and lapping to center back. 
The side seam is not in a typical location 
since it is almost equidistant from center 
back and center front. The center back 
closure fastens with hooks and loops.

Sleeve A: The sleeve, a type seen frequently 
toward the end of the 1840s (see photo-
graph of the Reynolds dress) is topped with 
two bias-cut bell-shaped mancherons; one 
directly above the other (upper 4 5⁄8 inch-
es long, lower 5¼ inches long). They are 
cut with scalloped edges and match the 
scalloped neckline. The sleeve, cut on bias, 
includes some fullness through the elbow 
and tapers to the wrist.

Bodice B ca 1855-1860: The neckline is high 
behind and V-shaped in front. Ribbon ruch-
ing follows the neckline and the front clo-
sure. The long sloping shoulder seams are 
not finished with corded piping. The chest 
pads are large. The bodice has a pointed 
front contour which is boned, as are the 
bust darts, side seams, and back seams.

Sleeve B: The sleeve is a wide pagoda, a pyra-
midal form, with an armscye 
circumference of 12 1⁄8 inches compared 
to a sleeve opening of 32½ inches.

Skirt: The fullness at the top of the skirt 
is controlled with flat knife-pleats folded 
toward center front except for about three 
inches across center back, where deep car-
tridge pleats are used. The construction is 
unique in that it has the precrinoline frame 
structure formed by a short full skirt (or 
petticoat) of blue semiglazed cotton which 
is included as a structural part of the pleat-
ed top of the main skirt. The hemline of 
the dress is faced with the blue semiglazed 
cotton (1¼ inches wide). The hem is bound 

Specimen 84
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with blue wool hem braid. A pocket for the dress 
goes into the petticoat.

Construction Details: The lining of the bodice and 
sleeves of the first bodice is a fine calendered 
linen cut on bias. The lining of the second 
bodice is the typical 1850s heavy, brown, cotton 
twill.

A different dress with the common, 
brown twill cotton lining referred to 
in the last sentence below. 91.122 
Susan Greene Collection/Genesee 
Country Village & Museum 

Photo by Susan Greene
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85
Dress Date: ca 1850-1855

From: The History Center in Tompkins County, Ithaca, NY
Accession Number: x76.53.191

Donor: Unknown
Wearer  Unknown

Provenance: Assumed to be American

Description: A one-piece day dress probably 
for winter wear. The dark brown fabric is 
judged to be a combination of a soft wool 
combined in the weave with a cream-col-
ored lustrous silk yarn producing a “wa-
tered” or moiré effect seen when the fabric 
is held in certain positions.193 Brown silk 
fringe is used as trimming.

Bodice: The neckline in back is high with a 
standing narrow collar. The neckline of the 
front bodice is a shallow V-shaped contour 
somewhat subject to change according to 
the arrangement of the drapery. The full 
drapery cut of the front bodice appeared in 
the late 1840s (see the photograph of the 
Reynolds dress) (80).

Along the sloping shoulder seam where the 
drapery is joined there are no gathers or 
pleats. The drapery is free from the bodice 
on the center front. It gradually increases 
over the bust and on down to the waistline, 
where it is controlled at center front with 
fan-shaped shirring concentrated in a mod-
erately pointed bodice contour. The fasten-
ers are concealed under the drapery and are 
attached to the heavy, brown, cotton twill.
There are two bust darts on each side with 
no evidence that bones were encased.

A seemingly broad bodice back is the result 
of the absence of the traditional curved 
back panel or of a center back seam. The 

side seam, however, is considerably nearer 
to the center back than the center front. 
The entire circumference at the waistline is 
finished with corded piping.

Sleeve: The long sloping shoulder is topped 
with a mancheron which is cut on bias (5¾ 
inches long, underlength is 3½ inches with 
a circumference of 17 inches). It is trimmed 
with two rows of brown silk fringe. The 
mancheron is supported with a facing of 
glazed cambric. The bishop-type sleeve—
cut on straight grain—starts just under the 
mancheron, where it is gathered. At the 
wrist it is gathered into a fitted band. The 
sleeve is long enough to allow for the blous-
ing of the traditional bishop sleeve.

Skirt: The skirt is gauged around the entire 
top. It is not supported with lining but is 
faced with a 5 7⁄8 inch wide glazed cambric 
in the 1840s style. The front skirt-bodice 
closure is the conventional 1850s type. A 
small watch pocket is near the center front, 
but no large pocket is present.

Construction Details: Under the drapery 
is bodice padding through the chest area. 
The heavy, brown, cotton twill bodice lining 
forms a camisole separate from the drapery 
and hooks with thirteen brass hooks and 
loops. The sleeves are completely lined with 
semiglazed cotton. The dress is all hand 
sewn.

Specimen 85
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86
Dress Date: ca 1855-1860

From: Museum of Fine Arts, Boston
Accession Number: 54.1015

Donor: Miss Alice C. Smith
Wearer: Donor’s grandmother, Clarissa Harlowe Lewis (Mrs. Stephen  

Smith), was born in 1802
Provenance: Chatham, Massachusetts

Description: Please see illustration.

Fabric: The fabric is intricate in weave and 
color placement. For lack of microscopic 
details one could describe the fabric as a 
plaid in a firm novelty weave in which the 
darkest colors can be seen from a distance 
as a dark stripe. The colors are a combi-
nation of neutrals: a dark brown (which 
in some lights appears to be loden green), 
taupe, black, and white. The white warp 
floats for short distances giving the effect of 
silver metallic threads.

The trimming is a scalloped, figured, 
fringed ribbon. The trimming, like the dress 
fabric, is technically intricate and elaborate. 
The firm ribbon appears to be a one-inch-
wide brocade with a light ivory-colored 
background carrying purple threads form-
ing an abstract design which clusters and 
spreads. The purple silk threads extend into 
a fringe on the scalloped edge. At the top of 
the ribbon at regular intervals are chenille 
buttonlike dots.

Bodice: The bodice has a tailored quality. The 
neckline is round and in circumference fits 
closely to the base of the neck. It is finished 
with corded piping and facing. The closure 
is on center front. The length of the shoul-
der seam from neckline to armscye is 8½ 
inches or 8 inches along the top, indicating 
a smooth sloping line.

The bodice is cut on straight grain. There 
are two bust darts which converge slightly 
at the waistline and spread apart toward 

the peak of the bust. The closure laps from 
right to left and is boned on the right side. 
The fasteners are worked loops and twelve 
ball buttons which are made over basic 
wooden molds and embroidered in silk 
floss in a golden color. The bodice-skirt 
placket follows the standard construction. 
The lapover extends 3 inches.

The back is cut on straight grain with a 
wide striped pattern down center back for 
emphatic placement. The back panel is 
present. The curved seams across the 
waist-line are 7⁄8 of an inch apart and 
spread on an upward curve to the armscye 
seam, where the distance between the two 
points across the back is 15 1⁄8 inches.

The side-back seam is visible only from 
the back. There is no underarm seam. 
In spite of cutting up the woven pattern 
with seams, distortion of pattern has been 
kept to a minimum. The seams have been 
edgestitched so that they appear to fold 
toward center back. The seamline of the 
bodice-skirt join is finished with self-fabric 
corded piping.

The bodice is entirely lined with a cotton 
twill in a light brown.

Sleeve: The sleeve is composed of two units: a 
short, flaring mancheron and a lower bell-
shaped pagoda, which extends up under 
the mancheron. Both sleeves are incorpo-
rated in the same armscye, which is cord-
ed. The mancheron (4½ inches over cap 
and 2 inches on the inner seam) flares out 

Specimen 86
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over the undersleeve. There is no fullness 
in the cap. It is finished with the fringed 
ribbon and is lined with glazed cotton. The 
lower sleeve is cut on straight grain with 
the fullness in the cap box-pleated into the 
armscye. It is pieced on the inside along 
the seamline. It is finished with the fringed 
ribbon, a wide facing of self-fabric, and 
lined with glazed cotton for the remaining 
length.

Skirt: The entire circumference of this skirt is 
cartridge pleated. This is significant be-
cause in spite of the hurdle of forming car-

Detail of cartridge pleats in a different dress.  91.122 Susan 
Greene Collection/Genesee Country Village & Museum 

Photo by Susan Greene

tridge pleats through the thickness of the 
heavy dress fabric and the lining, the work 
is very precise and professional in quality. 
The skirt is lined with glazed cotton, and 
the turnover at center front is 5 inches and 
at center back is 3 inches. The lining turn-
over is a little longer. The hem of the dress 
is bound with silk ribbon, which is met by 
the glazed cotton lining. There is an inside 
pocket in the folds of the front skirt on the 
right, which is about opposite the closure 
on the left
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MFAB 54.1015, ca 1855-1860
DRESS 86

FRONT
BACK

TRIM DETAIL
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87
Dress Date: ca 1855-1860

From: Historic Cherry Hill, Albany, NY 
Accession Number: 3722

Donor: Unknown
Wearer: Probably Catherine Van Rensselaer Bonney (1817-1890), 

granddaughter of the Dutch patroon Philip Van Rensselaer.  
The dress was photographed for an exhibition catalog, Not  
Just Another Pretty Dress - Two Centuries of Clothing and Tex 
tiles from Cherry Hill.194 

Provenance : Albany, New York

Description: The bodice of this day dress is 
joined to the skirt at the waist. It has also a 
long overskirt, extending from the waist to 
slightly over one-half the total skirt length. 
The skirt projects from the feet equally 
around front, sides, and back.

Fabric: The wool challis fabric has a notably 
bold pattern, perceived as a repetition of 
two stripes, one of light pattern and one of 
dark pattern divided from each other by a 
narrow dark purple stripe. The light (lumi-
nous) stripe is patterned with brown and 
green diamond and lozenge shapes which 
move vertically on a cream ground, whereas 
the dark stripe is patterned with horizontal 
stripes of gray green alternating with pur-
ple. The light stripe has been centered on 
the figure for the front and the back of the 
bodice.

Bodice: The neckline of the bodice is high but 
not close to the throat. The shoulder line 
is sloping. The center front bodice closure 
fastens with hooks and eyes—apparently 
not the original. There are two bust darts 
on each side. Although presently lacking 
bones, there are casings in between darts 
and side seams and between side seam 
and panel seam, each casing being 6 to 6½ 
inches long.

Because of the width of the stripes, the 
fabric pattern in the traditional curved back 
panel is distorted somewhat by the seams 
and the side-back seams.

Sleeve: The sleeve is a variation on the bell. 
The basic sleeve is cut on straight grain 
with no discernible ease in the cap. The 
full bell shape is created mainly by the at-
tached partial-bias flounce (8 1⁄8 inches 
from the top of armscye to top of the 
flounce). It is lined with white China silk. 
The flounce is edged with a one-inch wide 
cream and green silk fringe, also used for 
the hem of the basic sleeve.

Skirt: The lower skirt is suspended from a 
muslin lining concealed under the unlined 
overskirt. When the dress was found in the 
Van Rensselaer house, the skirt had been 
separated from the bodice. A restoration 
specialist determined that the original skirt 
had gauged fullness around the entire top.

Construction Details: The bodice is lined 
with muslin. The sleeves are lined with a 
lighter weight muslin; the flounce is lined 
with China silk. There is no piping in the 
shoulder seam. The skirts are not lined. The 
hemline of the lower skirt is guarded with 
green wool braid. The garment is all hand 
sewn.

This description was provided by Cornelia 
Frisbee Houde, former curator of Historic 
Cherry Hill Museum and author of the exhi-
bition catalog.

Specimen 87

Dress Date: ca 1855-1860

From: Historic Cherry Hill, Albany, NY

Accession Number: 3722

Donor: Unknown

Wearer:

Provenance: Albany, New York
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Dress Date: ca 1855-1860
From: Museum of Fine Arts, Boston

Accession Number: 45.750a-d
Donor:  Carleton Hunneman

Wearer: Unknown
Provenance: Unknown

88

Description: One would assume that this is 
a summer dress worn for formal occasions. 
It is in three parts: the flounced skirt, the 
basic bodice, and a corselet in two parts.

Fabric: The fabric is a very sheer white silk 
muslin which is printed in a small allover 
motif in shades of purple and dark brown. 
The skirt has two deep flounces printed 
à disposition. The printed pattern is com-
posed of two rows of floral swags in shades 
of mauve and dark brown. Sprinkled in 
between are minute pinpoint dots referred 
to as picotage.

The trimming consists of net and Valen-
ciennes lace for the neckline and sleeves, 
narrow purple and white silk fringe on the 
skirt, and purple and white striped ribbons 
for the sleeves. The dress is entirely sewn 
by hand. The silk printed muslin, the silk 
taffeta lining, and the ribbons and fringe, in 
addition to the sewing technique, strongly 
suggest to the researcher that the dress 
was made abroad.

Bodice: The formal bodice has an open neck-
line characteristically boat-shaped. The 
length along the top of the shoulder is 1 
3/8 inches. The seam is not corded. The 
entire neckline of the basic bodice is 
embellished with an attached diaphanous 
combination of shirred net and a gathered 
standing row of 1 3⁄8 inch-wide 
Valenciennes lace above the net. A 3⁄8 inch 
silk drawstring (in casing) around the 
entire neckline holds the bod-ice close to 
the body.

The bodice has a center front seam cut to 
form a long point, which extends 7½ inches 
beyond the natural waistline. Another seam 
originates in the front point, curves out over 
the peak of the bust, and continues to the 
neckline. All the above seams are boned to 
just below the peak of the bust. The bone 
casings are of silk ribbon. The bodice is 
entirely supported with white silk taffeta. 
An inner waistband of linen is attached at 
the natural waistline across the center front 
bones and fastens separately from the bod-
ice with two large brass hooks and loops.

The back is cut with two points extending 
slightly over 3 inches below the waist. The 
contour is completed when the closure is 
fastened with fine lacing worked through 
very small eyelets.

The traditional back panel is present, but 
with a difference because the seams curve 
up from the waist (1 inch apart at center 
back) to high across the shoulder blades 
and then turn at a right angle to meet the 
armscye seams. The back is narrowest (13 
3⁄8 inches) 2¾ inches down from the 
neckline on center back.

The side (or underarm) seam is edges-
titched as are the back panel seams, which 
are turned to face the back.

The clean-cut contour edge of the bodice is 
faced with the silk taffeta lining. 

Specimen 88
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Sleeve: The short sleeve is composed of a 
series of poufs. The double pouf forming 
the upper sleeve is cut on bias from the 
dress fabric, and the two lower poufs are 
of net matching the trimming around the 
neckline.

Superimposed are loops of ribbon in groups 
of five which appear to come from between 
the poufs, five from the upper poufs and 
five from the lower net poufs. The ribbon, 
7/8 inches wide, is a woven pattern in 
mauve violets and in mauve and ivory 
stripes. An unusual feature is the cutwork 
between the violets through the center of 
the ribbon.

Skirt: The fullness in the top of the skirt 
is evenly distributed around the entire 
circumference with fine gathers and is 
whipped to a 2½ inch-wide white silk waist-
band that matches the bodice lining. 

The skirt is embellished with two gathered 
flounces. The upper flounce measures 11 
1⁄8 inch and the lower one measures 11 7⁄8 
inches (with a greater allowance for the 
complete printed motif). Close 
examination of the skirt showed that there 
is an old stitching line around the skirt 7½ 
inches down from the waistband that may 
indicate that there once was a third 
(upper) flounce. Narrow silk fringe, formed 
of mauve and white silk threads held by 
dark mauve threads across the top where it 

is to be attached, is used to cover the 
attachment of the bot-tom flounce. 
Fringe also edges the hemline of the 
bottom flounce. (The absence of fringe for 
the upper flounce also suggests 
alteration.)

The inside of the skirt is bolstered on the 
sides and back with gathered scrim which 
ends just above the hemline of the 
bottom flounce.

Corselet: The corselet is apparently provided 
as an accessory piece to be used for vari-
ation. The observer concluded that when 
the corselet was used, the long points of 
the basic bodice were worn inside the skirt 
because the lower (waistline) contour of the 
corselet is essentially horizontal except for 
a short point on center front. The corse-
let, in two parts with eyelets for lacing up 
center front and center back, is boned in 
center front and center back. The front is 8 
5⁄8  inches long. The bust darts converge to 
a point at the waistline and fan out toward 
the peak of the bust. The 5 1⁄8 inch side 
seam is boned. The center back length is 6 
5⁄8 inches.

Instead of a traditional curved back panel 
seam there is a curved dart.

The top of the corselet is edged with the 
same narrow fringe used in the skirt.
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89
Dress Date: ca 1856-1860

From: The History Center in Tompkins Co., Ithaca, NY
Accession Number: 80.69

Donor: Mrs. Donald Burgess and Mrs. James Howland
Wearer: Unknown

Provenance: Tompkins County, NY

Description: A one-piece plaid silk dress. 
Because of alterations for a larger person, 
some measurements, especially skirt di-
mensions, are not reliable.

Fabric: The fabric is royal blue and lavender 
shading into gray producing an ombré 
effect all of which from a distance appears 
to be blue and fawn color. The warp printed 
stripe in the plaid runs horizontally. The 1½ 
inch-wide silk fringe trimming has alternat-
ing colors of dark blue and cinnamon.

Bodice: The neckline is high behind with a 
shallow V shaped contour in front—pos-
sibly space for a vest or a chemisette. The 
long sloping shoulder seam is interrupted 
by a pelerine collar (neckline to pelerine is 
5½ inches, pelerine width is 5� 3/8 inches 
plus 1 1⁄8 inch fringe). The closure on 
center front is inconspicuous.

The hidden hooks and loops are boned 
only on the left, or loop, side for 6 inches. 
The two bust darts on each side are not 
boned. The fringed pelerine collar descends 
from the shoulders on a V line to above 
the bustline on center front or 5¾ inches 
down from the neckline. The effect is a 
short-waisted appearance since the fringe 
nearly touches the waistline at center front.

The fringed pelerine is attached in the back 
with very fine piping 5 inches down from 
the neckline across the back, forming a 
deep point on the center back 7 1⁄8 inches 
down from the neckline. The traditional 
back panel with its curved seams is partially 
hidden by the pelerine. The waistline is fin-
ished with fine corded piping for its entire 
circumference.

Sleeve: The pagoda sleeve has four parts. It 
begins under the pelerine at the armscye 
as a short, cap cut on bias. Visible direct-
ly below the pelerine’s fringe is a full bias 
pouf (5¾ inches long), hand gathered at 
the top to fit the upper arm circumference. 
The bottom of the poufed piece is turned 
under to form a one-inch free edge. Joined 
to the pouf are two bell sleeves tiered and 
cut on bias. The upper overlapping one is 
6¼ inches long and edged with one row of 
fringe. The lower bell is approximately the 
same length and is made more dramatic 
with two rows of fringe. The full, gathered, 
bell-shaped sleeves remind one of the skirt 
flounces of the period. The visible facing of 
the lower sleeve is a French-blue China silk.

Skirt: The much altered skirt is not historical-
ly reliable. It does, however, have the stan-
dard front skirt-bodice closure construction 
of the 1850s. It appears that a section of 
the skirt, a full width, had been removed as 
repair material for a damaged hemline and 
for a second unfinished bodice. The ab-
sence of both a turnover at the waist and a 
lining would be atypical of the 1850s.

Construction Details: The bodice is fully 
lined with the conventional heavy, brown, 
cotton twill.

The pelerine collar is lined with tan semi-
glazed cotton. The sleeves are fully lined 
with the same semiglazed cotton (down 
to the China silk facing). The bodice is 
all handsewn while the altered skirt has 
three machine-sewn long seams, one chain 
stitched and two lock stitched. The other 
three seams are hand stitched.

Specimen 89
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Package of faded lavender silk fringe with embossed and gilt-
stamped wrapper. 90.029 Susan Greene Collection/Genesee 
Country Village & Museum

Photo by Susan Greene
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THC 80.69, ca 1856-1860

DRESS 89

Courtesy of the History Center in Tompkins County
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90
Dress Date: ca 1856-1860

From:   Costume Institute, Metropolitan Museum of Art
Accession Number: 53.72.8

Donor: Mrs. William R. Witherall
Wearer: Unknown

Provenance: Probably American

Description: A one-piece dress of heavy bro-
cade in a stripe of a golden brown color. The 
trimming is fringe confined to the sleeves.

Bodice: The bodice has the conventional 
1850s bodice-skirt center front closure. 
There are no bones, but casings for them 
are present. The bodice back has the con-
ventional panel formed by the curved 
seams. The entire bodice is lined in the typi-
cal  1850s heavy, brown, cotton twill.

Sleeve: The elaborate sleeve is composed of 
three parts—like three tiers —all edged 
with 2¼ inch fringe.

The top mancheron is 2¾ inches long, the 
second mancheron is 3½ inches long, and 
the lower bell, or pagoda sleeve, is 18 inch-
es long.

Skirt: In spite of the fact that the brocade 
is heavy and the skirt is fully lined with 
tan-colored glazed cambric, it is gauged at 
the top for its entire circumference. DRESS 90

Courtesy of the Costume Institute of 
the Metropolitan Museum of Art
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CI 53.72.8, ca 1856-1860

DRESS 90

Courtesy of the Costume Institute of the Metropolitan Museum of Art
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91
Dress Date: ca 1856-1860

From: Costume Collection, Cornell University
Accession Number: 102

Donor: Mrs. Robert E. Treman
Wearer: Emily Johnson, born in Rochester, New York, in 1816, married

Chauncey Grant. He was president of the Tompkins County  
Trust Company from 1868-1873. Mrs. Grant died April 20,  
1903.

Provenance: Ithaca, New York

Description: A two-piece dress composed of 
a short basque and a flounced skirt. 

Fabric: The fabric is a chiné or warp taffe-
ta which was a high-fashion fabric of the 
1850s and early 1860s. It is a silk taffeta 
having a narrow horizontal stripe consist-
ing of a white stripe and a stripe of printed 
wefts of black and white.

The skirt flounces are woven to accompa-
ny the basic dress fabric—often termed 
“flounces à disposition.”

The upper area of the flounce is the same 
weave as the dress, and the lower area is a 
warp print against a white ground with a 
horizontal row of pink roses mingled with 
broken vertical stripes of purple inter-
twined with neutral-colored leaves. On a 
smaller scale a ribbon of a warp printed 
floral pattern is used as trimming on the 
bodice and sleeves. A silk fringed braid of 
beige and brown is used as edge trimming 
for bodice, sleeves, and skirt.

Bodice: The bodice is a basque type with a 
long sloping shoulder. The neckline, high 
in back and a shallow V shape in front, is 
finished with corded piping. The front clo-
sure is inconspicuous and is fastened with 
hidden brass hooks and loops. Although the 
basque extends below the natural waistline, 
the two boned fanshaped bust darts termi-

nate at the waistline. A horizontal fish dart 
located on the waistline extending from 
the bust dart to the side-back seam helps 
to shape the basque over the hipbone. In 
center front below the waist the basque is 
shaped in waistcoat style forming a sort of 
chevron contour.

The center back panel is cut “princess style” 
going below the waistline by 5¾ inches to 
the end of a pointed coattail. The curved 
seams of this panel are close together at 
the waist and spread in a long line to the 
armscye seam 1½ inches below the shoul-
der seam. The seams are not edgestitched. 
A broad 4½ inches long bone is enclosed 
in a casing on center back from the natural 
waistline. The side back section is also cut 
princess style extending from the basque 
hemline to the armscye. Ribbon trimming, 
approximately 2¾ inch wide with an add-
ed ¾ inch fringe, is applied to the chevron 
contours of the basque’s skirt thus empha-
sizing the contours.

Sleeve: The one-piece bell-shaped sleeve 
is cut on the bias. Applied to the sleeve 
are two pieces giving the effect of flounc-
es, each being of the same warp-printed 
ribbon edged with fringed braid on both 
edges. The wide sleeve opening is faced 
with a 4-inch-wide silk but probably not the 
original.

Specimen 91
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Skirt: The fullness in the top of the skirt is 
skillfully gauged through the double thick-
ness of the taffeta and skirt lining. The 
closure is in the center-back on a seamline. 
A large inside pocket on the right-hand 
side of the front is supported from the 
waistband. Down 17¼ inches from the 
waistband is the first of two flounces, both 
slightly gathered and attached to the basic 
skirt by hand. The 14-inch wide upper 
flounce slightly overlaps the lower flounce 
which parallels the hemline of the basic 
skirt. Both flounces are of single thickness 
and finished with the fringed braid.

Construction Details: The bodice lining is a 
fine linen. The upper sleeve and the skirt 
are lined with a tan semiglazed cotton. The 
basque’s skirt is lined to the waistline with 
silk taffeta. A watch pocket is concealed in 
the left front side of the basque under the 
applied ribbon trimming.

Remnants of tan wool hem braid remain 
on the basic skirt. All the long inside seams 
are handsewn and all outside visible 
stitches are hand work. Inside the basque 
there occasionally appears some chain 
machine stitching.

Impressions: The attachment of the upper 
flounce is not finished with corded piping 
as one would expect. It may be that the 
edge was originally concealed with fringe. 
The skirt length indicates that the wearer 
was tall, but a crinoline frame of 1856-57 
may have been used and would have taken 
up some of the length.

Fashion periodicals such as Godey’s Lady’s 
Book show a predominant number of 
examples of this style of dress: the basque 
and skirt with deep flounces; but a general 
survey of local collections seems to 
indicate that this dress is one of the few 
known examples of this style extant in this 
geographical area.

Partial fashion plate, unidentified, 1851.
2006.118.19

Collection of Susan Greene
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DRESS 91

CU 102, ca 1856-1860
Photo by Susan Greene
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CU 102, ca 1856-1860

DRESS 91

Photo by Susan Greene
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Details of the fabric of CU 102.

Photos by Susan Greene

DRESS 91



498 CHAPTER 8 - THE SIXTH DECADE: 1850 - 1860

DRESS 91
CU 102, ca 1856-1860

BODICE
Lining CF neckline to waist 11 ¼" 

+ 1 ¼"
CB neckline to waist 15 ¼" 

+ 5 ¾"
Underarm to waist 7 ¼"

Around waist 24 ¼"
CB waist to back dart 5⁄8"

Across shoulder 9 5⁄8"

SLEEVE
Around armscye 13 3⁄8" 

End circumference 29 5⁄8"
Length over cap 16 ¼" 

+ 2 5⁄8"  trim
Length underarm 9 7⁄8"

+ 3" trim

SKIRT
F waist to hem 44"
B waist to hem 45 ¼"

Placket openings 8 1⁄8"
Hem sweep 110 ½"

 Fabric width (web) 23"
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92
Dress Date: ca 1856-1860

From: Costume Institute, Metropolitan Museum of Art
Accession Number: 41.21.5

Donor: Janet K. Smith
Wearer: Unknown

Provenance: American

Description: A two-piece dress consisting of a 
basque and a skirt with three wide flounces. 

Fabric: The fabric is a crisp transparent silk 
beige organza patterned with a fine horizon-
tal stripe of dull ivory and gold and a wider 
stripe in a brocaded pattern of rich brown 
silks (the threads float on the back of the 
fabric). The three flounces were especially 
woven as a border fabric to accompany this 
particular dress. The trimming is silk fringe 
in a rich gold to brown.

Bodice: The neckline of this basque type bod-
ice is high and close. The long sloping shoul-
der seam is interrupted by a pelerine collar 
which begins 6 1⁄2 inches from the neckline 
and extends over the shoulder bone con-
cealing the armscye seam. The basque is 
cut on straight grain with the stripe run-
ning horizontally. The center front closure, 
fastened with ball-shaped pearl buttons 
and fine worked buttonholes, is lapped left 
over right. The two fan-shaped bust darts 
on each side are boned from the waist. Bon-
ing is also used for the button side of the 
front closure and the side-back seams. Over 
the firm bodice front is applied the peler-
ine collar on a horizontal yoke line 5 inches 
down from the neckline on center front. 
This pelerine is mitered at the point where 
it changes direction on a slanting line up 
to the shoulder. The collar continues from 
the front over the shoulder bone following 
the back panel seamline (and concealing 
it) until it changes to a horizontal direction 
11 inches down from the neckline on cen-
ter back. The skirt of the basque spreads

slightly from center front in waistcoat 
style, rises in a curve over the front 
hipbone, and then dips to a point at the 
sides of the fig-ure to blend with the 
coattail of the back.

The basque back is cut princess style to the 
end of the pointed coattail, which extends 
7 inches below the natural waist. The diago-
nal seams of the back panel narrow into the 
center back to a space of 1 inch and spread 
upward to the armscye. These seams are 
boned. The pelerine collar is attached to 
the basque with corded piping and is en-
tirely trimmed with fringe on its free edge. 
The side-back seam of the basque is visible 
only from the back and parallels to some 
extent the diagonal seam of the back panel.

Sleeve: The pagoda sleeve is complex. It is 
topped with a mancheron which is incorpo-
rated in the armscye seam; it is 9½ inches 
long over the top of the arm and 3 inches 
long on the underseam, thus repeating the 
angular effect of the basque. The 
mancheron is cut on straight grain and 
flared to a circumference of 19 1⁄8 inches. 
Under the mancheron is a cap foundation of 
glazed cotton to which the lower sleeve is 
attached. The lower sleeve is cut on straight 
grain in one piece with a deep point (in line 
with the little finger) and ends on true basis 
at the underarm seam. Because its hem 
circumference is large (38¼ inches) it had to 
be box pleated at the top under the 
mancheron. Both the mancheron and the 
lower sleeve are trimmed with the fringe 
used elsewhere in the design.

Specimen 92
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Skirt: The unlined skirt is skillfully gauged 
around the entire circumference of the top. 
The closure is in center back. The deep 
turnover tapers off in the cen er back. The 
flounces are each 13 7⁄8 inches wide of 
which 6 7⁄8 inches is woven in a different 
figured pattern from that of the stripe and 
incor-porate all the colors of the main 
fabric. The flounces are applied to a basic 
skirt of organza so that in this respect the 
thickness of the transparent fabric is 
doubled and the colors are intensified.

Construction Details: The bodice lining is a 
very fine, firm, glazed muslin which slightly 
changes the color of the transparent dress 

fabric. The skirt of the basque is lined with 
silk taffeta of cream color. Bust pads are 
attached in the dress to fill in the chest 
cavities but are not noticeable under the 
pelerine collar. A supporting tape is used 
on the natural waistline. The boning gives 
the lightweight structure some rigidity. The 
mancheron and the lower sleeve are lined 
with cream colored China silk. The sleeve 
opening is trimmed with quilled satin rib-
bon. Examination of stitching reveals very 
skillful handwork; the edgestitching may be 
fine machine stitch or perfect hand-made 
back stitch.

DRESS 92

CI 41.21.5, ca 1856-1860

Courtesy of the Costume Institute of the Metropolitan Museum of Art
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DRESS 92

CI 41.21.5, ca 1856-1860

Courtesy of the Costume Institute of the Metropolitan Museum of Art
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DRESS 92

CI 41.21.5, ca 1856-1860

Courtesy of the Costume Institute of the Metropolitan Museum of Art
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Dress Date: ca 1856-1860
From: The History Center in Tompkins Co., Ithaca, NY

Accession Number: 84.60
Donor: Emily Wright Metz

Wearer: Abigail R. Mead Wright was born September 29, 1839, to a  
well-to-do family. She lived in Greenwich, CT for her entire  
lifetime, and died October 15, 1897.

Provenance: Greenwich, CT

93

Description: A two-piece silk dress in a small 
vibrant plaid of green, white, and black. The 
fabric width of 19¼ inches suggests French 
or English origin. The one-inch fringed braid 
alternates from green to tan.

Bodice: The neckline is high and close, and 
the long sloping shoulder line is interrupt-
ed by the pelerine collar which is 6 inches 
wide and falls over the shoulder bone. The 
pelerine collar terminates just short of the 
closure above the bust so that the fringed 
point of the pelerine falls between the two 
bust darts of the bodice. The pelerine is 5¾ 
inches long at the point between the darts 
and is 4½ inches wide at the center front 
terminal of the pelerine. The center front 
closure, topstitched on the outside of the 
garment, is fastened with small green and 
tan embroidered ball buttons. The closure 
on the button side is boned. The bottom of 
the bodice has corded piping and is curved 
down in center front to extend 3 5⁄8 inches 
below the natural waistline.

In the back, the pelerine collar continues 
around the shoulders on a yoke line start-
ing 8 3⁄8 inches down from the neckline on 
center back. The bodice back is cut along 
traditional lines with the center back panel 
formed by the curved edgestitched seams. 
The side back seam is seen only from the 
back and it has a 5 inch bone casing, while 
the center back seam has one of 7 inch-
es. The bodice length extends 2½ inches 
beyond the natural waistline by forming 

a point. The contoured bodice ending 
is accentuated with two rows of corded 
piping. The pelerine collar is not lined and 
is attached with corded piping in front and 
in back. Three rows of fringed braid accen-
tuate its shape and direction around the 
body.

Sleeve: A bell-type one-piece sleeve is cut on 
the bias and starts narrow in circumference 
from the corded armscye. The contour of 
the opening is angular to echo the shape 
of the pelerine collar and has three rows of 
fringe. The visible inside of the bell sleeve is 
faced with a fine white silk.

Skirt: The fullness in the top of the skirt is 
controlled with flat pleats folding away 
from an inverted pleat in the center front 
and ending in the center back with tradi-
tional gauging or cartridge pleats.

Construction Details: The bodice is lined 
with calendered linen of natural color. 
The sleeve and skirt are lined with a tan 
semiglazed cotton. Corded piping is used 
to finish the neckline, armscyes, and con-
tour of the bodice. A large pocket is in the 
right side of the front skirt. The skirt hem 
is protected by green wool hem braid. The 
waistband is missing. The relative skirt 
lengths suggest that a crinoline frame was 
used. The dress is handsewn except for the 
side-back seams of the bodice, which may 
be machine stitched or sewn with perfect 
back-hand stitches.

Specimen 93
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94
Dress Date: ca 1858-1860

From: Costume Institute, Metropolitan Museum of Art
Accession Number: 38.23.59

Donor: Mr. Lee Simonson
Wearer:  Unknown

Provenance: Possibly European

Description: A one-piece dress of printed 
muslin in an allover meander pattern re-
sembling a string of beads. The dress is 
trimmed with self-fabric r uffles and 
flounces.

Bodice: The neckline is high behind, V-shaped 
in front, and finished with corded piping. 
Two rows of ruffles outline a simulated 
yoke. The center-front closure fastens with 
thick white buttons and worked button-
holes. The bodice has two boned bust darts 
on each side.

The back panel is formed with edgestitched 
curved seams. The side-back seams and 
curved panel seams are all boned. The en-
tire waistline is finished with corded piping.

Sleeve: The bell-type sleeve looks unfinished. 
It has an unusually large armscye in relation 
to other measurements with no corded 
piping as a finish for the seam. There is 
no inside support or lining for the sleeve, 
which may be explained by an attempted 
updating of the dress.

Skirt: The top fullness of the skirt is con-
trolled by deep box pleating of a type seen 

in the late 1850s or early 1860s. The front 
closure is constructed in the standard style 
and is balanced by a pocket on the right 
side of the front. Laid on the basic skirt are 
three rows of full ruffles each 5¼ inches 
deep. The ruffles are cut from the length 
of the fabric using the selvage in place of a 
hem. The ruffles are attached to the gar-
ment with a self fabric heading.

Construction Details: The bodice lining is a 
soft white muslin, or possibly a fine linen. 
The bodice front has a stay, or a little corse-
let, anchored from each front bust dart and 
laced at center front with eyelets for lacing 
instead of the conventional brass hooks 
and loops. The unlined skirt is faced at the 
hemline with a wide (3½ inches) cotton 
fabric. A corded piping finishes the hem.

The style characteristics of the sleeves and 
the skirt are more common toward the 
middle to end of the decade than at the 
beginning of the decade. This is particularly 
true of the box pleating of the top of the 
skirt.
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DRESS 94

CI 38.23.59, ca 1858-1860

Courtesy of the Costume Institute of the Metropolitan Museum of Art
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DRESS 94

CI 38.23.59, ca 1858-1860

Courtesy of the Costume Institute of the Metropolitan Museum of Art
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95
Dress Date: ca 1858-1860

From: Costume Institute, Metropolitan Museum of Art
Accession Number: 1979.346.55

Donor: New York Historical Society
Wearer: Unknown

Provenance: Probably American

Description: A two-piece dress with a semi-
basque bodice and a tiered skirt. The fabric 
in design and quality is beautiful, a silk 
organza printed predominantly in beige and 
brown. The fabric for the bodice is printed 
in small scale as compared to the fabric for 
the skirt tiers. The fabric for the flounces is 
a horizontal pattern in browns and beige of 
roses on a plaid trellis.

Bodice: The neckline is high in back and 
forms a V shape in front about 3½ to 4 
inches down from the neckbone. The shoul-
der seam is long and sloping. The neckline 
is finished with printed organza bouillon, 
a puffed-out applied trimming shirred on 
both edges. It terminates at the center 
front closure, which is fastened with eight 
ball buttons in a light brown thread-worked 
pattern. The buttonholes are worked in 
beige thread.

The basic bodice has three fan-shaped 
darts on each side, which extend beyond 
the natural waistline so that the front bod-
ice ending is formed into two waistcoatlike 
points. Two of the three darts are boned 
upward from the bodice ending. The boned 
side-back seam is diagonal and is visible 
only from the back

The bodice back panel is formed by the 
traditional curved seams,. The seams end 
at the armscye 2 inches below the shoul-
der seams. At the center back waistline the 
seams are 3½ inches apart and then spread 

out to a tailpiece 5¼ inches in length. The 
bodice ending is finished with a double row 
of corded piping.

Sleeve: In place of a mancheron the sleeve is 
topped with two rows of puffs. The lower 
pagoda sleeve is cut on straight grain. The 
very wide opening is trimmed with the 
same bouillon as is used for the neckline 
except that it is wider, measuring 4 inch-
es. The sleeve is lined with cream-colored 
China silk and finished with quilled satin 
ribbon with picot edges.

Skirt: The basic skirt is perfectly gauged 
around the entire top. The turnover is deep. 
The 1¼ inch wide waistband is a double 
thickness of cream-colored linen. There are 
two flounces. The upper flounce is 23 1⁄3 
inches wide, while the lower flounce is 20 
1⁄8 inches wide. They are bound on the free 
edge with a dark brown grosgrain ribbon. 
The flounces are slightly gathered and 
attached to the basic organza skirt with 
corded piping

Construction Details: The bodice is lined 
with a very fine muslin. It is reinforced 
through the midriff with an inner closure 
fastened with brass hooks and loops. The 
sleeves are reinforced through the cap with 
the same fabric used to line the bodice. The 
hemline of the basic silk organza skirt is 
bound with a dark brown silk grosgrain rib-
bon. All basic seams are machine stitched.

Specimen 95
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CI 1979.346.55, ca 1858-1860

Courtesy of the Costume Institute of the Metropolitan Museum of Art
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FABRICS
The visible fabrics of these dresses have 
exceptional aesthetic qualities and many of 
them are technically complex.

As was true of our specimens of the 1840s, 
all the fabrics are figured with the exception 
of the wedding dress, CU 56 (82), the weave 
of which is composed of sky blue and white 
threads giving it beautiful frosty overtones. 
Only one of the dresses, CI 41.21.3 (84), is 
fashioned from a brocade in 
a floral pattern.

Stripes and plaids are pre-
dominant in the collection. 
And there are no stereo-
types. Stripes not only differ 
in color, they may also differ 
in weave. CI 1976.265 (83) 
is made of a fabric of which 
one stripe is a changeable 
color of purple and black 
alternating with a two-inch 
black stripe of a damask 
weave in an arabesque pat-
tern. Other fabrics included 
stripe patterns of elaborate 
brocade and occasionally 
stripes with printed motifs.

Plaids are also complex. A 
unique feature is the inclu-
sion of a resist-dyed pattern 
on warp or weft threads so 
that one stripe is a solid color 
and the adjacent one is composed of threads 
which give a mottled effect. The Grant dress, 
CU 102 (91), is a good example of the ikat 
technique.

Represented among the specimens are the 
unique and expensive à disposition ensembles 
of fabrics for particular dresses—a fashion 

Predominant Characteristics of 
Compared Specimens

attributed to couturiers and textile innovators 
of the late 1840s and the 1850s.

The dress fabric (regardless of fibers) was 
woven or printed with accompanying borders 
to be attached to the basic dress as flounc-
es and trimming. The dominant color of the 
dress is usually repeated in the upper third 
of the flounce while the lower area is a multi-
colored floral pattern giving emphasis to the 
horizontal movement of the flounces of the 

skirt or to a sweeping movement of the pago-
da sleeve if used in that fashion. The ribbon 
trim is likewise part of the ensemble. Excel-
lent examples of dresses of fabrics designed à 
disposition are CU 102 (91), CI 41.21.5 (92), 
and CI 1979.346.55 (95). The last two dresses 
are works of art.

Ikat spotted plaid detail. 84.65 Susan Greene Collection/
Genesee Country Village & Museum

Photo by Susan Greene
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Silk fringe appears frequently as trimming and 
contributes to the dynamics of the body in 
motion. It is often composed of two alternat-
ing colors extending from the braid attached 
to the garment.

Another form of trimming for a few of the 
dresses is self-fabric used as ruching as seen 
in CI 38.23.59 (94), a printed muslin with 
self-fabric ruffles forming a pelerine line. Bouil-
lon was used as trimming for the printed silk 
organza, CI 1979.346.55 (95). It is a shirred 
self-fabric, puffed out and applied along its 
edges to the basic dress.

BODICES
The bodice closely followed the lines of the 
human form fitting smoothly over the body 
contours. The bodice lengths, however, and 
the relationship to the skirt, vary. In eight of 
the fourteen specimens the bodice coincides 
with the wearer’s natural waistline and is 
joined to the skirt. For the remainder, the bod-
ice is a separate entity, only one being the true 
basque, or jacket as it was sometimes called. 
The others extend enough beyond the natural 
waistline to cover the waistband of the sepa-
rate skirt and have a contoured hemline possi-
bly with a waistcoat-type front and a point or 
short coattail in center back. These could be 
called semibasques.

Necklines

The majority of the necklines follow the base 
of the neck in the back and in the front. Two 
necklines are also finished with narrow stand-
ing bands or collars. The alternative design is 
a neckline high in the back and V-shaped in 
front. The depth of the V contour determined 
the elaborateness of the chemisette.

Shoulders

The shoulder seam is long and sloping. The 
fashionable dressmaking technique during the 
decade of the 1840s of inserting corded pip-
ing into the shoulder seam has disappeared 
except for occasional examples.

The group of dresses estimated to be in the 
second half of the 1850s are in some instanc-
es embellished with decoration which inter-
rupted the long smooth line. Some of these 
dresses have pelerine collars, or ruching, or 
other trimming which breaks up the shoulder 
length.

Bodice Fronts

The bodice fronts were now cut on straight 
grain with the closure on center front where-
as in the 1840s, when the closure was in the 
back, they were typically cut on bias or partial 
bias.

Dress CI 41.21.3 (84) is an example of a dress 
with two bodices one of which is dated the 
early 1850s and is cut with a bias front with 
back closure, while the bodice made later 
in the decade in the same fabric is cut on 
straight grain with a front closure.

Fitting generally was accomplished with bust 
darts which spread in a fan shape from the 
waistline to the bust. The majority of the 
specimens have two darts on each side of cen-
ter front, but two have three darts.

Apparently the use of a group of three darts 
was determined by fashion and not by the 
size of the bust bulge. The amount of encased 
whalebone used to create rigidity of the bod-
ice varied from placement on center front, all 
darts, side-back seams, and center back to no 
bones at all. Three of the fourteen specimens 
are without bones and show no evidence that 
boning had ever been employed.

Characteristics of the front closure vary. Occa-
sionally we find a surprising technical plan of 
the left side lap ed over the right side rather 
than in the opposite direction. In the twenti-
eth century we consider it standard practice 
to lap front closures from right to left or 
women’s garments.

The most common type of fastener is the flat 
brass hook and loop as a carryover from the 
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1840s. They are at frequent intervals and well 
hidden under the lap of the closure. Opportu-
nity to use buttons as part of the total bodice 
design inspired buttonmakers to produce 
buttons of exceptional aesthetic quality. Six of 
the fourteen specimens have buttons, four of 
which include fine hand-worked buttonholes.

One specimen has buttons on top of hidden 
hooks and loops thus functioning purely as 
decoration. In many instances ball-shaped, 
half-round, pyramidal, and similar shaped but-
tons project from the garment.

A typical pelerine collar extended around the 
shoulders from the back across the front. It 
was usually attached with a corded piping to 
the bodice on its upper edge and left ree on 
its lower edge. Fringe on the lower edge accen-
tuated the form of the pelerine which swung 
away from the body only moderately. Three 
bodices have this type of collar, and they are 
all estimated to be in the second half of the 
decade. These collars are wide, approximately 
5¾ inches including fringe. The effect broke 
up the apparent bodice length and broadened 
the upper part of the figure.

Bodice Backs

The feature distinguishing the back of 1850s 
day dresses is, first, the disappearance of the 
back closure and, second, the revival of the 
back panel—variations of which we have seen 
from the eighteenth century throughout the 
early decades of the nineteenth century. The 
panel varied in its width across center back 
at the waistline. Only one of the fourteen 
specimens did not have the back panel. The 
two basque bodices have the back panel cut 
“princess-style” with the back panels ending 
in coattails. With few exceptions the tradition-
al edgestitching was used to accentuate the 
outside panel seamlines.

Before leaving the view of the back, we should 
notice the position of the side-back seam. 
With few exceptions it is located nearer to the 

center back than to the center front and is in 
that sense seen as related to the back panel 
especially in the case of the basque type of 
bodice.

SLEEVES
During the transition from the 1840s into 
the 1850s the sleeve design is sometimes the 
chief indicator of the vintage of the dress.

The most typical sleeve design of the four-
teen dresses is the bell shape known in the 
1850s as the “pagoda,”195 and sometimes as 
the “funnel” sleeve. This open-ended sleeve 
followed the pattern of the 1840s in that it 
was a one-piece sleeve cut on bias (over top of 
arm) starting narrow at the armscye with little 
or no gathered or pleated fullness and widen-
ing to form the bell shape. Horizontal tucks or 
darts were placed through the elbow to cause 
the bell to tilt and open more conspicuously 
— much the same as was done in the eigh-
teenth century.

The sleeve varied in length, sometimes ending 
midpoint between the elbow and the wrist 
and sometimes just above the wrist, always 
assuring visibility of the essential undersleeve. 
The undersleeve varied in style and quality 
from plain muslin to fine exquisitely embroi-
dered muslin, or muslin combined with lace, 
or lace alone, or net, or combinations. The 
undersleeve typically fitted the wrist, but it 
might also flare following the lines of the outer 
sleeve (especially true in the second half of 
the decade).

The decoration of the top of the bell-type 
sleeve varied from a corded piping inserted in 
the armscye seam to belled mancherons or to 
occasional shirred poufs or to a fringed peler-
ine collar falling over the shoulder bone.

As the hem circumference of the pagoda 
sleeve increased, we find that the cut of the 
sleeve was changed from bias to straight grain 
with an allowance for box pleats over the top 
of the arm, often hidden under a mancheron 
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or pelerine fringe. Although cut on straight 
grain, the sleeve is somewhat bias along the 
underarm seam. A good example of this new 
cut appears in CI 41.21.5 (92).

SKIRTS
The practice of gauging the fullness around 
the entire circumference of the top of the 
skirt continued. The change to flat knife 
pleating is not evident until the skirt becomes 
more pyramidal than dome shaped. Ten of our 
fourteen specimens are gauged. Those that 
were lined were difficult o gauge with exact 
hand stitches through four thicknesses of 
fabric.

Only four of the specimens have well-formed 
flat knife pleats and three of these have the 
traditional cartridge pleats across the small of 
the back.

The majority of the skirts in this sample are 
plain, with no flounces or other trimming 
added to the basic skirt. Only five of the four-
teen have flounces, and they are elaborate silk 
dresses. The flounces are deep, ranging from a 
skirt with two flounces of 23 inches each (CI 
1979.346.55) (95) to one with three flounces 
of 14 inches each (CI 41.21.5) (92). Two of 
the skirts have only two flounces of 13 to 14 
inches each (CI 1976.265 (83) and CU 102) 
(91). All of the flounces are à disposition. The 
only example of a double skirt that we found 
is HCH 3722 (87), ca 1855-1860.

CONSTRUCTION DETAILS
Shoulder seams slope to the back of the 
top of the shoulder. They are rarely piped; 
CI 41.21.3 (83) bodice A (early 1850s) has 
corded piping inserted. The armscye seam is 
generally finished with corded piping.

The presence of machine stitching is a clue 
with exceptions. The chain stitch was the 
original type, gradually, but not complete-
ly, replaced during the decade by the lock 
stitch. Without doubt, skillful hand sewing 
was probably considered prestigious except 

for areas of strain where strong stitching was 
advantageous. A tally of thirteen specimens 
(one was altered to the point of being unreli-
able) shows five were all hand sewn, four were 
all hand sewn except for points of strain such 
as darts and side seams, two were all machine 
sewn. (There is evidence that CU 56 (82), a 
wedding dress of 1850, had originally been all 
hand sewn). No record was made about two of 
the dresses in regard to method of sewing. An 
interesting discovery was that the majority of 
dressmakers sewed the sleeve (and the man-
cheron, or other parts of the top of the sleeve) 
into the armscye seam of the bodice by hand 
even when they had used the sewing machine 
for other seams of the dress.

Bodice lining was changing from the linen or 
fine muslin lining of the 1840s to a heavier 
cotton twill often in a dark tan or light brown 
color that seemed to give more substance to 
the bodice. (Five bodices have brown cotton 
twill, nine have calendered linen or fine mus-
lin, and one formal dress has white taffeta.) 
The bodice padding placed just above the 
bust bulge between the lining and the dress 
fabric carried over from the 1840s and ap-
peared in three of the dresses.

With one exception the sleeves of all the 
specimens are lined. One is lined with a fine 
linen (CI 1976.265) (83), three with China silk, 
and all the rest are lined with a lightly glazed 
cotton. In the visible area of the open bell, the 
sleeve is usually lined with a neutral colored 
silk such as taffeta.

Three of the skirts were made in the 1840s 
style without a lining and with a deep firm 
hem facing. Three of the sheer skirts have no 
linings. Six of the skirts are lined with a lightly 
glazed cotton. Five of the lined skirts include a 
large handkerchief pocket. Two of the dresses 
also have a watch pocket in either the skirt 
or the bodice. Five of the fourteen skirts still 
have the hem braid intact.
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THE GARMENTS
A person casually surveying fashion plates of 
the 1850s, and portraits of wealthy ladies, 
would possibly gain the impression that the 
typical day dress was a silk two-piece basque 
style with wide bell sleeves and deep flounces 
around the skirt. Such characteristics would 
be easily identifiable. But detailed examina-
tion of specimen dresses gives us cause to 
look critically at other materials. As far as 
is known, all of our specimen dresses were 
worn by American women, but do we have a 
representative sample? Now, with knowledge 
of their characteristics, it may be possible to 
assess their relationship to those shown in 
the popular Godey’s Lady’s Book and to rec-
ognize similarities and differences in other 
extant dresses. Although we are not focusing 
on cause and effect of change, some insights 
may be revealed when determining when 
change in style and dressmaking techniques is 
identifiable.

Fabrics

Apparel fabrics of the 1850s warrant special 
attention. They had reached a high level of 
quality both aesthetically and technically 
in the great textile centers of Europe, the 
source of the luxury fabrics imported to the 
United States. The onslaught of technological 
developments for mass production was com-
ing at the sacrifice of design quality and the 
contribution of the designer’s creativity. The 
experimentations with artificial dyes forecast 
a change of status in the dye industry. These 
trends were well documented in The Great 
Exhibition of the Industry of All Nations of 
1851 held in London’s famous Crystal Pal-
ace.196 

The richness of color produced by the natural 
dyes and the technical complexities of both 
woven and printed patterns resulted in fab-
rics which should be seen at close range to be 

Detecting the Facts: 1850 - 1860

appreciated. Unfortunately thebeauty of these  
1850s fabrics defies written description.

According to the literature, floral patterns 
were popular in apparel fabrics and in house-
hold fabrics. Some authors do not always dis-
tinguish between the two. A tally of forty-one 
extant dresses197 leads to an interpretation 
of the statement. Floral patterns frequently 
appeared in printed cottons, especially for 
flounces and trimming. In luxurious silk dress-
es, border patterns appeared in the flounces 
as well as in the accompanying ribbon trim-
mings. Very often these patterns were execut-
ed in multicolor warp taffetas in which one 
color matched the major color of the dress.

It is interesting to note that wedding dresses 
(not always in white) often were fashioned 
from distinctive fabrics such as moiré taffeta 
or shot silk. Trimmings of ruching and fringe 
always matched the color of the dress fabric.

Silk taffetas, in plain fabrics as well as figured, 
were very adaptable for forming the full pago-
da sleeve and the ever increasing circumfer-
ence of the pyramidal skirt. Damask appeared 
infrequently, possibly because this formal 
weave was not the usual fabric for day wear.

According to C. W. Cunnington, fashions 
changed slowly in England during the Crimean 
War of 1854-56. It was during this period that 
last year’s models came out with more trim-
ming.198 A critical look at extant dresses leaves 
the impression that the dresses during the 
second half of the decade were more lavishly 
trimmed, no matter what the cause, where-
as formerly the major dress fabrics had been 
trimmed with restraint.

Silk fringe, often dyed to match a dominant 
color of the dress fabric, was usually present 
on the more expensive dresses. At first it was 
used for only the hem of the mancheron and 
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perhaps the hem of the lower pagoda sleeve, 
but with time it was also used to define a pel-
erine shape, the skirt hem of a basque, or the 
flounces.

The ribbon used for trimming was remarkable 
in design and craftsmanship. No fewer than 
seven Basle firms were awarded prize medals 
at the London Exhibition of 1851.199 Their jac-
quard looms and their designers and dyers—
who came from Lyon, France—contributed to 
this achievement with products in the form of 
flounces, ruches, and rosettes woven à dispo-
sition to accompany the dress fabric. Ribbons 
were so popular that new industries were 
established in Patterson, New Jersey, in Cov-
entry, England, and in Moscow, Italy, Belgium, 
and Spain.200 

Bands of braids or ribbons were of ten used in 
place of the expensive flounces and as outside 
facings for the pagoda sleeve and the manche-
ron. Toward the close of the decade ribbon 
trimming was of ten boxpleated (in a small 
scale termed “quilled”) and added to a hem. 
Several photographed dresses serve to confirm 
the use of this method of trimming. Self-fabric 
trimmings—not necessarily confined to the 
less expensive dresses—were also used.

Bodice Designs

Was the basque style of bodice dominant? Our 
data indicates that the basque was not a 
common unit of day dresses. A tally of seven-
ty-seven full-length drawings in Godey’s Lady’s 
Book for the decade revealed that a few 
basques appeared each year, except in 1853 
when more appeared. It was in January 1853 
that the Countess Marie Eugénie Montijo of 
Spain married Emperor Napoleon III and wore 
a gown with a basque bodice.201 The fashion, 
as shown in Godey’s, peaked again in 1857 be-
fore gradually diminishing in importance.

A tally of forty-one extant dresses confirmed 
the trend seen in Godey’s. To our surprise 

there were only six dresses with basque-style 
bodices, and they were elaborate silk dresses 
clustered in the second half of the decade. 
Among our group of fourteen dresses six are 
two-piece of which only three are basques. In 
other words, over half of the bodices followed 
the natural waistline (at least across the back.

The typical neckline is close to the base of 
the neck, and the line along the top of the 
shoulder is long and sloping with the shoulder 
seam still in back of the top of the shoulder. 
The location of the armscye seam is about 
the same as it was in the 1840s. The average 
length of the shoulder seam for thirteen of 
the specimen dresses is 8 1⁄8 inches. Six of 
the specimens of other authors is 7¼ inches. 
A larger sample is needed for valid 
comparisons. Both the American and English 
models however document the long sloping 
shoulder construction which inhibited 
graceful upward arm movement.

The traditional practice of inserting corded 
piping in the shoulder seam had been given 
up, except in rare instances.

Illustrators of the fashions of the late 1840s 
and 1850s, at least until the middle of the 
decade, created a female figure with an at-
tenuated waistline. The bodice length could 
vary from one ending low on the natural waist 
to one extending slightly beyond and in a 
somewhat pointed contour in center back and 
center front. The bodice might occasionally 
extend over the upper hips as a jacket or a 
basque.202 Such variations create the problem 
of determining the exact location of the natu-
ral waistline when recording measurements of 
specimens. It is generally agreed among cos-
tume historians that the optical relationship 
of bodice to skirt changed as the skirt evolved 
from a dome form to a pyramid form, which, 
with its gradual widening base, gave an illu-
sionary effect of a shorter waistline. Also the 
waistline could be somewhat masked by the 
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everwidening pagoda sleeve. There were signs 
that the waistline toward the close of the 
decade was becoming shorter, that is, higher 
than the natural waistline. If that was a strong 
trend, then the information would aid in plac-
ing an 1850s dress on the timeline.

Turning to the measurement averages, we 
looked at the length for the underarm from 
the armscye seam to the waistline. The un-
derarm measurements for thirteen of our 
specimens averaged almost 7 inches, while the 
group of seven by other authors averaged 71⁄8 
inches. The number of specimens is so small 
however that the data can only be used to 
alert one to a possible trend.

In four of the fourteen measured specimens 
the bodice is cut to include three bust darts 
for each side rather than the usual two. In 
each instance two of the darts are boned 
while the center one is not.

Most of the 1850s bodices open in the front, 
but an occasional one still opens down the 
back, especially if it is quite formal. Following 
a period of varying back bodice constructions, 
the traditional back panel with its precise edg-
estitching returned. A new cut, the princess 
line (no waistline seam), became a hallmark of 
the basque back. Bodices were occasionally 
being boned on center back as well as on side 
seams and darts, but in each case the dress is 
somewhat formal.

Sleeves

The bell sleeve was the fashionable style in the 
late 1840s and the dominant style during the 
1850s, when it came to be generally known as 
the pagoda sleeve. Late in the decade it was 
known as the funnel sleeve. Its characteristics 
were apparently very similar in France, En-
gland, and the United States, and its dimen-
sions are shown on the Measurement Table. 
To illustrate its development, the sleeve was 
first cut on bias as one piece; it was loose 
through the elbow and the lower arm, and its 
opening was sometimes enlarged by inserting 

a godet along the seamline (see CU 77 Ault 
dress, ca 1845-1846) (77). The opening grew 
from approximately 16 3⁄8 inches (as in the 
Ault dress) to 38¼ inches for a silk muslin 
dated ca 1856-1860 (CI 41.21.5) (92). Such a 
large circumference necessitated a different 
cut. For example, the mancheron of CI 
41.21.5 is cut on straight grain and flared to a 
circumference of 19 1⁄8 inches. The lower 
sleeve is also cut on straight grain in one piece 
with an allowance for a box pleat over the top 
of the arm under the mancheron.

The opening of the lower sleeve is now 38¼ 
inches. Dramatic effects of a remarkable 
variety were produced with upper arm poufs, 
ribbons, flounces, fringe, and undersleeves of 
fine embroidered muslin or lace — all the hall-
marks of the pagoda sleeve of the late 1850s 
and early 1860s—before the style played out.

It was inevitable that a new style of sleeve 
would appear on the scene. C. W. Cunnington 
in his review of the fashion periodicals of 1852 
reports that a new style, “. . . having two seams, 
one on the inner side and one on the outer; 
the outer descending nearly to the wrist, al-
lowing room for a small puffed undersleeve,”203 
had been introduced. For July 1859, Godey’s 
reported, “The favorite sleeve right now is 
the Francis I sleeve.. .long, wide, loose. . . .It is 
positively said that, in spite of the continued 
efforts of dressmakers to prevent it the tight 
sleeve will certainly reign supreme after the 
summer months have passed. . . .Of course 
this sleeve will be adopted for walking dresses 
because the pagoda. . .will always be the mode 
for dinners and small soirees. The French 
dressmakers object to the [new] sleeve be-
cause of the absence of all the trimming.”204 In 
November of 1859 Godey’s showed their first 
example of the new “tight sleeve.” It was also 
a part of the new princess gored dress—most 
unusual.205 

Perhaps the most tangible alternative to the 
large pagoda sleeve during the decade was the 
full bishop, a type that had served a need in 
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past decades, especially when the nature of 
change was unpredictable. Cunnington ob-
served that, “My own collection also reveals 
that the ‘bishop sleeve’ was far more general, 
in the early 1860s, than the fashion books 
indicate.”206 

In summary we find that when a specimen, 
alleged to be an 1850s dress, has a sleeve 
style that clearly deviates from the bell type, 
it is important to balance that fact with clues 
that come from style characteristics of other 
parts of the garment, as for example, the skirt. 
Its characteristics may strongly point to the 
possibility that the dress is incorrectly placed 
on the timeline and that more investigation is 
needed.

Skirts

No matter what impeding forces in the 1850s 
slowed change of styles of women’s dresses, 
the development of the skirt’s volume seemed 
to be exempt. In the contemporary news we 
read that skirts are growing wider and wider. 
By 1853, “Crinoline petticoats have three or 
even four rolls at the bottom. . .207 the skirt is 
now almost unmanageable.”208 The patented 
crinoline frame was adopted in 1856.

Does measurement data confirm or refute the 
observations of the Victorian reporters regard-
ing hem circumferences? First of all, examina-
tion of the data alerted us to the fact that the 
circumference measurement may have been 
recorded from two different areas: from the 
hem of the basic skirt or from the hem of the 
flounce. A good example is the Grant dress, 
CU 102 (91). The hem- line of the basic skirt 
measures 110½ inches, but the flounce hem 
measures 151 inches. The flounce is attached 
to the basic skirt.

According to the English fashion news of 1857 
five to six yards was required for the circum-
ference of the skirt, and in 1858 claims were 
made that the hoop had reached its utmost 
[size] in England, “unless our doors are to be 
made wider.”209 Perhaps the clearest and most 

valid view of the phenomenon of the widening 
skirt is to look backwards to the first decade 
of the nineteenth century when the hem 
circumference could be as small as 70½ inches 
and to note the increases that had gradually 
developed through the decades. Study of the 
Measurement Tables should yield some inter-
esting findings.

The skirt with flounces was not typical be-
cause obviously yards of silk over silk was very 
expensive. The tally of Godey’s Lady’s Book 
provided a surprise in that the flounced skirt 
was not consistently dominant from year 
to year, in fact in 1850 the plain skirt was 
dominant and only about one-third of the 
illustrated skirts were flounced. A balanced 
number of plain versus flounced skirts appear 
until about 1860 when tabulations show the 
flounced type as dominant. One would expect 
that the number of exhibited extant dresses 
with flounced skirts would be relatively high, 
but the estimated number is a little less than 
fifty percent. The double skirt, a variation on 
the three flounced scheme, became popular 
toward the close of the decade. An example 
among our specimens is the Bonney dress 
(HCH 3722) (87). Godey’s Lady’s Book from 
July to December, 1859, shows a large number 
of dresses, both formal and informal, with the 
double skirt style. A plain skirt was frequently 
trimmed with braids, or ribbons, or appliqué 
of contrasting fabric (undoubtedly intended 
as a substitute for the expensive flounces), 
and in any case the trim served to emphasize 
the hem sweep made rigid by the underpin-
nings.

In searching for typical style characteristics of 
the 1850s, a collection of full-length photo-
graphs of Ithaca women became available.210 
Surprisingly, only one young woman, a daugh-
ter of a prominent citizen, was photographed 
in a dress with a flounced skirt, although there 
were a number of children in flounced dresses. 
The photographs were taken between 1859 
and 1863. It was possible to identify the peri-
od even without the documentation because 
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of such features as the high and closed neck-
line; the attached, embroidered white collar; 
the front closure, often with buttons; and the 
ever-present pagoda sleeve. Incidentally, a fair 
number of the photographs show the faint line 
of the crinoline frame just above the hem-line 
of the dress.

The style characteristics developing toward 
the end of the decade were so gradual that it 
is difficult to distinguish between those of the 
late 1850s and the early 1860s. Going into the 
1860s the focal areas to observe most critically 
will be the sleeve changing from the pagoda to 
the two-piece fitted form, the gored sections 
of the skirt, and the increasing dimension of 
the hem circumference. There is infrequent 
mention in 1859 of goring the skirt. In 
England the skirt cut in gored sections was 
alleged to be a French innovation just intro-
duced but not generally adopted. In Godey’s 
for November 1859 two sketches are shown of 
gored dresses which are decidedly atypical.

Construction Details

Corded piping had been eliminated from the 
shoulder seam but still remained in the arms-
cye seam. The bodice closure of the day 
dresses is typically in center front although 
there are occasional exceptions. The closure 
may lap from left to right or from right to left.

There is more variation in number and place-
ment of bodice whalebones than in the 1840s. 
Not all bodices were boned, in spite of 
impressions given by the dress reformers and 
feminists. With the bodice closure moved to 
the front and the traditional back panel again 
typical, boning appeared along the diagonal 
seams, possibly a center back seam, as well as 
the side seams. This is particularly true if the 
dress is elaborate.

Lining materials may indicate vintage, for 
example the light brown cotton twill appeared 
for the first time in silk bodices. It not only 
provided support, it also added substance and 

the feel of padding. Five of our specimens and 
one of the English specimens are lined with 
the new brown cotton twill. The majority of 
the specimen bodices both English and Amer-
ican are lined with either calendared white 
linen or white cotton.

Most of the sleeves and skirts of opaque 
fabrics are lined with a semi-glazed cotton. 
Additional support is occasionally provided 
in the form of a corselet section across the 
diaphragm which is separate from the bodice 
lining but of the same fabric; its terminals 
are attached to the bust darts nearest center 
front on each side. It is fastened down center 
front with metal hooks and loops and takes 
the strain off the expensive outer fabric. Ex-
amples of dresses with this structure are: CI 
38.23.59 (94) and CI 1979.346.55 (95).

Wool braid was another new product intro-
duced as a means of protecting the hem from 
friction. It was dyed to match or blend with 
the major color in the dress fabric. Sometimes 
ribbon binding was used as a substitute.

Is the dress handsewn totally or partially? 
If a machine has been used, is it the chain 
stitch or the lock stitch of later development? 
The answers to these questions confront the 
identifier. The majority of the dresses were 
still entirely hand sewn. A few bodice seams 
and darts were machine stitched. Perhaps the 
seamstress regarded machine stitching, chain 
or lock, as stronger. Generally long seams were 
handsewn, perhaps they were thought to be 
more flexible. Almost all the armscye seams 
were handsewn with precision.

CONCLUSION
The Phenomenon of Similarities

The remarkable similarities of style character-
istics and dressmaking techniques are evident. 
It is this phenomenon that makes it possible 
to compare adult women’s day dresses in 
order to differentiate between those styles 
which belong to the late 1840s from those 
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Above: Formal silk brocade bod-
ice with brown twill lining and 
boned center front—and helpful 
padding. 97.005
Left: Detail of unlined skirt 
hemmed with glazed brown 
cambric facing, finished with 
wool braid. 91.122 
Susan Greene Collection/Gene-
see Country Village & Museum 

Photos by Susan Greene
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From Godey’s Lady's Book, August 1855
Collection of Susan Greene
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that belong to the early 1860s 
and to distinguish those which are 
reliably of the 1850s.

How can these similarities be 
explained in the days before large-
scale mass production? This in-
triguing question would lead to av-
enues of investigation related but 
peripheral to our primary purpose: 
to identify and date American 
women’s dresses. It is important, 
however, to bring attention to two 
developments in this decade that 
were having a significant impact 
on apparel styles and dressmaking 
methods. These were the pro-
duction and distribution of paper 
patterns of garments and the dis-
tribution of improved sewing ma-
chines (invented in the 1840s).211 
These commodities were available 
to the general public as well as 
to the professionalsof the trade. 
Judging from the literature, public 
demands for such commodities 
included families who were pros-
pering on the western frontier.

It is a well documented fact that 
a French fashion publication like 
Le Petit Currier des Dames was 
publishing paper patterns in the 
1840s.212 By 1853 Godey’s Lady’s 
Book had provided advertising 
space to Mrs. Suplee’s “Paper Patterns for full 
sized Ladies Dresses.”213 These patterns could 
be ordered by mail. In this same issue Godey’s 
advertise a personal shopping service assuring 
the potential customer that the article, “will 
be chosen with a view to economy as well as 
taste.”214 

A customer’s motivation for purchasing “Pa-
per Patterns for Full Sized Ladies Dresses” is 
suggested in Godey’s in the April 1857 issue.215  
“Every lady in a county [country] town has 
been annoyed by being obliged to loan dress-

From Godey’s Lady's Book, March 1853, p. 286.
Collection of Susan Greene

From Godey’s Lady's Book March 1853 p 286

es, mantillas, etc. often of fine or easily soiled 
materials to have the patterns taken. A refusal 
to do this will of necessity be called unneigh-
borly and give rise to unpleasant feeling while 
compliance is almost equally certain to injure 
the borrowed article more or less. All this is 
obviated by the arrangement Mrs. Supplee 
has made to furnish patterns marked explic-
itly as to the making up, for a merely trifle in 
comparison to the accommodation. . . .She has 
already received Paris and London styles for 
mantillas and dress trimmings for the spring.” 
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During the decade both Godey’s and Peterson’s 
also published pattern diagrams with 
measurements.216 This source material proves 
of great value to the identifier when in the 
process of estimating the beginning, peaking, 
and decline of a cut.

An illustrated article in Godey’s for August 
1855 sheds light on the social and economic 
value of the new commodity, the sewing ma-
chine, “this family aid.” “Once having mastered 
the little difficulties incident to a proper un-
derstanding of the machine the housekeeper 
feels that with its help she can easily compass 
that important part of her duties—the cloth-
ing of her family. As to the cost of the machine 
where that is an objection, several families in 
a neighborhood may contribute to the pur-
chase…. “217 

Photographs of sewing machines and text 
by Claudia Kidwell provide detail and under-
standing about the historical significance of 
“Clothing by Machine.”218 

In contemplating the phenomenon of similar-
ities of style characteristics of dress one won-
ders about possible adjustment of styles from 
Paris and London by producers of fashion 
periodicals. Throughout the decade Godey’s 
occasionally prefixed their fashion plates with 

the word “Americanized.” What change did the 
term imply? In Chit-Chat Upon the Fashions 
for June 1850 the term is explained, but not 
very definitively, “In the first place, American 
ladies have not yet given up waists of a re-
spectable and natural size, a part of the fig-
ure the French artistes des modes sometimes 
omit altogether, if we except a faint shadowy 
line connecting the bust and skirt. Again, our 
ladies like a little more drapery than the Pari-
sians consider in good taste, and it is therefore 
necessary to add sleeves and corsages to some 
of the costumes that are otherwise graceful 
and pretty. These are two of the principal 
items; and, as we have matters of more gen-
eral interest to discuss, we leave the subject 
for the present to our friend’s kindly consider-
ation.”219 

The women’s rights movement led to various 
social issues, among them dress reform. At 
this stage the reform dress was very short 
lived. “Too little was gained. . . by trumpeting 
feminism . . . and alienating strangers before 
she [Elizabeth Cady Stanton] could get on 
with more important issues. Stylish dress dis-
armed the opposition and cloaked her radical 
views with respectability. . . after 1853 she nev-
er again wore the reform dress in public.”220 
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from Godey’s Lady's Book, 
June 1850 (p. 422)
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Measurements of Dresses 82 - 95

° Research asssesed date by Elsie McMurry
CI Costume Institute, Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York, NY

CU Cornell University, College of Human Ecology, Ithaca, NY
HCH Historic Cherry Hill, Albany, NY

 MFAB Museum of Fine Arts, Boston, MA
 THC  The History Center in Tompkins County, Ithaca, NY

Research Assessed Date° ca 1850 ca 1850-1855 ca 1850-1855 ca 1855-1860

Specimen 82 CU 56 83 CI 1976.265 84 CI 41.21.3 84 CI 41.21.3

Donor Metzger Morgan J Smith

Original wearer Wright Unknown Unknown second bodice

Provenance Otego, NY United States United States

Fabric silk taffeta silk novelty weave silk brocade silk brocade

Width 32.375 23.5 23.0 23.0

Ground color blue purple & black blue blue

Bodice CF length to waist 12.5 14.90 12.0

Bodice CB length to waist 14.75 15.5 15.125

CF to side seam at waist 6.0 5.5

CB to side seam at waist 5.0 5.25

Bodice waist circumference 22.0 23.0

Across shoulder seam 7.5 7.5 8.125 8.0

Bodice underarm length to waist 7.125 7.625 6.5

Sleeve type bell bell one-piece bias pagoda

Armscye 11.0 20.0 12.125

Upper sleeve circumference

Sleeve ending circumference 22.25 16.75 32.5

Outer side sleeve length 18.75 20.75

Underarm sleeve length 14.125 18.0

Skirt CF length 41.0 39.0 40.0

Skirt CB length 41.0 41.0 40.0

Skirt right side length 40.0

Skirt waist circumference 29.0 23.5

Skirt hem circumference 140.25 147.0 133.0

Footnotes H, W W
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THE SIXTH DECADE 1850 - 1860

ca 1850-1855 1855-1860 1855-1860 1855-1860 1856-1860 1856-1860
85 THC x76.53.191 86 MFAB 54.1015 87 HCH 3722 88 MFAB 45.750 90 CI 53.72.8 89 THC 80.69

Unknown A.C. Smith Unknown Hunneman Witherall Burgess
Unknown C.H. Lewis Bonney Unknown Unknown Unknown
Unknown Chatham, MA Albany, NY Unknown United States Tompkins Co., NY
wool and silk silk novelty weave wool challis silk muslin silk brocade silk plaid
22.0 21.75 23.75 24.75 29.0 19.0
brown plaid stripe white golden brown blue & lavender
14.875 12.25 11.25 6.0 11.125 11.125

16.125 14.125 13.125 11.875 14.25 15.0
9.375 7.75
4.5 4.0

21.75
8.5 8.0 7.25 1.375 8.0
7.125 7.0 7.0 7.125 6.75 7.5
bishop bell bell short poufs bell bell

14.25 12.0 12.875 12.375 14.0 12.5
23.5 13.125

7.5 33.0 27.0 13.125 28.0 28.0

24.5 20.25 19.25 6.125 18.0 19.5

22.5 12.75 14.25 2.125 14.0 15.5
37.5 41.0 41.5 40.25 41.375 39.0
39.0 45.0 42.0 45.0 43.0 39.0

44.0 42.0 43.5 42.5
27.0 25.0 23.75 20.25 26.0  22.0
135.5 146.5 138.0 121.875 1 42.0 100.0
H H H H

 H All hand sewn
 W Wool braid present on edge of skirt hem 
All measurements are done flat where possible: ungathered or drawn up.
All measurements were done with a dressmaker’s tape measure to the nearest 1/8 inch.

Research 
Assessed 
Dateﾰ
Specimen
Donor

Original 
wearerProvenance
Fabric
Width
Ground 
colorBodice 
CF 
length 
to 
waist

Bodice 
CB 
length 
to 
waist

CF to 
side 
seam 
at 
waist

CB 
to 
side 
seam 
at 
waist

Bodice 
waist 
circumference
Across 
shoulder 
seam
underarm 
length 
to 
waist

Sleeve 
type
Armscye
Upper 
sleeve 
circumference
Sleeve 
ending 
circumference
Outer 
side 
sleeve 
length

Underarm 
sleeve 
length
Skirt 
CF 
length
Skirt 
CB 
length
Skirt 
right 
side 
length

Skirt 
waist 
circumference
Skirt 
hem 
circumference
Footnotes
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THE SIXTH DECADE 1850 - 1860

ca 1856-1860 1856-1860 1856-1860 1858-1860 1858-1860
91 CU 102 92 CI 41.21.5 93 THC 84.60 94 CI 38.23.59 95 CI 1979.346.55

Treman J. Smith Metz Simonson NY Hist. Society
Grant Unknown Wright Unknown Unknown
Ithaca, NY United States Greenwich, CT Unknown Unknown

silk chiné silk organza silk plaid cotton batiste silk organza

22.75 22.0 19.25 31.5 23.5
black & white beige green printing on white brown & beige
11.25 13.75 11.375  13.0 9.25

15.25 14.5 14.5 15.25 14.75
7.75 7.375
4.375  5.125

9.625 7.75 8.875 8.625
7.25 6.5 6.875 6.375 7.25
bell bell bell bell bell

13.375 14.0 12.0 15.5 11.625

29.625 38.25 28.0 26.0 35.0

16.25 12.5 14.25 10.0

43.0 40.5 41.0 38.5 43.75
45.75 43.75 43.0 40.0 46.0

43.0 43.0 39.0 45.0
25.0 25.0 22.5 23.5 21.5
110.5 128.0 130.5 141.0 156.5
W H H

Research 
Assessed 
Dateﾰ
Specimen
Donor
Original 
wearerProvenance

Fabric

Width
Ground 
colorBodice 
CF 
length 
to 
waist

Bodice 
CB 
length 
to 
waist

CF to 
side 
seam 
at 
waist

CB to 
side 
seam 
at 
waist

Bodice 
waist 
circumference
Across 
shoulder 
seam
Bodice 
underarm 
length 
to 
waist

Sleeve 
type
Armscye
Upper 
sleeve 
circumference
Sleeve 
ending 
circumference
Outer 
side 
sleeve 
length

Underarm 
sleeve 
length
Skirt 
CF 
length
Skirt 
CB 
length
Skirt 
right 
side 
length

Skirt 
waist 
circumference
Skirt 
hem 
circumference
Footnotes
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Les Modes Parisiennes, undated
2002.064

Collection of Susan Greene

Detail of broderie anglaise needle-
work so popular in this period, and 

probably used on the garment in 
the fashion plate. It is a form of 

coarse eyelets outlined with heavy 
blanket or satin stitching.

2002.062 
Susan Greene Collection/Genesee 

Country Village & Museum 

Photo by Susan Greene
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The Englishwoman's Domestic Magazine, 1860
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Chapter 9: The Seventh Decade

1860-1870

Mention of the 1860s brings to mind 
for many of us romantic mental 
images produced in large measure by 

exposure to twentieth-century novels, plays, 
and motion pictures. Margaret Mitchell’s 
Gone With the Wind is an example. There is 
the impressionable moment when Scarlet, 
preparing for a house party and coveting the 
tiniest waist221 of any young lady there, holds 
on to the bedpost and exhorts her maid to 
pull the stay-lacings tighter. Later, the young 
men had to lead their ladies into the ballroom 
at arm’s length as the encompassing hooped 
skirts prevented closer contact.

A lady of fashion entered the decade with 
little noticeable change in her appearance. 
If she had chosen to shed some of her pet-
ticoats in favor of the crinoline frame, she 
would have done so about 1856 or soon after. 
It was claimed by some that the crinoline 
reached its greatest circumference early in 

the 1860s, which of course meant a change 
was due in the shape or size of the silhouette.

The much favored pagoda sleeve also contin-
ued into the new decade. Contemplate for a 
moment the form that had evolved: the wide, 
circular, hooped skirt combined with a bodice 
(possibly a basque) and the exaggerated wide 
bell sleeves suspended from narrow sloping 
shoulders. Even from the nineteenth-century 
perspective, the female form must have 
looked short and broad. The extreme was 
reached during the 1860s.

The time had come for change. A gradual 
lengthening and slimming of the clothed 
figure was to take place. In American dresses 
(at least of the middle class) the changing 
stylistic characteristics appear very gradually 
and make the dating process a demanding 
exercise.
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LEADERS

England

• Queen Victoria
• Prince Albert

France

• Napoleon III, Emperor of the Second Republic of France
• Eugénie, Empress

The United States of America

• James Buchanan, President—March 4, 1857, to March 3, 1861
• Hostess and niece, Harriet Lane

• Abraham Lincoln, President—March 4, 1861, to April 15, 1865
(date of assassination)

• Wife, Mary Todd Lincoln
• Andrew Johnson, President—April 15, 1865, to March 3, 1869

• Wife, Eliza McCardle Johnson
• Hostess and daughter, Martha Patterson

• Ulysses S. Grant, President—March 4, 1869, to March 3, 1877
• Wife, Julia Dent Grant

Points of Historic Reference
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EVENTS

England

• 1861—Death of Prince Albert of Saxe-Coburg-Gotha, Queen
Victoria’s consort

• 1863—Marriage of Queen Victoria’s son, Edward VII, Prince of
Wales, to Princess Alexandra of Denmark. The trousseau of the
beautiful Alexandra provided inspiration for fashion instigators
and relief from the predominant mourning attire.

• 1861-1865—During the Civil War, the inability of Southern
suppliers of raw cotton to furnish England with cotton caused
suffering in the British factory towns where cotton textiles
were produced.222

France

• 1860-1870—Empress Eugénie held her leadership in the world
of fashion with the aid of Charles Worth, an Englishman, who
was Eugénie’s official couturier from 1860 until the fall of the
Second Empire in 1870.

• 1867—International Exposition at Paris: “A new silhouette
introduced by Worth eliminating the crinoline. . . . Increase of
wholesale trade for foreign buyers.” 223

The United States of America

• To condense the volume of significant developments occurring 
within the decade is impossible. The statements given below 
may suggest further research.

• April 1861 - April 1865, the official period of the Civil War. 
Major results:

• Tremendous loss of manpower
• Southern institution of slavery replaced by 

Reconstruction
• Certain Northern economic groups gain power which 

they would long retain
• Accelerated industrialization especially in the North.
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• Western expansion:
• Overland Telegraph Company (1861); the continent con-

nected by telegraph
• Railroads—"By 1861 railroads had reached every major 

city east of the Mississippi and had pushed beyond it into 
Iowa, Minnesota and Missouri. . .the completion of the 
Union-Central Pacific in 1869 was a great landmark in the 
history of American nationalism”.224

• Statehood for Kansas (1861), West Virginia (1863), Neva-
da (1864), Nebraska (1867), and Colorado (1876)

• 1862—Morrill Land Grant Act: land for universities
• 1862—Homestead Law
• 1864—Creation of the national banking system

• Technology and the development of the apparel industry: The 
Civil War had served to significantly accelerate certain develop-
ments in the textiles and apparel industries:

• Rapid development of sewing machines for industrial use.
• Substantial leadership in both woolen and worsted 

branches of the textile industry won by the Northeast.
• Expanding ready-made clothing industry (created by a 

demand for new types of clothing) in turn causing more 
standardized production of staple fabrics.225 In 1860 
Brooks Brothers noted that the making of a first-rate 
overcoat, which required six days of steady hand sewing, 
could be done with the help of the machine in only three 
days.226

• ca 1868—The first factory in the United States to pro-
duce aniline dyes was located in Albany, NY.227
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USEFUL REFERENCE IMAGES

England

• The great painters were predominantly landscape painters such
as Constable and Turner. Such authors as François Boucher and
Millia Davenport provide portraits and drawings of lesser known
artists.

France

• Claude Monet (1850-1926)
• Women in a Garden (1866)
• Mme. Gaudibert (1868)

• August Renoir (1841-1919): Mme. Sisley (1868)
• James Tissot (1836-1902): Portraits in a Park—Paris (1863)

The United States—According to Sumner McK. Crosby, “...portrait 
painting, the chief expression in painting in the colonial age, lingered on 
in the East in the works of Thomas Sully (1783-1872) and his contem-
porary Samuel F. B. Morse (1791-1872).”228 He adds that “it is ironic that 
the rising vogue for the daguerreotype which Morse was among the first 
to introduce to American in 1839, absorbed much of the demand for 
the painted portrait.”

• Other important portrait painters were Chester Harding (1792-
1866) and Eastman Johnson (1824-1906).

• Then there were also the genre painters who were inspired by
everyday life, such as:

• George Caleb Bingham (1811-1879)
• Thomas Hovenden (1840-1895)
• Frederic Remington (1861-1909)
• Winslow Homer (1836-1910)
• Thomas Eakins (1844-1916)
• Albert Ryder (1847-1917)

• Winslow Homer was not only one of the foremost American
painters of his time but also one of our leading illustrators. His
work appeared in Harper’s Magazine throughout the 1860s and
beyond. Homer’s illustrations are very helpful in documenting
stylistic changes in American dresses. During 1865 and 1866
(before leaving for Paris) Homer painted pictures of young ladies
going about everyday chores or pursuing fashionable pleasures as
in the several croquet scenes dating from this time.
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• Eastman Johnson also provides excellent material for the cos-
tume historian, for example:

• The Blodgett Family, 1864,
• The Hatch Family, 1871.

• Photographers: Many regional historical societies may have dated
photographs of local people and records of date spans when local
photographers worked in their own studios.

• Mathew Brady, noted photographer of the Civil War, was a
very successful portrait photographer with a photograph-
ic gallery in New York City. Among his sitters was Abra-
ham Lincoln. An excellent reference for photographs of
English dress is Alison Gernsheim’s Victorian and Edward-
ian Fashion: A Photographic Survey.

Fashion Publications: In searching for sources of original fashion plates, 
one might turn to such secondary sources as: Fashion Plates in the Col-
lection of Cooper-Hewitt Museum, an exhibition catalog; Doris Langley 
Moore’s, Fashion Through Fashion Plates, 1771-1970; and to primary 
sources such as: 

• American
• Godey’s Lady’s Book
• Petersons’s Ladies National Magazine
• Graham’s
• Demorest’s Monthly

• English
• The Ladies’ Cabinet
• Englishwoman’s Domestic Magazine
• The Queen

•  French
• Les Modes Parisiennes
• La Mode Illustrée
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Les Modes Parisiennes, 1863
99.041e

Collection of Susan Greene

L M d P i i 1863

White cotton piqué 
such as that typically 
used for men's waist-
coats and ladies' sporty 
seaside ensembles. 
It was tough, low-
mainenance, and did 
not wrinkle readily.

 Photo by Susan Greene
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What to Look For: 1860 - 1870

Fabric: Will the extant garments we find re-
flect the impact of the Civil War on supply 
and demand for fabrics? For instance, was 
cotton prohibitively high in price as a result 
of reduced productions? Was the impor-
tation of luxury goods from Europe cur-
tailed as a result of the war? The answers 
to these questions would help us to assess 
what has, or has not, been preserved and 
would be a significant contribution.

Samuel Rezneck, an economist, conclud-
ed that, “The Civil War years had a mixed 
effect upon the textile industry.”229 Accord-
ing to Kax Wilson extreme shortages forced 
Southerners to even use “cow hair” in lieu 
of wool for the weft in twilled jean.230 

Some of the fabrics which were manufac-
tured in the second half of the decade may 
have been dyed with a new synthetic dye, 
a coal tar derivative. The consumers of the 
1860s were not likely to have been provid-
ed with confirming fabric labels, but today 
a collector may have reason to suspect that 
a brilliant unfaded color is the product of a 
chemistry laboratory.

Bodice: A high neckline may have had a 
narrow standing band or collar. If the front 
neckline was a deep V shape, it required 
a chemisette. There are essentially three 
types of front bodice designs: a bodice 
and skirt joined at the natural waistline; a 
bodice separate from the skirt and slightly 
longer extending beyond the natural waist-
line especially at center front and center 
back; and a basque or jacketlike bodice 
extending over the hipbone about four to 
six inches.

If the bodice has a center front opening, 
which way does it lap? In the 1860s it was 
not uncommon to find the opening 
lapping from left to right. Buttons, if 
original to the garment, may give another 
clue to vintage. 

A little corselet was often built inside across 
the diaphragm to relieve strain on the but-
tons and buttonholes.

Check for evidence of boning such as: 
casings for a busk on center front on the 
underside of the closure or casings on side 
seams, back panel seams, or center back 
seams. Does the basque bodice have a hori-
zontal dart or tuck over the front hipbone?

The trend toward the end of the decade 
was to design bodices with shoulders 
slightly less sloping. The measurement from 
the high and close neckline to the armscye 
seam is another indication of vintage.

The pelerine effect can be seen in the draw-
ing of the French dress MFAB 44.810 (109). 
At first glance one has the impression that 
a separate pelerine accompanies the dress, 
but actually a pelerine effect is formed by 
appliquéd braid, border fabric, and the silk 
fringe surrounding the shoulders.

Bodice Back: In the 1860s the boundary 
seam of the back panel may have deviat-
ed from the traditional line by spreading 
from the waistline on a diagonal up to the 
shoulder blades and then turning at a sharp 
angle to intersect with the armscye seam. 
The basque back was usually cut in princess 
style and terminated in the center back 
with a pleated coattail. An innovation likely 
to be found in dresses from the second half 
of the decade is an apronlike appendage 
attached to a belt and worn over the skirt 
across the small of the back. It effectively 
exaggerated the backward thrust of the 
human form.

Sleeve: The sleeve is a very important indi-
cator of vintage, but confusion over termi-
nology and the gradual merging of styles 
may impede identification. There are es-
sentially four types of sleeves: the pagoda, 
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a carryover with many variations from the 
1850s; the bishop with its fitted wristband; 
a “tight” sleeve composed of two shaped, 
full-length, vertical pieces tapered over the 
wrist; and a “coat” sleeve composed of two 
shaped, vertical pieces but with a larger 
armscye circumference and wider opening 
than the “tight” sleeve.

A unique feature that is important in iden-
tification is the presence of a dart in the un-
derarm of the sleeve. This dart is necessary 
because the sleeve, having a greater upper 
arm circumference than the armscye, still 
has to be fitted into a smaller area. The dart 
is visible only from the back in the lower 
armscye curve 

Skirt: In examining skirts, one has to be able 
to visualize the three dimensional form. 
The nature of this form will largely de-
termine where the garment is located on 
the timeline. What does it look like on the 
human body—the silhouette already much 
changed by the underpinnings of petti-
coats, starched foundations, and perhaps 
a sort of bird cage commonly known as a 
“crinoline frame”?

In the 1850s the wearer’s underpinnings 
projected more or less from her feet equi-
distant to the front, to the side, and in the 
back. During the 1860s, the front gradually 
flattened, becoming more vertical, bringing 
the wearer’s toes nearer to her hemline. 
This meant that the crinoline frame tilted 
backwards, and any movement caused it to 
sway with an undulating effect. The skirt 
was designed to fit over the substructure 
regardless of how or whether it was joined 
to the bodice.

The design of the top of the skirt provides 
important information about the total 
form from dome to bell to pyramid and 

the transition to back thrust. Examination 
requires looking for gored sections. In an 
ungored skirt the shape of the pattern is 
like a bed sheet, that is, the measurement 
across the top of the skirt is the same as 
the hem circumference. To fit that amount 
of material to the natural waist circumfer-
ence required gauging for the entire top of 
the skirt or various plans of pleating. When 
gored sections were introduced in the skirt, 
they varied in number and placement.

Construction Details: The presence of ma-
chine stitching, especially the lock type, 
is fairly good evidence that the dress was 
made after 1860. Dresses, however, were 
still being made by hand in America, France, 
and England. Look closely for the type of 
sewing in major seams.

Check also for how the bodice, sleeve, and 
skirt lining may have changed from the 
1850s. How is the hem protected? And 
what has happened to corded piping?
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Compared Specimens from 1860 - 1870

Accession Number RAD°  Date Donor/Wearer Provenance

96 MFAB 50.474 1860 1860 Cabot & Robes/Unknown United States

97 THC 78.31.1 ca 1860 1860 Wilde/Hitchcock New York, NY

98 CU 98.22.03 ca 1860 1860 McMurry/Unknown Poughkeepsie, NY

99 CU 67 ca 1860 1860 Ryan/McElheny Dryden, NY

100 CU 65 ca 1860 1860 Ryan/McElheny Dryden, NY

101 CU 55 1860-1865 1859-1860 Metzger/Bartlett Otego, NY

102 CU 95.01.06 1860-1865 1850s Brumsted/Coe Batavia, NY

103 THC 78.138.1 1862-1865 1858 Sharp/Knowles Upstate New York

104 THC 74.64.15 1862-1865 1860s Speed/Speed  Ithaca, NY

105 CU 3897 1862-1866 1858 Metzger/Barltett Otego, NY

106 CU 72 1863 ca 1863 Brown/Smith Niagara Falls, NY

107 CU 1 1863 1860 Alleman/Unknown Clifton Springs, NY

108 CU 82 1863-1865 1860s Van Rensselaer/Van Rens Upstate New York

109 MFAB 44.810 1863-1865 1863-1865 Crampton/Unknown France

110 CU 2512 1865-1868 1850s Williams/Williams Ohio

111 CU 4076 1865-1868 1860s Laux/Dowsley Troy, NY

112 CU 73 1865-1868 1864 Starkweather/Akin England

113 CU 69 1868 1868 Smelzer/Townsend Lodi, NY

114 THC x76.53.202 1865-1868 1860 Unknown/Unknown Upstate New York

115 THC x76.53.192 1868-1869 1860s Unknown/Unknown Unknown

116 MFAB 52.1653 ca 1868 1868 Childs/Unknown United States

117 CU 63 ca 1869 1868-1869 Remey/Mason Washington, DC

118 CU 2722 Nov 1869 1869 Ward/Harrison Upstate New York

119 CU 2 1869-1870 1870-1875 Babcock/Alward England

°RAD Researched assessed date by Elsie McMurry
CU Costume Collection, College of Human Ecology, Cornell University, Ithaca, NY

McM Private collection of E.F. McMurray, Ithaca, NY
MFAB Museum of Fine Arts, Boston, Boston, MA

THC The History Center in Tompkins County, Ithaca, NY
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96
Dress Date: ca 1860

From: Museum of Fine Arts, Boston 
Accession Number: 50.474a-b

Donor: Mrs. Harriet Ropes Cabot and Edward Jackson Lowell Ropes
Wearer: Unknown

Provenance: USA

Description: Please see illustrations.

Fabric: The fabrics of this bodice and skirt 
are striking—the epitome of Victorian style. 
The silk taffeta in a varied stripe is an om-
bré of purple ranging from light to medium 
to dark. Further interest is created by the 
interplay of widths with light dominant in 
one stripe and dark dominant in another. 
Superimposed on the stripe pattern is an 
elaborate purple and pale green silk chenille 
fringe in graduated widths. It is a diamond-
shaped netting with chenille balls at the 
intersections and tassels from the last row.

Bodice: The lines of the bodice front and 
back emphasize a long V shape. The neck-
line is close around the neck in the back; in 
front it merges from a long V into a center 
front closure which extends 4¾ inches be-
yond the natural waistline to two deep and 
rigid points, which are further lengthened 
with purple silk tassels.

The shoulder seam is accented by an elabo-
rate fringe which measures 4½ inches from 
its attachment on the armscye seam to the 
end of the tassels. The fringe in graduated 
widths continues on a oblique line across 
the peak of the bust to center front at 
which point it measures 3 inches wide.

The basic bodice is very structural and 
rigid with boning. Two boned bust darts 
originate from the front point and fan out 
toward the peak of the bust. The closure, 
boned on the right edge, fastens with seven 
flat brass hooks and loops down to the 
natural waistline where it terminates with a 
single purple tassel.

The attenuated effect of the basque back 
is created by the long line from the high 
neckline to the clean cut point on center 
back, which terminates beyond the natural 
waistline. The back panel is in one piece, 
the curved seams spreading upward to the 
armscye seam. The side seam is located 
slightly to the back. There are three bones 
which provide rigidity: one on each back 
panel seam and one attached to the lining 
on center back. There is no center back 
seam in the bodice or in its lining.

Sleeve: In style and construction the sleeve 
is decidedly atypical. The upper sleeve, 
which includes the sleeve cap, is about 
elbow length. It is set into the armscye with 
visible ease toward the back. Applied to 
this upper sleeve is a box-pleated length of 
ombré silk giving a bell-shaped effect. This 
attachment is accented by the folded edges 
of the tiny box pleats at its top. This section 
is lined with plain net and elongated with 
chenille fringe. Under this bell sleeve is a 
sleeve composed of ivory embroidered net 
pulled up horizontally with pink ribbons, 
three in front and one in back. From under 
the ivory net comes black lace over pink 
ribbon culminating with a pouf of the em-
broidered net.

Skirt: The skirt is composed of five webs of 
fabric and was undoubtedly supported by a 
crinoline frame. The skirt is projected about 
equidistant from the wearer at the sides 
and back although the length of the skirt 
in the front suggests that it does not thrust 
out more than moderately.

Specimen 96
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The fullness in the top of the skirt is laid 
in flat pleats which fold toward the front. 
At center front the space between the 
pleats gives an inverted effect. The pleats 
are attached to a 1 1⁄8 inch-wide 
waistband of deep purple silk lined with 
linen and fastened with two sets of metal 
hooks and loops.

The skirt front is embellished with six hor-
izontal rows of silk chenille fringe of gradu-
ated length ranging from 8¾ inches to 24 
inches. This gives the effect of a robe with 
an apron front, or, as the French termed it, 
en tablier.

Construction Details: The silk taffeta of the 
bodice is firmly supported with a densely 
woven lining of glazed white cotton. Corded 
piping is used for the back neck, the clo-
sure, the bodice hem contour, and the arm-
scye seams. The eight bones intersecting 
the waistline aid in creating the rigid form. 

There is evidence from remaining tangled 
purple sewing threads that the interior of 
the bodice was at one time finished with 
a purple silk lining. Inside the front bodice 
are two significant features: soft bust pads 
placed to fill in the cavity above the bust 
bulge and a horizontal dart (fish dart) along 
the waistline over the front hip bone.

The hem has a purple satin facing 5½ inch-
es deep, which is interlined with a two-inch 
width of horsehair canvas. The hem is pro-
tected from friction with a wool braid dyed 
in deep purple.

The entire body of the skirt is lined with 
tan colored glazed cotton. The skirt plack-
et folds toward center front under the 
fourth pleat to the left of center front. On 
the right is a pocket. An unusual feature is 
a linen tab on center front with a worked 
buttonhole—perhaps to a button inside 
the bodice (none was found).º
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MFAB 50.474a-b, ca 1860

DRESS 96

Photograph © Museum of Fine Arts, Boston. Courtesy of the Museum of Fine Arts, Boston
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MFAB 50.474a-b, ca 1860
DRESS 96
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MFAB 50.474a-b, ca 1860
DRESS 96
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Dress Date: ca 1860
From: The History Center in Tompkins Count, Ithaca, NY 

Accession Number:  78.31.1
Donor: Mary Hitchcock Wilde

Wearer: “Emily Julia Hitchcock, born November 18, 1836, in New  
York City; married William Basil Wilde, January 10, 1860;  
died February 21, 1913. The dress was probably a part of  
Emily’s trousseau.” From the family records of Mary   
Hitchcock Wilde, Ithaca, NY

Provenance: New York, NY.

97

Description: Please see the illustrations.

Fabric: This is a one-piece summer dress of 
fine cotton muslin. It is an allover print in 
medium light lavender and brown of a small 
abstract design with dark brown outlines. 
The design alternates in dense and open 
areas on a plain tan background. The vivid-
ness of the lavender in the folds indicates 
that fading and bleeding has taken place 
due to unfavorable environmental condi-
tions.

Bodice: The neckline is very open and the 
closure is in the center back. The bodice 
is shaped with soft gathers spread wide at 
the neckline and confined to the center at 
the waistline. The neck shape is accentuat-
ed with a wide bias band finished on both 
edges with corded piping. The entire front 
bodice is supported by a fitted lining of cot-
ton twill which is boned on center front and 
at the two bust darts.

The back is similar to the front with its de-
sign of soft vertical gathers. It is deceptively 
firm because of its fitted lining, structural 
closure, and boned side-back seams, which 

join the front and back bodice pieces. A 
built-in waistband of the printed muslin 
rests on a high, natural waistline. There was 
a revival of the higher waistline without a 
bodice point at the end of the 1850s.

Sleeve: A one-piece, bias-cut, basic, unlined 
sleeve is just long enough to support two 
rows of ruffles cut on straight grain, gath-
ered, and hemmed. The armscye below the 
shoulder bone is small and finished with 
corded piping.

Skirt: The great fullness around the top of 
the skirt is finely gauged and is whipped to 
the built-in waistband by fine hand stitch-
es. A pocket is hidden in the folds on the 
right side. The unlined skirt is finished at 
the hem with a facing of self-fabric and no 
interfacing. The skirt is only slightly longer 
in center back than at the sides and front. 
If one had a bird’s-eye view of the wearer 
standing in the skirt, it would be apparent 
that she is standing in its center. The entire 
dress is made by hand in spite of the fact 
that machine sewing was now used fre-
quently, at least for main seams.

Specimen 97
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THC 78.31.1, ca 1860

DRESS 97
Courtesy of the History Center in Tompkins County
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THC 78.31.1, ca 1860

DRESS 97
Courtesy of the History Center in Tompkins County
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THC 78.31.1, ca 1860DRESS 97

BODICE
CF neckline to waist 9 3⁄8" 
CB neckline to waist 9 3⁄8" 

Underarm to waist 6 ¼"
Length of SB seam (dart) 

Around waist 20 ¾"
CB waist to back seam 3"

Across shoulder 1 7⁄8"

SLEEVE
Around armscye 11 5⁄8" 
Upper arm girth  

End circumference 
Length over cap 4 5⁄8" 

Length underarm 3 5⁄8"

SKIRT
F waist to hem 39"

` R side waist to hem 39"
` B waist to hem 40"

Placket opening 10 ½"
Hem sweep 160"

Fabric width (web) 32 ½"
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98
Dress Date: ca 1860

From: Costume Collection, Cornell University
Accession Number: 98.22.03

Donor: Elsie Frost McMurray purchased dress from a collector  
who acquired it in the 1930s from an estate sale in  
Poughkeepsie, NY

Wearer: Unknown
Provenance: Poughkeepsie, NY

Description: Please see illustrations.

Fabric: This one-piece printed muslin sum-
mer dress has four flounces. The fabric is 
of excellent quality, and the printed design 
is a sophisticated allover pattern: a white 
ground sprinkled with minute dots and tiny 
lozenge shapes in pink and then reversed 
to a white motif on an intense pink ground. 
The fabric for the flounces is printed as a 
border design and is referred to as printed à 
disposition. The fabric is used as ruching at 
the top of the sleeve ruffle and at the top 
of the first flounce.

Bodice: The neckline is very open and the 
hidden closure is in front. The entire neck-
line is finished with corded piping. The 
deceptively simple bodice is shaped with 
soft vertical folds of gathers, which are 
widely spread at the neckline but quite 
concentrated at the waistline. A supporting 
foundation of white linen has two, long and 
deep cut, boned bust darts on each side of 
the center front. The closure is also boned.

The back is similar to the front in construc-
tion and lined with white linen. The boned 
diagonal seams of the back panel spread 
from the small of the back to the armscye. 
The built-in waistband is relatively narrow 

with a finished tab extension for the front 
skirt-bodice closure.

Sleeve: The sleeve is cut on a straight grain 
and is lined with white handkerchief linen. 
The lower part of this very short sleeve is 
finished with a hemmed ruffle f border 
fabric and embellished at the top with 
ruching. The armscye seam is finished with 
corded piping.

Skirt: The fullness around the entire top of 
the skirt is finely gauged. There is no lining. 
The hem is turned up with no interfacing. 
The flounces are hemmed and gathered 
and attached horizontally and very precise-
ly. Ruching covers the gathered edge of the 
top flounce. The skirt is slightly shorter in 
the front than in the back. The wearer is 
centered in the crinoline with the skirt full-
ness evenly distributed. The hem circum-
ference was measured for the basic skirt 
to which the flounce was attached. The 
circumference would be much greater if the 
flounce had been measured, probably more 
comparable to THC 78.31.1 (103).

Construction Details: The main seams and 
darts of the bodice are machine stitched, 
but the skirt is entirely hand sewn.

Specimen 98
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CU 98.22.03, ca 1860

DRESS 98
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CU 98.22.03, ca 1860

DRESS 98

Photo by Susan Greene
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CU 98.22.03, ca 1860DRESS 98

BODICE
CF neckline to waist 8 1⁄8" + 
CB neckline to waist 8 1⁄8" 

Underarm to waist 6" +
Length of SB seam (dart) 7 ½"

Around waist 22"
CB waist to back dart 4 1⁄16"

Across shoulder 1 ½"
Shoulder seam placed about

 1½" back of natural

SLEEVE
Around armscye 11 ¼" 
Upper arm girth  

End circumference 13" ruffle
Length over cap 7 ¾" 

Length underarm 4"

SKIRT
F waist to hem 39 5⁄8"

` R side waist to hem 41 5⁄8"
` B waist to hem 42"

Placket opening 10 ½"
Hem sweep 144"

Fabric width (web) 32 1⁄4"
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99
Dress Date: ca 1860

From: Costume Collection, Cornell University
Accession Number: 67

Donor: Mary Shaw Ryan
Wearer: “Adelaide Taber McElheny, born in 1830 and died in 1871 of  

tuberculosis. She was married to Thomas McElheny about  
1850 and bore three children, one of whom was the donor’s  
grandmother. She lived most of her life in upstate New York  
(Dryden). In the Cornell University Archives is a diary which  
she and her husband kept for all the years of their married  
life.”—Dr. Mary Shaw Ryan

Provenance: Dryden, NY

Description: Please see illustrations.

Fabric: An everyday dress of the 1860s is rare-
ly found in the late twentieth century. This 
one is made of a cotton woven in a green 
and white check pattern.

Bodice: The neckline is high and close (cir-
cumference is 12½ inches) and is finished 
with a narrow standing collar ¾ of an inch 
high, cut on bias, and edgestitched by ma-
chine.

The bodice is cut on straight grain. The 
unique feature of the bodice design is that 
in place of bust darts there is a side front 
section of finely gauged fabric outlined by a 
fine, single-thickness, hand-hemmed ruf-
fle. The shoulder is long and sloping. The 
center front closure is fastened with nine 
fancy pearl buttons and ½ inch worked 
buttonholes. The entire bodice is lined with 
a firm white cotton cut in one piece with 
bust darts and is sewn by a chain-stitch 
machine.

The bodice back is cut on straight grain 
in two pieces: a yoke and a lower section 

which is gathered to the yoke and to the 
built-in waistband. A casing for a busk is 
incorporated in the front closure.

Sleeve: The sleeve is a one-piece bishop type. 
Fullness is expertly gauged at the cap and 
at the wristband. The wristband is finished 
with a narrow ruffle. It opens with a but-
toned placket on the thumb side of the 
hand. The sleeve is machine stitched to the 
armscye, an exception to the typical pro-
cess.

Skirt: The fullness in the top of the skirt is 
skillfully gauged for the entire circumfer-
ence and whipped to the waistband with 
shallow stitches. The waistband is finished 
with corded piping. A large pocket in the 
seam on the right balances the closure 
seam opening on the left

The skirt is not lined. The long seams are 
hand sewn. The hem is faced with a fine, 
firm cotton 4¾ inches deep. Considering 
that this is a washable dress, it is surprising 
to find the typical wool braid at the edge of 
the hemline.

Specimen 99
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CU 67, ca 1860

FRONT 
CLOSURE 
DETAIL
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CU 67, ca 1860DRESS 99
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Dress Date: ca 1860
From: Costume Collection, Cornell University

Accession Number: 65
Donor: Mary Shaw Ryan

Wearer: Thought to have been worn by a member of the McElheny  
family.

Provenance: Dryden, New York

100

Description: The dress is composed of a 
bodice and a separate skirt. The fabric is 
a printed fine muslin: white ground, pale 
blue roses, and a smaller motif in darker 
blue which suggests a lily with symmetrical 
leaves.

Bodice: The neckline is high behind and 
slightly V-shaped in front, which originally 
may have been close to the throat. The 
V-shaped neckline is finished with a bias
ruffle. The ruffle is a 2¼ inch single thi -
ness strip of self-fabric, hand hemmed with
a ¼ inch cord down the middle of the ruf-
fle. The shoulder seam is corded—atypical
for this date.

The bodice is cut on straight grain and falls 
in soft folds much like the THC 78.31.2 
dress, ca 1849-1850. The bodice opens in 
the front, but the folds overlap so that no 
fasteners are used. The separate cotton 
twill camisole underneath fastens with 
eleven flat brass hooks and has two bust 
darts on each side. The bones have been 

removed from the casings along the dart 
lines and also from the side seams.

The back of the bodice is cut on straight 
grain and is softly shir ed or gathered. The 
traditional back panel seams are absent, 
even in the lining. The waistline of the bod-
ice is finished with fine corded piping.

Sleeve: A one-piece bishop-type sleeve is 
made of one width of fabric and hand 
sewn. The fullness in the cap and at the 
wrist is skillfully gauged. The sleeve has a 
placket at the wrist and is finished with a 
small cuff embellished with a double ruffle, 
a repeat of the bodice detail.

Skirt: The skirt fullness is gauged around 
the entire circumference and mounted 
on a one-inch wide cotton waistband. The 
closure, in center back, is 8¼ inches long. 
There is no lining. The treatment of the 
hemline is unreliable because of an appar-
ent twentieth-century adjustment.

Specimen 100
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101
Dress Date:  ca 1860-1865

From: Costume Collection, Cornell University
Accession Number: 55

Donor: Mrs. Herbert Metzger
Wearer: Mary Wright Bartlett, mother-in-law of Caroline Austin  

Wright.231 Mrs. Bartlett died in 1866.
Provenance : Otego, New York

Description: A one-piece silk dress of satin 
weave in rich deep purple and black plaid 
with groups of three purple stripes of a rep 
weave crossing over the plaid horizontally. 
The trimming is black silk velvet ribbon.

Bodice: The high and close neckline has a 
standing neckband cut on bias with four 
rows of narrow black velvet ribbon around 
its base, which camouflage the joins and 
piecing underneath. Atypical is the cording 
in the sloping shoulder seams. The center 
front closure is inconspicuously fastened 
with hidden flat brass hooks and loops. 
There are three bust darts on each side 
with the two outside darts of each group 
boned. The side back seam is placed to the 
back, not visible from the front and not 
boned. From this seam the bodice ending 
curves slightly downward toward center 
front and is finished with corded piping.

The cut of the bodice back does not follow 
the typical plan of a panel formed by curved 
seams. There is a diagonal seam from waist-
line to armscye but placed some distance 
away from center back giving the effect of a 
piecing between it and the side-back seam. 
The plaid pattern, however, is properly 
matched.

Sleeve: The sleeve is the decorative feature of 
the dress. It includes a belled mancheron 
cut on bias, lined, and bordered with two 

rows of narrow velvet ribbon. The lower 
sleeve is two-piece cut on bias. In order 
to form this shape the sleeve is skillfully 
pieced in several places. The sleeve tapers 
to the wrist and has a placket. Three bands 
of ribbon around the wrist area cover piec-
ing.

Skirt: The width at the hemline of the skirt is 
increased with godets. The fullness at the 
waist is controlled with flat pleats starting 
with an inverted pleat at center front and 
ending in center back with an inverted 
pleat.

Because the bodice ending is contoured 
the skirt is attached to the bodice lining on 
a horizontal line. The skirt-bodice closure 
in front is typical for this period. The large 
pocket on the right side is balanced by the 
vertical skirt opening on the left

Construction Details: The neckband is faced 
with a red purple glazed cotton. The bodice 
is lined with brown calendered linen. The 
sleeves are lined with lightweight, glazed 
cotton. The skirt lining is chocolate brown 
glazed cotton faced with a wide glazed 
cotton. Wool hem braid extends beyond 
the hemline. The garment is hand sewn. A 
crinoline frame may have been used. Infor-
mation from family papers indicates wearer 
was a middle-aged woman.

Specimen 101
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CU 55, ca 1860-1865

DRESS 101

Photos by Susan Greene
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102
Dress Date: ca 1860-1865

From: Costume Collection, Cornell University
Accession Number: 95.01.06

Donor: Mrs. Harlan Brumsted, née Evelyn Call, great-great-grand 
daughter of wearer

 Wearer: Elizabeth Ann Sornberger Coe, resident of the Town of Pavi- 
  lion (near Batavia, NY). She was born in April 1795, married  

Ezra Coe in 1818, and died in 1887, surviving her husband  
by eighteen years.

Provenance: Batavia, NY

Description: The dress is composed of a bod-
ice and skirt joined at the waistline. 

Fabric: It is made of black silk taffeta and, 
being totally untrimmed, presents a some-
what severe effect. The silk taffeta is in 
remarkably good condition except for wear 
along the hemline.

Bodice: The neckline is high and close to the 
base of the neck (circumference is 15 5⁄8 
inches). The length of the shoulder seam 
indicates a sloping shoulder. The front 
bodice is cut on straight grain so that the 
fold of the closure overlap has a selvedge, 
which is attached to the lining. The closure 
laps from left to right and is fastened with 
thirteen black hooks and loops which are 
judged to be the original.

The bodice is fitted with three bust darts 
on each side of center front. All of the 
darts have been let out—apparently for a 
larger diaphragm than that of the original 
wearer—but the original machine-stitch 
lines of the altered lining darts are distinct. 
Originally the darts were spaced about ¾ 
inch apart, along the waistline starting 1¾ 
inches from center front. They ranged in 
length from 5 to 6 inches.

The back of the bodice is cut on straight 
grain without a center back seam. The 
traditional back panel measures 1¼ inches 
along the waistline. The boundary seams 

spread upward on a curve to intersect the 
armscye seams at a point 1 3⁄8 inches 
down from the shoulder seam, so that 
measured horizontally across the shoulder 
blades from armscye to armscye the 
distance is 14 inches.

The back panel joins the side back, which 
joins the front bodice in the underarm 
seam.

Fine corded piping is used to embellish 
the entire circumference of the neckline, 
armscye, and waistline of an otherwise very 
plain dress. There is no piping in the shoul-
der seam.

Sleeve: The sleeve is composed of two length-
wise pieces. The upper seam originates 3⁄8 
of an inch in front of the shoulder seam 
and bows out in a convex curve through 
the elbow area and then tapers to the wrist 
in line with the little finger.

The sleeve ending appears to have been 
remodeled. The fitted band encompassing 
the sleeve ending is made of a black moiré 
silk, about two inches wide and 8¾ inches 
in circumference.

Skirt: The skirt is composed of five webs 
each 26¾ inches wide. The fullness at the 
top of the skirt is controlled by flat narrow 
pleats (approximately 3⁄8 of an inch across 
the surface and one inch deep). In the back 
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the pleats are turned toward center back, 
and in the front they are turned toward the 
center front. There are approximately elev-
en pleats from center back to the side seam 
and about seventeen pleats from center 
front to the side seam, at which juncture a 
narrow box pleat (1¼ inches) bridges the 
front and the back. There is a center back 
seam.

The center front closure, a continuation of 
the bodice closure, is 7 1⁄8 inches long and 
fastens with the same black hooks and 
loops as found in the bodice. A large cotton 
pocket hangs between the taffeta and the 
cotton skirt lining to the right of the clo-
sure, the opening of which is hidden in the 
folds of the pleats.

Construction Details: The dress was origi-
nally all hand sewn. There are a few places 
in the bodice where machine stitching was 
used for repair or replacement; for example, 
the darts after being let out were stitched 
by machine in the lining only. The band for 
the wrist ending of the sleeve is stitched 
by machine when the taffeta was replaced 
with black silk moiré.

The dress is completely lined with four 
different fabrics. The front bodice has firm, 
luggage tan, cotton twill.

A very fine cotton twill, more glazed than 
the front lining, lines the back bodice. A 

fine-weave, glazed, dark brown, cotton lines 
the sleeves. The skirt has light tan, light-
weight, fine-weave cotton, lightly glazed.

The linings are separate from the dress 
pieces and are attached in an atypical pro-
cedure so that raw edges are visible only 
in the bodice, shoulder, and bodice side 
seams.
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103
Dress Date: ca 1862-1865

From: The History Center in Tompkins County, Ithaca, NY
Accession Number: 78.138.1

Donor: Mr. and Mrs. Earl F. Sharp
Wearer: Sarah L. Knowles. The donor understood the wearer to have  

been married in 1858 and that this was the wedding dress.
Provenance: Upstate New York

Description: A one-piece dress of plaid silk 
taffeta in a muted combination of gray, 
white, and a more predominant lavender. 
Some of the warp of the plaid is printed in 
black on white. The trimming is black silk 
velvet ribbon of two widths. A detachable 
peplum may have been used on occasion.

Bodice: The style is very basic. The neckline is 
high and close and is finished with corded 
piping. The sloping shoulder seam is not 
piped. The center front closure is accent-
ed with velvet covered buttons which are 
purely decorative since there are no button-
holes. Under the lap are brass hooks and 
loops. The two bust darts on each side are 
boned with short bones as is the closure on 
the loop side.

The bodice back is cut with the traditional 
center back panel formed by the curved 
seams which are edgestitched by machine. 
The panel is very narrow at the waist and 
spreads upward to midpoint of the arms-
cye. The side seams are nearer the center 
back than to the center front. The natural 
waistline is finished with corded piping.

Sleeve: The new type two-piece sleeve is 
cut on straight grain with the outer seam 
shaped in a convex curve. There is no ap-
parent ease in the cap. A small dart appears 
on the lower back side of the armscye. The 
sleeve tapers to the wrist, is decorative, and 

repeats the skirt detail of applied velvet 
ribbon: one narrow, one wide, one narrow.

Skirt: A significant feature of the skirt is the 
presence of gored sections. The front of 
the skirt is composed of three gores taper-
ing to the waist: one center front and two 
sides. The center front section is further 
widened at the hem with a godet on each 
side. The back skirt has four uncut widths 
of fabrics, and its fullness is controlled at 
the waist with cartridge pleats. The center 
front section is box pleated and measures 4 
7⁄8 inches along the waistline. The remain-
ing fullness is in 2½ inch wide knife pleats, 
which fold toward the back and merge with 
9 inches of cartridge pleats along the waist-
line. The bodice skirt closure (or placket) is 
the conventional type (see drawing of CU 
67) (99). It is balanced by a large pocket in 
the right-hand side-front skirt seam. The 
entire hemline is trimmed with three rows 
of black silk velvet ribbon placed 3�7/8 
inches above the hem.

The skirt also includes a detachable acces-
sory which produces the effect of a basque 
type bodice. In the twentieth century we 
called it a peplum. It consists of two shaped 
fronts and a shaped back mounted on a 
waistband. The skirt contour is pointed in 
front and in back and is accentuated with 
the velvet ribbon to repeat the sleeve trim-
ming.
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Construction Details: The bodice lining is a 
light brown warp-faced cotton twill heavy 
enough to give the dress substantial body. 
The sleeve lining is a lightweight tan cotton. 
The skirt lining is a light brown, slightly 
glazed cotton with all seams enclosed. The 
hem is bound with wool skirt braid.

Machine stitching, both chain and lock, 
appear throughout except for the armscye 
seams and the outside hand finishing.
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104
Dress Date: ca 1862-1865

From: The History Center in Tompkins County, Ithaca, NY
Accession Number: 74.64.15

Donor: Speed Family
Wearer: Probably Mary Caroline Speed, who married Wallace Mont-

gomery Boyer, July 11, 1862, in Caroline, New York. It could  
have been a trousseau dress. From the Speed Family Papers of  
Speedville, New York.232 

Provenance: Ithaca, NY

Description: The fabric of this one-piece 
dress is a quality silk of a small figured 
weave dyed a dull yellow green color. Except 
for the dark brown bodice buttons (and the 
white embroidered collar that would have 
been attached), the dress is not embel-
lished; it is conservative.

Bodice: The neckline is closely fitted (the 
neck circumference is 13¾ inches). The 
edge is finished with corded piping. The 
shoulder line is long and sloping and not 
corded. The bodice is cut on straight grain 
with a center front closure which laps from 
left to right and fastens with eight half-
round, fabric-covered buttons and but-
tonholes. The bodice is shaped with two 
darts on each side. There is no evidence of 
bone casings for the bodice darts or for the 
seams. The bodice has a corselet made of 
a double layer of lining fabric four inches 
wide and fastened to the bust darts. It clos-
es, free from the silk bodice, on center front 
with five small brass hooks and loops.

The cut of the bodice back is typical: 
straight grain with the edgestitched, curved 
back panel seams about 3⁄8 inch apart at 
the waist and intersecting with the armscye 
seam near the base of the shoulder blades 
at which point the back bodice measures 
13¾ inches across. The side seams are 
visible from the back. The seam joining the 
skirt to the bodice is finished with corded 
piping.

Sleeve: This two-piece sleeve is cut on 
straight grain and is designed so that the 
upper lengthwise seam meets the shoulder 
seam. The characteristic small dart is locat-
ed at the lower armscye curve. The sleeve 
ending is plain with no corded piping and 
is finished with a 2 3⁄8 inch silk facing.

Skirt: At the center front of the skirt is a wide 
tapering box pleat (5¼ inches wide at the 
waistband), followed by a deep three-inch 
wide box pleat over the hipbone, followed 
by a flat area neither pleated nor gauged 
(2 3⁄8 inches wide). The small of the back 
is controlled with eight inches of deep car-
tridge pleats.

The center front skirt-bodice closure is 
typical and in excellent condition. The skirt 
opening is balanced by a hidden pocket 
on the opposite side. The skirt is hand 
whipped to the bodice in the traditional 
manner. The turnover in the front is a wide 
allowance of 4 3⁄8 inches.

Construction Details: The bodice lining is 
brown cotton warp-faced twill. The sleeves 
and skirt are lined with tan, lightweight, 
slightly glazed cotton. A lock-stitch machine 
was used to sew the garment except for 
the armscye seams and the skirt to bodice 
join, which was hand whipped. Even the 
tan wool braid binding for the hemline is 
attached by machine.
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105
Dress Date: ca 1862-1866

From: Costume Collection, Cornell University
Accession Number: 3895

Donor: Dorothy Wright Metzger
Wearer: Mary Wright Bartlett

Provenance: Otego, New York

Description: A one-piece dress. Please see the 
illustrations.

Fabric: A gauzelike fabric with a beige warp 
printed with red brown and dark brown to 
suggest an ikat plaid. This fabric was proba-
bly called barége. The self-fabric ruffles and 
flounces are bound with silk ribbon of a red 
brown color.

Bodice: The high and close neckline is com-
pleted with a standing collar—or neck 
band—cut on straight grain and self-faced. 
The shoulder seam is long and sloping. The 
center front closure is fastened with brass 
hooks and loops at frequent intervals. On 
top of the yoke area there are three ½ inch 
round, silk-covered buttons for decoration. 
The basic bodice has two short bust darts 
on each side which are not boned. Applied 
to the front yoke line is a 1 7⁄8 inch wide 
ruching. It extends over the shoulder par-
allel to the armscye seam and continues 
down the back bodice forming a V shape at 
the center back waistline.

The traditional back panel is somewhat hid-
den under the ruching. The side-back seam 
is visible only from the back. The entire 
bodice is joined to a built-in edgestitched 
waistband. The front bodice-skirt closure is 
the conventional type.

Sleeve: The two-piece sleeve is cut on straight 
grain and shaped to curve at the elbow and 

taper to the wrist. There is no wrist open-
ing, or placket. At the wrist is a pleated 
ruffle which urns upwards.

Skirt: The skirt has five gored sections. The 
back is the only unshaped section. The 
fullness around the top is designed with a 
deep 5 1⁄8 inch box pleat at center front. 
At the sides the deep pleat is folded 
toward center front. Approximately 8 
inches across the back is cartridge pleated. 
The bod-ice-skirt placket extends the 
width of the center front box pleat. At the 
hemline is a 51⁄8 inch wide flounce pleated 
in the new fashion in shallow 1¼ inch wide 
box pleats, 3¼ inches apart. The flounce is 
stitched four inches up from the hemline. 
The wide hem facing is 12½ inches of 
tarlatan. The wool hem braid is used as a 
binding stitched with a machine chain 
stitch.

Construction Details: The armscye seams are 
the only seams finished with corded piping. 
The bodice is lined with a fine cotton mus-
lin in cream color. The sleeve is fully lined 
with a transparent fabric rather like a fine 
organdy. There is no skirt lining and neither 
is there a pocket.

Chain stitching by machine is used in the 
bodice except when hand finishing is used, 
as in the buttonholes. The long skirt seams 
are handsewn and overcast.
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DRESS 105 CU 3895, ca 1862-1866

Fabric
A plaid barege. Warp pat-
tern has a 3 thread repeat 
(19 threads per inch): 3 
red-brown, 25 natural*, and 
2 beige threads. 
Weft pattern has a 73 
thread repeat (46 threads 
per inch): 2 brown threads 
which match the dark 
brown in the warp*, 63 very 
wiry pink-beige threads, 
and 8 red-brown threads.
*These soft cotton or wool
threads, for the most part
left their natural ivory
color, are dyed at irregular
intervals (½"- ¾") with
small (1⁄8"- ¼") patches of
dark brown color.

BODICE DETAIL

Courtesy of Museum Village, 
Monroe, NY
Photo by Susan Greene



  564CHAPTER 9 - THE SEVENTH DECADE: 1860 - 1870

CU 3895, ca 1862-1866DRESS 105

Thread and Sewing
Machine chain-stitching with brown 
thread throughout, except for the white 
machine stitching on bodice side seams 
and darts, and the hand sewn and 
whipped vertical skirt seams.

Gores
The skirt has six sections, 
five of which are gores cut 
with the following shapes:
• CF: 21¼" at the hem, 

shaped to 8" at the top
and pleated to 5¼".

• SF: 16¼" at the hem cut
to 7" across the top and
pleated to 2½"- -3¾".

• SB: 19¼" at the hem
narrowing to 7" at the
waistwhich is pleated and
gauged to 3¼".
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106
Dress Date: ca 1863

From: Costume Collection, Cornell University
Accession Number: 72

Donor: Elizabeth Schmeck Brown
Wearer: “Christina Long Smith, born ca 1820, married ca 1838 to  

 Henry Perkins Smith, Village of LaSalle, NY (now incorpora- 
  ted in Niagara Falls), bore nine children, died 1865.” —ac- 
  cording to the family records of Henry and Christiana Smith,  

ancestors of donor.
Provenance: Niagara Falls, NY

Description: This dress, composed of a bod-
ice and a skirt joined at the natural waist-
line, is all hand sewn.

Fabric: It is made of a lightweight printed 
fabric and is trimmed with black silk velvet 
ribbons of various widths. [Known as 
mousseline de laine or just delaine], the warp 
of the fabric is wool; the weft is a combin 
tion of wool and cotton. The allover 
pattern and colors suggest Oriental 
influence: dark red purple ground with 
motifs in red, pink, yellow, blue, and pale 
green.

Bodice: The neckline is high behind and 
forms a shallow V shape in front. A fichu-
like drapery is composed of two pieces cut 
on straight grain. These are pleated with 
wide flat edgestitched pleats turned 
toward center front and then sewn into 
the shoulder seam. They taper to a narrow 
width at the waist. There are no fasteners. 
The outside free edge of the drapery is 
trimmed with velvet ribbon. The bodice 
hidden under the fichu is made of a firm, 
tan colored, cotton twill, which closes on 
center front with metal hooks and loops. 
It has two deep, boned, bust darts on 
each side of center front. The visible side 
front is joined to the underbodice from 
shoulder to waist and to the back on the 
side-back seam.

The bodice back has the curved, edgestitched, 
side-back seams forming a central panel. The 
back is completely lined with cotton twill 
matching the front lining.

Sleeve: The sleeve is in two parts: a flaring 
bias mancheron over the bell-shaped sleeve. 
The mancheron is faced with glazed cotton 
and trimmed with graduated widths of 
ribbon. Corded piping finishes the armscye, 
but, significantly, none is used in the shoul-
der seam. The upper part of the sleeve is 
pleated into the armscye (under the man-
cheron) and lined with glazed cotton. The 
bell sleeve is faced with heavy corded silk 
and accentuated with ribbon.

Skirt: The skirt is not gored. Flat, knife-edged 
pleats start at center front with a box pleat. 
Two pleats fold away from center front 
hiding the skirt closure in their folds on the 
left side and a ocket opening on the right.

Around the sides are five pleats turned 
toward front, a box pleat over the hipbone 
(a new pleating detail in the 1860s), and 
five box pleats on each side of center back. 
The closure is a semidrop front. The skirt 
at center front is on a waistband, which 
fits under the bodice when all parts are 
fastened. The skirt is fully lined with brown 
glazed cotton. The hemline is covered with 
a single thickness of wool braid.
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CU 72, ca 1863

DRESS 106

Photo by Susan Greene
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CU 72, ca 1863

DRESS 106

DRESS 106
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CU 72, ca 1863DRESS 106

BODICE
CF neckline to waist 7 ¼" 
CB neckline to waist 15 ¼" 

Underarm to waist 6 ¾"
Under bust darts 6 ¾", 6"

Length of SB seam (dart) 13 1⁄8"
Around waist 27 ¾"

CB waist to back dart 9⁄16"
Across shoulder 8 ¾"

SLEEVE
Around armscye 12 

½" 
Upper arm girth  

End circumference 36" 
Length over cap 18" 

Length underarm 11¼"

SKIRT
F waist to hem 41 ½"

` R side waist to hem 41 ¾"
` B waist to hem 43"

Placket opening 
Hem sweep 136"

Fabric width (web) 23"
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107
Dress Date  ca 1863

From: Costume Collection, Cornell University
Accession Number: 1

Donor: Frances Dudley Alleman
Wearer: Unknown

Provenance: Clifton Springs, NY

Description: This is a three-piece ensemble: 
bolero jacket, bodice, skirt. They are expert-
ly constructed and in excellent condition. It 
is not shown with its crinoline frame under-
neath.

Fabric: The fabric of the bolero and skirt is 
silk, referred to as “warp print,” “shadow 
print,” or “chiné”233 taffeta. It is woven with 
plain weft on a printed warp which gives 
extended [trailing or blurred] edges to the 
floral bouquet motif. The ecru colored 
fabric of the bodice is a transparent silk 
muslin built on a very structural linen 
foundation. From the short shirred sleeve 
are tassels suspended randomly from white 
silk cord.

Jacket (Bolero): The bolero, although seen as 
early as 1861, became particularly popular 
about 1863. It is cut on straight grain, high 
and close at the neckline, with a long slop-
ing shoulder. Skillfully shaped bust darts 
hold the garment close to the body. 
Ribbon, woven to match, is shaped by 
darts to follow the contours of the jacket 
edges. Corded piping finishes the neck and 
armscye. The back of the bolero is cut on 
straight grain. The curved seams of the 
back panel are hardly visible due to perfect 
piecing. Seen in profile, it is clear that the 
jacket does not fit the body closely. The 
supporting fabric is a fine lightly glazed 
cotton. All facings are of the warp-printed 
silk. It is machine sewn with the exception 
of the armscye seams and facings.

The two-piece sleeve has a small armscye. It 
expands to a slight bell, shaped with a gusset 
on the inside seam. The edge of the sleeve 
is bordered and faced with the shaped 
ribbon. It is supported by a fine, glazed 
cotton lining. Three velvet buttons on the 
sleeve match those at the neckline.

Bodice: The neckline has a standing col-
lar. The front is cut on straight grain and 
curves to a point below the waist. The 
linen foundaton has a center front seam 
boned from the point. The boned bust 
darts include the silk and linen, and extend 
to the hem of the bodice. The construction 
of the back is similar with boning on the 
side-back seams and center-back closure. 
There is corded piping in the neckline 
seam, in the shoulder and armscye seams, 
and as two rows around the hem. It is hand 
sewn except for the decorative topstitching 
down the center back closure. 

Sleeve: The sleeve—a unique revival of the 
classical draped sleeve— has bias puffy 
folds of muslin caught vertically with silk 
cords and elaborate tassels. A short, inner 
sleeve supports the puffs, and linen tapes 
inside at the shoulder and at the underarm 
act as stays for the puffs.

Skirt: The skirt has evenly distributed car-
tridge pleats packed around the entire 
waist. It is not gored. The closure is on the 
left ront seam line, and a pocket is in the 
right front seam. The lining is a fine glazed 
cotton. Tan wool braid protects the silk 
hem. It is all hand sewn.
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CU 1, ca 1863

DRESS 107

DRESS 107
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CU 1, ca 1863

DRESS 107
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CU 1, ca 1863

DRESS 107

DRESS 107

Photos by Susan Greene
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DRESS 107

DRESS 107
CU 1, ca 1863

SKIRT DETAILS

Photos by Susan Greene
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DRESS 107

DRESS 107

DRESS 107

CU 1, ca 1863
BOLERO DETAILS

Photos by Susan Greene
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DRESS 107

DRESS 107

CU 1, ca 1863

DRESS 107

BODICE DETAILS

Photos by Susan Greene
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CU 1, ca 1863
DRESS 107

 BODICE
 CB neckline to waist 16 5⁄8" 
 Underarm to waist 6 ¾"
 Bodice underarm 8"
 Length of SB seam (dart) 11 1⁄8"
 Around waist 23 1⁄8"
 CB waist to back dart 1 ½"
 Across shoulder 8 ½"

 Bodice shoulder 8 ¾"
 SLEEVE
 Around armscye 12 ½" 
 Upper arm girth 13 ½"
 End circumference 16" 
 Length over cap 15 ¼" 
 Length underarm 12 ½"
 SKIRT
 F waist to hem 40 ½"
` B waist to hem 41"
 Placket opening  8 ¾"
 Hem sweep 164 ¾"
 Fabric width (web) 21 ¼"
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Dress Date: ca 1863-65
From: Costume Collection, Cornell University

Accession Number: 82
Donor: Martha Van Rensselaer, daughter of the wearer, was found  

 and co-director of the New York State College of Home Eco- 
  nomics, Cornell University

Wearer: “Arvilla Owen, born February 9, 1830, married Henry K. Van  
Rensselaer, widower, ca 1857, in Randolph, New York, bore  
two children, Herbert L. and Martha (born June 21, 1864),  
died February 25, 1903,” from records at the Memorial and 
Historical Museum, Cattaraugus County, Little Valley, NY

Provenance: Upstate New York

108

Description: This is a two-piece dress consist-
ing of a separate bodice and skirt. Originally 
there were two bodices. In 1983, the dis-
mantled one was used to restore this partly 
disintegrated bodice. The dress is entirely 
hand sewn. 

Fabric: The fabric is a woven silk plaid taffe-
ta, vibrant in color, predominantly green 
combined with black, white (minor), and 
purple. It is lightweight, slightly crisp. The 
chevron pattern applied on the bodice and 
sleeve endings is done with a fancy black 
velvet and embroidered ribbon, 3⁄16 inch-
es wide with open spaces. The buttonlike 
ornaments are made of a cluster of black 
glass beads with dangles.

Bodice: The neckline is high and close and 
is finished with a narrow standing band. 
The shoulder seam is long. The front is cut 
on straight grain with a closure in center 
front. It is fastened with brass hooks and 
loops with buttonlike ornaments sewn onto 
the overlap. The typical two bust darts on 
each side show no evidence of boning. A 
short corselet across the diaphragm fastens 
with hooks and loops. Two rows of ribbon, 
parallel to each other, form a yoke effect 
across the bodice. The attaching stitches 
are invisible.

The bodice back is cut on straight grain 
as indicated by the direction of the plaid. 
Unfortunately, the traditional curved seams 
forming the back panel distort the plaid.

Sleeve: A two-piece sleeve tapers to the wrist 
without a closure placket. The now tradi-
tional deep pleat is incorporated into the 
seam toward the back of a small armscye, 
which is finished with fine corded piping. 
The chevron of velvet ribbon appliqué at 
the wrist repeats the bodice decoration.

Skirt: The skirt is a separate entity finished 
with a waistband. It was to be worn with ei-
ther of two similar bodices. The fullness at 
the top of the ungored skirt is symmetrical-
ly arranged with five broad, flat, box pleats. 
There are two knife pleats on both sides of 
each box pleat (thus giving triple folds). To-
gether they form elaborate inverted pleats.

Construction Details: The bodice has a stur-
dy lining of light brown, warp-faced cotton 
twill. Both the sleeves and the skirt are 
fully lined in tan cotton, lightly glazed. Wool 
braid dyed dark green protects the skirt’s 
hem. A handkerchief pocket of cotton is on 
the left side.
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Photos by Susan Greene

CU 82, ca 1863-65

DRESS 108
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CU 82, ca 1863-65

DRESS 108
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DRESS 108 CU 82, ca 1863-65

BODICE
CF neckline to waist 12 ½" 
CB neckline to waist 15 ¼"

Underarm to waist 7" 
Skirt around waist 24 ¾"

Across shoulder 8 1⁄8"

SLEEVE
Around armscye 12"
Upper arm girth 16" 

End circumference 8 7⁄8" 
Length over cap 20" 

Length underarm 14 3⁄8"

SKIRT
F waist to hem 42 5⁄8"

` B waist to hem 41 3⁄8"
Placket opening  13"

Hem sweep 148 5⁄8"
Fabric width (web) 25 5⁄8"
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109
Dress Date: ca 1863-65 

[curently dated ca 1855 in museum catalog SWG]
From: Museum of Fine Arts, Boston

Accession Number: 44.810a-c
Donor: Susan C. Crampton

Wearer: Unknown; the dress belonged to the wife of an English sur 
 geon in the United States during the Civil War. It was pur- 

  chased in Minneapolis, Minnesota, in 1900.
Provenance: French 

Description: This dress is composed of three 
separate units: a basque bodice, skirt, and 
overskirt. All the units are hand sewn. From 
the standpoint of identification the fabrics 
of this “afternoon dress” are particularly 
noteworthy. They were manufactured spe-
cifically as an ensemble. 

Fabric: Plain gray silk taffeta is the setting for 
flounces and ribbons of warp-printed silk 
taffeta. The warp-printed flounces have a 
white ground and contrasting borders.

The design motifs are the same for both 
borders: clusters of roses in shaded pinks 
combined with shaded green leaves. The 
upper flounce is narrower (7 3⁄8 inches) 
than the lower flounce (10 inches). The area 
between the borders has four narrow brown 
stripes, smaller shaded roses and leaves, 
and four more narrow brown stripes. In 
addi-tion, the dress is trimmed with a 
similar warp-printed ribbon and dense, dull 
gold colored, silk fringe in two widths.

Bodice: At close range the bodice is a surprise 
because at a distance it appears that a 
matching pelerine is worn over a basic bod-
ice. Actually, the placement of the bodice 
trimming gives the effect of a pelerine. The 
trimming surrounds the bodice starting 
low on the center front closure, forming a 
shallow U in front and another in back. The 
trim is attached only along its top edge in 
back; its bottom edge is lined and hangs 
free like a cape. Two rows of braid  cover 

the top edge of the warp-printed border, 
which is eased to conform to the broad 
curve from center front, across the peak of 
the bust, over the tip of the shoulder, and 
down in a deep sweeping curve, mitered on 
center back. A third row of braid covers the 
lower edge of the warp printed border 
from which hangs the three-inch dense silk 
fringe. The movement of the fringe gives a 
dramatic effect to the pelerine shape.

The neckline of the bodice is close to the 
base of the neck (14 inches in circumfer-
ence), and its edge is bound with self-fabric 
cut on straight grain. It was probably de-
signed to support an appropriate lace or 
embroidered collar. The three inches of silk 
fringe accentuate the sloping shoulder.

The front bodice, cut on straight grain, is 
shaped with two boned bust darts on each 
side of center front which converge some-
what at the waist and spread toward the 
peak of the bust. The bodice extends about 
1¾ inches beyond the natural waistline at 
center front so that it comfortably overlaps 
the skirt. The hem curves up over the front 
hipbone without the usual horizontal dart 
and meets the coattail of the back. To com-
plete the total effect, this contoured edge 
is trimmed with a narrower silk fringe, 1 7⁄8 
inches wide.

The bodice back is shaped with curved, 
boned, back-panel seams which extend 
into the coattail. The slightly curved side 
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back seams extend from the waistline, 
where the contour of the coattail begins, to 
the armscye seams. The coattail, with a 
wedge added to the center back, measures 
20½ inches around the outer edge and is 
finished with the narrower silk fringe. The 
coattail is formally arranged in an inverted 
box pleat on center back, and accented at 
the waistline with an attached structural 
bow made of the warp-printed taffeta. The 
tabs of this bow are stiffened with scrim 
and edged with the same braid used to 
create the pelerine shape.

Sleeve: There are two parts to the sleeve. An 
upper sleeve of gray taffeta is pieced, cut on 
straight grain, and extends slightly beneath 
the top of the two-piece bell sleeve, which 
is also pieced, cut on bias, and box pleated 
to the upper sleeve. Narrow warp-printed 
border fabric, including brown edge-stripes, 
is used with the narrow fringe to trim the 
end of the bell. The join to the upper sleeve 
is covered by the narrow warp printed bor-
der. Here the edges of the warp print are 
covered by a very narrow ribbon edged in 
brown. A ribbon of a similar warp print with 
black edges forms a bow to the outside.

Skirt: Essential to the shape of this skirt is the 
shape of a supporting crinoline frame. It is 
as if the wearer had stepped forward in the 
crinoline circle so that the skirt fell vertical-
ly in front and swept to the back. An aspect 
of the crinoline, which often is not realized 
today, is its swaying motion. All details ac-

centuate this movement: the flounces, the 
fringe, and the coattail. This skirt is made 
up of eight gored sections. Instead of silk, 
homespun linen is used in the upper skirt 
for a vertical distance of about 7¾ inches. 
This area was then covered by the overskirt. 
About 7¾ inches down from the waistband 
there are various hooks and loops for the 
likely purpose of holding the drapery of 
the overskirt in place. The flounces are box 
pleated rather than gathered—a new tech-
nique for this decade which will continue 
to be featured in the 1870s. At the bottom 
of the basic skirt a gray taffeta facing (1½ 
inches wide) is visible occasionally below 
the bottom flounce. It is backed by a hem 
facing (5½ inches wide) of a heavy white 
fabric resembling an ottoman weave (which 
joins to the basic skirt). The taffeta facing is 
edged with taupe colored wool braid.

Overskirt: The overskirt is similar in shape 
to the basic skirt. The waistband is a linen 
tape covered on the outside with tan silk. 
The placket is in center back. The overskirt 
is made of six gores: the front panel is 9 7/8 
inches on top and 191⁄8 inches at the 
hemline. Across the small of the back there 
are 11 inches of cartridge pleats. The gray 
taffeta overskirt is coordinated to the 
dress by a band of chiné taffeta encircling 
the hemline and is edged with the same 
type of fringe used in the bodice. Inside the 
overskirt are tapes on the center back and 
side back seams which connected with the 
hooks and loops of the basic skirt.
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Dress Date: ca 1865-68
From: Costume Collection, Cornell University

Accession Number: 2512
Donor: Luella Williams

Wearer: The dress was worn by the donor’s grandmother in the 1860s  
for a special trip to Boston, Massachusetts, from her home in  
Ohio. The descendants mistakenly believed that the occasion  
was during the 1850s. If so, she probably did not wear   
the dress described below.

Provenance: Ohio

110

Description: The dress is composed of a bod-
ice and skirt joined at the waistline. The 
wearer was a tall woman. 

Fabric: Of special interest is the vibrant, 
rich purple of the silk taffeta suggesting 
that the dye might possibly be the new 
synthetic dye developed by W. H. Perkin 
about 1856. A sample of the fabric was 
analyzed by a British chemist in 1986.234 It 
was determined that the dye was a “nine-
teenth-century synthetic basic dye. . . This 
meant that the silk yarns could have been 
dyed in Perkin’s factory as early as 1857, 
but it is more likely that expensive silk was 
not dyed and woven for export until the 
1860s when numerous dye companies (par-
ticularly German) had entered the compe-
tition. The first factory to produce aniline 
dyes in the United States was located in 
Albany in 1868. The narrow width of this 
silk suggests European origin.

The trimming materials are 1⁄8 inch wide 
purple velvet ribbon, ¾ inch black lace, and 
¾ inch quilled white ribbon.

Bodice: The neckline is high and close and 
finished with an edgestitched narrow 
standing band to which an embroidered 
or lace semi-rolled collar could be 
attached. The shoulder seam is long and 
sloping.

The front bodice is cut on straight grain. 
The center front closure laps from left to 
right and is fastened with half round cro-
cheted buttons and worked buttonholes. 
Two slanting boned bust darts on each side 
shape the bodice. The closure construction 
where the bodice meets the front skirt 
opening is standard.

The back of the bodice is cut on straight 
grain and is designed with the edgestitched 
curved seams forming the traditional back 
panel. The side seam is visible only from the 
back and is boned. The lower edge of the 
bodice is graced with a fine corded piping. 
The entire bodice is lined with a tan cotton 
twill. Machine sewing is used except for 
hand finished detail.

Sleeve: The two-pieced sleeve is used in place 
of the outmoded pagoda. It is composed of 
an upper section and an undersection with 
a convex curve at the elbow. The armscye 
seam is finished with fine corded piping.

Restrained embellishment in the form of a 
chevron-shaped appliqué replaces the old 
fashioned mancheron and is repeated at 
the end of the sleeve. The appliqué con-
sists of black lace edged with three rows of 
purple velvet ribbon. Just inside the sleeve 
wrist is the subtle decoration of quilled 
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CU 2512, ca 1865-68
DRESS 110

 BODICE
 CF neckline to waist 14 5⁄8" 
 CB neckline to waist 16 ¾" 
 Underarm to waist 8 1⁄8"
 Length of SB seam (dart) 14 1⁄8"
 Around waist 27"
 CB waist to back dart ¼"
 Across shoulder 9 ½"

 SLEEVE
 Around armscye 13 ¼" 
 Upper arm girth 14 ½"
 End circumference 8 ¾" 
 Length over cap 23 ½" 
 Length underarm 16 ½"

 SKIRT
 F waist to hem 42"
` R side waist to hem 45 
 B waist to hem 48 ½"
 Placket opening  11 ½"
 Hem sweep 176"
 Fabric width (web) 18"



589                 CHAPTER 9 - THE SEVENTH DECADE: 1860 - 1870

Samples from William Crookes' 1874 Dyeing and Calico Print-
ing, page 677, showing the vivid hues on silk dyed with aniline 
dyes. They were known to be fugitive. The scanned color was 
too dull; this image makes the page look too red, the result of 
an attempt to render the image hues as close to the sample 
hues as possible. The rich, blazing colors are nearly impossible 
to scan or photograph. c 1865-68

Collection of Susan Greene
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white ribbon. The entire sleeve is lined with 
a lightweight, cream-colored, glazed cotton.

Skirt: The fullness of the skirt is precisely 
controlled with five broad box pleats each 
stacked on two knife pleats on each edge. 
(The Van Rensselaer skirt was similarly 
constructed.) At the top there is an unusu-
ally deep (6 inches) turnover, thus making it 
possible to remove a sample for dye anal-
ysis. Just beyond the front skirt placket is 
a watch pocket, which, when the placket 
is closed and in place, would be concealed 
under the lower edge of the bodice. The 

long seams are sewn by hand. The skirt is 
unlined except for a five-inch, glazed-cotton 
facing which supports the five-inch hem of 
the silk dress. A dyed-to-match wool braid 
is now at the top of this turned-up hem, 
indicating that the dress was originally five 
inches longer.

 The evenly distributed flat fullness around 
the top and the hem circumference of 176 
inches all suggest that a crinoline frame or 
substitute would have been used to en-
hance a pyramidal form.
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Dress Date: ca 1865-1868
From: Costume Collection, Cornell University

Accession Number: 4076
Donor: Mrs. J. D. Laux, was given the dress by the wearer’s daughter,  

Laura Dowsley, in 1943.
Wearer: “Mrs. Kennedy B. Dowsley (Laura) of Troy, New York. The

family first appear in the Troy Directory in 1866 connected  
with J. and D.A Consalus Wool Brokers and Commission

 Merchants,”—Rensselaer County Historical Society.
Provenance:  Troy, NY

111

Description: The dress is composed of a bod-
ice and a skirt joined at the natural waist-
line. 

Fabric: The fabric is a vibrant dark green silk 
taffeta distinguished by horizontal stripes. 
One suspects that the fabric is dyed with 
natural dyes rather than the new man-
made dyes. The width, 18 5⁄8 inches, 
suggests that the fabric is imported, but 
these facts are not known. Trimming the 
bodice is a two-inch silk fringe extending 
from a ¾ inch brocadelike braid.

Bodice: The neckline is high and close with a 
narrow band to which a white embroidered 
collar would be attached. The bodice is cut 
on straight grain and opens on center front. 
Flat brass hooks and loops are attached 
with the original hand stitches. The bodice 
is shaped with two bust darts on each side 
which are boned, as are the side seams. 
The fringe is placed 6 5⁄8 inches down from 
the neckline on center front, across to the 
tip of the shoulder bone 6½ inches from 
the neckline (it covers the armscye seam, 
around to the back placed just above the 
back panel seams that meets the armscye 
seams (about 8 inches down from the neck-
line on center back).

The cut of the bodice back is traditional: 
straight grain with curved side back seams.

The bodice is fully lined with the typical tan 
colored cotton twill. The seam which joins 
the bodice to the skirt is finished with a 
fine corded piping.

Sleeve: The sleeve is composed of two length-
wise pieces with the typical convex curve at 
the elbow. It has a dart for fullness at the 
underarm curve of the armscye. The sleeve, 
fully lined with a green, lightly glazed cot-
ton, is all hand sewn.

Skirt: The skirt is an example of the transi-
tion from no gores to some gores at the 
front and back sides. The center front and 
the center back are not gored.

Construction Details: All the long skirt 
seams are hand sewn. The lining is a cot-
ton which resembles an irregular linenlike 
weave. The large pocket in the right-hand 
seam, well concealed under a pleat, balanc-
es the closure on the left side of the center 
panel. The traditional wool hem braid is 
dyed green to match the silk.

A later model of the crinoline frame would 
accomodate the skirt, leaving the figure rel-
atively flat in front with the skirt supported 
and swaying in the back. Without the crin-
oline, the long back becomes a train, also 
fashionable toward the end of the decade.

Specimen
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112
Dress Date: ca 1865-1868

From: Costume Collection, Cornell University
Accession Number: 73

Donor: Elizabeth Starkweather
Wearer: “My great-great-aunt wore this dress in 1864 to her sister’s  

  wedding (my greatgreat- grandmother). The Irish point  
lace collar (an unattached accessory) was used to embellish  
the plain neckline.”—Elizabeth Starkweather, donor.

Provenance: England

Description: This is a three-piece dress.

Fabric: Made of a striking, medium blue silk 
taffeta. Trimming is made from a matching 
blue satin cut on bias. The three pieces 
consist of bodice basque, a basic skirt, and 
a belt with appendages— all machine sewn 
except for hand sewing of the armscye 
seam.

Bodice Basque: The neckline is high and 
close and is bound in self-fabric. The arms-
cye seam includes piping. The basque front 
is cut on straight grain. The center front 
closure laps from right to left and fastens 
with nine buttons about the size of a nickel, 
flat with a raised center matching the blue 
taffeta. The worked buttonholes start 1½ 
inches below the neckline (space for broach 
allowed) and end at the waistline. The 
basque extends beyond the waistline by 4¼ 
inches.

The basque is shaped with two short bust 
darts with the inside dart boned. Below 
the waist the darts over the abdominal 
curve are very curved, tapering down to the 
basque hemline. The usual horizontal dart 
along the waistline between the bust dart 
and side-back seam is not present.

The back of the bodice is cut on straight 
grain in princess style with no waistline 
seam. The distinguishing feature is the 
angular direction of the seams forming the 
back panel. They spread upward from a 7/8

inch space in center back at the waistline 
to a point about level with the shoulder 
blades where they make a right angle to 
the armscye seam. They are machine edg-
estitched. The side-back seam parallels the 
panel seams into the armscye.

Sleeve: The two-piece, coat-style sleeve is 
large around the armscye seam and in that 
respect compares closely with others dat-
ing about 1867-1868. Unlike other sleeves 
of this date, this sleeve is comparatively 
narrow and exceptionally plain at the 
sleeve ending, having no cufflike 
embellishment. The underarm seam opens 
in a V at the wrist. (The shape of the sleeve 
in the photograph is distorted because the 
mannequin’s arm is too short.)

Skirt: The skirt has eight gored sections and 
an extra length in back for a train, some-
times termed a “trailing skirt.” If the wearer 
had worn a crinoline frame, then in decline 
as a fashion, it would have been flat in the 
front with a backward tilt.

The fullness in the center front section 
is controlled by very shallow box pleats. 
Shallow knife pleats over the hipbones are 
folded toward the back. The six inches of 
cartridge pleats across the small of the 
back are made fairly large as it is difficult 
to enclose the taffeta and heavy lining into 
each pleat. A unique feature of the skirt is 
the heavy cord, one inch in diameter, 
enclosed in the hemline.
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Belt and Appendages: This belt style ap-
pears frequently in the second half of the 
1860s. It is very structural because of its 
firm crinoline foundation and bound edges. 
The foundation is covered on both sides 
with the blue taffeta and bound with ¼ 
inch matching blue satin. The tab extension 
of the belt is shaped to a point and slips 
through two satin bars or loops.

The apron attached to the belt represents 
the early development of a new back em-
bellishment loosely termed “the bustle.” It 
is composed of two leaflike forms each ap-
proximately 26 inches long and 18 7⁄8 
inches wide and lined with a blue glazed 
cambric. Mounted on top of these are two 
smaller but similar forms which are not 
lined but are bound with the bias satin. 

These four pieces are assembled and 
attached to the belt. The construction 
suggests that this fashion innovation was a 
later addition and, subject to the whim of 
the wearer, removable.

Construction Details: The 9½ inch front 
closure of the skirt is in the left seam, and 
a 6 5⁄8 inch pocket opening is three inches 
down from the waistline in the right front 
panel seam. A fine, white, twill-weave cot-
ton, lightly glazed, lines the bodice. The 
sleeve is lined with glazed cambric. Heavily 
starched, coarse, barred cotton lines the 
skirt. The skirt hem facing has blue paper 
cambric (another name for glazed cotton) 
and a second layer of barred cotton. Under-
neath the corded hem is a blue wool skirt 
braid.
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CU 73, ca 1865-1868
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CU 73, ca 1865-1868DRESS 112

BODICE
CF neckline to waist 12 ½" 
CB neckline to waist 14 ¼" 

Underarm to waist 5 ¾"
Length of SB seam (dart)  

Skirt around waist 22"
CB waist to back dart 7⁄16"

Jacket waist 25 ¾"
Across shoulder 7 ¾"

SLEEVE
Around armscye 16" 
Upper arm girth  

End circumference 8 5⁄8" 
Length over cap 22 ¾" 

Length underarm 18 ¼"

SKIRT
F waist to hem 41 ¼"

` R side waist to hem   
B waist to hem 58 ½"

Placket opening  9 ½"
Hem sweep 171 ½"

Fabric width (web) 22 ¾"
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Dress Date: October 1868
From: Costume Collection, Cornell University

Accession Number: 69
Donor: Nellie Townsend Smelzer, daughter of the wearer

Wearer: “Cynthia Woodworth, born in 1841, married Gilbert  
Townsend in Trumansburg, NY, on October 29, 1868.  
She lived in Lodi, New York, until her death in 1885,”  
according to the donor.

Provenance: Lodi, New York

Description: This wedding ensemble consists 
of a formal and a day bodice, and a skirt. 

Fabric: The fabric is a plaid silk taffeta with 
the predominant color a medium value pur-
ple. Black and gray are woven with printed 
yarns forming a chiné pattern both vertical-
ly and horizontally in the plaid.

Day Bodice: The neckline is high and close 
(12 inches circumference) and is finished 
with a ¾ inch high standing (or mandarin) 
collar. The long sloping shoulder is typically 
not corded.

The bodice is cut on straight grain. The 
center front closure laps from left to right 
and fastens with half-ball black crocheted 
buttons and worked buttonholes. There are 
two slanting bust darts on each side with 
short bones in casings. Inside the bodice 
between the left and right da ts is a little 
corselet of cotton twill. It is 3 5⁄8 inches 
wide and fastens separately on center 
front with seven flat brass hooks and 
loops. The bodice is fully lined with the 
same cotton twill. Bust padding above the 
peak of the bust is placed between the silk 
and the lining.

The curved back panel seams begin at the 
waistline 7⁄8 inch apart and terminate at 
the armscye seams about 1 inch below the 
shoulder seam. They are edgestitched. The 
distance across the shoulders at the top 

113

of the seams is 14½ inches. The one-piece 
bodice lining of heavy cotton twill does not 
include the curved seams. The bodice is fin-
ished with fine corded piping and silk bias 
facing.

Sleeve: The two-piece sleeve of the day bod-
ice emerges from a sloping shoulder and is 
shaped with a convex curve over the top 
of the arm. This seam coincides with the 
shoulder seam. The nine-inch wrist circum-
ference does not require a placket. The 
armscye and wrist opening are both fin-
ished with corded piping. Lining is a cobalt 
blue cotton, probably silesia. The sleeve and 
lining are attached to the armscye with a 
machine chain-stitch.

Formal Bodice: The neckline is open. The 
bodice is cut on straight grain with the clo-
sure in center back. There is a short point 
in center front which was probably boned. 
Purple silk fringe embellishes the neckline 
and short sleeves. The fringe around the 
waist appears to be a later addition. The lin-
ing is a calendered, unbleached linen.

Skirt: The skirt has gores and is a pyramidal 
shape. The center front panel is cut on 
straight grain with some slight ease across 
the waistline. It measures 9 5⁄8 inches 
across the waist and 17¾ inches at the 
hemline. All the gored sections over the 
hips have slight ease. The two back gores 
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have deep pleats folded toward the center 
back where the closure is located in the 
folds. A pocket is located on the right side 
of the front.

The waistband is made of a double thick-
ness of tan cotton, fastened with a brass 
hook and loop. The skirt is completely lined 
with the same cobalt blue silesia as the 
sleeve. All the skirt seams are hand sewn. 
The hem is further supported with a stiff 5 
3⁄4 inch-wide cambric facing. There is no 
evidence of the typical wool braid at the 
hemline.

Detail of a silk taffeta woven 
with black, blue, and white 
bands across a white warp 
printed with a black chiné 

trellis pattern, between 
black, blue and brown 

stripes. This is the probably 
a very similar effect to that 

of the silk used in Dress 113.

Photo by Susan Greene
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114
Dress Date: ca 1865-1868

From: DeWitt Historical Society of Tompkins County
Accession Number: x76.53.202

Donor: Unknown
Wearer: Unknown

Provenance: Upstate New York

Description: The dress is two-piece: a basque 
and a skirt. 

Fabric: The ensemble is made of a medium 
warm brown, sometimes referred to as “lug-
gage brown,” silk poplin.

Bodice Basque: The neckline is high and 
close and approximately 15¾ inches in 
circumference, which is larger than average. 
The tailored bodice laps from left to right 
and fastens with self-covered buttons 
(wooden molds) and worked buttonholes. 
The basque terminates on center front on 
a point. There are two long bust darts on 
each side. The extension of the bodice is 
shaped with a horizontal dart at the waist-
line.

The back of the basque is cut princess style, 
terminating in a coattail. It has a center 
back seam and the traditional curved back 
panel seams. There are no side seams. From 
the waistline the coattail is formed into 
double pleats for one large inverted pleat.

Sleeve: The two-piece sleeve is coat style. The 
upper seam coincides with the shoulder 
seam. The sleeve ending is embellished 
with pleating or ruching, a small-scale 
repeat of the skirt decoration. There is no 
sleeve placket. The armscye seam is fin-
ished with corded piping, all completed 
with hand stitching.

Skirt: The skirt is slightly gored. The long 
skirt seams are hand sewn. The plan of 
pleating at the top of the skirt is unreliable 
because it is partially dismantled: center 
front box pleat 6¾ inches, side pleat 3¾ 
inches, cartridge pleats across the back 
about 4½ inches, waistband circumference 
24 inches.

The bottom of the skirt is embellished for 
the entire circumference. From the 
hemline up there is a 65⁄8 inch deep 
flounce, cut on bias. Its lower edge is 
bound in self-fabric. Directly above the 
flounce and overlapping slightly is a three 
inch fluting of self-fab-ric, cut on bias, with 
both edges bound in self-fabric. It acts 
almost as a heading for the flounce.

Construction Details: The bodice is com-
pletely lined with heavy brown cotton twill. 
The sleeves and skirt are completely lined 
with a lightweight brown cotton, probably 
called silesia. The only evidence of bon-
ing is a casing on the center back seam of 
the bodice. The garment is machine sewn 
except for the finishing detail, the armscye 
seam, and the long skirt seams. The hem is 
bound with wool braid dyed to match the 
color of the dress.

Specimen 114



599  CHAPTER 9 - THE SEVENTH DECADE: 1860 - 1870

115
Dress Date: ca 1868-1869

From: DeWitt Historical Society of Tompkins County
Accession Number: x76.53.192

Donor: Unknown
Wearer: Unknown

Provenance: Unknown. (Although information is lacking, this dress was  
chosen for study because it is in excellent condition and is a  
dress of quality. It appears to have been made by a skilled  
dressmaker.)

Description: This one-piece dress is com-
posed of a bodice and trained skirt joined 
to a built-in waist- band. In addition it has a 
structural belt which supports an apronlike 
appendage to be worn in back.

Fabric: The fabric is a golden brown silk taffe-
ta. The same color is dominant in the silk 
fringe and rouleau trimmings.

Bodice: The neckline is high and close, the 
circumference being 14¾ inches. It is fin-
ished with fine corded piping. The sloping 
shoulder measures 7½ inches from neckline 
to armscye seam.

The center front closure laps from right to 
left and astens with eight acorn-shaped 
buttons worked with golden brown silk 
thread and with skillfully worked button-
holes. The continuation of the bodice-skirt 
closure along the built-in waistband is 
standard construction and fastens with flat 
brass hooks and loops.

The bodice is shaped with two, short, 
boned, bust darts on each side. The side 
back seam is alsoboned. The strain on 
the bodice fabric across the diaphragm is 
relieved by support from a corselet of lining 
fabric, which fastens on center front with 
six brass hooks and loops. It is attached 
along the sides of the bust darts nearest 
center front.

The back is cut along traditional lines. The 
back panel measures ¾ inch at the waist-

band and spreads to 14¾ inches across the 
shoulder blades (measured 2 inches down 
from the shoulder seam on the armscye 
seam). These curved seams are finely edges-
titched by machine. The built-in waistband 
is one inch wide and made of the precious 
dress silk, which is surprising because it is 
covered with a belt.

The pelerine effect appliqu is composed 
of three compact rows of rouleau totaling 
about ¾ inches of a darker brown taffe-
ta than the dress fabric. A golden brown 
fringe formed by a basic braid of two rows 
of macram and silk strands of fringe adds 
2½ inches to this decoration. It crosses the 
shoulders 5�5/8 inches from the neckline so 
that the armscye seam is just covered by 
the fringe. It descends on a V line 8 inches 
down the center front, and dips to a point 
in the center back of the bodice 9 7⁄8 
inches down from the neckline.

Sleeve: The two-piece coat sleeve has the 
distinguishing deep tuck (¾ to 7⁄8 inch) 
laid in the back on the lower armscye 
curve. The corded armscye seam, usually 
sewn by hand, is stitched by machine.

There is no placket or cuff, but the sleeve 
ending is defined with rouleau of darker 
brown taffeta which slants from near the 
inside of the wrist toward the elbow.

Skirt: The skirt has gored sections and a 
train. The train explains the large hem 
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circumference, 172 inches, as contrasted by 
moderate fullness at the waist. For exam-
ple, the center front section measures 20¼ 
inches at the hemline and approximately 
14 5⁄8 inches pleated to form a 6 inch box 
pleat at the waist. On the left side of the 
center front box pleat is the hidden vertical 
closure and on the right side is a hidden 
pocket. The next area, the right side-front 
gore, measures 24 inches at the hemline 
and near the top measures 11¾ inches, 
which pleats down to a knife-type pleat of 
2 7⁄8 inches. The adjacent pleat over the 
side of the figure measures about the same 
and folds toward the back. The fullness 
across the back eight inches is controlled 
with skillfully formed cartridge pleats. 
These are formed through the silk and 
glazed-cotton lining, so, with the turnover, 
that meant hand-stitching through four 
thicknesses.

The pleated fullness of the skirt is joined 
to the built-in waistband with the 
traditional shallow handwhipped stitches.

Belt: The belt, a typical 1860s construction, 
is built on a firm foundation. The edges are 
bound in a satin matching the taffeta. The 
belt extension threads through a loop and 
has a pointed terminal.

Lightly attached to the belt across the back is a 
draped apron composed of two pieces  
(sometimes referred to as lappets) which have a 
bustle effect. The lappets are joined in a 9½ 
inches long center back seam whichincludes 
two deep horizontal darts. The whole is 
accented by an attached self-fabric rosette. 
The length of each leaflike lappet is 18 
inches from the belt to the lappet point. 
Their width is 11½ inches, shaped by 
three, unstitched, vertical darts at the top. 
The lappets are edged with fringe. A 
proportionately large self-fabric bow is 
lightly attached near the top of the center 
back seam of the apron.

Construction Details: The bodice lining is a 
firm, light brown, cotton twill. The sleeve 
lining is a slightly glazed, firm, lightweight 
cotton. Around the wrist area is a facing 
of silk taffeta cut on bias. The skirt is lined 
with white glazed cambric. A tan wool 
braid, not folded around the hem as usual 
but left hanging in a single thickness, pro-
tects the hem. A lockstitch machine, in a 
rather short stitch length, has been used 
throughout for the dress seams. Hand fin-
ishing stitches were used for the pelerine 
detail, the buttonholes, the facings, joining 
the skirt to the bodice, and joining the 
apron to the belt.
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Dress Date: ca 1868
From: Museum of Fine Arts, Boston

Accession Number: 52.1653
Donor: Marjorie W. Childs

Wearer: Unknown
Provenance: United States

116

Description: Please see illustrations.

Fabric: This dress, of cream white alpaca, is 
composed of a bodice and skirt joined at 
the waistline. Judging from the rather loose 
handstitching which joins them, the bodice 
and skirt were probably meant to be easily 
separated.

The dress is trimmed with 1 1⁄8 inch-wide, 
orange-red, silk velvet ribbon and with a 
two-inch long lavender silk tassel at the 
ends of the velvet.

Bodice: The bodice has a tailored quality. It is 
cut on straight grain. The neckline is close 
to the base of the neck and is finished with 
corded piping. The center front closure was 
fastened with nine orange red velvet but-
tons (now only eight present) and nine but-
tonholes worked with silk thread. The bod-
ice is shaped with two boned bust darts on 
each side, which spread out slightly from 
each other as they approach the peak of 
the bust. Rather than the conventional side 
seam, the front and back bodices are joined 
by a slightly diagonal seam which is visible 
only from the back.

The back is cut on straight grain and is 
typical with the curved back panel seams 
about 5⁄8 inch apart at waist and spreading 
up to the armscye seam. They are edges-
titched so that the seams appear to face 
center back. The shoulder seam is well to 
the back of the top of the shoulder. The 
velvet ribbon (which hangs free in front) 
continues in a chevron pattern to center 
back. The side seam is 2¾ inches from the 

back panel seam and 8½ inches from center 
front. The bottom of the bodice is finished 
with corded piping.

Sleeve: The sleeve is coatlike in shape and fits 
the arm loosely. The two-piece sleeve has 
no visible fullness in the cap. The armscye 
seam is finished with corded piping. The 
lengthwise seams, both front and back, 
coincide with the biceps muscle of the 
arm. At the bottom of the sleeve, the velvet 
ribbon is appliquéd in a zigzag pattern and 
ends on the outside of the arm with a tassel 
just below the elbow. The shaped ending 
has a 2-inch self-facing up to the lining.

Skirt: This skirt is cut so that it is no longer 
equidistant around the wearer’s body. The 
trailing skirt is considerably longer in back 
than in front. 

The sections of the skirt are gored. The 
fullness in the top of the skirt is controlled 
precisely by the cut of these gores or by flat 
pleats. There is a perfectly flat 5¼ inch cen-
ter front panel. The top edge of this section 
is free from the bodice as it forms the skirt 
placket. Inside this section is a small pock-
et, perhaps for a watch.

The side front gore of the skirt is smooth 
for 4�3/8 inches and then becomes a two-
inch deep pleat at the side seam. This is 
met by a double pleat from the side-back 
gore to form an inverted box pleat. The 
side back seam is hidden in the folds. The 
remaining back fabric is stacked into an 
inverted quadruple box pleat at center 
back.
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The sweeping hemline is further drama-
tized by two rows of orange-red velvet 
ribbon. The first is 3¼ inches up from hem 
edge. The second is one inch above the 
first. The hem edge is bound with white silk 
ribbon.

Construction Details: The entire bodice is 
lined with a plain white cotton. The sleeve 
is lined with glazed cotton. There is a ten-
inch wide facing of glazed cotton around 
the hem of the skirt. Bodice seams were 
sewn on a chain-stitch machine, while the 
armscye seam and the skirt seams are hand 
sewn.

Detail of a dress made of alpaca. Note the stiff, lustrous appearance 
with striations which often show only in the weft direction. Here they 
show in both warp and weft, suggesting both are alpaca.

Photo by Susan Greene
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MFAB 52.1653, ca 1868

DRESS 116

Photograph © Museum of Fine Arts, Boston. Courtesy of the Museum of Fine Arts, Boston
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MFAB 52.1653, ca 1868

DRESS 116

Photograph © Museum of Fine Arts, Boston. Courtesy of the Museum of Fine Arts, Boston



605  CHAPTER 9 - THE SEVENTH DECADE: 1860 - 1870

DRESS 116
MFAB 52.1653, ca 1868

CENTER FRONT WAIST DETAIL

FRONT
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DRESS 116
MFAB 52.1653, ca 1868

SKIRT: RIGHT SIDE DETAIL

BACK
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Dress Date: ca 1869

From: Costume Collection, Cornell University
Accession Number: 63

Donor: Charles Mason Remey, son of the wearer
Wearer: Mary Josephine Mason, daughter of Chief Justice Charles  

Mason, Burlington, IA, and Washington, DC, married Rear  
Admiral George Collier Remey in 1873.

Provenance: Washington, DC

Description: This walking suit, suggesting 
military influence, is composed of three 
piece: the basque with its draped coattail, 
a skirt with three flounces, and a belt with 
appendages. 

Fabric: The principle fabric is silk, a fine rep 
weave, probably the fashionable “faille.” It is 
crisp and firm, needing a supporting lining 
throughout. The faille is a cinnamon brown 
with a rosy overglow. The trimming is a sat-
in in deep red purple, some of it quilted.

Basque: The bodice is designed as if it were 
two separate garments: a basque and a 
vest. The vest is actually a partial front 
attached to an understructure and is made 
from the quilted satin. Its neckline is high 
and close around the neck (neck circum-
ference is 14¾ inches) and is bound with 
corded piping of the satin. The vest opens 
down center front, laps from right to left, 
and fastens with hooks and worked loops.

Nine ornamental buttons—no button-
holes— blend with the suit. They have 
raised centers surrounded by flat rims.

The fixed revers of the basque front start at 
the shoulder seam. The front edges overlap 
slightly through the diaphragm and turn 
back below the waist to again reveal the 
quilted vest and its buttons.

The basque front is shaped with only one, 
long, unboned bust-dart. The traditional 

horizontal dart is not used to shape the 
basque over the hipbone at the waist-
line. The front is joined to the back at the 
side-back seam. The quilted satin vest (11 
inches wide and 10 inches long) is visible in 
back in a 7 inch wide V shape.

It is formed by the basque’s - at the neck 
to approximately 8 inches down the cen-
ter back. The revers begin at the shoulder 
seam and are tacked in place. The basque 
back is cut princess style with the following 
sections: (a) center back panel whose total 
length is 36¾ inches, and (b) side-back 
sections which complete the curve of the 
basque skirt. The side-back seam from the 
waist downward over the hips encloses hori-
zontal shirring which produces the draped, 
or polonaise, effect of the coattail.

Sleeve: The coat-style sleeve is composed of 
four parts: the upper lengthwise section 
which includes the shallow cap, two length-
wise undersections, and the undersleeve of 
quilted satin with its two buttons.

The shoulder seam is long and sloping. The 
epaulet is located on the basque shoulder 
rather than on the sleeve. The armscye 
seam includes corded piping.

Skirt: The gored skirt has a back thrust. The 
six-inch center front panel is slightly eased 
to the waistband. Deep pleats around the 
sides fold toward the back and merge into 
nine inches of cartridge pleats across the 
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back. The closure on the left front-seam bal-
ances a large pocket on the right side. The 
three rows of flounces are cut on bias in 
two parts: a pleated crest and a wide flared 
ruffle. Both edges and the join are bound 
with the bias red satin.

Judging from the full-length photograph of 
Mary Josephine Mason wearing this dress, 
it would appear that she is wearing a crin-
oline frame because the hemline is round, 
rigid, and without undulation. The skirt is 
just short enough to clear the floor, at least 
in front.

Belt: This fashionable accessory was some-
times referred to by contemporary English 
costume historians as a “Swiss belt.” It is 
characterized by firmness and precise con-
struction. It is cut with the warps in vertical 
position while the stiffening is cut with the 
warps in horizontal position. The belt is 1½ 
inches wide, bound with a scant ¼ inch bias 
satin on each side.

Two petal-like pieces are attached to the 
back of the belt. They are unlined and set 
off by double folded bias satin along their 
lower edge, repeating the trim on the ep-
aulet. To complete the bustle effect, three 
self-fabric pleated knots and two small, 
twisted, and pleated arrangements of leaf-
shaped fabric bound in satin binding were 
added.

Construction Details: The basque and skirt 
are lined in a cotton with a relatively heavy 
glaze, which is cracking in the skirt. The 
sleeve lining is a cotton with slightly less 
glaze. The facing of the sleeve ending is the 
red satin cut on bias.

Except for the hand-sewn armscye seam 
and all the satin binding, the sewing was 
done with a machine. The satin quilting 
was done with matching silk thread. The 
main seams were stitched with red thread.
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Mary Josephine Mason Remey

DRESS 117
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CU 63, ca 1869

DRESS 117

DRESS 117

DRESS 117

Note that the dress was accessorized with discreet 
white undersleeves, a white collar, a large "Roman" 
striped bow, and a necklace with a pendant cross.
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CU 63, ca 1869

DRESS 117
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DRESS 117 CU 63, ca 1869

BODICE
CF neckline to waist 13 ¼" 
CB neckline to waist 13" 

Underarm to waist 7 ¾"
Length of SB seam (dart)  

Around waist 24 ¼"
CB waist to back dart 

Across shoulder 8"

SLEEVE
Around armscye 16" 
Upper arm girth 16 ½"

End circumference 9 ½" 
Length over cap 21" 

Length underarm 16 ½"

SKIRT
F waist to hem 41 1⁄8"

` R side waist to hem   
B waist to hem 43"

Placket opening 
Hem sweep 115 ¼"

Fabric width (web) 23 ¼"
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Dress Date: November 1869

From: Costume Collection, Cornell University
sion Number: 2722

Donor: Harris G. Ward
Wearer: “Lisa Harrison married John A. Ward of Morris, NY, in  

Laurens, NY November 1869. She was the mother of  
Harrison A. Ward.

Provenance: Laurens, NY (near Morrisville, NY)

Description: This wedding dress is composed 
of a bodice and skirt joined at the waistline

Fabric: The fabric is a a rich wine colored, 
relatively heavy silk of a rep weave. The 
self-trim is mainly confined to the sleeve 
endings.

Bodice: The neckline is high and close. The 
bodice is cut on straight grain with the cen-
ter-front closure lapping from left o right. 
It is fastened with nine dome-shaped but-
tons ornamented with a basket weave of 
silk cords over a wine silk base. The worked 
buttonholes are technically superior. Strain 
on the buttons and buttonholes through 
the midriff section has been lessened by 
using hooks and loops under the lapping 
edge. The center front on the button side 
of the closure has encased whalebone. The 
two boned bust darts on each side spread 
out in a fan shape.

The back is cut on straight grain and has 
the traditional back panel, which is very 
narrow at the waist as the curved seams 
are only 3⁄8 of an inch apart. The seams are 
edge stitched with what appears to be ma-
chine stitching. The side-back seams more 
or less parallel the back panel seams. The 
neckline and waistline are finished with fine 
corded piping.

Sleeve: The two-piece coat style sleeve has no 
apparent ease in the sleeve cap. The shaping 
for the elbow is in the outer seam which 

meets the armscye seam one inch in front 
of the shoulder seam. The armscye seam 
has bias-covered corded piping, heavier 
than that used elsewhere in the dress. The 
sleeve ending is a design feature. Self-
fabric is cut on straight grain in a 6 3⁄8 inch 
wide strip, which is knife pleated and 
divided about two to one by an applied 
wristband. It fits the wrist loosely when 
fastened with its button and buttonhole. 
The sleeve end-ing is faced with self-fabric, 
1½ inch wide, cut on bias. The pleated 
piece comes down slightly over the hand.

Skirt: The skirt has gored sections and is 
trained. The fullness at the top of the 
skirt has two box pleats on either side of a 
center front seam thus forming an invert-
ed pleat at center front. Over the sides of 
the figure are box pleats with deep stacked 
knife pleats. Across the small of the back 
are cartridge pleats for a distance of about 
seven inches.The traditional closure is de-
signed to coincide with the left-over-right 
bodice closure.

Construction Details: The bodice is com-
pletely lined with heavy, brown, cotton twill. 
The sleeve is lined with a lightly glazed cot-
ton. The lining of the skirt is a stiff glazed 
cotton which contributes to the firm struc-
ture of the skirt. A crinoline frame may not 
have been used. The sleeve and the long 
skirt seams are hand-sewn. The hemline is 
bound with wide, bias self-fabric.

Specimen 118
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CU 2722, ca 1869-1870

DRESS 118
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Dress Date: ca 1869-1870

From: Costume Collection, Cornell University
Accession Number: 2

Donor: Miss Emily M. Babcock
Wearer: Emily Wright Babcock, daughter of Mary Bradley Potter  

Babcock of Buffalo, New York, married in 1865 in London,  
England, to Dennis Robinson Alward, Assistant Secretary  
of the United States Legation in London.

Provenance: England. Her court presentation dress to the Court of St.  
James in London in 1866 is in the Museum of Fine Arts,  
Boston (46.621), and was on exhibit in 1990.

Description: This dress appears to be prin-
cess style, but upon close examination one 
finds that the dress is a bodice and skirt 
joined along the natural waistline. 

Fabric: The fabric is silk faille trimmed in silk 
velvet ribbon and velvet covered buttons—
all of a matching wine color.

Bodice: The neckline is high and close and 
finished with corded piping. A new fashion 
element is present in the form of two bars 
of velvet ribbon applied across the top 
of the shoulder seam rather than on the 
sleeve.

The dress is designed to appear to open 
the entire distance from the neck to the 
hem, as twenty-six flat velvet buttons are 
attached the full length of the dress. The 
closure, however, only extends to well below 
the waistline. A ¾ inch overlap fastened 
with metal hooks and loops laps right over 
left The bodice is shaped with two boned 
darts on each side, which converge to a 
point at the waistline.

The cut of the bodice back is traditional 
with the usual back panel, measuri ng 5½ 
inches along the waistline and spreads to 
13 5⁄8 inches where it meets the armscye 
seams. Two large flat velvet buttons accent 
the back panel seams at the waistline. 

Bones, 5½ inches long, are located on the 
lining in center back and the side seams.

Sleeve: The two-piece coat-style sleeve has a 
small armscye circumference, which also 
indicates (as does the shoulder length) that 
the shoulder line was sloping. A corded 
lengthwise seam on the sleeve adds to the 
illusion of a sloping line.

The pattern construction includes a ¾ inch 
deep tuck in the back of the underarm 
section—a characteristic of the 1860s coat 
sleeve. Three bands of 1 3⁄16 inch-wide 
velvet ribbon spaced about 3⁄8 inches apart 
embellish the sleeve opening.

Skirt: The skirt, formed with six gores, is an 
exceptional design as the top of the skirt is 
without any fullness. The circumference of 
the top of the skirt equals the waist cir-
cumference. The full sweep of the hem is 
emphasized with one row of 13⁄16 inch-
wide velvet ribbon. An outside velvet 
pocket is another decorative feature of an 
otherwise uncluttered design. The pocket 
resembles a medieval pouch carried on a 
girdle or belt. It is approximately 4½ inches 
wide at the top, 6¾ inches long, and 6 5⁄8 
inches wide at the bottom. It is suspended 
from the waist-line by two straps such as 
one would find on a twentieth-century 
pocket book.
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Construction Details: The bodice lining is a 
tan cotton twill. The sleeves are lined in a 
glazed tan cotton and faced with a 3 inch-
wide, bias-cut, wine colored silk. The skirt, 
lined with glazed cotton, has a facing of 
tailor’s canvas, 6¾ inches wide at the hem, 
which is edged with wine colored wool 
braid. A small corselet across the diaphragm 

CU 2, ca 1869-1870
Photo by Susan Greene

DRESS 119

takes the strain off the ront closure. It was 
a surprise to discover that the dress was 
hand sewn throughout and no machine 
stitches were used as visible edge stitching.

This dress may have been made in London, 
but there are no distinguishing clues.
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CU 2, ca 1869-1870DRESS 119

POCKET 
DETAIL
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The subtle stylistic and technical changes tak-
ing place in the 1860s can be readily detected 
in our specimens.

FABRICS
The fiber that is most frequently represented 
in the specimens is silk, which is to be expect-
ed since families have tended to preserve their 
silk finery. Cotton appears in three printed 
muslin summer dresses and one rare everyday 
gingham. Only three specimens of wool mix-
tures are among this selection: one is a challis, 
the second a barége, and the third is a cream 
white alpaca

In view of the complex weaves found in some 
of the fabrics of the 1840s and 1850s, it was 
interesting to note that the majority of these 
day dresses have relatively uncomplicated 
weaves. Taffetas are well represented in the 
silk dresses, while the fine muslins and the 
gingham are plain weave cottons. The white 
alpaca fabric is a fine twill.235 

Predominant Characteristics of 
Compared Specimens

The use of figured fabrics continued from the 
1850s with plaids, stripes, and printed-warp 
patterns dominant among the silk dresses. 
There are only four plain taffeta dresses; the 
sky blue Starkweather dress, the brilliant 
purple Williams dress, the golden brown THC 
X76.53.192 (115) dress, and the black Coe 
(102). In the silk rep weaves there are four sol-
id-color, unpatterned dresses: the Remey dress 
(117), a strange rose brown color trimmed 
in deep red purple satin; a luggage brown 
dress, THC X76.53.202 (114), of 1865-1868 
trimmed with self-fabric; the Ward dress, a 
heavy silk rep in a rich wine color; and the 
wine red faille Alward dress.

Two of the cotton muslins, which were prob-
ably party dresses for young women, were 
printed in patterns of sophisticated design. 
The Smith dress (CU 72) (106) of wool challis 
is printed in an allover motif, which in both 
form and color suggests Near Eastern influ-
ence, possibly inspired by English and French 

Taffeta (blue) is a very 
finely weft-ribbed weave 
silk with a delicate, 
crisply "crunchy" hand. 
The weft ribs in a "rep" 
weave are readily 
discernible without close 
examination. As 
garments became less 
draped and more sculp-
tural, the firmer rep 
weaves were used 
because they were able 
to hold the desired shape 
better than taffeta.

Photo by Susan Greene
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contacts with Eastern art during the Crimean 
War of 1854-1856.

Most of the dress fabrics are colorful. A range 
of lavender into purple is seen frequently, 
sometimes subordinate to other colors and 
sometimes dominant. A tested sample of the 
striking purple silk taffeta (CU 2512) (110), 
which in over a hundred years shows no sign 
of fading, revealed that the purple dye was a 
newly developed man-made aniline dye (see 
Appendix 8).

BODICES
Among our specimens are three types of 
bodices: the bodice joined to a skirt with the 
characteristic drop front closure —a car-
ry-over from the 1850s; the bodice and skirt 
as two separate pieces where the bodice may 
terminate just below the natural waistline; 
and the basque.

Bodice Necklines

The majority of the necklines are fitted close 
to the base of the neck, and eight of these 
have narrow standing bands. Judging from 
portraits and fashion plates, most necklines 
were embellished with a small, detachable, 
white collar, either embroidered muslin or of 
lace and flat or semi-rolled in shape.

A variation of the high and close neckline is 
one high in back and V-shaped in center front. 
Another variation which was less common in 
adult dresses can be seen in the two summer 
muslins which have the open neckline, a style 
continuing from past decades.

Bodice Fronts

Regardless of which major type of bodice one 
is studying, certain technical features can 
be found in the majority of the specimens. 
The closure is usually in center front, lapping 
either to the left or to the right; no rigid rule 
seems to have applied. The center back clo-
sure was found in only two dresses. (We are 
dealing primarily with day dresses; location of 
closures in evening dresses may be different.)

Two bust darts on each side, frequently 
made rigid with boning, seems to have been 
the standard without regard to the wearer’s 
bust size. If the bodice was designed with 
soft gathers or fichu-like folds, the supporting 
camisole’s lining had two bust darts, usually 
boned. An example is CU 72 (106), which is 
supported with the camisole lining required 
by the fichu-like drapery, a favorite style since 
the 1840s.

As compared to specimens of the 1850s, more 
functioning buttons and hand-worked button-
holes appeared and are of excellent quality. 
In design they are mainly ball, half round, or 
pyramidal shaped molds which project from 
the dress. These molds are covered with fabric 
and were often given texture and pattern with 
threads or cords. The housedress of green and 
white gingham has fancy flat pearl buttons. 
Only three bodices have buttons without 
buttonholes; concealed metal hooks and loops 
were used to fasten the closure.

Basque Fronts

Many of the above characteristics apply also 
to the basque front. It is important to observe 
the cut because the majority of the fronts are 
cut on straight grain in one piece without a 
waistline seam. In addition to the two bust 
darts, the basque is fitted with a “fish dart”—
horizontal tuck, or dart—over the top of the 
hipbone on the side front coinciding with the 
natural waistline.

Bodice Backs

We found that the majority of the bodice 
backs are cut with curved seams that formed 
the traditional back panel. In the 1860s the 
back panel seam might include a sharp right 
angle to meet with the armscye seam— an-
other identification clue for the 1860s.

Basque Backs

The basque back was cut princess style in one 
piece to the end of the basque skirt without 
a waistline seam. The shaping and fitting was 
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Top: Ready-made buttons, vel-
vet over wooden forms. Below: 
Dressmaker-made buttons, silk 
over wooden forms, surrounded 
with fragile, feathery silk lace 
edging suggestive of snowflakes. 
2005.104; 2005.118

Photos by Susan Greene

Right top and bottom: Occasionally 
a dress might have fanciful 'jewel' or 
'charm' buttons handmade from glass. 
Smaller ones appeared on gentlemens' 
vests. They were not sewn on, but 
poked through an eyelet and secured 
with the split rings seen on the gold-
stone buttons to the right.

Susan Greene Collection/Genesee Country Village & Museum
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done on the panel seams and the side seams, 
which are visible from the back. For the pleat-
ed or flaring coattail the fullness was intro-
duced into the seams from below the waist.

SLEEVES
The major types of sleeves can be seen among 
the specimens: the pagoda, declining in 
fashion; the two-piece sleeve in transition to 
becoming the “coat” style; and the bishop, 
particularily popular in everyday dresses.

An easily recognized descendant of the 1850s 
style of pagoda is the sleeve of the CU 72 
(106) dress with a bell opening of 36 inches.
The Alleman bolero (107), or “Zouave,” very
popular in the early 1860s, is a better example
of the 1860s open-ended sleeve with a cir-
cumference of only 16 inches. Note that it is
cut in two pieces.

The dominant type among the specimens 
is the two-piece sleeve. Judging where this 
sleeve fits on the timeline has to be based 
primarily on the size of the armscye circumfer-
ence and the size of the opening around the 
wrist or lower arm.

The “tight” sleeve, so designated in the fashion 
journals to distinguish it from the tradition-
al pagoda, still had a dart in the lower back 
section of the sleeve so that it would fit the 
small armscye. The sleeve bows out over the 
elbow and then tapers to the wrist where it 
often ends with a placket. It evolves into the 
true coat sleeve identified by a larger armscye 
circumference, and is open at the lower arm 
or wrist—usually made more conspicuous by 
a cuff or trim  This true coat sleeve came in 
toward the close of the decade and continued 
into the 1870s.

The old favorite, the bishop type, was still 
used. It is shown in the drawing of the 1860s 
housedress.

The charming short sleeves represented in 
three illustrated dresses are worth studying. 

The sleeves of the two summer muslin dresses 
remind one of children’s dresses of the period. 
The atypical sleeve of the Alleman (107) dress 
bodice is an intriguing revival of the classical 
design of the first decade of the nineteenth 
century.

SKIRTS
The nature of the cut and the distribution of 
fullness in our specimen skirts is particularly 
revealing of vintage.

The specimens with skirts which when seen 
as flat patterns resembled bed sheets are: the 
four cotton dresses with attributed dates of 
about 1860 and the Alleman printed-warp 
silk taffeta, all gauged with cartridge pleats 
around their entire waist circumferences; the 
Robes striped silk taffeta, ca 1860, and the 
Bartlett (105), ca 1860-1865, have fullness at 
the top of the skirt laid in flat pleats, but the 
Bartlett has godets at the hemline; the Smith 
printed challis (106), ca 1863, and the Speed 
(104) small figured silk, ca 1863-1865, each 
have fullness at the top in flat pleats laid out 
from a center front box pleat and a box pleat 
over the hipbone; the Coe (102) black silk 
taffeta, ca 1860-1865, has flat narrow pleats 
approximately 3⁄8 inch wide across the surface 
and one inch deep with a box pleat bridging 
the front and back skirt pieces; the Van Rens-
selaer (108) plaid silk taffeta, ca 1863-1865, 
and the Williams (110) purple silk taffeta, ca 
1865-1868, each have fullness at the top sym-
metrically arranged with broad, flat box pleats 
(under each edge is stacked two knife pleats, 
thus forming elaborate inverted pleats where 
the box pleats juxtapose).

The following specimens have one or more 
gored sections (and generally an unshaped 
center back section controlled with cartridge 
pleats

• the Knowles (103) plaid silk taffeta, ca
1862-1865, with the center front and side
fronts gored
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• the Bartlett (101) barége, ca 1862-1866
has five gored sections

• the MFAB 44.810 (109) gray silk taffeta, ca
1863-1865, has eight gored sections with
the four back sections gauged with car-
tridge pleats

• the Dowsley, (111) ca 1865-1868, has the
side front and the side back gored with
uncut width in back

• the THC 76.53.202 (114), ca 1865-1868,
has the center front gored and cartridge
pleats across the back

• the Starkweather (112), ca 1865-1868, has
all sections gored except the center back
which has gauged cartridge pleats

• the Townsend (113) plaid silk taffeta, ca
1868, has all sections gored, with ease over
the one-inch deep box pleats bridging the
front and back skirt pieces

• the MFAB 52.1653 (116), ca 1868, has all
sections gored and seams hidden in invert-
ed pleats;

• the THC 76.53.192 (115) has gored sec-
tions with cartridge pleats in the trained
back sections

• the Remey (117), ca 1869, has gored sec-
tions with deep pleats around sides which
fold toward back and merge with cartridge
pleats

• the Harrison (118), ca 1869, has gored sec-
tions with box pleats, stacked knife pleats,
and cartridge pleats in back

• the wine silk faille (119), ca 1869-1870,
has six gores.

In summary, we find that in this sample of 
specimens there are twelve skirts that are not 

gored. Twelve are gored. A new element which 
accentuates the back thrust of the skirt is an 
appendage—a pleated or gathered apronlike 
piece which is attached across the small of the 
back on the outside of the skirt.

Although the dress composed of a bodice 
and a skirt joined at the waistline was still 
fashionable throughout the decade, a trend 
developed toward two-piece dresses and 
occasionally three-piece dresses, as in the 
case of the Remey dress with its attachable 
back apron. The front closure of the one-piece 
dress was developed in the late 1840s and 
continued during the 1850s and 1860s with 
few variations. The separate skirt was gener-
ally fastened in center back because it was 
frequently concealed beneath a bodice point 
or coattail or apron appendage.

The skirt decoration, if any, was usually hori-
zontal, as was true in the 1850s. An exception 
to the horizontal direction of trimming was 
found at the Museum of Fine Arts in Boston. 
The dress (MFAB 50.474) (96) is the epitome 
of Victorian style and the skirt decoration is 
placed in the en tablier style, a revival of the 
1840s apronlike front skirt embellishment.

Wool braid dyed to blend with the skirt color 
is present on the majority of the hemlines. 
The braid was either used to bind the hem 
edge, or it was attached to extend beyond 
the dress fabric. In either case it was used to 
lessen friction on the dress fabric. Even the 
washable gingham housedress had wool green 
braid attached to the hem.

CONSTRUCTION DETAILS
A tabulation of the techniques used for the 
specimens revealed that only seven of the 
twenty-four dresses are entirely hand sewn.

The common practice apparently was to 
machine stitch (chain or lock) most of the 
bodice seams which bore considerable strain. 
The sleeve was nearly always attached to the 
armscye by hand. It is surprising to find that 
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long skirt seams (through the dress fabric and 
lining) were sewn by hand. This did seem to 
result in more flexible seams with stretchabil-
ity. Only five dresses have machine-sewn skirt 
seams. Three of the dresses clustering near 
the close of the decade were entirely ma-
chine-sewn except for the armscye seams and 
some hand finishing. Only two dresses have 
machine sewn armscye seams, which may 
have been repair work.

Linings

It was not uncommon to find several unre-
lated lining fabrics in a dress; for example, 
the CU 55 (101) has four. The most common 
lining for the bodices is a heavy tan to brown 
cotton twill (eleven out of twenty-four). This is 
followed in popularity by white cotton in plain 
or twill weave (six out of twenty-four). A lightly 
glazed cotton was sometimes used, particular-
ly during the second half of the decade. The 
French dress, MFAB 44.810 (109), has a bod-
ice lining of fine white linen. This fact is of par-
ticular interest because the use of the white 
linen lining in English and French bodices has 
been a useful identification clue for 1840s 
and 1850s. The printed muslin CU 98.22.03 
(98) dress has a firm white linen bodice lining
and a distinctive hem construction suggesting
French origin.

The majority of the sleeves are lined. Not sur-
prisingly, two summer muslins have unlined 

sleeves. Much of the time the sleeve lining is 
similar to that of the bodice, but occasionally 
it is lightly glazed plain weave cotton dyed to 
blend with the dress fabric.

The skirts of four summer dresses are not 
lined nor are two of the silk dresses (the 
Williams dress (110) and the French dress, 
MFAB 44.810 (109)); however, both silk skirts 
are supported with deep hem facings. But 
the majority of the skirts are lined. The trend 
appeared to be toward more heavily glazed 
cambric in the skirts. The Remey silk poplin 
(117) (1869) is a good example. Its heavy glaze
is disintegrating and cracking.

Boning

Much has been written about the rigidity of 
the bodice created by encased whalebone. 
Our specimens revealed that only four are un-
boned. The Alleman bolero is not boned, but 
the bodice beneath has the usual four bones. 
The most common plan was to place bone 
casings on top of bust darts, of which there 
were usually two on each side. Seven of the 
dresses have five or six bones, meaning that 
the center front closure plus two seams are 
made rigid. An elaborate silk day dress, MFAB 
50.474 (96), has the exceptional number of 
eight bones in the bodice.
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Fashion in 
translation to 
real life!
Collection of 
Susan Greene

Clockwise 
from top left:
2002.146
98.019.2
2005.016
2003.247
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Detecting the Facts: 1860 - 1870

Are these twenty-four dresses representative 
of the 1860s? We shall compare our speci-
mens with published measured dresses from 
England; dresses in two American fashion 
periodicals, Godey’s Lady’s Book and Peterson’s 
Ladies National Magazine; and with dresses in 
recent exhibition catalogs.

It is a challenge to separate a general impres-
sion from reality. Too frequently generaliza-
tions from the literature are not qualified with 
hard facts. For example, when an author says, 
“. . . and the skirts are getting wider and 
wider. . . ” the reader might ask, “Wider than 
when? Wider than what?” Is the reference to a 
skirt wider than the one last year or several 
years earlier? We must also recognize that 
stunning exaggeration is part of the charm of 
fashion plates.

Fabrics

As our sample has a preponderance of silks, 
we may hypothesize that women valued highly 
silk dresses and tended to save them—un-
doubtedly possession of silk dresses implied 
an affluent  socioeconomic status. Looking at a 
few recent exhibitions of dresses of the 1860s, 
we find that with few exceptions the dresses 
chosen have been silk. This may be the result 
of emphasizing clothing for dress occasions. 
When one considers that a showing of dresses 
of the first decade of the century would have 
meant a predominance of fine imported 
muslins because silks were not fashionable 
then, it follows that there would be a 
predominance of silks in the 1860s because 
the silk-cotton relationship had reversed. An 
explanation of the frequency of silk dresses 
may turn up in England and in France. 
According to Norah Waugh, the silk trade in 
England had suffered due to the popularity of 
cottons.236 In the 1860s, to assist the revival of 
the silk trade, more silks were being used for 
both day and evening dresses.

According to Ethel Lewis, “Under Napoleon 
III there was a love of luxury that almost 
equaled the old days of the First Empire. The 
Empress Eugénie commanded splendid robes 
of state.”237 Certainly we have only to look 
at the creations of Charles Worth, couturier 
to the Empress, to be impressed with silk 
gowns from Paris, some of which were made 
for wealthy American women as early as the 
1860s.

In any case our survey of silk dress fabrics of 
the 1860s revealed that taffetas were com-
monly used. The printed-warp taffetas, also 
known as shadow warps and chiné, were 
apparently less common in the 1860s than 
in the 1850s. An excellent example of chiné 
can be seen in the photograph of the Alleman 
dress.

The interest in patterned silks tapered off 
toward the close of the decade in favor of a

Detail of brocaded silk taffeta of the 1860s.
Photo by Susan Greene
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fabric with more textural interest gained 
through a rep weave. In dress descriptions 
rep weaves may vary from silk grosgrain, 
brocaded silk faille, and bengaline. Three of 
our specimens of rep weaves cluster in the 
late 1860s, an important development to 
watch in the 1870s.

Our sample yielded only four cotton dresses, 
all belonging to the first years of the decade. 
Confronted with the question of why so few 
were available for study, especially during the 
years of the Civil War and the immediate 
postwar period, we have looked for an 
explanation. If we had specifically searched 
for leisure clothes worn by the leisure class, or 
dresses worn by women engaged in 
housework or mill work, the sample would 
have been different. That such dresses 
existed is suggested by works such as Claude  

Monet’s Women in a Garden, 1866, or Winslow 
Homer’s The Croquet Scene, ca 1865. The 
Costume Institute owns a garment of white 
cotton piqué worn in the 1860s at a seaside 
resort.238 [See page 534] A tintype of four 
women weavers from a mill in Maine, ca 1860, 
shows dresses made from a variety of printed 
cottons, which may have been of their own 
manufacture. Cotton dress fabrics reported as 
popular in England were printed muslins, 
organdy (especially for wedding dresses), 
percale, gingham, piqué. It is interesting that 
English costume historians have not chosen to 
present examples of day dresses of cotton.239 

Could the scarcity of extant cotton dresses 
during the middle and late years of the de-
cade be explained by the effects of the Civil 
War? The primary objective of this work is to 
identify the style characteristics of the dresses 

Tintype of a Lowell mill girl display-
ing a shuttle. She wears a dress of 
printed cotton or delaine. It lacks a 
neat white collar and cuffs—point-
less in a work environment—but 
it is protected with a pinner (work 
apron). She dresses it up with ear-
rings and what appears to be a fash-
ionble snood with an asymmetrical 
tassel.     x SWG

ATHM Textile Industry Photographs. 
6524/002 P. Kheel Center for Labor-Manage-
ment Documentation and Archives, Martin P. 
Catherwood Library, Cornell University.
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of the decade, but to identify areas of scarcity 
is also useful information for collectors. Ac-
cording to Samuel Rezneck,“ . . .by 1860 New 
England had won a substantial leadership in 
both branches of the textile industry. The 
products of the cotton and woolen factory had 
virtually displaced household manufactures; 
and, even with the modest degree of protec-
tion available during the 1850s they were suf-
ficient to supply the major share of domestic 
needs, particularily in the more common va-
rieties of fabrics then in general use. The Civil 
War years had a mixed effect upon the textile 
industry, both temporary and permanent. The 
interruption of cotton supply contributed to a 
crisis and curtailment of cotton manufacture, 
while the woolen industry received a special 
impetus arising out of wartime demand for 
uniform cloth and blankets to supply the 
armies, coupled with the inflation of prices 
and profits.”240

We are assuming that the printed muslins of 
CU 98.22.03 (98) and THC 78.31.1 (97) were 
imported from Europe perhaps in the late 
1850s. Was this type of product less available 
to Americans who could afford luxury goods 
during and immediately following the Civil 
War?

It is generally known that during the Civil War 
in the United States the exportation of raw 
cotton was severely curtailed in the South. As 

Calico of the commonest kind...was sold at 
twenty-five dollars a yard and we women of 
the Confederacy cultivated such an indiffer-
ence to Paris fashions as would have aston-
ished our former competitors in the Federal 
capitol.”242 

The scarcity of wool dresses in the sample is 
apparent. There are three specimens which 
include wool: a plaid barége ca 1862-65; a 
printed challis of about 1863 and a dress of 
white alpaca, ca 1868. Both challis and alpaca 
are cited frequently in the English fashion re-
ports. Two of the measured dresses by English 
authors are made of alpaca and a third one is 
fashioned from a printed wool muslin.

We could assume that during the Civil War 
the need for wool fabrics for military uniforms 
curtailed the supply of dress fabrics. Imported 
luxury goods from abroad were probably cut 
back for a time. Everyday wool dresses were 
probably worn out; however, we do find dress-
ing gowns and wraps of fine worsted from the 
1860s in museum collections.

Samuel Rezneck observes, “In the woolen 
branch of the textile industry, the principal 
change after 1860 . . . was the introduction 
and rapid expansion of worsted manufactures 
which had technical as well as economic and 
social significance. . . . Economically and 
socially, it signified a drastic shift in consump- 
tion to t he lighter worsted fabrics….”243

Dyes

Advances in science and technology brought 
the gradual shift rom the use of natural dyes 
to synthetic dyes. C. W. Cunnington claims 
that the first general use of aniline dyes was 
in the year 1860 when magenta and solferino 
were commercially available.244 The first Amer-
ican aniline dyes were produced in Albany, NY 
in the late 1860s.245 

In the twentieth century, it is very difficult o 
identify dyes of mid-nineteenth-century fab-
rics beyond concluding with generalities; how-
ever, there are dye chemists with expertise in 

explained by Merle Curti and others, "Southern 
money income came largely from the sale of   
cotton overseas. The war, of course, changed 
the trade outlook at once. At the beginning of 
the conflict the South withheld cotton from 
the world markets, hoping that a shortage 
would bring Britain into the war. Later on, the 
Union blockade made exporting difficult. 
Moreover, the beleaguered South shifted many 
acres from cotton to food crops.”241

According to Elisabeth McClellan, who quotes 
from Reminiscences of Peace and War, “Mrs. 
Pryor also mentions the advanced prices 
during the war times in the Southern states. 
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identification of early aniline dyes. Our expe-
rience in following the avenue of dye identi-
fication brought positive results. Our hunch 
that the vivid purple silk fabric of the Williams 
dress (CU 2512) (110) was dyed with the new 
man-made dye was substantiated; changing 
the date of the dress from the 1850s—as the 
family had thought—into the 1860s.

It was surprising and puzzling to find this 
report by Godey’s some months before the 
official ending of the Civil War: “So great is the 
variety of materials, trimmings, and in the 
styles of making up dresses, bonnets, and 
wraps, that it is almost impossible to say what 
is really the fashion.”246 

The preponderance of silk dresses is not sur-
prising in terms of nineteenth-century trends. 
The apparent scarcity of both cotton and wool 
dresses is a factor which should be better doc-
umented. If they are rare, their value to collec-
tors should increase. Do we have a reasonably 
good representation of fabrics in the sample 
of dresses? Our frank answer would have to be 
that only more extensive investigation would 
provide an adequate assessment.

Bodices

Was the one-piece dress out of fashion in the 
1860s? There were one-piece dresses through-
out the decade, but the trend was toward sep-

Pages of samples of excellently printed calico, ca 1860-1870, unidentified source. 

Photo by Susan Greene

Collection of Susan Greene
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aration of bodice and skirt. A one-piece dress 
without a seam joining bodice and skirt came 
into fashion in England and was named for 
the young Princess of Wales as the “princess 
dress.” We do not have this style among our 
specimens for this decade, but we shall see it 
in the 1870s.

The bodice of the two-piece dress was either 
a contoured shape extending moderately 
over the skirt waistband or a definite exten-
sion in length styled as a basque. The basque 
appeared in the 1850s as high fashion and 
continued in the 1860s in the same category. 
It was usually cut princess style with more 
variations in the second half of the decade. In 
Europe the skirt of the basque was sometimes 
separated from the bodice (as a peplum) by a 
waist seam. This type is not among our speci-
mens.

Can 1860s dresses be identified by a shorter 
waistline than the average of the previous 
decade? We find in the literature such am-
biguous statements as “…waists are becoming 
shorter and shorter…waists are very short.”247 

Janet Arnold  1861-63, silk warp print, underarm  

1866-67 silk satin  

1868-69 alpaca  

Nancy Bradfield 1864-65 wool muslin, underarm  

= 8 inches 

= 6 inches 

= 5½ inches 

= 7 inches

1865-67 alpaca  

Norah Waugh  1868-69 moiré  

= 6½ inches 

= 6¼ inches

The underarm length for each dress given above was used for making the following comparisons:

English Dresses  

1860-1865  Two bodices averaged 7½ inches 

1865-1869  Four bodices averaged 6 inches  

Our Specimens

Thirteen bodices averaged 6½ inches 

Nine bodices averaged almost 7 inches

An explicit answer requires support of con-
siderable measurement data which is scarce. 
Tentative conclusion are based on underarm 
measurements (exclusive of waistband) taken 
from six pattern diagrams by English authors 
and measurements from twenty-two of our 
specimens. See data below.

The 1830s underarm average length of 
4¾ inches is useful for comparison with 
short-waisted dresses. The typical waistline, 
slightly above the natural waist, was perceived 
to be even shorter because the built-in waist-
band, often emphasized by a wide buckle, 
coincided with the natural waistline. Return-
ing to the decade of 1850s, we find that five 
English bodice underarm measurements 
average 7 1⁄8 inches and thirteen bodice of 
our fourteen average almost 7 inches. Our 
figures indicate that American waistlines on 
average were not perceptibly shorter than 
they were in the 1850s, but study of the 
measurement table reveals individual cases of 
shorter waist-lines. It is possible that the 
increased volume of the skirt, especially 
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when worn over the crinoline frame, created the 
illusion of a shorter waistline.

Before we leave the subject of waistlines, we 
should stop to question the romantic notion 
of the “tiny waist.” The waist circumferences 
for sixteen specimens averaged 23 inches. Five 
of the specimens were worn by women known 
to be over forty years old, and therefore their 
waist circumferences, averaging 27 inches, 
were separated from the above. Doris Langley 
Moore writes, “I must have examined about 
a thousand dresses of tight-lacing periods 
without once finding the eighteen-inch waist 
of popular legend.”248 We concur with her find-
ings. Only one specimen among the many we 
have measured has a nineteen-inch circumfer-
ence, THC 78.31.2 (80), ca 1849.

Sleeve

Are the sleeve types of the 1860s useful iden-
tification features in definitive dating of Amer-
ican dresses? Emphatically yes.

Regardless of whether the bell, bishop, tight, 
or coat sleeve was used, the sloping shoulder 
line was retained.

The chronological appearance of these four 
basic sleeve types was noted by English au-
thors. According to Norah Waugh, “In the early 
1860s the pagoda sleeve was being replaced 
by the bishop sleeve, which in its turn gave 
way to the two-piece ‘coat’ sleeve, semi-fitting 
and three-quarter length with a cuff.”249

C. W. Cunnington, in tracing fashion notes 
from periodicals, finds general agreement with 
Waugh.250 The bell form which was domi-
nant in the 1850s continued into the 1860s 
with many variations until it was more or 
less outmoded by the middle of the decade. 
Coinciding with the bell was the bishop which 
spanned occasions from the everyday dress 
to the relatively formal attire. Entering the 
picture infrequently, in about 1859, was the 
“tight” sleeve, which one interprets from pe-
riodical reporting to be the two-piece sleeve

with a fitted wrist opening. It was frequently 
accompanied by a mancheron. By 1864 the 
“tight” sleeve had moved into a dominant 
position.

In Cunnington’s summary of periodical re-
ports for 1865, the new “coat” style is listed 
and a causal factor appears in the statement, 
“There is a masculine influence shown and 

Allgemeine Moden-Zeitung - Leipzig 
2011.042.28

Collection of Susan Greene
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ladies wear coats, jackets, waistcoats, cravats 
and boots.”251 In this connection a bench-
mark fashion plate for 1863 presents a French 
tailor-made walking costume “meant to be 
rational….” (with a coat sleeve wide enough to 
accommodate a bishop type undersleeve).252 

Arnold and Waugh give pattern diagrams of 
coat sleeves dated from approximately 1867 
through 1869. 253 

As was true abroad, the bell sleeve, the domi-
nant style of the 1850s in America, continued 
into the 1860s with many variations. In trac-
ing the sleeve through Godey’s for 1860, we 
see high-fashion dresses with a predominance 
of fancy bell sleeves. An occasional bishop 
sleeve appears, especially on separate waists 
(or blouses). But some fashion reporter of 
1860 must have been alert to change because 
the “tight” sleeve is shown first in March, 
accompanied with a mancheron and again in 
October. About the same ratio of the bell-type 
to the two-piece tight sleeve are shown in the 
fashion plates of 1861. The development of 
the two-piece sleeve from the early 1860s to 
about 1865 was gradual but persistent as it 
came into a dominant position.

During the first half of the decade these 
developments in sleeve styles in the United 
States coincide remarkably with French and 
English developments, at least as reported in 
the well-circulated Godey’s and Peterson’s.

Turning to Godey’s and Peterson’s for 1865 we 
look for the appearance of the “coat” sleeve, 
since it had appeared abroad. In Godey’s of 
1865 the coat sleeve turns up in January as 
the sleeve type of a basque. In March the 
statement is made that, “Sleeves will continue 
in the coat form and very small, and generally 
trimmed with epaulettes.”254 The coat sleeve is 
seen at regular intervals throughout the year. 
In Peterson’s, 1865 for January, a dinner dress 
with a coat sleeve is shown.255 In September 
there appears the basque with its coattail and 
its coat sleeve.

Winslow Homer, an illustrator for Harper’s 
Weekly during the 1860s, gives us illustrations 
of everyday activity upon which we can rely 
for accuracy and clarity of image. One gains 
the impression that the bishop sleeve was the 
type used in many everyday dresses just as 
it was for little boy’s shirts. While in Paris in 
November 1867, Homer illustrated a gather-
ing of couples at the “Parisian Ball November 
23, ‘67,” and one sees in the costumes the new 
coat sleeve (and no hoops). A year later in New 
York, he produced, “Waiting for Calls on New 
Year’s Day,” dated January 2, 1869. In these 
drawings we see dresses with the coat sleeve 
(and the back-swept skirt).

All of these types of sleeves are represented in 
our specimens. Two examples of the bell type 
are photographed: the Smith dress (106) and 
the Alleman dress (107). The two-piece sleeve 
identified in the literature as the “tight sleeve” 
can be seen in the Van Rensselaer dress (108), 
1863-1865, and the Williams dress (110), 
1865-1868. A sleeve most nearly approaching 
the true coat sleeve is shown in the Remey 
dress, (117).

The sleeve that is the most problematic to 
date definitively is the two-piece sleeve with 
a small armscye and wrist opening—the 
so-called “tight” sleeve. When the upper 
arm girth is about 15 inches, it is not a tight 
sleeve—it does not fit the arm closely. Even 
at the wrist it often has no placket. Both 
the tight sleeve and the coat sleeve are cut 
in two pieces and are similarly shaped. One 
type merges into the other so that it is hard 
to detect which is which except by the tight 
sleeve’s smaller armscye circumference.

There is one more construction detail of the 
tight sleeve well worth recognizing. It is the 
tuck of fullness that has been introduced into 
the underarm of the sleeve toward the back. 
It is incorporated in the armscye seam. The 
same construction detail has been found in 
the pattern diagrams by the English authori-
ties cited above for the 1860s.
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Skirt

Does the three-dimensional form of the skirt 
help date a dress? We have seen the skirt 
in the decade of the 1860s develop from a 
dome shape into a bell shape. In the dome-
shaped skirt the width of the fabric at the 
top is equal to that of the hem circumference, 
with the fullness distributed equally around 
the waist in the form of gauging. The width 
of the fabric in a bell-shaped skirt is equal to 
that of the hem circumference, but the full-
ness distributed around the waist is as flat as 
possible by means of pleating. When the hem 
circumference is greater than the amount of 
fabric at the waist because a section or more 
is gored, the pyramidal shape appeared and 
then evolved into variations of the backward 
thrust. The skirt is flat and relatively vertical 
in center front while a great circle spreads out 
from the sides of the figure to culminate in a 
train, polonaise, or bustle.

Let us look to the origins of the fashions that 
found their way to the United States in the 
1860s.

A generalization which commonly appears in 
the literature is that the maximum size of the 
crinoline had been reached by 1860, only four 
years after the invention of the flexible frame 
of steel bands in 1856.

Shall one assume that the skirt had also 
reached its maximum circumference?

Norah Waugh says that, “In order to hang 
well over the new-shaped crinoline and to 
add everincreasing width round the base, 
skirts were gored from 1860—the gores being 
sewn straight to cross in order to throw the 
skirt out behind.”256 Janet Arnold finds that 
gored skirts are described in Le Follet as early 
as December 1859.257 However, the dress of 
1861-1863 which she describes with a pattern 
layout is cut without gores in spite of its hem 
circumference of 182 inches.

There is a general impression among author-
ities that the size of the hem circumference 

was exaggerated—by whom would be hard to 
document. Certainly, the cartoonist used the 
crinoline and its skirt as an object of comic 
situations. D. L. Moore claims that, “A dress 
measuring six yards round the hem is most 
exceptional. The steel-hooped framework it-
self seldom has a circumference of more than 
three yards.”258 

Notice that not a single dress from the United 
States in our sample reached the suggested 
fashion ideal of 216 inches for the hem cir-
cumference. Nine dresses from the United 
States were classified within the 1860-1863 
period. Only two out of nine had been cut 
with gores, and there is a possibility that they 
belong to the mid-decade. Arnold’s dress of 
1860-1863 at least confirms that not all En-
glish skirts from 1860-1863 were gored. We 
can say with assurance that both European 
and American skirts were gored from about 
1865 to 1870, and yes, Mr. Cunnington, there 
were the two types: the afternoon dress with 
a train and the walking dress. The hitched-up 
(or looped) skirt never appeared in our sam-
ple, but we have Winslow Homer’s "Croquet 
Scene," 1866, as evidence that American wom-
en also adopted the style.

There appears to be some disagreement, or at 
least uncertainty, expressed about the prac-
tice of wearing the crinoline frame in England 
and France. The abandonment of the crinoline 
by Empress Eugénie and Empress Elisabeth of 
Austria and then by Queen Victoria, as a wid-
ow, was rumored early in the 1860s.

Englishwomen apparently found the discom-
forts (and dangers) of the crinoline frame 
inhibiting. In any case, decline gradually took 
place. The crinoline was flattened in front, 
reduced in size, and the hoops were located 
from the knees down. It is estimated that in 
the realm of high fashion, the crinoline frame 
as such disappeared about 1868. The end may 
have been accelerated by the introduction of 
the “polonaise” for an afternoon dress in 1867 
by Charles Worth in Paris.259 
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For comparison, Godey’s published in the 
March 1866 issue the following: “The protests 
against the crinoline have made but little im-
pression upon society. Our dictum is, that the 
crinoline is far from being abolished, though, 
of course, the shapes vary, and the size is in-
creased or restricted to suit the prevailing style 
of dress.”260 

Conclusions

It is very important to recognize that much 
of the information we have gathered about 
French and English fashions relates to high 
fashion and not to what would probably be 
found in collections of regional historical soci-
eties and small museums.

As documentation of provenance and wearer is 
seldom firm, a tentative date should be given 
a garment until knowledge of predominant 
characteristics of a comparable group of dress-
es can be put to good use in positioning the 
garments along the timeline. It is a balancing 
act of weighing many factors. For example, 
one dress was rescued from an 1840s collec-
tion when an appraiser recognized that the 

sleeves were not the fitted bias sleeve of the 
1840s and that the box pleats in series form-
ing inverted stacked pleats was not the skirt 
method of the 1840s. In another instance, 
the donor thought the dress was worn by her 
grandmother on a trip to Boston in the 1850s. 
When we found the vivid purple silk had been 
dyed with the new synthetic dye stuff of the 
1860s, we could reassess other characteris-
tics which, in combination, changed the date 
of the family legend. There are other similar 
experiences where the predominant charac-
teristics of1860s day dresses were applied 
in identifying unknowns and, taken together 
with an open mind, were shown to support 
the validity of the subsequent date.

It does seem remarkable that the Civil War of 
the United States apparently did not have a 
significant impact on stylistic developments. 
No major interruption in evolutionary devel-
opment was detected. But what about the 
daily clothing practices of the people during 
the Civil War and during western expansion? 
Much more extensive research is required to 
document those changes. 
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Carte de visite. Clearly a lady of liesure, style and taste, if not entirely à 
la mode. She appears reluctant to place her finely gloved hand on the 
dirty studio chair but it allows a glimpse of an admirable wrist orna-
ment. The moiré silk is very fine and perfectly styled. It is not necess-
sarily black; early photographic techniques rendered color differently 
from our modern ones. Imagine this as a red or green dress!

x  SWG
2003.053

Collection of Susan Greene



635  CHAPTER 9 - THE SEVENTH DECADE: 1860 - 1870

Measurements of Dresses 96 - 119

° Research asssesed date by Elsie McMurry
CU Cornell University, College of Human Ecology, Ithaca, NY

 EFM Private collection of E.F. McMurray, Ithaca, NY
 MFAB  Museum of Fine Arts, Boston, MA 
 THC The History Center in Tompkins County, Ithaca, NY

Research Assessed Date° ca 1860 ca 1860  ca 1860 ca 1860

Specimen 96 MFAB 50.474 97 THC 78.31.1 98 CU 98.22.03 99 CU 67

Donor Cabot & Robes Wilde McMurray Ryan

Original wearer Unknown Hitchcock Unknown McElheny

Provenance United States New York City Poughkeepskie, NY Dryden, NY

Fabric silk taffeta cotton muslin cotton muslin print cotton check

Width 27.5 32.0 32.25 27.375

Ground color purple lavender, brown white green & white

Bodice CF length to waist 7.25 9.375 8.125 10.75

Length, waist [to] hem, front: 4.875

Bodice CB length to waist 13.5 9.625 8.125 13.25

Length, waist to hem, back 4.75

CF to side seam at waist 6.875 6.0

CB to side seam at waist 2.875 6.0

Bodice waist circumference 24.875 20.75 22.0 22.5

Across shoulder seam 7.375 1.875 1.5 8.0

Bodice underarm length to waist 6.25 6.25 6.0 5.0

Narrowest back: 14.25

Sleeve type bell very short very short bishop

Armscye 13.0 11.625 11.25 11.5

Upper sleeve circumference 14.25 21.0

Sleeve ending circumference 6.25

Outer side seam length 13.25 4.625 7.75 20.5

Underarm sleeve length 7.625 3.625 17.75

Skirt CF length 38.625 39.0 39.625 39.25

Skirt CB length 42.25 40.0 42.0 42.375

Skirt R side length 43.0 39.0 41.625

Skirt waist circumference

Skirt hem circumference 138.25 160.0 144.0 151.875

See Appendix 15 for gore dimensions

Footnotes W H, wb  wb W, wb
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THE SEVENTH DECADE 1860 - 1870

ca 1860 ca 1860-1865 ca 1860-1865 ca 1862-1865 ca 1862-66

100 CU 65 102 CU 95.01.06 101 CU 55 103 THC 78.138.1 105 CU 3897

Ryan Brumsted Metzger Sharp Metzger

McElheny Coe Bartlett Knowles Bartlett

Dryden, NY Batavia, NY Upstate NY Upstate NY Otego, NY

cotton muslin print silk taffeta silk satin plaid silk taffeta plaid wool barége plaid

23.0 27.25 24.0 18.125 22.0

white black purple & black lavender beige

10.75 11.625 12.25 12.5

12.25 14.0 14.5 15.375

5.875 10.25 6.75 8.0

5.75 4.125 4.25 4.25

22.0 28.25 26.0 25.0

7.0 7.625 8.5 8.25 8.75

6.5 7.25 6.25 7.0

14.0 13.25

bishop 2 piece 2 piece 2 piece 2 piece

12.5 12.25 13.0 11.75 11.75

23.0 14.875 14.0 17.0 14.0

5.75 8.75 6.25 7.75 8.0

20.0 22.0 21.0 20.0 20.5

17.25 18.5 19.0 15.5 16.0

34.5 38.375 38.5 38.0

36.0 38.625 41.5 40.75

39.0 39.0 40.0

24.0 24.0 25.0 25.875

152.0 133.75 142.0 136.5 113.5

Gored Gored

wb H H, W W W,wb

H All hand sewn
W  Wool braid present on edge of skirt hem.

OS Overskirt
wb A waistband is present which is not included in the bodice or skirt measurement. 

t The skirt has a train
   All measurements were done flat with a dressmaker’s tape measure to the nearest 1/8 inch.

Research 
Assessed 
Dateﾰ
Specimen
Donor
Original wearer
Provenance
Fabric
Width
Ground color
Bodice CF 
length 
to waist
Length, waist 
[to] hem, 
front:
Bodice CB 
length 
to waist
Length, waist 
to hem, 
back
CF to side 
seam 
at waist
CB to side 
seam 
at waist
Bodice waist 
circumferenceAcross shoulder 
seamBodice underarm 
length 
to waist
Narrowest 
back:Sleeve type

Armscye
Upper sleeve 
circumferenceSleeve ending 
circumferenceOuter side 
seam 
length
Underarm 
sleeve 
length
Skirt CF length
Skirt CB length
Skirt R side 
lengthSkirt waist 
circumferenceSkirt hem 
circumferenceSee Appendix 
15 
for gore 
dimensions

Footnotes
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Measurements of Dresses 96 - 119 cont'd

Research Assessed Date° ca 1863 ca 1863 ca 1863 ca 1862-1865

Specimen 106 CU 72 107 CU 1 107 CU 1 104 THC 74.64.15

Donor Brown Alleman Speed

Original wearer Smith Unknown blouse Speed

Provenance Niagara Falls, NY Clifton Spr., NY Ithaca, NY

Fabric Wool challis silk taffeta warp print silk muslin silk dobby

Width 23.0 21.25 18.0

Ground color red-purple ecru ecru moss green

Bodice CF length to waist 13.5 12.875 13.375

Length, waist [to] hem, front:

Bodice CB length to waist 15.25 16.875 15.875

Length, waist to hem, back

CF to side seam at waist 7.25 11.0 7.75 8.75

CB to side seam at waist 5.375 7.625 4.0 2.625

Bodice waist circumference 27.75

Across shoulder seam 8.75 8.5 8.625 9.0

Bodice underarm length to waist 6.75 6.75 7.0 7.25

Narrowest back: 13.75

Sleeve type bell bell short 2 piece

Armscye 12.5 12.5 11.625 12.125

Upper sleeve circumference 13.5 11.375 14.0

Sleeve ending circumference 36.0 16.0 10.5 8.0

Outer side seam length 18.0 15.25  4.25 19.625

Underarm sleeve length 11.25 12.5 3.25 15.75

Skirt CF length 41.5 40.5 40.875

Skirt CB length 43.0 41.0 46.0

Skirt R side length 41.75 44.0

Skirt waist circumference 23.125 22.5

Skirt hem circumference 136.0 164.75 136.75

See Appendix 15 for gore dimensions

Footnotes H, W W W

° Research asssesed date by Elsie McMurry
CU Cornell University, College of Human Ecology, Ithaca, NY

 EFM Private collection of E.F. McMurray, Ithaca, NY
 MFAB  Museum of Fine Arts, Boston, MA 
 THC The History Center in Tompkins County, Ithaca, NY
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THE SEVENTH DECADE 1860 - 1870

ca 1863-65 ca 1863-65 ca 1865-68 ca 1865-68 ca 1865-68

108 CU 82 109 MFAB 44.810 110 CU 2512 111 CU 4076 114 THC x 76.53.202

Van Rensselaer Crampton Williams Laux Unknown

Van Rensselaer Unknown Williams Dowsley Unknown

Upstate NY France Ohio Troy, NY Upstate NY

silk taffela plaid silk taffeta silk taffeta silk taffeta silk poplin

26.625 22.0 18.0 18.625 19.25

green gray purple dark green brown

13.0 13.0 14.625 13.0 13.25

9.125 10.625

15.25 13.375 16.75 15.125 14.25

1.75 6.75

8.325 8.25 6.0 9.5

4.5  5.25 5.75 2.75

8.125 7.75 9.5 8.75 9.0

7.0 7.25 8.125 7.5

15.5

2 piece bell 2 piece 2 piece 2 piece

12.0 15.375 13.75 12.375 14.75

16.0 12.5 17.0 14.0

8.875 28.875 8.375 10.0 8.75

20.0 21.5 23.0 19.375 21.5

14.375 13.25 16.5 15.75 18.25

42.625 38.75 42.0 40.375 38.125

41.375 47.5 48.5 54.25 39.0

45.0 45.0

24.25 25.5 27.0 22.75 24.0

148.625 119.0 176.0 164.0 110.0

Gored Gored Gored

W, H W, H, OS W W,T W

 H All hand sewn
 W  Wool braid present on edge of skirt hem.
 OS Overskirt
 wb A waistband is present which is not included in the bodice or skirt measurement. 
 t The skirt has a train
   All measurements were done flat with a dressmaker’s tape measure to the nearest 1/8 inch.

Research 
Assessed 
Dateﾰ
Specimen
Donor

Original 
wearerProvenance
Fabric

Width
Ground 
colorBodice CF 
length 
to 
waist

Length, 
waist 
[to] 
hem, 
front:

Bodice CB 
length 
to 
waist

Length, 
waist 
to 
hem, 
back

CF to side 
seam 
at 
waist

CB to side 
seam 
at 
waist

Bodice waist 
circumferenceAcross shoulder 
seamBodice underarm 
length 
to 
waist

Narrowest 
back:Sleeve type

Armscye
Upper sleeve 
circumferenceSleeve ending 
circumferenceOuter side 
seam 
length
Underarm 
sleeve 
length
Skirt CF 
lengthSkirt CB 
lengthSkirt R side 
lengthSkirt waist 
circumferenceSkirt hem 
circumferenceSee Appendix 
15 
for gore 
dimensions

Footnotes
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Research Assessed Date° ca 1865-1868 1868 ca 1868 ca 1868-1869

Specimen 112 CU 73 113 CU 69 116 MFAB 52.1653 115 THC x 76.53.192

Donor A relative Smelzer  Childs Unknown

Original wearer Starkweather Townsend Unknown Unknown

Provenance England Lodi, NY United States Unknown

Fabric silk taffeta silk taffeta plaid alpaca wool  silk taffeta

Width 22.75 18.0 30.0 21.0

Ground color blue purple white golden brown

Bodice CF length to waist 12.5 12.625 12.625 11.5

Length, waist [to] hem, front: 3.0

Bodice CB length to waist 14.25 14.625 14.625 13.375

Length, waist to hem, back 4.25

CF to side seam at waist 8.125 6.375 7.375

CB to side seam at waist 4.75 4.125 4.25

Bodice waist circumference 23.25

Across shoulder seam 7.75 8.5 7.625 7.5

Bodice underarm length to waist 5.75 7.0 7.0 5.5

Narrowest back: 14.5 11.5 14.375

Sleeve type 2 piece 2 piece 2 piece 2 piece

Armscye 16.0 10.75 13.375 13.375

Upper sleeve circumference 15.75

Sleeve ending circumference 8.625 9.0 9.125 8.875

Outer side seam length 22.75 20.25 18.0 20.25

Underarm sleeve length 18.25 16.0  14.5 16.75

Skirt CF length 41.25 39.0 37.875 39.0

Skirt CB length 58.5 42.75 48.0 56.5

Skirt R side length 39.0 40.0 39.875

Skirt waist circumference 25.0 20.5 22.5 25.0

Skirt hem circumference 171.5 169.0 174.875 172.0

See Appendix 15 for gore dimensions Gored Gored Gored Gored

Footnotes T W, t, wb

Measurements of Dresses 96 - 119 cont'd

 ° Research asssesed date by Elsie McMurry
 CU Cornell University, College of Human Ecology, Ithaca, NY
 EFM Private collection of E.F. McMurray, Ithaca, NY
 MFAB  Museum of Fine Arts, Boston, MA 
 THC The History Center in Tompkins County, Ithaca, NY
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THE SEVENTH DECADE 1860 - 1870

ca 1869 Nov. 1869 1869-1870

117 CU 63 118 CU 2722 119 CU 2

Remey Ward Babcock

Mason Harrison Alward

Washington, DC Upstate NY England

silk faille silk faille silk faille

23.25 26.5 21.875

cinnamon wine red wine

13.25 12.875 11.75

23.75
13.0 15.375 14.75

6.375

9.75 8.25 5.875

4.0 5 3.625 7.37

26.5

8.0 7.25 8.625

7.75 6.5 6.875

13.625

2 piece 2 piece 2 piece

16.0 16.125 13.5

16.5 13.75 16.75

9.0 9.5 11.75

21.0 23.0 19.875

16.5 18.625 14.75

41.125 42.5 41.25

43.0 60.0 45.0

44.25 45.5

24.25 25.5 26.5

115.25 163.375 180.0

Gored Gored Gored

T W, H

 H All hand sewn
 W  Wool braid present on edge of skirt hem.
 OS Overskirt
 wb A waistband is present which is not included in the bodice or skirt measurement. 
 t The skirt has a train
    All measurements were done flat with a dressmaker’s tape measure to the nearest 1/8 inch.

Research 
Assessed 
DateﾰSpecimen
Donor
Original wearer
Provenance
Fabric

Width
Ground color
Bodice CF 
length 
to 
waist

Length, waist 
[to] 
hem, 
front:

Bodice CB 
length 
to 
waist

Length, waist 
to hem, 
back
CF to side 
seam 
at waist
CB to side 
seam 
at waist
Bodice waist 
circumferenceAcross shoulder 
seamBodice underarm 
length 
to 
waist

Narrowest 
back:Sleeve type

Armscye
Upper sleeve 
circumferenceSleeve ending 
circumferenceOuter side 
seam 
length
Underarm 
sleeve 
length
Skirt CF length
Skirt CB length
Skirt R side 
lengthSkirt waist 
circumferenceSkirt hem 
circumferenceSee Appendix 
15 
for gore 
dimensions

Footnotes
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Frontispiece of Abba Woolson's 1874 Dress Reform. The exam-
ples of decorous Martha Washington, and Venus de Milo in her 
natural state, put the current fashion follies to shame.
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Greatly to be reprehended was the 
woman, so frequently met, whose mind 
was "bounded on the north by her 

servants, on the east by her children, on the 
south by her ailments, and on the west by her 
clothes'."261 

So great was the concern about the status of 
American women and the impeding nature 
of their clothing that a series of lectures was 
delivered in Boston during the spring of 1874, 
“. . .their purpose was to arouse women to a 
knowledge of physical laws, to show them how 
their dress defies these laws, and what differ-
ent garments they should adopt.” Four of the 
five lecturers were female physicians of recog-
nized ability and position. They appealed to 
women who were likely to influence the ma-
jority of women in their communities—some 
played on their listeners’ moral senses—to 
avoid wearing the styles of clothing that many 
women should not or could not afford to emu-
late.262 

To persons confronted with such social issues 
as women’s suffrage, higher education for 

Chapter 10: The Eighth Decade 
1870-1880

women, physical education, dress reform, and 
even the Aesthetic Movement, the decade of 
the 1870s must have been both stimulating 
and disturbing.

Our nation was expanding at a rapid rate. Cul-
turally wealthy Americans looked to Europe 
for models of decorum. The success of an 
American family man was measured in part by 
his ability to provide as evidenced by modish 
dress displayed by the women of the family.

Our purpose throughout this book has been 
to identify what style of dresses American 
women wore. It is for the social historian and 
others to deal with the cause and effect fac-
tors which contribute to the explanation of 
why they wore what they did.

In any case, to become familiar with the 
intricate characteristics of the dresses of the 
decade is a real asset—a prerequisite to un-
derstanding the status of women at least as 
expressed through dress.

Greatly to be reprehended was the woman, so frequently 
met, whose mind was "bounded on the 
north by her servants, on the east by her children, 
on the south by her ailments, and on the 
west by her clothes'."261
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Points of Historic Reference

LEADERS

England

• Queen Victoria (born 1819, died 1901)—ruled from 1837-1901
• Consort, Prince Albert of Saxe-Coburg-Gotha, died 

1861

France

• The Second Empire
• Napoleon III, Emperor from 1852-1870

• Empress Eugénie (born 1826, died 1920)
• The Third French Republic (formed after the Siege of Paris in 

January, 1871)

The United States of America

• Ulysses S. Grant, president from March 4, 1869, to March 3, 
1877

• Julia Dent Grant (born 1826, died 1902)
• Rutherford B. Hayes, president from March 4, 1877, to March 3, 

1881
• Lucy Ware Webb Hayes (born 1831, died 1889)
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EVENTS

England

• Queen Victoria’s son, Albert Edward, the Prince of Wales, and his 
wife Alexandra, Princess of Denmark, were very influential in the 
world of fashion through the media of world press and countless 
photographs made of their public appearances.

• The two great English statesmen were William Gladstone, Prime 
Minister from 1868 to 1874, succeeded by Benjamin Disraeli, 
1874 to 1880. (Second ministry for Gladstone, 1880 to 1885.)

France

• At the fall of the Second Empire in 1870, the Empress Eugénie 
fled from Paris to England.263 Napoleon III was captured by the 
Germans but was later released. He died in England in 1873.

• Political events of the early 1870s greatly affected the fashion 
industry of France. According to Elizabeth Ann Coleman in her 
book, The Opulent Era, these directly affected the operations 
at the House of Worth in the winter of 1870, necessitating con-
verting workrooms into emergency wards to receive the overflow 
from the hospitals. During the Siege of Paris the House of Worth 
was closed.264 By 1872, however, the haute couture was recov-
ering its position of leadership, in part due to the demands of 
British and American clients.

The United States

• In 1873, Mark Twain and Charles Dudley Warner wrote The Gild-
ed Age, the epithet fixed upon the period extending from the 
end of the Civil War through the Panic of 1873. New economic 
and social conditions increased industrial development, shift-
ing production of many consumer goods from the home to the 
factory. Upon the completion of the transcontinental railroads, 
western expansion accelerated.

• Rulers of the Industrial Age who amassed great fortunes were:265 
• Railroads: Jay Gould, William H. Vanderbilt, Leland Stan-

ford, Collis P. Huntington, James J. Hill, Edward H. Harri-
man.

• Steel: Andrew Carnegie, Henry C. Frick.
• Oil: The Rockefellers, Henry H. Rogers, James D. Arch-

bold, Stephen V. Harkness.
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• Meat Packing: Philip D. Armour, Gustavus F. Swift
• Minerals: William A. Clark, John William MacKay, The Guggenhe-

ims.
• Banking: Jay Cooke, James Stillman, John D. Rockefeller, J. Pier-

pont Morgan.
• By the end of the 1870s most state colleges and universities had officia

ly admitted women students. Colleges established for women only were: 
Vassar in 1865, Mount Holyoke and Smith in 1871, Wellesley in 1875, and 
others.

• The dress reform movement was endorsed by both the National Woman 
Suffrage Association and the American Woman Suffrage Association in their 
publications, but the most vigorous support came from the New England 
Women’s Club.266 In Boston in 1870 there were 74 women physicians out 
of a total of 468 physicians.267 

• Inventions which advanced the quality of life were the telegraph (1860s), 
telephone (1876), typewriter (practical by 1878), plumbing and central 
heating during the 1870s.

• Rapid expansion of the textile industry was due in part to increased use of 
steam power and to the adoption of advanced English and French ma-
chinery. The rapid advances in the apparel industries coincided with new 
societal needs as a result of the rise of the cities, the increase in manpower 
resulting from European immigration, and a rising standard of living.

• A new style of merchandising was exemplified by Lord and Taylors and R. 
H. Macy’s. “The firms of Montgomery Ward and Sears, Roebuck and Com-
pany were both started in the last quarter of the nineteenth century at a 
time when department stores were also soliciting orders that were filled by 
mail.”268 

• At the 1875 Philadelphia Centennial Exhibition, according to Claudia Kid-
well, “The Mme. Demorest. . . display included a dress cutting system with 
a perforated tool and hundreds of sized paper patterns.”269 
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Early paper patterns, ca 1870.

Susan Greene Collection/Genesee Country Village & Museum           Photo by Susan Greene
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Because of the complexity of the 1870s 
dresses, the researcher saves time by know-
ing what to look for before examining bulky, 
often heavy, garments composed of several 
layers.

Fabrics: One would assume that after the 
Civil War, cotton and wool would be more 
evident, but silk dresses seem to turn up 
more frequently in collections.

Dress Design: In ferreting out the identify-
ing characteristics of a dress, separate the 
basic structure from the superstructure 
created with trimming. An 1870s dress 
may have several parts to it, or it may be 
one piece but still very complex.

 The most important feature to be aware of 
is the silhouette which emphasizes a dra-
matic back thrust. This effect is created in 
various ways: by an overskirt, by stiffened 
lining in the basic back skirt, or by an intri-
cate system of tie-backs, which will appear 
as typical in the second half of the decade.

 In the 1870s a simulated vest, an integral 
part of the structure, was seen frequently. 
It extended, like the rest of the garment, 
beyond the waistline ending often in waist-
coat points.

 The basque front is fitted closely to the 
body by two bust darts and a new type 
of dart called a “fish dart,” placed paral-
lel with the natural waistline above the 
hipbone. It is approximately three inch-
es long, about ½ inch in the center, and 
tapered to both ends. This dart was neces-
sary to take up the pucker that would exist 
in the side front because the basque does 
not have a waistline seam.

 The basque back is cut in the princess 
style; that is, it is divided into vertical 

What to Look For: 1870 - 1880

sections making it easier to fit the garment 
closely to the body. The traditional back 
panel continued in the basque; toward the 
end of the decade you will find that the 
panel seams extended up to the shoulder 
seams rather than to the armscye seams. 
The coattail, which may have been vented, 
flared, or pleated, drew attention to the 
back.

Overskirt: Three major types of overskirts 
appeared: a very long and draped coattail, 
a removable separate entity with its own 
waistband, or an overskirt that was at-
tached to the basic skirt. Several methods 
were used to project the overskirt from the 
basic skirt; such as, shirring to create hori-
zontal folds, deep horizontal tucks, a system 
of tie-backs.

Basic Skirt: Fullness around the top of the 
skirt was manipulated so that the front 
gore was smooth and fitted, contrasting 
with the drapery pulled to the sides and 
back. Most skirts had elaborate horizon-
tal borders to unite the front skirt design 
with that of the back. A few skirts still had 
trains.

Construction Details: This is a period of 
transition from making garments by hand 
to making them by machine. It is important 
to note which areas, if any, have been hand 
sewn. For example, are the armscye seams 
still hand sewn? It has been suggested that 
the consumer was so in love with the sew-
ing machine that there was a great deal of 
outside stitching in view.

 When did elastic tape appear?

 Most dresses were elaborately, almost ex-
cessively, trimmed. Knife pleating in rows 
was a favorite device.
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Peterson's Magazine - Les Modes Parisiennes, October 1869
2000.138

Collection of Susan Greene
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Compared Specimens from 1870 - 1880

Accession Number RAD°  Date Donor/Wearer Provenance

120 CU 47 1870 ca 1870 Langdon/Langdon Elmira, NY

121 Private/On Loan 1872 ca 1872 Brown/Schmeck Niagara Falls, NY

122 THC 1986.112 1873-1874 ca 1873-1875 Smelzer/Townsend Lodi, NY

123 CU 45 1875 1875 Langdon/Langdon Elmira, NY

124 CU 59 1875 1875 Phillips/Geisler Philadelphia, PA

125 CU 61 1875 1875 Ellis/Pitts Honeoye, NY

126 CU 1837 1875 1875 Hobson/Hobson Cork, Ireland

127 CU 2994 1875-1878 ca1875-1878 Unknown/Unknown Unknown

128 THC 74.64.9 1875-78 ca 1875-78 Speed/Speed Dryden, NY

129 THC 1987.24.1 1878 1878 Quick/Bull Ithaca, NY

130 THC x 76.53.279 1878-79 ca 1878-79 Unknown/Unknown Unknown

 °RAD Researched assessed date by Elsie McMurry
 CU Costume Collection, College of Human Ecology, Cornell University, Ithaca, NY
 THC The History Center in Tompkins County, Ithaca, NY
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120
Dress Date: ca 1870

From: Costume Collection, Cornell University
Accession Number: 47

Donor: Jervis Langdon and his sister, Ida Langdon
Wearer: Probably worn by Ida Clark Langdon about the time of her   

 marriage to Charles Jervis Langdon.
Provenance: Elmira, New York

Description: The dress is composed of three 
pieces: bodice, overskirt, and basic skirt. 

Fabric: All of the pieces are made of a light-
weight silk taffeta which, from a distance, 
appears to be a dull gold color but actual-
ly is a pinstripe composed of alternating 
stripes of taupe gray and gold. The selvedge 
is a¼ inch stripe of the gray. A brilliant cy-
clamen pink silk taffeta is used as trimming 
for applied bias strips, facings, and some 
buttons. [Note the extreme fading from 
oxidation. SWG]

Bodice: The neckline is cut high and close 
and is finished with a fine corded piping. A 
simulated collar applied to the bodice front 
consists of four, overlapping, folded, bias 
strips—pink, gold pinstripe, and two pink— 
and is completed with a bias box-pleated 
frill (about 1¼ inches wide) faced with 
cyclamen pink. This collar effect follows 
the curve of the basic neckline around the 
back, continues across the shoulder seams, 
and ends on center front 8¼ inches down 
from the basic neckline. The terminal is 
covered with a structural bow of bias pin-
stripe faced with pink. The shoulder seam 
is shorter and less sloping than that charac-
teristic of the 1860s.

The center front closure extends from the 
base of the neck to just far enough beyond 
the natural waistline to conceal the skirt 
waistband. It laps from right over left and
fastens with eight buttons and worked but-
tonholes. The flat buttons are covered with 
the gold pinstripe cut on a bias.

The bodice is shaped with the traditional 
two boned bust darts on each side. The 
bodice hem across the front to the side 
seams is not curved; it is horizontal and 
coincides with the natural waistline. The 
bottom of the bodice is belted with a struc-
tural belt 1½ inches wide which terminates 
in a pointed shape to fasten on center front 
with a large brass hook and loop (such as 
was characteristic of the 1860s belts). It is 
applied at the side back seam. The belt on 
the visible side is composed of overlapping 
bias strips of pink silk.

The back of the basque is cut princess style 
and is very precise. The traditional back 
panel is divided by a center back seam. The 
panel seams, which measures 1¼ inch-
es on each side of the center back at the 
waistline, curve upward to terminate about 
midpoint of the armscye seam.

The structural coattail is formed from the 
extension of the side back section. The 
pleated fullness of the coattail, included in 
the side back but not in the center back 
section, is pushed back into cascading folds 
and handsewn to the waistline on center 
back. Large, flat, pink buttons are placed 
just below the waistline so that they appear 
to hold down the folds.

Sleeve: The coat-style sleeve is composed of 
two lengthwise pieces and ends with a rel-
atively large turned-up cuff. The cuff is cut
on bias, stiffened with an interlining, and 
faced with pink. It appears to button with 
two large flat buttons covered with cycla-

Specimen 120
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men pink silk. The armscye seam is finished 
with corded piping.

Basic Skirt: The form of the skirt is created 
by seven gored sections. It is relatively flat 
in front with the hem fullness thrust out 
from the sides and back to culminate in 
a slight train in center back. The arrange-
ment of fullness around the top of the skirt 
is as follows: (1) through center front the 
section is smooth and flat for a distance 
of about 63⁄8 inches, (2) box pleats on the 
sides are each about 2½ inches wide, (3) 
across the back on each side of the center 
back closure are 4¼ inches of cartridge 
pleats.

 The impressive border for the entire cir-
cumference of the bottom of the skirt is 
composed of the following parts, described 
from the hem upwards: (1) a bias frill of 
a single thickness of the dress fabric (4½ 
inches wide) with the hand-gathered crest 
of the frill faced with the pink which is 
visible as a corded edge; (2) above the frill 
are three rows of folded bias strips of pink, 
spaced about 5⁄8 inches apart and each 7⁄8 
inches wide; (3) this border is repeated 
once with the frill and the three rows of 
pink strips. There are no visible stitches—
either hand or machine. The hem itself is 
rigidly supported with a deep seven-inch 
facing of bias tailor’s canvas which turns up 
over the fine, firm, glazed cotton lining of 
the skirt. The dress fabric is turned up on 
the tailor’s canvas about 1½ inches, but its 
edge is protected by a tan wool braid.

Overskirt: The overskirt is symmetrical, each 
half composed of two widths of the pin-

striped silk taffeta joined on the selvedges. 
It is open down the center back and closes 
on the waistband with a hook and a loop.

 The center front is seamed for a distance of 
13 inches and is accented with three struc-
tural bows of bias-cut pinstripe faced with 
pink.

 The fullness around the top of the skirt is 
controlled as follows: out from the center 
front seam the surface is smooth and flat, 
then follows ten deep pleats folded toward 
the back. As they fold over the sides of the 
figure they become quite bias and contrib-
ute to the bouffant effect. The closure in 
center back is concealed by the tailpieces 
and the coattail of the basque.

Tailpieces: The tailpieces are very structural 
and designed so that each piece is 5 inches 
wide, cut on bias, lined with a stiffening, 
and faced with pink. They fasten at the 
waist under the basque coattail. The first 
loop is 10�3⁄8 inches from the waist, and the 
second loop is 18¾ inches from the waist; 
the total length is 30½ inches.

Construction Details: The bodice, sleeves, 
and basic skirt are lined with a fine, glazed 
cotton. A fine white linen casing encloses 
the bones in the darts, side seams, and cen-
ter back. A petersham, or dressmaker’s belt, 
hooks on center front. The sleeves are at-
tached with hand stitches; all other seams 
are machine stitched (which are coming 
unlocked). Wool braid binding protects the 
hem.
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CU 47, ca 1870

DRESS 120

Photos by Susan Greene
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DRESS 120

DRESS 120

CU 47, ca 1870

Photos by Susan Greene
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DRESS 120

Photo by Susan Greene
CU 47, ca 1870
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Photos by Susan Greene
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DRESS 120
CU 47, ca 1870

OVERSKIRT 
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BACK
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121
 Dress Date: ca 1872
 From: Private Collection, Elizabeth Schmeck Brown
 Wearer  Mary Frances Smith married Joseph Henry Schmeck in May,  
  1872 in La Salle, NY, (now a part of Niagara Falls). She was  
  born in 1850 and her husband was born in 1847. Their grand  
  daughter is Elizabeth Schmeck Brown.
 Provenance: Niagara Falls, NY

Description: This trousseau dress has the dis-
tinction of having been exhibited in Scot-
land in 1989 for the Edinburgh Festival. 270

The dress is composed of three parts: the 
basque polonaise (this basque has a long 
coattail), the looped front apron, and the 
basic skirt. 

Fabric: The fabric of all three pieces is a wool 
plaid identified as MacEwan tartan. In scale 
the plaid is bold, but in color it is relatively 
cool and subdued. Predominant blue and 
green stripes are bordered with a neutral 
yellow and black and enlivened with a nar-
row red stripe.

Basque: The neckline is high and close and is 
bound with machine-stitched black tape. 
A white embroidered collar would be at-
tached. The shoulder seam is sloping but 
less so than in the 1860s. The armscye 
seam is outlined with corded black velvet.

The front bodice (or the body of the 
basque) is cut on straight grain, shaped 
with two boned bust darts on each side, 
and extends in length beyond the natural 
waistline by 5½ inches.

The closure is in center front and laps right 
over left  It is fastened with ten black vel-
vet buttons and hand-worked buttonholes. 
Space was allowed at the neck for a brooch.

Black velvet cording formed in a pattern of 
scallops is applied to the plaid on each side 
of the closure. It continues around the back 

of the neck and terminates in a full scallop 
just visible below the white collar. This bold 
embellishment suggests a vest effect.

The total back is cut princess style and 
includes the draped skirt, which in length 
just clears the flounce of the basic skirt.

From the natural waist to the shoulders, the 
back cut appears to be traditional. The cen-
ter back seam begins at the neckline and 
ends at the hemline of the basque skirt. 
The back panel across the natural waistline 
measures about 2 inches, or 7⁄8 to 1 inch on 
each side of the center back. It spreads up-
wards to the point where the seams meet 
the armscye seams, the distance across 
being 14½ inches.

Below the waist the basque skirt becomes a 
draped projection from the body. The back 
of the basque skirt begins at the side seams 
and forms the full circle of the coattail. The 
coattail repeats the scalloped edge. The 
drapery is formed by seven horizontal folds 
of fabric. These folds are not looped up 
with tapes. The applied black velvet bows 
nesting in the drapery across the hipline 
give the effect of holding the drapery in 
position.

Sleeve: The two-piece coat-style sleeve has a 
large bias-cut cuff turned up. The contour 
of the cuff has a calloped edge bound with 
black velvet. There is no discernible fullness 
in the sleeve cap. The seam which meets 
the back panel seam at the armscye follows 
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Trousseau Dress, ca 1872
DRESS 121
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the triceps muscle and is shaped to accom-
modate the elbow bend. It terminates at 
the wrist in line with the little finger.

Front overskirt or apron: The apron, mount-
ed on a waistband, is cut on straight grain. 
On center front it measures 25¾ inches so 
that it just clears the flounce of the basic 
skirt. On the right side it is tacked to the 
side-seam of the bodice, while on the left
side it is fastened with a metal hook and 
loop. When the wearer has everything in 
place, the apron is fastened, and then the 
front of the basque is brought down over 
the waistband and is buttoned up center 
front. The basque polonaise appears to lap 
over the apron front. Although the front is 
entirely separate from the back, they ap-
pear to form the total overskirt.

Basic Skirt: The skirt consists of six gores: 
center front, two side front sections, two 
side back sections, and one center back. 
Considering the weight of the layers of 
wool fabric over the abdomen and hips, it is 
surprising to find that the dressmaker had 
not substituted a lightweight lining fabric in 
areas hidden by the overskirt—a procedure 
often followed.

 The center front section and the front side 
sections are flat, except for a shallow pleat 
over each seam. Gathering starts at the side 
backs of the skirt, becoming tightly gauged 
across the back.

 The bottom of the skirt is embellished with 
a bias-cut flounce 13 inches deep with a 
scalloped hem bound in black velvet and 
placed so that its hemline is above the ba-
sic skirt’s hemline by about 2½ inches. The 
attachment of the flounce is distinctive: (1) 
a straight edge of the top, bound in black 
velvet, is attached to the skirt horizontally 
for about 6 inches; (2) then this edge is 
allowed to drop free in a V-shaped drapery; 
(3) the attachment of the straight edge of 
6 inches is repeated. The rhythm of this re-
peat continues for the entire circumference 
of the skirt.

Construction Details: Most of the dress, 
except for hand finishing, is machine sewn. 
The armscye seam is sewn by machine, al-
though hand sewing is a typical procedure. 
All of the corded velvet is applied by hand, 
and the buttonholes are handworked. In ad-
dition to boning for the bust darts, the side 
seams also are made rigid with boning.

 The bodice lining is of brown cambric, and 
the entire basic skirt is lined with blue 
paper cambric. A double ruffl of the blue 
cambric supports the bustle effect in center 
back. The hem is finished with stiffening 
and braid.
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122
Dress Date: ca 1873-1874

From: The History Center in Tompkins County, Ithaca, NY
Accession Number: 1986.112

Donor: Mrs. John Smelzer, née Nellie Townsend, daughter of the   
 wearer

Wearer: Cynthia Woodworth, born in 1841, married Gilbert Townsend  
 of Lodi, NY, October 19, 1868, in Trumansburg, NY. She bore   
 four children and died in 1885.

Provenance: Lodi, NY

Description: The walking suit is composed 
of three units: a basque, an overskirt, and 
a basic skirt. Style characteristics suggest 
military (Civil War) influence, particularly in 
the cut of the collar, vest, coattail, and coat-
style sleeves.

Fabric: A striking interplay of two and some-
times three tones of brown—light brown 
trimmed in dark brown, then darker brown 
trimmed in light brown—creates a consis-
tent juxtaposition of dark-light relation-
ship. 

 The dominant fabric in all the pieces is 
poplin. The fiber content was not analyzed 
but appears to be a silk fabric with the 
heavy filling threads of worsted. It was a 
fashionable material in the 1870s and had 
the unfortunate characteristic of breaking 
at points of strain where the filling cords 
cut through finer warp yarns.

Basque: The basic neckline is high and close 
and gives the effect of a tan colored vest 
built up higher on the neck than the darker 
brown semi-rolled collar of the basque. The 
vest effect continues down center front 
with the closure lapping from left over 
right and fastening with eight buttons and 
buttonholes. The vest ends on a diagonal 
line in typical vest fashion.

 The remaining front of the basque is 
shaped like a cutaway. It is darker than the 
pseudovest to which it is joined. The slight-
ly rolled notched collar is set back from the 
neckline in center back by 11⁄8 inches from 

the vest neckline. It is the same distance at 
the shoulder line, and then it descends on 
a V line to 7½ inches down from the vest 
neckline on center front.

The cutaway basque, 2¼ inches longer 
than the vest, is 4¼ inches beyond the 
natural waistline and extends over the 
hipbones. It is shaped with two boned bust 
darts on each side. There is also the usual 
horizontal fish dart on the natural waistline 
above the hipbone. The hemline is cut on 
a slanting angle from the point in front 
upwards toward the side-back seam.

The princess style back is composed of (1) 
a center back seam closed to just beyond 
the waistline, (2) the curved seams of the 
back panel (the total back panel measures 
2¾ inches at the waistline and 11�3⁄8 inches 
across the shoulders 2 inches down from 
the shoulder seam), (3) the side-back seam, 
visible only from the back of the figure. The 
coattail is vented on center back and in 
length is 7½ inches beyond the waistline. It 
flares out from the center back seam to the 
panel seam.

Sleeve: The coat-style sleeve is light brown 
like the vest and seems out of proportion 
to the petite fitted basque. The sleeve is 
cut in two pieces: one length includes the 
cap. The pieced underlength includes the 
lower armscye curve and the deep tuck 
toward the back of the sleeve incorporated 
in the armscye seam. The armscye seam 
is finished with a fine corded piping but is 
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DRESS 122
THC 1986.112, ca 1873-1874
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THC 1986.112, ca 1873-1874
DRESS 122

No tapes, etc. inside
Straightforward basic 5-panel
Understructure of glazed cotton 
to which poplin is pieced before 
the panels were joined and fin-
ishes were added. Mocha col-
ored poplin used for main skirt 
and ruffles. Ruffles bound with 
medium brown poplin.

The side seam of 
the basic skirt is 

10 3/4" to the back 
[?] of where the front 

and back fllounces meet.

Gauged for 4" either side — entire 
top of each back panel (25")
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THC 1986.112, ca 1873-1874DRESS 122
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hidden by a heavier rouleau lightly attached 
to the armscye. This is repeated as trim-
ming to emphasize the shape of the basque 
and the cuff. A frill of net falls from under 
the cuff

 The sleeve ends with an appliquéd cuff
effect (53⁄4 inches by 53⁄4 inches) of dark on 
light placed mainly on the outerside of the 
arm. 

Basic Skirt: The cut, construction, and detail 
of the basic skirt combine in complexity to 
almost defy description. Stylistically, how-
ever, the combination is recognizable as 
belonging to the early 1870s.

 The skirt is cut in five gored sections. The 
top of the skirt is made of a light tan cotton 
and is not visible because it is covered by 
the draped overskirt and the basque. The 
center front is smooth across the waistline. 
Deep darts over the hipbones and cartridge 
pleats for a distance of 61⁄2 inches on each 
side of center back closure give the skirt 
more back fullness.

 The visible front for the skirt begins with 
a pleated bias flounce followed by con-
trasting detail: twentyone vertical sections 
giving the effect of soft knife pleats (391⁄2 
inches across the front of the skirt). Each 

measures approximately 13 inches long. 
This vertical detail is followed by two hori-
zontal flounces (about 3 inches each). Each 
flounce is edge faced with 3⁄4 inch wide bias 
binding.

 The deeper back flounces juxtapose with 
the vertical sections at the side seamline 
and seem to have little relationship to the 
front design.

Overskirt Polonaise: In color the overskirt it 
is the darkest brown, repeating the trim-
ming color. It is draped by gathering the five 
gored seams and by inside tapes. Cartridge 
pleats across the back at the waistline allow 
for the backward thrust consistent with the 
basque and basic skirt construction.

Construction Detail: The lining for the 
basque is a heavy, tan colored, cotton twill. 
The sleeves are lined with a fine, lightly 
glazed cotton. Unglazed tan cotton lines 
the skirt. A corselet is fastened with brass 
hooks and loops across the diaphragm. A 
pocket is included in the skirt lining on the 
right side.

 All main seams are sewn with a lockstitch 
machine. Wool braid protects the hemline. 
Technical work suggests a semi-professional 
product.
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Dress Date: ca 1875
From: Costume Collection, Cornell University

Accession Number: 45
Donor: Jervis Langdon and his sister Ida Langdon

Wearer: Mrs. Charles Jervis Langdon
Provenance: Elmira, NY

123

Description: This dress is remarkable be-
cause of the documentation: a bill of sale 
and other family records. According to the 
invoice, the dress is designated as an “eve-
ning dress.” It is composed of two parts: the 
basque and the draped skirt with a train. 

The style characteristics of the neck embel-
lishment, which includes the lace bertha 
and the folded grenadine, were fashion-
able during the second half of the decade. 
Records reveal that Ida Clark Langdon’s son 
was born in January, 1875. Visible stitch 
lines indicate that the bodice of this dress 
had to be let out on the underarm seams, 
and this change may have inspired the 
neckline alteration: a planned updating to 
bring the dress more in the style of the late 
1870s.

Fabric: The pink silk of a fine rep weave was 
purchased in Paris. The other materials on 
the dressmaker’s statement include pink 
silk grenadine, pink silk fringe, covered bone 
buttons, and lace. The invoice date is June 
14, 1875 from B. Corrie, Dressmaker, 101 
West 41st St., New York. The “making of 
pink silk evening dress, $25.00.”271

Basque: The neckline was originally cut high 
and close, and the shoulder seam length 
was fashionably short. The neckline is 
finished with a standing, shaped collar. The 
alteration, which was apparently made at 
the wearer’s request, changed the neckline 
into a V shape by simply folding back the 
lapping closure for a distance of about 7½ 

inches down from the base of the throat, or 
a distance of five buttonholes. The altered 
V shape is completely concealed by a ruffl
of embroidered net decorated with embroi-
dered appliqués of fine linen. Each appliqué 
is made in the form of a three-dimensional 
pocketlike trumpet flower. This ruffle co
trasts with the original standing collar. A 
bias band of pink silk grenadine, 2 inches 
wide at center back, is laid around the base 
of the collar, extending in front of the bod-
ice in flat folds. Attached at three points are 
small bows cut from the dress fabric. Com-
ing from under the grenadine band is a ber-
tha of 5½ inch-wide border lace. Although 
this border lace was not identified by a 
specialist, it appears to be a machine-made 
imitation of point de gaze. Its inner edge is 
attached to the finished front exactly to the 
hem edge of the basque, so that its outer 
edge cascades freely beyond the basque.

The bodice fastens with the last three 
buttons and worked buttonholes only to 
the natural waistline, thus allowing the skirt 
of the basque to spread slightly when the 
wearer is seated.

The front of the basque is shaped with two 
long bust darts on each side. They extend 
from the hem to the peak of the bust and 
are 8 inches long, 5½ inches being above 
the waistline. The form is firmed with bon-
ing on the button side of the closure and 
along the darts. In addition to darts, the 
basque skirt over the hipbone is cut as a 
separate piece resulting in a smooth, close 
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fit. It is seamed along the bust dart line, the 
waistline, and the side seam.

 The back of the basque is cut on straight 
grain in princess style with a center back 
seam and with curved back panel seams 
which meet the armscye seams 27⁄8 inches 
down from the shoulder seam.

 This basque is notable in that it does not 
have a long draped coattail. Its skirt hugs 
the upper hips with a flattering, moderately 
downward line to center back. To accentu-
ate the back thrust and to design a transi-
tion from the basque to the draped skirt, 
sixteen pieces of dress fabric cut on the 
straight grain were hand-hemmed, finely 
pleated, and then manipulated into fan-
shaped half-circles. As the drawing shows, 
this arrangement is completed with two 
constructed bows of self-fabric. The entire 
circumference of the basque skirt is faced 
with bias silk and is edged with corded pip-
ing.

Sleeve: The sleeve is two-piece, but as the 
sleeve of an evening dress it is more refined 
in its girth dimensions than the tradition-
al coat sleeve. In length it just covers the 
elbow. The cap is set high on the shoulder 
with no visible ease. The circumference of 
the sleeve has a 1¾ inch-wide band of the 
folded pink grenadine, graced with a small 
bow. From under the band falls a cascade of 
the same lace that fills in the neckline. The 
sleeve ending echos the bodice detail. The 
style reminds one of eighteenth-century 
engageantes.

Skirt: The photographs and drawings are 
essential to comprehend the complexity of 
fabric combinations and interplay of detail 
in the skirt. One should first perceive it as 
presented by the designer.

 The contour lines of the front suggest a 
close-fitting, fairly confining garment which 
restricts movement (at least striding steps). 
The effect of the front panel is en tablier, 
accented with four bows down center front 
with the grenadine radiating upward from 
them. From the side, we see that emphasis 
is on the upward sweep to the bustle back 

created in part by the drapery of grena-
dine, which is edged with pink silk fringe. In 
center back the swagged grenadine drapery 
turns downward to culminate with a large 
bow and streamers made of the dress fab-
ric.

 In examining the basic structure we found 
that the skirt is made of seven gored sec-
tions: a center front section 22½ inches at 
hem; side front: 15½ inches at hem; and 
side back: 19½ inches at hem. The center 
back is constructed from two pieces with 
a total hem width of 22½ inches. The hem 
sweep controlled at floor is about 115 inch-
es and with the train is a total of 180 inch-
es.

 The substructure is difficul to describe 
because of the multiple layers of fabric. The 
front and the side fronts are not supported 
by a lining except at the hemline, which is 
faced for about 12 inches with a pink silk 
twill. This is protected with a dust ruffl
or balayeuse about 6½ inches deep edged 
with two lace ruffles, back to back. Under 
the pink silk is a deep facing of firm, heavily 
starched, barred muslin.

 Starting at the join of the side back seams 
with the side front seams and incorporated 
in the cartridge pleats at the back waistline 
there is a white scrim inner skirt which is 
free from the dress at the hemline. It gives 
more body to the entire back skirt. Control 
of the back fullness was achieved by an elas-
tic tape placed about 14 inches down from 
the waist (the first time that elastic tape 
appeared in our specimens).

Construction Details: The basque bodice is 
lined with a fine white lawn. The skirt of 
the basque is completely double with a bias 
silk facing. Weights are used in the center 
front and in the coattail. The sleeve is lined 
with lightweight China silk except for the 
sleeve ending where the interfacing of a 
stiff fabric, used to give the sleeve end more 
structure, is covered with a bias silk facing. 
Indications are that the original sleeve was 
lengthened slightly.
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 BODICE
 CF neckline to waist  
 CB neckline to waist 14 5⁄8" 
 Underarm to waist 8"
 Length of SB seam (dart) 10 ¾" 
 Around waist 23 ¼"
 CB waist to back dart 1 3⁄16"
 Across shoulder 5 ½"

 SLEEVE
 Around armscy16" 
 Upper arm girth 13 ½"
 End circumference 11" 
 Length over cap 12 ¾" 
 Length underarm 10"

 SKIRT
 F waist to hem 41"
` R side waist to hem  48" 
 B waist to hem 63 ½"
 Placket opening 13"
 Waist 23 ¾" 
 Hem sweep 118"
 Fabric width (web) 23 ½

 at floor
 —155" unfurled
 —180" with train

118
23 ½

CU 45, ca 1875
DRESS 123
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Dress Date: ca 1875
From: Costume Collection, Cornell University

Accession Number: 59
Donor: Mary Geisler Phillips, daughter of Mary Dicker Geisler

Wearer: Mary Catherine Dicker married William Geisler in 1875 in   
 Philadelphia272 

Provenance: Philadelphia, PA

124

Description: This dress is composed of three 
separate parts: a long basque, a basic skirt, 
and an overskirt. 

Fabric: The fabric of all three pieces is a silk 
taffeta in two values of slate gray used as an 
interplay of light on dark. In addition, there 
are flat, smoke gray, pearl buttons; white 
pleated net to grace the neckline and sleeve 
endings; and light gray satin ribbons.

Basque: The neckline is cut high and close 
and includes a standing collar, which is 
higher in center back (15⁄8 inches) than 
in center front (1½ inches). The shoulder 
seam is less sloping than in the 1860s.

The center front closure fastens with ten 
buttons and worked buttonholes spaced 
1¼ inches apart. There is a row of machine 
stitching on each side of the buttonholes.

The basque is shaped with two boned bust 
darts on each side which terminate at the 
natural waistline. A horizontal fish dart over 
the front hipbone gives more precise shap-
ing. The decorative feature of the basque is 
a light gray, hand-shirred, vertical strip the 
edges of which are folded under about an 
inch so that when the strip is attached to 
the dress the edges give the effect of a soft
frill. The strip is placed 2½ inches from the 
center on each side of the front neckline 
and over the bust to extend to the hem-
line where it spreads out 4¼ inches from 
center front. The shirring, done by hand, is 
attached with invisible stitches to the basic 
garment; in width it is 7½ inches wide near 

the neckline and 65⁄8 inches wide near the 
hemline.

The basque back is cut princess style 
with an important change: the back panel 
boundary seams now continue upward to 
meet the shoulder seams rather than to the 
armscye seams.

The design feature from the front repeats 
in the back. The light gray shirred strip 
joins the front strip at the shoulder seam, 
is shaped to the curve below the stand-
ing collar, and then parallels the shape of 
the back panel terminating at the basque 
hemline, which is shaped to a moderate 
point. The basque contour from the front 
to the point in center back is a continuous 
gradual downward line accented with the 
knife-pleated, two inch wide, dark gray frill 
for the entire hem circumference.

Sleeve: The sleeve is basically a two-piece coat 
type. It is attached to the basque with hand 
stitches and is finished with fine corded 
piping. The feature is the applied, shirred, 
light gray strip which runs the full length of 
the arm from the top of the sleeve cap to 
the wrist. The strip is four inches wide and 
is hand-shirred in lengthwise rows.

The end of the sleeve is finished with a 2 
5⁄8 inch wide knife-pleated frill in dark gray, 
which extends about ½ inch beyond the ba-
sic sleeve. Inside the silk frill is a pleated frill 
of white net. To give further emphasis to 
the sleeve ending, a bow of fringed ribbon 
is located in what would be the cuff a ea.

Specimen 124
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Basic Skirt: The skirt is gored in six sections 
to create flatness in front and thrust toward 
the back. It is interesting that there was no 
substitution for the silk of the basic skirt, 
which is hidden by the overskirt.

 The center front of the skirt is wide and 
smooth for 6¼ inches, amounting to a 
shallow box pleat. Over the front hip is a 
smooth gap of about 5⁄8 inch and then a 61⁄8 
inch wide deep box pleat over the side. The 
back has about 4 inches of cartridge pleats. 
The closure is in the traditional location 
on the left side f the center front panel, 
while the pocket is in the seam on the right 
side of the panel. The skirt waistband is 11⁄8 
inches wide.

 The stylistic feature of the border is de-
scribed from the hemline upwards: (1) The 
entire circumference has a knife-pleated 
frill, 53⁄8 inches wide (silk over silk). The 
hem of the frill is machine stitched, and 
it is attached to the skirt by machine. (2) 
There is a narrow space, followed by three 
rows of hand-shirred strips of light gray, 8½ 
inches wide, with machine-stitched hems.

 The inside of the skirt reveals a new plan to 
control the positioning of the back fullness. 
There is a horizontal casing in the cotton 
lining (up from the hemline approximate-
ly 25 inches). It extends across the center 
back section and about halfway across the 
side back section. A cotton tape is thread-
ed through the casing and knotted at each 
end. In addition, there is a pair of cotton 
tapes higher up on the skirt hanging free 
to be adjusted in relation to the underpin-
nings used at the time.

Overskirt: The overskirt is draped by use of 
shirring and darting. The panels over the 
sides of the figure extend away from the 
body.

 In the front the skirt is en tablier. It is cut 
on straight grain and is smooth across the 
top, where it is attached to the waistband. 
It is decorated on center front with three 
ribbon bows. The hand-shirred side sec-
tions lap over the front panel. Their edges 
are folded under about an inch or so, giving 
the effect of a softedged frill.

 The back is cut on straight grain with a 
center seam, but the fullness at the top 
of the skirt is controlled by tightly packed 
cartridge pleats. In addition, very deep hor-
izontal darts enhance the drapery. A large 
ribbon bow and streamers hide the termi-
nal of a group of pleats formed by a godet 
set in the center back.

 The skirt trimming of knife-pleated edging 
is a unifying element in relating the basque 
and overskirt to the basic skirt.

Construction Details: The bodice lining is 
a light brown cotton twill. Glazed cambric 
lines the sleeves. The overskirt is not lined. 
The skirt waistband is a double thickness of 
heavy cotton twill. The same fabric is used 
for the pocket. Bias tailor’s canvas, 73⁄8 inch-
es wide, is under the glazed cotton lining at 
the hem of the skirt.
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 Dress Date: ca 1875
 From: Costume Collection, Cornell University
 Accession Number: 61
 Donor:  Florence Ellis
 Wearer: Eva Marie Pitts was born in Honeoye,NY, on February 26,  
  1849. She received her Bachelor of Science degree from Cor- 
  nell University in 1874 and a Master of Science degree in  
  1875. She had the distinction of being the first woman to  
  receive an M.S. degree from Cornell University. She died in  
  Washington, DC, in 1901.
 Provenance: Honeoye, NY

125

Description: This dress is alleged to be Miss 
Pitts’s graduation dress, according to a de-
scendant, but no photograph of the gradua-
tion ceremony has ever surfaced. The dress 
is in two parts: a basque with a long draped 
skirt and a skirt with a train. The transpar-
ency of the fabric required an accompany-
ing ensemble of corset cover and petticoat.

Fabric: The fabric of the dress reminds one of 
window curtaining. It was probably called 
“tarlatan.” Judging from observation of 
other dresses of the period, it was a fash-
ionable fabric during the 1860s and 1870s. 
Briefly described, it is a crisp, open weave, 
white muslin well-suited for the shirred 
self-fabric appliqué dominant in the design. 
The summary of our laboratory tests of the 
dress fabric: fiber—cotton; web-width—60 
inches; 39-40 threads per inch; yarn size—
very fine, and completely covered with a 
starchy substance, making the yarns attrac-
tively smooth and crisp and also aiding in 
stabilizing the position of the threads in 
a very open weave. The starch is probably 
responsible for the brittle condition of the 
fibers.

Basque: The neckline is high and close but 
without a typical standing collar. The shoul-
der line is more sloping than was fashion-
able for  1870s dresses. The front is cut on 
straight grain in princess style. The center 
front closure laps from left over right and 

fastens with metal hooks and worked loops 
down to the natural waistline. Eight thick 
pearl buttons without buttonholes accent 
the closure to the waist, which extends 7½ 
inches beyond the natural waistline.

The front of the basque is designed to be 
perceived as a vest with the rest of the 
basque as a “cutaway” with a very long 
coattail. From the waist to the point of 
the vest hem is 105⁄8 inches. The center 
front section, where visible, is smooth and 
structural. It is supported by a coarse, sized 
muslin of open weave (34 threads per inch). 
Actually, this simulated vest is part of the 
whole bodice, as the pattern is one piece. 
The basque is shaped with one long bust 
dart on each side of center front stitched 
through both the supporting and outer 
fabric. These darts curve over the abdo-
men to give a smooth line to the vest skirt. 
No bones are used to increase rigidity. The 
shaping over the hipbone is the typical fish 
dart from the vertical bust dart to the side 
seam. The skirt of the front basque ends 
about 7 inches below the natural waistline 
but is hidden under an extension of the 
coattail.

The back is cut on straight grain in prin-
cess style, encompassing the fitted bod-
ice and the long draped skirt. The center 
back seam is actually a very long dart. The 
curved back panel seams meet the armscye 

Specimen 125
Dress Date: 

From: 

Accession Number: 

Wearer: 

Provenance: 
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seams and extend to the hemline of the 
basque skirt.

 To form a draped and gracefully flowing 
coattail for the basque, the center back 
dart functions to shape the bodice, the 
waist, and the drape within the coattail. 
Below the waist this dart becomes a con-
vex bias curved hump which, when pushed 
inward, becomes a long V-shaped pocket. 
Two deep horizontal tucks are introduced 
into the side back seams, the first spaced 4 
inches down from the waist and the second 
is 9½ inches down from the waist. To piece 
out the curve of the skirt, a gored sec-
tion is joined to the side back seam and is 
joined at the waist over the top of the front 
basque skirt so that it coincides with the 
fish dart over the hipbone.

 The dimensions of the gored sections are 
(a) 6¾ inches along waistline; (b) join with 
side back seam is 243⁄4 inches from waistline 
to hemline; (c) the front contour is approx-
imately 20 inches where it curves gradually 
downward; (d) the width across the gore 
is 105⁄8 inches from contour curve to side-
back seam; (e) the total hem circumference 
of the coattail becomes approximately 95 
inches (not including the 20 inches on each 
side up to the waistline, which would mean 
a circumference of 135 inches).

Placement of Trimming: The trimming of 
self-fabric was cut in varying widths into 
strips about four feet long and then hand-
shirred in vertical rows. The cut edge of 
each side of the strip was turned under 
so that the folded edge becomes a 7⁄8 inch 
ruffle. These strips were laid over the basic 
garment and hand-stitched in place.

 The shirred piece forms a yokelike shape 
around the back of the neck and shoul-
ders, which in width is 6½ inches down 
center back from the neckline. The width 
as it crosses the shoulder seam is also 6½ 
inches, leaving a plain area between it and 
the armscye seam of about one inch. The 
shirred piece continues down the front over 
the bust curve to the natural waistline. The 
visible space of the vest at the neckline 

is 1½ inches on each side of center; across 
the fullest part of the bust, only a total of 2 
inches is visible; and at the natural waistline 
the space widens to a total of 3½ inches. 
The lapping edge of the shirring forms a 7⁄8 
inch ruffle. The gored section of the coattail 
front is laid over the front bodice skirt and 
is attached only along the waistline so that 
its contour edge is completely free from the 
bodice skirt. When the shirred trimming is 
attached, there appears to be no break in 
continuity from fitted bodice into flowing 
skirt, and one does not immediately perceive 
that the bodice skirt is actually under the 
trimmed edge of the free coattail. The coat-
tail is given the necessary dramatic sweep by 
the use of the shirring.

Sleeve: The two-piece coat-style sleeve has a 
basic foundation upon which is applied the 
hand-shirred selffabric trim. Five rows of the 
vertical hand shirring begin at the top of 
the armscye curve and extend to the double 
ruffle f the sleeve ending. The folded edges 
of the strip form ½ inch ruffles to the front 
and back of the sleeve. The row of gathers 
coincides with the front sleeve seam, but in 
the back the sleeve seam corresponds not 
to the edge ruffl but to the next row over. 
The underarm section of the sleeve is plain, 
consistent with the uncluttered underarm 
area of the bodice.

 The wide opening of the sleeve is graced 
with a typical double ruffle. The attached 
edge is also a small ruffl of about 5⁄8 inch. It 
was a surprise to find that the hems of the 
ruffles were precisely machine stitched, con-
sidering the visible handstitching elsewhere.

Skirt: The skirt is shaped with six gored sec-
tions. At the hemline, the front section mea-
sures 31¾ inches; the side front gore is 20¾ 
inches; the side back gore is 21¾ inches; and 
the center back is 66¼ inches, totalling 183 
inches.

 The skirt across the front is completely 
smooth from seam to seam for 12½ inch-
es. Six inches of the center back are deeply 
stacked with pleats, 1½ to 2 inches deep. 
Other fullness across the hips is introduced 
with small pleats—½ to 5⁄8 inches deep.
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DRESS 125 CU 61, ca 1875

 BODICE
 CF neckline to hem 13"  
 CB neckline to hem 14 ¼" 
 Underarm to waist 6 ¾-7"
 Length of SB seam (dart) 7 5⁄8" 
 Around waist 23 ¼"
 CB waist to side seam 3 ¾"
 Across shoulder 7 ½"

 

 SLEEVE
 Around armscye 13 ½" 
 Upper arm girth 14"
 End circumference 13 ½" 
 Length over cap 20" 
 Length underarm 15"

 SKIRT
 F waist to hem 38 ½"
` R side waist to hem  45" 
 B waist to hem 56½"
 Placket opening
  cut into CB 11"
= Waist 23 ¾" 
 Hem sweep 186 ¼"
 Fabric width (web) 60
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 An important part of the construction is 
the plan for controlling the skirt fullness 
which forms part of the back thrust. Con-
trary to what one would expect to find, 
this concentration of fullness is not accom-
plished with drawstrings; rather, a strip of 
coarse muslin, serving as a stay, is attached 
horizontally to the center back section 12 
inches down from the waist. It measures 
9¾ inches. The 60 inch width of dress fab-
ric is shirred to 9¾ inches to fit this rein-
forcement. At the hemline is a ruffl resem-
bling that used for the sleeve opening. It 
is 93⁄8 inches wide with a machine-stitched 
hem. Above the ruffle is the applied shirrin
repeating the embellishment of the basque. 
It is 14 inches wide and has seven rows of 
hand shirring.

 The hemline is faced with a coarser, sized, 
open-weave muslin 11 inches wide up to 
the point where the ruffle is ttached.

Construction Details: The garment, amaz-
ingly, is unsupported except for the bodice, 
the waistband of the skirt, and the wide 
facing for the hem circumference. The lin-
ing is an open-weave, sized muslin, which, 
unfortunately, is yellowing and affecting the 
dress fabric, particularly through the vest 
area.

 The dress is hand sewn, except for all the 
long seams. The skirt ruffl and the sleeve 
ruffles over the wrists are precisely stitched 
with a machine chain-stitch. Although the 
fabric of these ruffles appears to match the 
dress fabric, one wonders if they were pur-
chased as ready-made trimming.
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126
 Dress Date: ca 1875
 From: Costume Collection, Cornell University
 Accession Number: 1837
 Donor: Lillian Pagett Hobson, Elmira, NY and Dublin, Ireland
 Wearer: Lucy Pagett of Elmira,NY married Francis Hobson, a Quaker,  
  in Cork, Ireland, in 1875. The dress was made by Thomas  
  White and Company, Birmingham, England, according to the  
  attached label.
 Provenance: Ireland

Description: Because of the complexity of 
the design and construction, clear compre-
hension requires the use of the drawings 
and the description. This wedding dress is 
one of the few of our specimens cut prin-
cess style. 

Fabric: The dress also represents the fash-
ionable interplay of two values of color, 
in this case a dark chocolate brown and a 
light taupe. The scheme is carried through-
out with two taffetas, a dark and a light. 
Edge-corded facings of taupe satin, taupe 
colored fringe, dark brown knife-pleated 
frills, and constructed taffeta bows with 
fringed ends are embellishments.

Bodice: The neckline is high and close. It is 
finished with two standing collars. The out-
er collar of taupe taffeta is shaped from 1 
3⁄8 inch in center back to narrower in center 
front. At the base of the collar the seam is 
covered with three rows of self-bias at-
tached without visible stitches. The choc-
olate brown inner collar is ¾ inches high 
and faced with the taupe colored taffeta. It 
meets at center front and is visible in the 
gap left by the outer collar, which does not 
meet at center front. The shoulder seam is 
still well to the back of the twentieth-cen-
tury shoulder seamline.

 The center front closure appears to extend 
from the neckline to the hemline, although 
it actually opens for only 33¾ inches from 
the neckline. The slightly curved closure 

laps right over left and fastens with four-
teen black hooks and worked loops.

The closure is centered in a plastronlike 
panel of dark brown taffeta supported 
by crinoline. The panel extends from the 
shoulder seam to the hemline and laps over 
the light taupe colored side fronts. This 
effect is more emphatic because both scal-
loped edges of the panel are bound with 
taupe satin and appear to button on to the 
side fronts. The brown panel measures (a) 
33⁄8 inches on the shoulder seam out from 
the neckline, (b) 10½ inches horizontally at 
the base of the neck, (c) 6½ inches wide at 
the natural waistline, and (d) 205⁄8 inches 
wide at the hemline.

In addition to the scalloped edges the pan-
el’s decorative element is in the form of 104 
buttons. They are grouped in pairs in hori-
zontal rows and do not include buttonholes. 
The buttons are quarter round, about the 
size of a dime, and are covered with a dob-
by weave beige colored silk.

The body of the side front is shaped with 
two long bust darts on each side. They 
extend from the peak of the bust to below 
the natural waist. The dart nearest center 
front is hidden under the panel front while 
the second one is visible in the side front. 
There is also shaping by use of the tradi-
tional small fish dart above the hipbone. 
There is no evidence of boning.

Specimen 126
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 The applied decoration in the side fronts 
are placed asymmetrically. On the right side 
front an elaborate patch pocket is located 
about 13½ inches down on the underarm 
seam. It is cut on straight grain, stiffened 
with bias-cut starched muslin, pleated 
into a fan-shaped effect, and applied to 
the dress with stitches under the corded 
satin edges. The bottom of the pocket is 
concealed by an attached brown and taupe 
taffeta bow constructed from the fabric.

 On the left side ront the design is different. 
At the position of the fish dart there is a 
small patch pocket. It is knife pleated and 
large enough to hold a lady’s watch.

 In terms of design, a strange decoration 
is introduced about ten inches below the 
natural waistline in the form of three dark 
gray triangles bound in taupe satin, gradu-
ated in size for a total length of 12¼ inches. 
At their widest point they jut out 2¾ inches 
from the side seamline. They appear to be 
buttoned in place, raising the button total 
to 110!

 The impressive horizontal border above 
the hemline is symmetrical and appears 
to come from under the brown panel on 
each side of the front. The border is fash-
ioned as follows: (1) a 2 inch-wide, knife-
pleated, taupe frill is turned up and edged 
with brown; (2) a smooth bias band of 2¼ 
inch-wide brown is edged in taupe; (3) a 
graduated Vandyke border of points forms 
a pattern of light on dark; (4) under the 
Vandyke border is a plain brown gathered 
flounce cut on bias over which a 3¾ inch-
wide, brown, knifepleated frill is machine 
stitched ½ inch from its crest to the skirt 
flounce. The border as described from steps 
one through four continues around to the 
back.

 Down the center back for a distance of 39½ 
inches the panel of brown taffeta repeats 
the effect of the front panel except that it 
is joined to the side backs in a plain seam 
rather than lapping over with scalloped 
edges. It joins the front panel on the shoul-
der seam 3¼ inches out from the neckline. 

The panel, measured 2 inches down from 
the back of the neck, is 83⁄8 inches wide; at 
the natural waistline (or 12�3⁄8 inches down 
from the neckline) it is 23⁄8 inches wide; at 
the terminal of the panel, 39½ inches down 
from the neck, it is 19�5⁄8 inches wide. The 
end of the panel is completely concealed by 
drapery.

 The right and left side ack sections are 
symmetrical. Measured down along the 
underarm seam about 17½ inches there are 
three consecutive rectangles located on the 
diagonal in a downward direction toward 
center back. The rectangles are each 21⁄8 
inches wide and are graduated in length 
from 8¼ to 9 inches. The divisions are made 
from inside tucks. They are all enclosed in 
the side seam on one side and in the back 
panel seam on the other.

 Almost as an outgrowth of the above de-
tail is a diagonal section 4¾ inches wide 
enclosed in the side seam and in the cen-
ter back seam. It develops into a free swag 
about 17 inches long ending on center back 
(cutting across the brown panel). Exactly 
the same detail is repeated on the left side
of the back. This free swag is structural, 
being lined with a starched scrim, darted in 
soft folds along the center back seam, and 
finished in a deeply curved corded shape 
which is free from the skirt. The curved free 
edge is dramatized with an elaborate silk 
fringe 4 inches wide, composed of three 
rows of tassels.

 The join of the twin swags in center back 
is concealed by a constructed rosette and 
looped streamers in taupe color and edged 
with silk fringe.

 Coming from underneath the swag is a 
plain space of the dark brown. Then the 
turned-up knifepleated frill joins the frill 
from the front skirt. For the rest of the 
distance to the hemline the border design 
front and back provides continuity and dra-
matizes the backward sweep of the train.

Sleeve: The two-piece coat sleeve is more or 
less conventional. A deep tuck has been 
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included in the underarm section and in-
corporated in the armscye seam. The sleeve 
is attached to the bodice with hand sewing, 
and the armscye is finished with fine cord-
ed piping.

 The embellishment of the simulated 
cuff tarts at the sleeve opening with a 
knife-pleated frill 2 inches wide in brown 
followed by a taupe flat band cut on bias, 
15⁄16 inches wide, and finished with corded 
satin edging; then a repeat of knife pleating 
and a wedge-shaped flat piece faced with a 
corded free edge. This all gives the effect of 
a cuff and erminates in line with the outer 
lengthwise sleeve seam. The constructed 
bow above the cuff combin s the dark 
brown and taupe taffetas.

Construction Details: A separate bodice, act-
ing as a lining, is of lightly glazed cotton or 
linen in luggage brown and extends to the 
hipline. The center back panel has a lining 
of brown twill down to the hipline. The side 
fronts from the hips downward have gray 
lightly glazed scrim. The sleeves are lined in 
tan cotton twill. A bias-cut black crinoline 
about 11 inches deep is the hem facing and 
is deeply darted for the deepest curve of 
the train. Wool braid projects from the edge 
of the hem by 3⁄8 inch. Machine stitching is 
mainly used for inside seams. There are no 
tapes or bones inside the dress.
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Dress Date: 1875-1878
From: Costume Collection, Cornell University

Accession Number: 2994
Donor: Unknown

Wearer: Unknown
Provenance: Unknown

127

Description: This afternoon dress is com-
posed of a basque, overskirt, and basic 
skirt. 

Fabric: The fabric is a dull taupe silk taffeta, 
close to neutral, which rather counterbal-
ances the extravagance of detail. The trim-
ming is knifepleated taffeta frill in various 
widths, buttons embroidered with light 
gray silk cord over silk, and corded piping.

Basque: The neckline is high and close. The 
inner basic neckline is finished with a 
narrow 3⁄8 inch standing neckband edges-
titched by machine.

The center front closure of the basic 
basque extends from the neckline to the 
end of the vestlike front. It laps from right 
to left and astens with eleven buttons and 
worked buttonholes. The overlap of the 
closure is edgestitched by machine. Two 
bust darts on each side are boned to the 
waist and then taper to the hemline of 
the basque. The side front is joined to the 
basque skirt at the waistline seam.

The basic front is cut up with decoration 
applied in a vertical direction. Nearest 
to center front is a box-pleated, hand-
hemmed, self-fabric frill pressed toward 
center front, which appears from under 
a knifepleated frill. Both the box-pleated 
frill and the knife-pleated one come from 
around the back of the neck and contin-
ue across the bust down to the basque’s 
hem, turning a mitered corner to continue 
across the circumference of the back of the 
basque.

The back panel seams meet the armscye 
seams in the traditional plan. The back pan-
el is cut princess style with a center back 
seam, which is vented from the waistline 
to the hemline of the basque skirt. There 
are four pleats on each side of the vent. 
The back panels from the waistline to the 
basque hem were cut to include material 
for a pleat on each side. 

The two side backs are not cut princess 
style as the side skirts and the side fronts 
have waistline seams.

Sleeve: The coat-type sleeve is set in an arm-
scye seam which is fairly high on the shoul-
der. The sleeve is cut along traditional lines 
with embellishment for the cuff and wri t 
areas. Starting at the opening of the sleeve 
are two overlapping frills and a turned-back 
gauntlet-type cuff which enci cles the lower 
arm only about twothirds of the way. It is 
cut on bias and stiffened with interlining. 
Its contoured edges are bound with self-bi-
as, and it appears to button in place on the 
top of the arm. In the gap left y the large 
cuff a e three smaller overlapping turned-
up cuffs cut on bias with bias-bound edges. 
When the wearer’s arm is extended, the 
large cuff is the m st visible.

Basic Skirt: The gored skirt is flat and fairly 
restricted in circumference through the 
front and sides of the figure with the great-
est sweep reserved for the center back. 
The closure is the traditional left center 
opening balanced with the inside pocket on 
the right—each on the seams of the front 
panel.

Specimen 127
Dress Date: 

Accession Number: 

Provenance: 



 690 CHAPTER 10 - THE EIGHTH DECADE: 1870 - 1880

BUTTON

BACKFRONT

INSIDE LOWER 
LEFT FRONT

DRESS 127 CU 2994, ca 1875-1878



691                 CHAPTER 10 - THE EIGHTH DECADE: 1870 - 1880

CU 2994, ca 1875-78DRESS 127

BACK

LEFT SIDE

RIGHT SIDE

INSIDE RIGHT SIDEINSIDE BACKINSIDE FRONT

OVERSKIRT



 692 CHAPTER 10 - THE EIGHTH DECADE: 1870 - 1880

CU 2994, ca 1875-78DRESS 127

RIGHT 
FRONT

INSIDE 
RIGHT 
FRONT

SKIRT 
FLOUNCE 
DETAIL

SKIRT DECORATION

BASIC SKIRT



693                 CHAPTER 10 - THE EIGHTH DECADE: 1870 - 1880

 Along the waistline the front panel (77⁄8 
inches) is shaped with a small dart on each 
side of center for the curve of the abdo-
men. Over the hipbone the 45⁄8 inch gored 
section is eased by a ½ inch unstitched 
dart. The back panel has no center back 
seam and is tightly gauged for 77⁄8 inches.

 The hem decoration is elaborate and is just 
visible below the overskirt. Starting from 
the hem edge upwards is one row of bi-
as-cut ruffle t ee inches wide. Unusual is 
the ½ inch hem turned to the outside and 
finished with piping. Overlapping the ruffl
is a two-inch knife-pleated frill followed by 
another two-inch ruffle. This plan is re-
peated twice and culminates with the top 
knife-pleated frill machine-stitched in place 
about ¼ inch from its crest, or heading. This 
border is interrupted with eight decorative 
units spaced evenly around the bottom of 
the skirt.

Overskirt: The overskirt is asymmetrical and 
very draped, brought about by a system of 
inside tapes, loops, buttons, darting, and 
areas of shirring. (Follow the drawings with 
the accompanying notes.) The hem cir-

cumference of the basic skirt is 117 inches, 
as compared to the overskirt, which is 86 
inches (and can be drawn with the tapes to 
60 inches).

Construction Detail: To the waist, the 
basque is lined with tan glazed cotton. 
The basque skirt is faced with gray taffeta 
lighter in weight than the basque taffeta. 
The lining for the sleeve was not recorded. 
The basic skirt is unlined except for a deep 
facing of glazed cotton 11½ inches wide. 
This facing has a pinked edge where it is 
attached to the skirt.

 At the top of the back panel of the basic 
skirt is a three-inch-deep turnover, de-
signed to enhance the bustle effect. It is 
faced and doubled over. The fullness across 
the center back is tightly gauged.

 A large pocket (16 inches by 8 inches) is 
also made of the glazed cotton. A small 
watch pocket in the basque side front is 
made of the silk of the basque facing.

 The hems of the knife-pleated frills are 
hand sewn, but the frills are machine 
stitched to the garment.
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128
 Dress Date: ca 1875-1878
 From: The History Center in Tompkins County, Ithaca, NY
 Accession Number: 74.64.9
 Donor: Emma and Bess Speed, daughters of Robert and Romelia  
  Speed
 Wearer: Romelia Van Pelt of Dryden, NY, married Robert   
  Goodloe Harper Speed on October 29, 1872. Their   
  children were born in: 1873, 1874, 1878, 1879, and 1889.
 Provenance: Dryden, NY

Description: This afternoon dress is com-
posed of three pieces: a basque, an over-
skirt, and a basic skirt. 

Fabric: The fabric, probably called silk pop-
lin as the weft is h avier than in faille, is a 
russet—a warm reddish brown. The trim-
ming is an olive brown silk taffeta. The flat 
buttons are covered with a silk of a dobby 
weave.

Basque: The high and close neckline is fin-
ished with a standing collar cut on bias, 1¾ 
inches high on center back. The shaped 
collar is edgestitched with two rows of 
machine stitching. The shoulder seam is 
relatively short and appears even shorter 
because the trimming cuts across it. The 
front design has the typical vestlike effect. 
The center front closure laps right over 
left and is fastened with nine flat buttons 
and worked buttonholes which end at the 
natural waistline. The vest points continue 
about another three inches over the ab-
domen and are machine edgestitched for 
precision of form.

The front is shaped with two bust darts on 
each side extending from the peak of the 
bust to the hemline of the basque with the 
dart nearest center front concealed un-
der the trimming. There is no evidence of 
boning. The usual shaping with the horizon-
tal fish dart is in the side front above the 
hipbone along the natural waistline.

The styling of the decorative detail is the 
unique feature of the basque. (Following 
the drawing will aid in understanding.) A 
two-inch-wide bias flange of olive brown 
taffeta faced with black stiffened muslin is 
applied to the basic bodice so that the free 
edge laps over the front to give a simulated 
vest effect. The flange extends from the 
shoulder seam down across the bust bulge 
to form a mitered point at the hemline, and 
then it continues upward toward the side 
seam of the basque. The cut edges of this 
taffeta are attached to the basque so that 
the remainder of the front appears to be a 
seamed side front. This pseudoseamline (at-
taching the trimming to the basic bodice) is 
constructed with two bias strips of taffeta 
overlapping to give a decorative inish to the 
attachment. There are no visible stitches.

The back of the basque is cut princess style. 
The back panel is divided by a center back 
seam from the neckline to the hemline. The 
boundary seams of the panel spread from 
2¾ inches at the hemline to the armscye 
seams. Notice that the back panel is very 
narrow from the waist to the coattail. For 
the purpose of shaping the back an under-
arm section bridges the front and the back 
of the basque. Along the natural waistline 
the center front to the side seam (of the 
side front) measures 5½ inches, across the 
underarm section it measures 2½ inches 
to the side back seam, and from there to 
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DHS 74.64.9, ca 1875-1878DRESS 128
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Romelia Speed

Courtesy of the History Center in Tompkins County
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the boundary seam of the back panel is 27⁄8 
inches.

 The contour of the hemline is structural: no 
flare or pleats are introduced in the coattail. 
The drawings define the contours; however, 
a dimension that is hard to sense is that 
given by the double layers of the attached 
bias flange and the basic basque skirt. In 
the drawing of the bodice front and inte-
rior it is possible to see how the two edges 
coincide. The facing of the coattail is made 
of the silk poplin.

Sleeve: The two-piece, coat-style, three-quar-
ter-length sleeve is extended to full length 
by the overlapping knife-pleated frills which 
appear to fall from under a flange motif 
somewhat like the basque’s flange except 
that only one edge of taffeta shows, the 
wider taffeta being replaced by a ¼ inch 
self-fabric cording.

Basic Skirt: The skirt has seven gored sec-
tions, three of which use the full fabric 
width, while three are about one-half fabric 
width, and the seventh is less. There is 
substitution of cotton in place of silk in the 
area concealed by the overskirt.

 The top of the skirt is quite fitted except 
at the center back, where a concentration 
of cartridge pleats, 3½ inches on each side 
of center, assist in the bustle effect. The 
entire skirt border repeats the decorative 
motif with a wide 47⁄8 inch bias flange and 
its taffeta trimming. Below the flange is the 
knife-pleated frill followed by the wool hem 
braid in matching color.

Overskirt: The overskirt is designed to be 
draped and looped up as indicated in the 
drawing. Down center front are four rows 
of shirring which are supported inside with 
a strip of glazed cotton. This construction 
was at first interpreted to be casings for 
tapes which would be drawn up like a drap-
ery swag, but we concluded that the gentle 
shirring was the intention. Also introduced 

from the seams of the center panel are hori-
zontal tucks folded upward and supported 
by internal tapes.

 On the outer seam of the back panel is a 
space of dense shirring for about 5½ inches 
which is located 11 inches down from the 
waistband. This resulting fullness contrib-
utes in part to the extravagant undulations 
of the bustle’s back thrust.

 The fullness at the top of the overskirt is 
slightly eased across the front panel a dis-
tance of ten inches. Over the hip is a deep 
dart, and for a distance of 3¼ inches on 
each side of center back is a group of four 
knife pleats each about 5⁄8 inches wide. All 
this fullness is confined with tapes for the 
bustle effect.

 The border motif of the basque is repeat-
ed in the overskirt. The center back is 
open—although at intervals the two sides 
are tacked together— and edged with the 
taffeta flanges which extend from the waist 
to meet the free-hanging bias band encir-
cling the hem of the overskirt. The band 
is attached only by the top cording. The 
knife-pleated taffeta frill contributes to the 
fluidity of the hemline.

Construction Details: The basque is lined 
with tan cotton twill. Its skirt is faced 
with silk poplin. Tan glazed cotton lines 
the sleeves and the part of the basic skirt 
which is covered by the overskirt. The over-
skirt has no lining, and its flange is faced 
with black scrim.

 Corded piping is not used to finish the arm-
scye seams but is used as part of a sophisti-
cated finish of the flange attachments. Ma-
chine stitches are employed except for fine 
finishing, which is handwork. The system of 
tapes governing the drapery is complex.

 The overskirt has a deep pocket on the 
right-side-back seam.
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129
 Dress Date: ca 1878
 From: The DeWitt Historical Society of Tompkins County
 Accession Number: 1987.24.1
 Donor: Constance Quick (Mrs. Laurence Quick) granddaughter of   
  wearer
 Wearer: Ella May Hollister, born in 1859; married George M. Bull on   
  February 20, 1878, in Slaterville (near Ithaca), NY; died   
  following the birth of her first child in 1882. Her diary    
  and wedding photograph are among the documentation   
  resources.
 Provenance: Ithaca, NY

Description: This elegant wedding dress— 
in excellent condition—is composed of a 
basque and a skirt with an attached over-
skirt.

Fabric: The fabric is medium gray taffeta with 
trimming of matching gray taffeta in the 
form of box-pleated strips which are raveled 
on the cut edges to give a thick fringe ef-
fect. As the lightweight taffeta is completely 
supported with lining fabrics, the dress is 
firm and structural.

Basque: The entire bodice is cut in a stream-
lined style. The neckline is high and close 
and finished with a one-inch-high bias 
standing collar with corded piping enclosed 
in its contour seam. The shoulder seam 
andthe armscye seam have no piping. The 
basque opens down center front from neck-
line to hemline. The closure laps from right 
to left, fastening with thirteen flat covered 
buttons and worked buttonholes.

 Through the diaphragm the strain on the 
buttons and buttonholes is relieved by the 
4½ inch wide corselet made of a double lay-
er of cotton twill and fastened with hooks 
and loops with boning enclosed under the 
loops.

 Two long boned darts on each side shape 
the front. The boning ends three inches be-

low the waistline while the darts continue 
to the hem of the basque.

A pattern innovation is the placement of 
a long side-front vertical seam located 5 
1⁄8 inches from the center front when mea-
sured on the natural waistline. This vertical 
seam lies back of the bust bulge. From the 
waistline downward it is constructed as a 
dart so that the fabric is shaped close to 
the hipbone allowing for a smooth hem 
sweep of the basque. A narrow underarm 
section is formed by the darted side-front 
seam andthe traditional side-back seam. 
The width of this section across the waist-
line is three inches.

A princess-style cut has changed the tra-
ditional back panel; it is more vertical and 
streamlined. There is a center back seam 
from the neckline to the hemline of the 
basque skirt. There is no longer an open 
vent below the waistline. The slightly 
spreading seams forming the back panel 
terminate at the shoulder seams. Measured 
at a point 5¾ inches down from the neck-
line, the center back seam to panel seam is 
2½ inches and the panel seam to armscye 
seam is 27⁄8 inches. At the natural waistline 
the side-back seam to panel seam is 2¾ 
inches and the panel seam to center back 
seam is 1 inch.

Specimen 129
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 The hem circumference of the basque 
is 47 inches: the right front is 14 inches 
compared to 19 inches around the back. 
The basque contour from front to back is a 
gradual smooth downward curve without 
coattail flare. The finishing detail of the 
hem consists of two sizes of corded piping: 
the upper one is small in diameter and the 
lower one is somewhat larger but only ¼ 
inch in diameter.

Sleeve: The sleeve is a shaped two-piece coat 
style with elaborate detail at the wrist. 
There is no discernible fullness in the sleeve 
cap. The underarm section of the sleeve still 
retains the traditional deep tuck-dart which 
is incorporated in the armscye seam. The 
underarm section is relatively narrow (4¾ 
inches of the total 13 inch upper girth). The 
outer seam is aligned with the little finger 
of the hand but is covered by the trimming.

 No wrist placket is needed and the silk bias 
facing of the sleeve ending is 3¾ inches 
deep.

Skirt: The basic skirt is buried under the 
attached overskirt and layers of trimmings. 
Judging from the relationship of front 
length to back length it appears that a tour-
nure or protuberance over the small of the 
back was not worn to support the drapery.

 We find that the basic skirt is composed of 
five gores. The fabric, a narrow width, ne-
cessitated completing the gores with four 
godets. The fullness around the top of the 
skirt is arranged by a broad box pleat (7¼ 
inches) across the center front at the natu-
ral waistline, followed by a box pleat of 3½ 
inches and a second box pleat of 2¼ inches. 
Across the small of the back is a group of 
three flat 1-inch knife pleats. The closure 
is in center back without a fastener. The 
cotton waistband is ¾ inches wide

Overskirt: Please note measured spaces as 
given in the sketch.

 The overskirt is composed of two units: an 
apronlike drapery across the front and a 

longer draped skirt across the back. Both 
units are laid over the basic silk skirt and 
attached to it only at strategic points.

 At the base of the cotton waistband the 
front drapery begins 8½ inches down on 
center front of the basic skirt. This apron-
like drapery is cut in two symmetrical 
pieces so that drapery radiates from center 
front.

 Note that the lengthwise direction of the 
fabric is placed horizontally. The top edge 
of the drapery is folded inside about 1 inch 
and its selvedge in a different color was 
not cut off. The top folded edge measures 
14¾ inches from center front across to the 
side. It is finished with three bias ruffles. 
Each ruffle is 13⁄8 inc s wide including its 
bound edge. The three are overlapping and 
enhance the three-dimensional effect of the 
overskirt.

 Returning to the center front we discover 
that the drapery is formed with three darts 
radiating from center front the bias folds of 
which play out before they reach the outer 
edge of the apron. The folds face upward 
so that they are open like pockets necessi-
tating hidden supports of one inch cotton 
strips spaced about 6 inches apart. As can 
be seen in the sketch the total front length 
of this apronlike drapery is 9¼ inches as 
compared to 17¾ inches measured from 
the top of the piece to its pointed hemline, 
and in this respect the overskirt resembles 
a swag.

 Measured on center front about 3 inches 
down from the last ruffle f the overskirt is 
another laid-on strip cut from the length 
of the fabric with selvedge included and is 
placed horizontally across the skirt from 
side seam to side seam (terminals are hid-
den under the back overskirt). This piece 
is pleated to simulate horizontal bands 
divided into four spaces. The pleats face up 
and are supported from the inside by one-
inchwide strips of tan glazed cotton every 6 
inches or so thus providing mobility.
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Ella May Hollister

Courtesy of the History Center in Tompkins County
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 The bands are followed by three over-
lapping ruffles. They too are cut on bias 
with the edge detail matching the ruffl
construction of the group of three ruffles 
attached to the draped apron.

 Coming from under the ruffles is the wide 
skirt flounce which encompasses the entire 
hemline. It is cut on bias. The hemline is 
finished in a unique way by turning the cut 
edge to the right side and tucking it to sim-
ulate a piping and then attaching the hem 
to the flounce with an invisible slip stitch. 
A similar procedure is used for the top cut 
edge of the flounce. The method of attach-
ing the flounce to the basic silk skirt is the 
typical fashion of the 1870s.

 The back overskirt is composed of two 
lengths each 45 inches long and 36 inches 
wide which are cut on straight grain and 
joined with a center back seam. This over-
skirt is incorporated in the cotton waist-
band and the center back closure of the ba-
sic silk skirt. At the top along the waistband 
for 5½ inches on each side of the center 
back are three overlapping flat darts (about 
3½ inches total amount for each dart).

 The sides and the hemline of the overskirt 
are finished with fitted facings so that they 
are conspicuous free edges. The facings are 
cut from bias self-fabric and measure 21⁄8 
inches wide (finished). They are turned to 
the right side of the overskirt and sewn in 
place with slip stitches so that there is no 
visible line of stitching.

 The overskirt is essentially free from the ba-
sic skirt. The information of the poufs and 

folds of the drapery are based somewhat 
on similar specimens because the tacking 
treads have come undone. The total length 
of the piece is 45 inches so that when the 
tuck on center back is in place the length 
will be about 39 inches, which will bring 
the hem edge of the overskirt to approxi-
mately 5 inches above the hemline of the 
flounce. It appears that the major pouf was 
created with a deep tuck approximately 
three inches wide (six inches total lightly 
held on center back so that the fold of the 
tuck would be almost indiscernible; that is, 
the fold edge would be round and horizon-
tal with an indefinite ending.273 At the sides 
of the overskirt about 10 inches down along 
the faced edge are tucks lightly tacked in 
place so that the total length of the faced 
edge will be about 363⁄8 inches. The inter-
play of the side tucks with the center back 
tuck will provide the desired pouffed effect.

Construction Detail: With the exception of 
the armscye seams, the basic seams are 
machine sewn with the lock stitch. The ma-
chine stitching is not visible on the outside 
of the garment. Hand stitches are used for 
all finishing work.

 The flat buttons are covered with the gray 
taffeta of the dress. The bodice lining is a 
firm tan colored cotton twill. The sleeves 
and the skirt are lined with a firm glazed 
cotton (probably called “glazed cambric”).

 The boning substance is not visible, but it 
is firm and unbroken. The traditional wool 
braid encloses the skirt’s lining and silk in a 
bound edge at the hem.
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130
 Dress Date: ca1878-1879
 From: The History Center in Tompkins County, Ithaca, NY
 Accession Number: x76.53.279
 Donor: Unknown
 Wearer: Unknown
 Provenance: Unknown

Description: This dress has certain char-
acteristics not present in the other ten 
specimens we had assembled. The dress is 
not composed of three separate pieces —a 
basque, overskirt, and basic skirt—because 
all of these parts are intricately attached to 
form a one-piece garment.

Fabric: The silk fabric of the major part of 
the dress is a novelty weave composed of 
a two-tone plaid of ¼ inch brown squares 
superimposed with an allover pattern of 
subtle brown and green woven in a floral 
spray. Dark brown silk taffeta forms the con-
trast as a panel down center front. Ruffles 
of the sleeve endings, border ruffles around 
the bottom of the skirt, and other trimmed 
areas are of the taffeta.

Basque: The basque is cut along princess 
lines and is fitted smoothly down to the 
hipline. It has a plastronlike front panel of 
brown taffeta starting at the shoulder seam 
and extending downward to about 9 inches 
beyond the natural waistline.

 The high and close neckline is finished with 
a standing collar cut on bias from the dress 
fabric. It is unique in that it is not attached 
to the neckline on the left side from shoul-
der seam to front because the basque 
closure is to the left of center, having been 
built on the left side of the brown taffeta 
panel. The buttons and buttonholes of the 
closure are hidden under the left side-front 
which laps over the panel. The short shoul-
der seam indicates that the sleeve is set up 
on the shoulder bone.

 The front panel is interrupted with three 
straplike embellishments made of the nov-
elty fabric which appear to button. These 
decorative units served to integrate the 
plain brown taffeta with the more domi-
nant figured weave. The straplike cross bars 
measure approximately two inches in width 
and are spaced about five inches apart.

 The front panel at its terminal—22¾ nches 
from the neckline—is joined on a horizontal 
line to the top of the overskirt and to the 
basic skirt lining.

 The front of the basque is shaped by the 
vertical panel seam from shoulder to hip 
and by one bust dart located parallel to the 
panel seam which terminates at about the 
same point.

 The close fit of the princess basque re-
quires a narrow underarm section. It is 2¾ 
inches wide directly below the armscye 
seam. Both seams of this underarm piece 
end as darts over the hipbone. The side 
front piece joins the shoulder seam and the 
underarm seam and then broadens out to 
become the polonaise at the hips.

 The intricate back is essentially princess 
style, terminating in two coattails, some-
what like a formal tailcoat. It is like the type 
of basque overskirt we saw in the Schmeck 
dress of 1872 (121) and the Pitts (125) 
dress of 1875, but narrowed for the late 
1870s. A center back seam from neckline 
to the point where the back divides into 
coattails is 21¼ inches. Instead of the tradi-
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tional curved back panel seams, the back is 
cut with the new line: the back panel seam 
intercepts the shoulder seam at a point 2¾ 
inches in from the armscye seam. The cen-
ter back seam ends 6½ inches below the 
natural waist. The back piece and the side 
back panel form the coattail. The fabric is 
brought together at the end of the coattail 
into a curve (almost a point) and termi-
nates with a silk tassel.

Sleeve: The coat-style sleeve is very long, 
probably coming well over the hand. The 
very elaborate sleeve ending combines both 
fabrics in the design. Falling over the hand 
are three rows of brown taffeta ruffles and 
then a wide fitted band of figured material 
(bound in taffeta) which is placed obliquely 
around the lower sleeve.

Overskirt: The overskirt is an amazing con-
coction, being both attached and free from 
the basic structure. The sides of the skirt 
are an extension of the side fronts of the 
basque (which originates at the shoulder 
in princess style). The center front of the 
skirt is a trapezoid: 5¼ inches at the top 
by 9½ inches at the hemline by 29 inches 
in length. The fabric of the overskirt sides 
is draped up into a concentration of deep 
tucks and attached to the skirt lining in 
back, under the coattails of the basque, 
forming deep pocketlike folds at the base of 
the hipbones. These line up with the hori-
zontal attachment of the apron at the base 
of the brown taffeta panel.

 The circumference of the overskirt is ap-
proximately 57¾ inches. The hemline 
border exhibits great detail and handwork: 
the figured fabric of the unlined apron skirt 
is cut with a rectangular contour 3 inches 
deep and 1¼ inches wide with the edges 
bound in bias taffeta; the alternate spaces 
of 2½ inches are filled with knife-pleated 
brown taffeta. The bound edges of taffeta 
give continuity to the design. There are no 
visible stitches.

Basic Skirt: Perhaps the most striking charac-
teristic of this skirt is its small hem cir-
cumference that takes us back to the third 
decade of the century when such a mea-
surement was not uncommon.

 The lining is a separate unit sewn to enclose 
both the seam edges of the lining and the 
dress, thus making it difficult o determine 
exactly the number of gores, constructed 
on the basis of 19 inch silk fabric. The front 
gore at the hemline measures 24½ inches. 
The center back section is divided with a 
center back seam. Between the side back 
section and the back section is a godet 4 
3⁄8 inches at the hemline and 15½ inches 
long. This gives the trainless skirt a slight 
back flare. The basic skirt plays a minor 
role. The visible part has the border which 
has been so typical of the 1870s dresses. 
Starting at the bottom of the hem and 
working upward there is a taffeta facing of 
1�3⁄8 inches bound with the traditional wool 
braid, followed by four taffeta ruffles each 2 
3⁄8 inches wide and each bound in self-fabric 
and gathered and hand sewn to the basic 
skirt one on top of the other. This border is 
topped with a wide ruffle f 3¾ inches cut 
on the bias from the figured dress fabric. 
It is bound in self-fabric, and gathered and 
attached to the basic skirt.

Construction Details: The bodice is lined 
with the typical tan cotton twill which ex-
tends to the lower hipline approximately 10 
inches below the waist. It is stitched into 
the seams of the bodice so that the over-
cast seams are visible.

 The lining of the basic skirt is a dark brown, 
slightly glazed, firm weave of cotton, which 
serves as the substitute fabric covered by 
the overskirt and is also the lining for the 
lower skirt.

 The sleeves are lined with the same fabric. 
The skirt hem is finished with wool binding.
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Predominant Characteristics of 
Compared Specimens

One has only to glance at the photographs 
and drawings in this chapter to be aware of 
how complex these dresses are both in design 
and construction—each dress is an ensemble 
of parts.

Fabrics

This sample of dresses yielded a limited vari-
ety of fabrics. The fiber content for nine of the 
fabrics is silk, with possibly mixtures of fibers 
in some of the rep weaves. One dress of 1872 
is of a worsted wool, and another of 1875 is of 
cotton.

The weaves of the silks are limited to taffetas 
and variations of rep weaves. Taffetas range 
from 1870 to about 1878, while three from 
1873 to 1878 are rep weaves which vary from 
dress to dress in weight and texture. For ex-
ample, the Parisian pink silk of the Langdon 
gown of 1875 (123) is a very fine rep weave 
with the weft th eads only slightly heavier 
than the fine warps. In contrast the rep weave 
of the Townsend walking suit (122) of 1873-
1874 has a definite grosgrain pattern, and the 
fabric in the hand feels wiry and heavy. The 
widths of the silks vary from 18 inches to 24 
inches. The wool wedding dress (121) of 1872 
is made of a Scottish tartan.

The white cotton graduation dress (125) of 
1875 is of tarlatan. The fibers are found to be 
completely covered with a sizing which makes 
the fabric smooth and crisp and fixes the 
yarns in position so that they do not tend to 
spread. Two other dresses of tarlatan available 
for study were excluded because they are not 
day dresses.

It is interesting to see that there is a distinct 
difference between the colors of our dress-
es of the sixties and those of our seventies. 
Eight of the seventies dresses are in a neutral 
or very grayed chromatic range, unlike the 

Above: Heavy rep (probably considered ottoman) made 
of cotton weft on a silk arp. 2012.043
Susan Greene Collection/Genesee Country Village & Museum
Below: tarlatan, coarse and crisp, not at all diaphanous. 
This has a machine pattern border; used in an evening 
dress. Both fabrics served to maintain a sculptural pres-
ence in wear but must have been uncomfortable. 
Ontario County (Canandaigua, NY) Historical Society. 

Photos by Susan Greene
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vibrant color combinations of the 
1860s; however, other design effects 
have taken the place of color—the 
interplay of different values of the 
same or a closely related hue and 
the creation of light and shadow 
(depth) by applied trimming often 
in self-fabric overlapping layers. An 
example of the interplay of dark 
and light can be seen in the draw-
ings of the Townsend (122), 1873-
1874, and the Hobson dress (126) 
of 1875.

Before leaving the generalizations 
about color we should point to two 
exceptions. The first, CU 47 (120), 
is transitional from the sixties to 
the seventies. It is a silk pin-stripe 
composed of gold alternating with 
taupe which gives the effect of dull 
gold, but it is accented with trim-
ming of shocking pink. The second dress, THC 
x76.53.279 (130), is of a novelty weave of 
brown check superimposed by a brown floral 
pattern.

Two excellent examples of the design ap-
proach for depth with applied trimming are 
the Pitts dress (125) and the Geisler (124). 
For other examples of creation of light and 
shadow, see the drawings of the Speed (128), 
1875-1878, and the Bull dress (129), 1878.

When the trimming was not made of self-fab-
ric, it was generally kept in the same color-val-
ue relationship, as for example a satin facing 
for textural contrast or silk fringe in the form 
of swags to accent the direction of skirt drap-
ery.

Bodices

Regardless of bodice type the majority of the 
necklines are high and close to the neck. The 
only exception is the Langdon evening dress 
(123), originally made with the typical high 
neckline.

Six of the dresses with high and close neck-
lines are also finished with a standing band or 
collar. These collars vary in that some are cut 
on straight grain while others are cut on bias. 
Some are edgestitched on their shaped edge 
and occasionally corded piping is included in 
the seam.

Other designs of neck decoration are essen-
tially integrated with the total bodice design.

Because the sloping shoulder line was be-
coming outmoded, the shoulder seam length 
may provide useful information, especially 
when trying to determine the vintage of an 
unknown dress. For the eleven specimens, the 
lengths range from 5½ inches to 73⁄8 inches.

Basques

Structurally, the form of the seventies bodice 
divides essentially into two groups distinguish-
able by the nature of the back: the basque 
with the long coattail which is made to project 
in varying degrees from the body and some-
times is called a polonaise, and the basque 
skirts which average about 10½ inches from 

Detail of garment of the early 1870s. Note the play of dark and 
light as well as of absorbed and reflected light. 2010.060 
Susan Greene Collection/Genesee Country Village & Museum

Photo by Susan Greene
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the waistline to the hemline on center back 
and often end with pleats or flairs.

The front of the basque, regardless of its po-
sition in the above categories, would generally 
have these characteristics: (a) symmetrical, 
divided by the center front closure; (b) cut 
without a waistline seam; (c) shaped with two 
darts on each side, which extend from peak 
of bust to the hemline of the basque skirt 
(but boned only from waist upwards); and (d) 
fitted with a fish dart above the hipbone along 
the waistline. Six fronts have the new type of 
curved closure and four have the corselet, but 
only one dress of the eleven has both features: 
Bull (129) of 1878.

We found these exceptions: THC x76.53.279 
(130) has a closure left of center; Pitts (125) 
has only one unboned bust dart; CU 45 (123), 
ca 1875, has the basque skirt cut as a separate 
piece in place of the fish dart; and CU 2994 
(127), ca 1875-78, has a waistline seam in the 
basque skirt for side fronts and side backs.

Vest Fronts

Seven of the eleven specimen fronts are 
designed to suggest the vest front. In most in-
stances the bodice is actually cut in one piece 
but appears to be separated into a firm center 
front with pointed hemline and a side front 
embellished with trimming positioned parallel 
with the bust dart nearest to center front.

Illustrations of examples are of the Pitts (125), 
1875, and Speed (128), 1875-1878. There are 
four basques which do not have the simulated 
vest front. Of these, three are particularly in-
teresting because of the detail which, in each 
case, is a substitution for a true collar. Illustra-
tions of examples: Langdon (120), ca 1870; 
Langdon (123), ca 1875; and Bull (129), 1878.

Basque Backs

The majority of the specimens are cut prin-
cess style. The designs of these backs from the 
shoulders to the natural waistline are similar. 

Frequently there is a center back seam and 
back panel seams curved to meet the arms-
cye seams. Exceptions appear in four basques 
in that the back panel seams meet with the 
shoulder seams: a trend to watch as we ap-
proach the 1880s.

It is important to focus on the style character-
istics below the waistline in order to identify 
features which tend to fall within either the 
first half of the decade or the second half. The 
basques with the long coattails (which essen-
tially are overskirts) are in the minority in our 
sample of specimens. They are the Schmeck 
dress (121) of 1872 (the front overskirt is 
separate), the Pitts dress (125) of 1875, and 
the THC x76.53.279 (130), ca1878-79. This 
style was referred to as “the polonaise” and 
appeared in numerous fashion publications. 
It is interesting that this style first appeared 
among the specimens of the late 1860s (see 
Remey dress, 1869 (nnn) and was still seen, 
much varied, in 1878.

The majority of the basque skirts fall within 
the group which do not go below the hipline. 
They average about 10½ inches from waistline 
to hemline. The variations in design are: (a) 
two with vented coattails: Townsend (122), ca 
1873-1874, and CU 2994 (127), ca 1875-1878; 
(b) two with pleats included in the coattail in-
troduced either from the center back or from 
the panel seams: Langdon (120), ca 1870; CU 
2994 (127), ca 1875- 1878; and (c) three skirts 
fitted close to the body with shaped hemlines 
in which the coattail does not project from 
the body with flare, pleats, or flare and pleats: 
Langdon (123) 1875, but decoration is added; 
Speed (128), 1875-1878; Bull (129), 1878.

Sleeves

The coat-style sleeve reigned supreme among 
our specimens throughout the decade. It had 
first appeared about 1865, or at least by 1867 
(as shown in photograph of the Remey walk-
ing suit of 1869.
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Frank Lesie's Lady's Journal Cut Paper Patterns, Fall & Winter 1874-1875. Home 
dressmakers could try their hands at making dramatic draperies and cuff details 
to add fashionable cachet to basic patterns or outdated garments. 

Collection of Susan Greene
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Three measurements which indicate an 1870s 
coat sleeve are: the armscye circumference 
averaging 16¼ inches, the shoulder length 
(average 6¼ inches), and the wide opening 
averaging slightly over 11 inches.

Embellishment for the sleeve ending is a dis-
tinctive identifying feature of these sleeves. 
The intriguing decorations took the form of 
large turned-up cuffs, or simulated cuffs creat-
ed by applied trimmings or knifepleated frills 
(often in double overlapping layers), and other 
variations.

Overskirts

Nine of the eleven dresses have some form of 
overskirt. Although the Hobson (126) dress, a 
princess style, and the Langdon evening dress 
do not have the overskirt, the attached drap-
ery suggests the overskirt.

In broad terms there are two types of over-
skirts represented among the samples: (1) an 
apronlike skirt which can be detached from 
the dress much as one would remove an ac-
cessory; (2) a skirt which cannot be removed 
either because it is an extension of the basque 
or because it is partially incorporated in the 
seams of the basic skirt and is to be a simulat-
ed structure rather than an overskirt.

With the exception of the 1873-74 Townsend 
(122) dress we have not found a substitute 
fabric (such as cotton lining) used in the ba-
sic skirt where it is covered by a detachable 
overskirt. In other words, we frequently see 
the extravagant use of silk over silk. However, 
when the overskirt is incorporated in some 
of the seams of the basic skirt, a substitute 
fabric was used in the basic skirt.

The overskirts of the specimens are not lined. 
They are sometimes gored, and during the 
first half of the decade the fullness in the top 
of the skirt echoed the plan of the basic skirt. 
Two good illustrations of these overskirts are 
the drawings of the Langdon (120), ca1870, 
and the Geisler (124), ca 1875.

Particularly in the second half of the de-
cade the character of the overskirt gradual-
ly changed in that it became more draped 
and contrived by the use of horizontal tucks 
(usually deep), shirring, and interior tapes and 
loops. A very good example can be seen in the 
drawings of the overskirt of the Speed (128) 
dress, 1875-1878.

Basic Skirt

The complexity of most of these dresses is 
such that one has to ferret out the basic struc-
ture under the superstructure of trimmings 
and to also figure out how the garment was 
designed to cling to the body here and project 
from the body there and how the undulating 
folds were positioned.

A common characteristic of these specimens 
was the smooth fit across the front of the 
body, thus defining, in varying degrees, the 
contours when the wearer moved forward. 
The great bulk of the skirt was controlled 
for the dramatic back thrust, particularly so 
during the second half of the decade.

When mounting an 1870s dress on a manne-
quin, one is confronted with interpretation of 
the hem circumference in an attempt to esti-
mate what is actually space for leg movement, 
as in walking, and what is essentially drapery. 
The tapes (cotton or elastic), and the crino-
line-supported backskirt combine to hold the 
back fullness in place.

The Langdon (120) dress, ca 1870, is an in-
teresting transitional specimen because the 
shape of the skirt is still dependent on the cut 
of the gored sections, and there are no ties 
inside to hold the back sections in a contrived 
position. Even though each style is different, 
there are no ties in the Schmeck (121), 1872, 
Townsend (122), 1873-1874, Hobson (126), 
1875. All the other dresses are constructed 
with some form of tie-back.

Every basic skirt of the 8th decade is gored. 
The number of gored sections varies from 
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skirt to skirt; commonly ranging from five to 
seven gores. The section which is often not 
gored is across the center back because the 
full width of the fabric is needed for the ex-
tensive pleating at the waistline.

The hem circumferences of four dresses with 
trains averaged 160 inches, and seven dress-
es without trains averaged 1045⁄8 inches. Be 
aware, however, that the fullness in the hem 
is reserved mainly for the back sweep so that 
space for leg movement is limited. A compar-
ison of the dresses without trains indicates 
that the smaller circumferences toward the 
close of the decade.

A distinctive decorative feature of all these 
skirts is the border which parallels the entire 
circumferenceof the hemline. It is the only 
element that unites the design of the skirt 
front with the back because often the design 
detail does not flow from front to back on an 
uninterrupted line. Generally these borders 
are elaborate and wide.274 

Construction Details

The most common fabric for the bodice lin-
ings is a cotton twill, usually dyed tan or light 
brown. An interesting exception is the dress 
made by a New York dressmaker for which the 
bodice lining is a fine white lawn. The basque 
skirts are frequently faced with self-fabric.

The sleeves of all the bodices are lined but 
usually with a cotton lighter in weight than 
that used for the body of the bodice. The 
most common fabric is a fine plain-weave cot-
ton, lightly glazed. Again the exception is the 
1875 Langdon (123) dress for which China silk 
is used for the sleeves.

All the skirts are lined (partially or complete-
ly), but beyond this generalization one would 
have to delve into the variety of supports used 
in each skirt.

We find that by the 1870s the sewing ma-
chine was used extensively for all inside seams 
except the armscye seam, which is frequently 
handsewn. Only two specimens were essen-
tially sewn by hand: one is the Hobson (126) 
dress of 1875 made in England; the other is 
the Pitts (125) dress.

We found very little machine work visible on 
the outside of the dresses. Much of the trim-
ming was applied by hand with hidden stitch-
es. In the Pitts (125) dress the ruffles for the 
sleeve endings and the hem border have ma-
chine-sewn (chain stitch) hems. One wonders 
if such trimming was purchased by the yard.

All the buttonholes are handworked, and most 
of the buttons are cloth covered and in shape 
tend to be flat— a contrast to the buttons of 
the 1860s, which generally project from the 
surface of the dress.

The use of corded piping is no longer to be 
found in all the standard places such as the 
neckline and armscye seams, yet, in summary, 
we find it appearing in the following locations:

• Schmeck (121) dress, 1872—corded velvet 
trimming applied around armscye seams.

• Townsend (122), 1873-74—corded piping 
for armscye seams and other rouleau ap-
plied along main seamlines.

• Hobson (126), 1875—a great deal of pip-
ing in satin as a contrast to the taffeta for 
various edge finishes and also in the arms-
cye seams but in a matching taffeta with a 
very fine cord.

• Langdon (123), 1875— corded piping 
enclosed in closure seam and skirt hem of 
basque.

• Speed (128), 1875-1878—corded piping 
used to finish seamline of trimming attach-
ment.
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Peterson's Ladies' National Magazine, 1871
Collection of Susan Greene
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Detecting the Facts: 1870 - 1880

FABRICS

Gone from this decade’s specimens is the 
vibrant color of figured silks, gone is the com-
plexity of weave, replaced with exceptional 
similarity in weave and color. Are these sam-
ples of “best dresses” representative of their 
kind for this decade? We view this sameness 
with skepticism.

By tallying exhibited dresses in published 
journals, we found that the silk fabrics of day 
dresses were predominantly failles, and most 
of the others were taffetas which we assumed 
were plain weaves with warps and wefts simi-
lar in weight and count. Satins appeared most 
frequently for formal evening dresses.

Brilliant color was mentioned infrequently 
and generally in a description of evening at-
tire. Pale blues and pinks, grayed reds, purples, 
browns, true grays — all muted— were within 
the fashionable range.

Ellen Haack and Jane Farrell in a study of 
dresses worn by Iowans from 1870 to 1880 re-
ported that,“Small quantities of silk and linen 
fabrics were also used in Iowa. Many extant 
“best dresses” were silk crepe or finely ribbed 
silk—taffeta, poplin, or broadcloth.” They also 
mentioned foulard, surah, satin, velvet, bro-
cade, and tulle.275 

Brief mention must be made of a compre-
hensive survey of the state of the textiles 
arts and technology in Reports of the United 
States Commissioners to the Paris Universal 
Exposition, 1878. The specialization of every 
European country and China, as displayed in 
the exhibits, is detailed. Enlightening is the 
statementthat, “With a singular unanimity of 
sentiment, the textile manufacturers of our 
country [USA] seemed to have arrived at the 
conclusion that it was not expedient to take 
part in this Exposition.” Two leading commis-
sion houses in Providence, RI, and Philadel-

phia did have specimens of the handiwork of 
their consignors.276 

In our search for an explanation of the singu-
lar monotony of weave, we note in the Report 
of the Commissioners in reference to French 
silks, “Apparently, the silk manufacture, so far 
as dress goods are concerned, had reached its 
zenith at the time of the former Exposition at 
Paris [1861]. No material change or progress 
has been made since that time in the appear-
ance of the fabrics. . . and there certainly have 
been new dyes discovered and applied.”277 No 
mention was made of the possible effects of 
the Franco-Prussian War.

In summary, this document is testimony to 
the fact that cottons, linens, wool, and mix-
tures were of high quality and available. Per-
haps Americans, at least the large majority, 
used domestic cotton fabrics. A reference to 
that effect is given by Claudia Kidwell,“ In the 
Great Industries of the United States, written 
in 1872, it was reported that there were large 
calico printing establishments in New England 
and in some of the middle states, and that 
American production nearly equalled the pro-
duction of England ‘though the quality of both 
English and French calico is superior.’ ”278 

In our sample of specimens only one dress is 
of cotton—a tarlatan. Appropriate for dress 
occasions, the fabric is mentioned in both 
American and English fashion reports. Organ-
dy, embroidered cotton, as well as linen were 
the fabrics of a few day dresses among the 
exhibited extant collections. In the Iowa study, 
cottons were not separated according to use: 
underclothing, dresses, men’s shirts, and work 
clothes. But apparel fabrics of those named 
were probably chintz, lawn, seersucker, ribbed 
poplin—a rib weave commonly reported in 
American and English fashions news. Also 
noteworthy in the Report “In the whole Expo-
sition there could be found scarcely any nar-
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row [cotton] prints except those coming from 
the United States. The fatuity of American 
customers in adhering to narrow goods, when 
the wider are in every respect more economi-
cal, is inexplicable.”279 

Only one of our specimen dresses is made of 
wool; a wedding dress (1872) fashioned not 
unlike an English dress of 1878 cut princess 
style from blue and green tartan.280 Very few 
wool dresses appeared in the surveyed exhib-
its. Those shown were elegant embroidered 
models for relatively formal occasions. Fashion 
plates, however, have shown women in tailored 
suits somewhat resembling riding habits, 
the fabrics of which suggest cloth for men’s 
wear.281 

STYLE SUCCESSION
By comparing the predominant characteristics 
of our specimens with detailed accounts of 
stylistic change as given by C. Willett Cunning-
ton and Elizabeth Schmeck Brown supple-
mented by the few measured English dresses 
provided by Janet Arnold and Norah Waugh, 
we concluded that this decade divided stylis-
tically into three periods: 1870-1872; 1873-
1874; 1875-1879.

Period 1870-1872

Most dresses in this period consisted of bod-
ice, overskirt, and basic skirt, as did our two 
specimens. Few dresses had round waisted 
bodices. The Langdon dress (120) has a round 
waist but only in front. (Arnold’s 5A silk dress 
of 1870-1871 has a round waist.) 282 Bodice 
variations which appear are:

Front trimmed to simulate an open cut-away 
coat or jacket over a waistcoat as suggested 
by the velvet rouleau applied to the Schmeck 
bodice (121)

Basque back cut long enough to form a coat-
tail which is essentially an overskirt

The round waist to give the effect of a basque 
by adding a belt to which are attached short 

skirts The vest type as often represented in 
Harper’s Bazar during this period is not in 
our sample, but it appears in Arnold’s English 
dress 5A.

Overskirts were ubiquitous but varied. Cun-
nington reports that in general the overskirts 
were long with apron fronts, and Brown 
reports that apron fronts were popular in 
America As early as 1870 English overskirts 
were draped, at least occasionally, by the use 
of tapes. In America, reference is made to, “. . . 
intricately draped [overskirts] require the skill 
of an experienced modiste.”283 In any case, the 
overskirt was to be bouffant through the back. 
According to Cunnington, “The polonaise, (or 
‘ “petite casaque,” as it is known in Paris’) be-
comes this year [1872] so important . . . . such 
a perplexing garment.”284 

The bouffant overskirt of the Langdon is 
achieved by shaping the fullness at the waist-
line with deep vertical darts—not by verti-
cal tapes, loops and buttons for horizontal 
draping, or by tapes to pull back fullness. By 
contrast, the English overskirt of Arnold’s 
5A has five vertical tapes and two horizontal 
tie-back tapes for control of back drapery. 
The Schmeck wool plaid (121) is particular-
ly useful as an example. The overskirt is an 
extension of the back bodice and is draped 
with seven deep horizontal tucks, but there 
is no evidence that tapes were used. The 
front apron is pulled up on the sides to the 
waistband by using deep darts, and the back 
coattail laps over the apron front near the 
waistline.

Judging from accounts, the basic skirts of 
this period do not appear to be greatly varied 
in their basic construction. As early as 1870 
Cunnington finds that the basic underskirt, 
“. . . measures 3½ yards wide, having a very 
broad gore in front, a broad side gore and two 
straight breadths each ¾ yard wide behind . . 
. . To flatten the front of the dress strings are 
sewn inside the side seams and tied back, in 
both the upper and underskirts.”285 
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An awkwardky managed, simplified 
morning or maternity ensemble—un-
lined and unboned—of thin printed 
cotton, apparently an example of the 
housewife's sewing skills. There is a 
little scanty pleating where the side 
seam of the overskirt joins the back 
panel; the draping of the latter is al-
most non-existent, and shows no evi-
dence of stays underneath to assist in 
draping. The asymmetry seems a last 
minute idea. 1870-1874. 2011.025 
  x SWG
Susan Greene Collection/Genesee Country 
VIllage & Museum

Photos by Susan Greene
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Brown reports that for 1870, “Skirt fullness 
concentrated at the back over a bustle; skirt 
still bouffant.” 286 There is no mention of tapes 
or ties. No ties appeared in the basic skirts of 
either the Langdon or the Schmeck dresses. 
Both skirts are gored and lined. There are no 
ties in the basic skirt of Arnold’s 5A; however, 
there are ties in the overskirt.

Sleeves were coat style with variations. As 
confirmed by Cunnington and Brown in 
their reports of early 1870s fashion, the coat 
sleeve was predominant. The variations ap-
peared mainly in the sleeve ending such as a 
very wide cuff or a simul ted cuff c eated by 
trimmings of pleated ruffles and bows with a 
more fitted undersleeve often attached. In our 
specimens the coat sleeve is predominant. Ar-
nold’s dress 5A, 1870-1871, is a good example 
of a variation.

Period 1873-1874

Cunnington finds that in 1873 nearly all the 
bodices are formed with fronts made to sim-
ulate waistcoats.287 Judging from the dress 
illustrations provided by Brown,288 this style of 
bodice was much in view in Harper’s Bazar.

For this period we have only one specimen: 
the Townsend walking suit (122), ca 1873-
1874. It has the simulated waistcoat front and 
the high close neckline with standing collar, a 
setting for the slightly rolled collar of the cut-
away basque. Arnold’s promenade dress 6A, 
1873-1875,289 has a front remarkably similar to 
the Townsend, including the rolled collar.

For the first time Brown mentions the back 
panel seams beginning in the shoulder seams 
instead of in the armscye seams.290 She also re-
ports that fewer basques were designed with 
coattails composed of “postillion pleats.”291 
The back of our Townsend basque is the tradi-
tional cut with back panel seams meeting the 
armscye seams. No postillion pleats are used 
in the vented coattail. The Arnold dress, 6A, 
does have a coattail fashioned with elaborate 
postillion pleats.

In England the vogue for contrasting shades of 
a color had taken the place of contrasting col-
ors. One would judge from the value contrast 
in the illustrations seen in Harper’s Bazar that 
this aesthetic preference was also important 
in American fashion. Our Townsend (122) suit, 
as indicated in the drawings, is a remarkable 
example of contrasting shades (or values) of a 
color. The play of dark on light versus light on 
dark seems extreme.

In 1873 Cunnington finds accounts of coat 
sleeves with “mousquetaire” cuffs.292 The sim-
ulated mousquetaire or gauntlet cuff of our 
Townsend sleeve, and the coat sleeve itself, 
seem out of proportion to the petite basque. 
The “cuirasse” cut of bodice is mentioned by 
Cunnington for the first time in 1874.293 His 
description is not definitive. The Townsend 
basque is only boned along the bust dart lines 
and therefore is not rigid, and, although it is 
fitted, it is not skin tight. It does not meet the 
general concept of a cuirass.

The most significant note regarding change in 
the development of the overskirt for this peri-
od comes from Brown, “Aprons and overskirts 
now attached to the lower [basic] skirt; heavy 
overskirts sewed to belt of lower skirt; dress 
now in two pieces, waist and skirt, instead of 
three.”294 Our specimen shows an example of a 
new technical change—substituting cotton in 
lieu of expensive silk in the basic skirt where it 
is covered by the overskirt.

A noticeable change in the basic skirt in 1873 
is reported by Cunnington, “Skirts are worn 
closer to the figure and petticoats are cut so 
that there is not the least fullness about the 
hips. . . the front breath. . . made flat leads to 
the vogue for the Tablier . . . .”295 In 1874 he 
reports, “The principle of distinguishing the 
front of the dress from the sides and back 
becomes steadily more noticeable . . . by the 
‘tablier’ and . . .tying back the skirt by inside 
strings. In addition the dress is made tighter 
round the hips . . .bustles are quite dispensed 
with. . . .”296 American fashion accounts concur. 
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Brown finds that, “Skirts were not lined but 
faced with crinoline. . . . Skirts clung flatly in 
front and on sides; side seams tied back so 
tightly that they almost touched; new sloping 
bustle worn . . . .”297 

Essentially the cut of the basic skirt of our 
Townsend suit conforms to the fashion trends 
in terms of the flatness in front and the ellip-
tical space surrounding the body at the hem-
line; however, a significant difference is that 
there are no tapes with which to pull the skirt 
to the back. There is space to accommodate 
a small bustle, but we have no evidence that 
one was worn.

Period 1875-1879

In England, according to Cunnington, “The 
typical day dress is made with some variation 
of the Jacket-bodice [basque] such as . . . the 
cuirasse bodice resembling in shape a pair of 
stays.”298 In the United States according to 
Brown’s reporting of Harper’s Bazar the corset 
waist, or cuirass basque appeared.

Brown also mentions for the first time a new 
cut called “The French shape, with one seam 
[in center back] and no side bodies [side 
backs].” 299 It is interesting to note that this 
cut can be seen in Arnold’s 5A at the begin-
ning of the decade. Five of our total of eight 
dresses for this period have the basque bod-
ice, which may have been called the “jacket 
basque,” but only one of our group could be 
classified as a cuirass. The skirts are not long, 
the average length being about nine inches 
from waistline to hemline.

The specimen that most closely approaches 
the characteristics of a cuirass form, as report-
ed by Cunnington and Brown, is the Langdon 
pink silk “evening dress” (125) of 1875. The 
assumption is that the dress was contempo-
rary “high fashion.” The basque is rigid with 
boning and relatively smooth fitting. The skirt 
of the basque is precisely form-fitting in both 
the front and back.

The Geisler silk basque (124) of 1875 and 
the Bull silk basque (129) of 1878 are cut 
with back panel seams meeting the shoulder 
seams, rather than the armscye seams. This 
change was reported by Brown as having 
appeared in America during the period 1873-
1875.300 

One should be aware of the fact that there 
was a change in the location of closures. It 
may open at the side, back, or front. Our silk 
afternoon dress, THC x76.53.279 (130), ca 
1878-1879, has a plastron front with a hidden 
closure to the left of center front. Waugh’s 
English princess style afternoon dress of 1878 
laces down center back.301 

Brown finds that about 1875, “Narrower over-
skirts appeared in the fall; drapery was closer 
to the figure, prohibiting the use of the bustle 
in many cases.”302 Our Langdon dress, the most 
advanced in fashion, has no overskirt unless 
the attached swag type drapery is seen as an 
overskirt. Two dresses which have the long 
draped overskirts close to the body, although 
they are separate entities, are: the Speed 
(128), ca 1875-1878, and the unknown CU 
2994 (127) of the same period. A type of over-
skirt which is an integral part of the basic skirt 
appears in two dresses: the Bull wedding dress 
(129) of 1878, an unknown, THC x76.53.279 
(130), both of which are at the end of the 
decade.

The basic skirt, because of its complexity, 
requires inspection of its various features. To 
begin with, there was a distinction made in 
the accounts between walking dresses and 
other dresses, even though the distinction is 
somewhat vague. Cunnington in his reporting 
of fashion accounts does not clarify the ques-
tion of presence or absence of the train for 
the walking dress.303 The Measurement Table 
for the 1870s can be used to compare hem cir-
cumferences which will indicate the presence 
or absence of the train in our specimens.
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"Ladies' 'princess costume'" from Arthur's Home Magazine, October 1876.
Collection of Susan Greene
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Comparison of length measurements will also 
help to determine if the specimen is a walking 
dress. According to Cunnington, at this time, 
“. . . all skirts are tied back, if possible, tighter 
than heretofore . . .”304 and drapery was now 
lower down on the skirt than formerly, hence 
the need for long, slender bustles.

Brown does not specify all skirts; she does find 
that even in this period the skirts were flat 
in front and on the sides, and the side seams 
were tied back tightly. The characteristics of 
the tablier were frequently mentioned in the 
English journals. In the American accounts 
the tablier is characterized as elaborate and 
sometimes had shirred breadths. Our Lang-
don (123) dress has all of the above features: 
(a) the back fullness is controlled with tie 
backs of both tape and elastic; (b) the drapery 
descends in the back low on the trained skirt, 
culminating withan elaborate looping of pink 
silk; (c) the tablier is a distinct panel accented 
with four repeats of drapery each culminating 
in center front with a constructed silk bow; 
(d) the flat, clinging effect of this tablier is 
achieved in part by it being unlined in con-
trast to the sides and back which are support-
ed with a stiff unde structure.

We found that the majority of our specimens 
within this period, 1875-1879, had some plan 
for controlling back fullness both for the over-
skirt and the basic skirt. The most common 
method, as shown in the drawings, was to use 
tapes usually attached at the side seams that 
could be tied as tight as the wearer desired. 
Another method was to thread a tape through 
a casing and knot it at each end, which proba-
bly meant it was not adjusted frequently.

The princess dress, also known as the four-
reau dress, as a style stands apart from the 
type of dress with its multiple parts: basque, 
overskirt, and basic skirt. In 1874 Cunning-
ton points out that it appeared as one of five 
types seen in the periodicals.305 According 
to the Iowa study, “In the second half of the 
1870s both one-piece princess gowns and 

two-piece styles were popular.”306 By 1878 
the princess dress was subject to variation in 
both England and the United States. The “tea 
gown” in England is a variation of the princess 
dress and perhaps so in American fashion, but 
since the garment was not a day dress we did 
not pursue the question. Our Hobson dress 
(126), 1875, is the only dress of princess cut 
in our sample. It was made for an American 
girl’s trousseau in Birmingham, England. It has 
many of the characteristics reported from the 
English and American accounts. In addition 
to being an excellent example of the princess 
cut, it has the plastron front, the interplay 
of light and dark values in a close chromatic 
range, and the large ornate pocket reportedly 
made necessary by the fact that the dress was 
too tight for an inside pocket. Interesting-
ly, this type of pocket appears frequently in 
Harper’s Bazar in 1878. (Two variations of the 
princess dress are given in Arnold’s 8A, a silk 
day dress, and307 in Waugh’s afternoon dress 
of silk taffeta.308 Both dresses have identifying 
features similar to our specimen.)

Regardless of the type of dress, variations 
in the coat-type sleeve changed very slowly 
throughout the decade. Cunnington finds in 
the English 1876 journals such statements as, 
“Bodies are tighter-fitting than ever, with . . . 
sleeves so narrow that it is impossible to lift
the arm to any extent.”309 Illustrations of an 
English tennis costume [1879]310 and an af-
ternoon dress311 clearly show a narrower girth 
through the sleeve above the elbow. Brown, 
in her summary of 1878, finds that, “Sleeves 
were usually coat-style with cuffs and trim-
mings.”312 We compared three well-document-
ed dresses of 1875: Langdon (123), Hobson 
(126), and Bull (129), with Arnold’s 8A and 
Waugh’s LIV, both of 1878. For all of these, 
the upper arm circumference is remarkably 
similar, indicating no major changes. Obser-
vation of the fashion plates of the late seven-
ties suggests that the more fitted long sleeve 
would be a reality in the 1880s. To appreciate 
the subtlety of change in the form of the coat 
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sleeve one should look back at the Remey 
walking dress (117), ca 1869.

By 1878 a few benchmarks of change have 
been clearly established as reported by both 
Cunnington and Brown: the “tailor-made” cos-
tume is shown in several illustrations by both 
authors and, according to the fashion critics 
of the seventies, it is apt to follow the style of 
the riding habit too closely.

According to Brown, “The silhouette was very 
slender, with no bustle; the overskirt was no 
longer flowing, but clinging, and fairly long . 
. .”313 The tailor-made does not appear in our 
sample, possibly because the majority of the 
dresses are broadly classified as afternoon 
dresses.

The following had characteristics which co-
incided with American trends as given by 
Brown: Bull dress (129) of 1878 (basque with 
fitted hipline; overskirt attached closely to 
basic skirt); THC x76.53.279 (130) (modified 
princess cut with plastron front and closure to 
left, no room for bustle).

As Cunnington points out, not every wom-
an adopted the extreme fashion, and there 
were many variations of styles from which to 
choose. All dresses, however, had in common 
a complexity of multiple parts; exactness of 
cut; layers of materials both inside and out, of 
which trimmings played a major role bymask-
ing the basic structure.

In the first period, 1870-1872, the element 
that is most strikingly absent from our two 
specimen dresses is a device for controlling 
the back thrust of the overskirt and basic 
skirt, such as ties sewn to the side seams 
and tied in center back, thus flattening the 
front of the dress, which Cunnington finds in 
English accounts as early as 1870. The bouf-
fant silhouette of overskirt and basic skirt, 
although much restrained, carried over from 
the 1860s. The emerging elliptical form was 
achieved primarily by the cut of the gored 
sections, the linings, and supports.

In the second period, 1873-1874, we had only 
one dress, the characteristics of which can be 
matched relatively well with stated develop-
ments, except that the overskirt is not at-
tached to the basic skirt—claimed as the new 
development by Brown. However, it now has 
both vertical and horizontal tapes to control 
the drapery (for contrast see the Langdon 
dress (120) of ca 1870). Absent still are the 
tie-backs for the basic skirt.

In the third period, 1875-1879, the major 
style characteristics peculiar to the seventies 
had, according to the accounts, developed 
into identifiable features, such as the ellip-
tical form—the fitted, clinging front section 
of the skirt and the tied-back fullness often 
culminating in a demitrain. These identifi-
able features are also present in most of our 
specimens belonging to the second half of 
the decade. The attached overskirt, an inte-
gral part of the basic skirt, was present in the 
well-documented wedding dress of 1878 and 
one other, THC x76.59.279 (130) attribut-
ed to 1878-1879, suggesting late arrival of a 
high fashion development reported in 1873 
by Brown.314 The tie-back devices in the basic 
skirts had become a common element of the 
majority of the specimens.

The arrival of the cuirass is a debatable ques-
tion. With the exception of the Langdon dress 
(123) of 1875, the majority of the basques 
did not have the heavily boned armorlike 
characteristics of a cuirass bodice, such as 
appeared in the 1880s with its accompanying 
tight sleeve. It was early in the second half of 
the 1870s that Cunnington terms the cuirass 
bodice as “typical” and Brown finds that its 
appearance is announced by Harper’s Bazar. It 
is important to keep in mind that Cunnington 
and Brown were using accounts of “high fash-
ion” developments. The majority of our spec-
imens were from collections of dresses worn 
by women who for various reasons did not 
possess the clothes described in the accounts 
at the time the styles first appeared.



723                 CHAPTER 10 - THE EIGHTH DECADE: 1870 - 1880

Wedding portrait, ca 1871. Carte de 
visite. An occasion of celebration. The 
bride appears to be wearing tarlatan—
the stiff pl ated frill gives it away.

Cabinet photo of a woman in crepe for 
deep mourning, ca 1874. Her pock-
et looks like 
an "add-on," 
strictly func-
tional rather 
than aesthetic, 
and the fabric 
looks as weary 
as she does. 

Photos, collection of Susan Greene
Fabric, with permission of Museum Village, Monroe, NY

2004.031

2003.213
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STYLES OF DRESSES ABSENT FROM 
OUR SAMPLE
This listing is given as suggestions mainly for 
the benefit of collectors:

• The princess dress—the only one in the 
sample is English.

•  Formal wedding dresses—we purposely 
did not include this type among the day 
dresses unless it also served as an after-
noon dress.

• Dress design expressive of the Aesthetic 
Movement: dresses designed by William 
Morris, for example.

• Dress design expressive of the Dress Re-
form Movement in the United States, 
England, Germany, and elsewhere.

• Dresses designed for particular functions: 
tailor-made for traveling, the hostess gown, 
tennis dress, the riding habit, the bathing 
dress.

• Dresses with the attached petersham into 
which is woven the dressmaker’s name 
and address. (Since petershams can be 
removed from original dresses, one has to 
be aware of possible transfers. Dressmak-
ers can often be traced through directories 
and census data.

• Dresses documented as high fashion.

BRIEF REMARKS ABOUT THE HOUSE 
OF WORTH AND ADAPTATIONS
Although we are focusing on dresses worn by 
American women, we need to take into ac-
count the fact that fashion innovations during 
the 1870s sifted down from the first source—
the custom-made garments designed by 
recognized professionals—perhaps the most 
famous was Charles Frederick Worth of Paris, 
whose name and designs appear frequently in 
the 1860s and 1870s.

To survive in the fashion world of Paris after 
the Franco-Prussian War meant to court the 
favor of wealthy English and American women 
and also to sell some models to be used for 
copying. Elizabeth Ann Coleman cites a histor-
ic example, “The first North American cita-
tion on the direct copying of a Worth export 
model seems to belong to New York’s Lord & 
Taylor . . . . A stylish, all-purpose Worth outfit 
imported by Lord & Taylor for the express 
purpose of copying, as advertised on the cover 
of Harper’s Bazar, Dec. 19, 1874.”315 

It must also be said that in London copies of 
Worth could be purchased. Coleman informs 
us that in London, about 1873, the Princess 
Bonaparte established a salon where, “. . . cop-
ies of dresses could be ordered at very mod-
erate prices.”316 These copies included models 
by Worth.

An outstanding American entrepreneur was 
Mme. Demorest, who ran a large dressmaking 
establishment and issued paper patterns and 
sewing supplies. She was obviously influenced 
by Worth’s models and others of the haute 
couture even though her designs were original 
and adapted to her large and diverse clientele.
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Measurements of Dresses 120 - 130

 ° Research asssesed date by Elsie McMurry
 CU Cornell University, College of Human Ecology, Ithaca, NY
 THC The History Center in Tompkins County, Ithaca, NY
  † mocha silk poplin = 21¼ inches; medium brown poplin 25 inches.
 * On seamline rather than across the shoulders

Research Assessed Date° 1870 1872 1873-1874 1875 1875

Specimen 120 CU 47 121 On Loan 122 THC 1986.112 123 CU 45 124 CU 59

Donor Langdon Brown Smelzer Langdon Phillips

Original wearer Landgon Schmeck Townsend Langdon Geisler

Provenance Elmira, NY Niagara Falls, NY Lodi, NY Elmira, NY Philadelphia

Fabric silk taffeta wool plaid silk poplin† fine silk rep silk taffeta

Width 19.5 26.0 25.25 23.5 21.25

Ground color gray & gold blue & green brown pink gray

Bodice neck circumference 14.0 15.5  12.75 13.5

Bodice CF length to waist 14.25 13.375 13.0 11.0 12.75

Length to hem, front: 0.0 18.875 17.25 15.125 22.25

Bodice CB length to waist 14.0 33.25 14.5 14.625 13.75

Length to hem, back 23.625 22.0 22.875 23.75

CF to side seam at waist 7.625 7.125 8.25 7.625

CB to side seam at waist 3.5 4.5 4.25 4.25

Bodice waist circumference 22.0 24.5 22.75 23.35 24.0

Across shoulder seam 6.375 7.25 7.375* 5.5 6.0*

Bodice underarm length to waist 7.5  8.75  6.5 8.0 7.375

Narrowest back: 14.5 11.375

Sleeve type 2-piece coat 2-piece coat 2-piece coat 2-piece coat 2 piece coat

Armscye 17.375 15.75 14.375 16.0 15.75

Upper sleeve circumference 14.25 15.5 15.5 13.0 13.875

Sleeve ending circumference 8.625 11.375 10.0 11.0 10.0

Outer side seam length 22.0 19.375 21.275 12.75 21.75

Underarm sleeve length 16.125 17.5 15.375 10.0 18.0

Basic skirt CF length 42.0 39.25 39.875 41.0 40.0

Skirt CB length 55.0 45.0 43.25 63.5 43.375

Basic skirt waist circumference 23.5 24.5 22.75 23.75 23.75

Basic skirt hem circumference 142.25 118.5 111.5 115.0 116.0

See Appendix 15 for gore dimensions Gored Gored Gored Gored Gored

Footnotes W, t W, OS W, OS t W, OS
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THE EIGHTH DECADE 1870 - 1880

1875 1875 1875-1878 1875-1878 1878 1878-1879

125 CU 61 126 CU 1837 127 CU 2994 128 THC 74.64.9 129 THC 1987.24.1 130 THC x 76.53.279

Ellis Hobson Unknown Speed Quick Unknown

Pitts Hobson Unknown Speed Bull Unknown

Honeoye, NY Corks, Ireland Unknown Dryden, NY Ithaca, NY Unknown

cotton tarlatan silk taffeta silk taffeta silk poplin silk taffeta silk dobby

60.0 22.25 22.125 20.375 18.0 19.0

white chocolate taupe brown gray brown

15.625 13.5 14.25 14.25 14.375 13.625

13.0 12.0 15.25 12.5 13.0 13.0

21.25 21.625 20.375

14.25 12.375 12.5 13.875 14.0 14.5

64.75 17.625 23.875 24.75

7.25 8.25 8.125

3.375 3.625 3.75

23.25 25.0 26.75 26.0 23.0 26.75

6.5* 6.375 6.5* 5.75 5.5 5.875

6.875 6.75 6.125 6.375 7.5 7.0

11.0 12.625 12.0

2 piece coat 2 piece coat 2 piece coat 2 piece coat 2 piece coat 2 piece coat

13.5 15.875 16.5 16.125 16.125 17.0

14.0 14.75 13.0 14.0 13.0 14.0

13.5 10.625 8.75 11.0 12.5 13.0

20.0 20.375 19.5 22.375 21.5

15.0 18.0 14.5 15.75 17.5

38.5 40.25 38.75 38.75 42.25

56.0 50.5 49.75 42.0 43.0 56.5

24.25 25.0 25.0 26.0 24.75

183.0 136.25 117.0 98.0 89.375 82.375

Gored Gored Gored Gored Gored Gored

t W, t OS W, OS W, OS W, OS

 W  Wool braid present on edge of skirt hem.
 OS Overskirt
 t The skirt has a train
All measurements are done flat where possible: ungathered or drawn up.
All measurements were done with a dressmaker’s tape measure to the nearest 1/8 inch.

Research Assessed 
Dateﾰ
Specimen
Donor

Original wearer
Provenance
Fabric

Width
Ground color
Bodice neck 
circumferenceBodice CF length 
to waistLength to hem, 
front:Bodice CB length 
to waistLength to hem, 
backCF to side seam 
at waistCB to side seam 
at waistBodice waist 
circumferenceAcross shoulder 
seamBodice underarm 
length 
to waist
Narrowest back:

Sleeve type
Armscye
Upper sleeve 
circumferenceSleeve ending 
circumferenceOuter side seam 
lengthUnderarm sleeve 
lengthBasic skirt CF 
lengthSkirt CB length
Basic skirt waist 
circumferenceBasic skirt hem 
circumferenceSee Appendix 
15 
for gore dimensions
Footnotes
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Chapter 11: The Ninth Decade 
1880-1890

An unusual opportunity presented itself 
in the form of the well-preserved ward-
robe of Mrs. Charles Jervis Langdon 

of Elmira, New York. The collection, now at 
Cornell University, spans the period from 1870 
to about 1912 and is much enriched by the 
presence of other parts of her wardrobe: the 
matching mantles, bonnets, and other acces-
sories which complete ensembles; her under-
wear; her husband’s attire (although limited); 
and some of the children’s clothing.

In 1937 when Jervis Langdon offered the 
wardrobe to Cornell University, he wrote, “I 
may say in explanation that my mother was a 
very beautiful woman and her youthful hus-
band saw to it that she had some really beauti-
ful costumes to wear at parties.”317 

Ida Clark, born March 7, 1849, was the daugh-
ter of Jefferson Burr Clark, a prominent busi-
ness man of Elmira, New York. She attended 
Vassar College in the years 1865-1866 and 
1867-1868. On October 12, 1870, she mar-
ried Charles Jervis Langdon of Elmira. In that 
same year, Jervis Langdon died leaving his only 
son Charles J. to assume the management of 
the large business he had built. The business 
included lumber, anthracite mines, and coal 
contracts with mining and railroad companies.

The romantic image of a beautiful wife of an 
industrialist comes crowding into one’s mind 
along with the views historians present of a 
society practicing conspicuous consumption 
in their desire to express the values of the up-
per socioeconomic level of American society. 
In this chapter we learn about the clothing 
choices of those whom mainstream Americans 
tended to emulate.

Charles J. and Ida C. Langdon had three chil-
dren. Daughter Julia Olivia was born Novem-
ber 21, 1871, son Jervis on January 26, 1875, 
and daughter Ida on October 15, 1880.318 

The Victorian-style mansion, surrounded by 
spacious grounds, had been occupied by the 
Langdon family for several generations until 
the late 1930s when the house was disman-
tled for a shopping plaza.

Today, many of us have become aware of the 
Langdon family through the celebrated author 
Samuel L. Clemens (Mark Twain) whose wife 
Olivia was a sister of Charles Jervis Langdon. 
The Clemens and their children spend many 
happy summers with the Langdons on Quarry 
Farm in Elmira, where in an octagonal study 
built for him at the request of Susan Lang-
don Crane, Clemens wrote The Adventures of 
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Huckleberry Finn, The Prince and the Pauper, 
Life on the Mississippi, and major portions of 
many of his other works.319 

The Langdon family traveled abroad frequent-
ly. Some of their purchases while away from 
Elmira can be traced through their letters 
and from information provided by Miss Ida 
in 1937.320 In a few instances the origin of a 
clothing purchase can be documented by an 
invoice or a garment label. Unfortunately, very 
few of Mrs. Langdon’s dresses have the dress-
maker’s name woven into the inner belt of the 
bodice, but one of the most interesting with 
such documentation is by Paquin, a leading 
designer in Paris.

That some of the dresses were custom-made 
has been ascertained mainly by three deduc-
tions:

1. The table of her measurements reveals the 
similarity of Mrs. Langdon’s measurements 
in such places as shoulder length, neckline 
circumference, arm and wrist girth, as well 
as differences from year to year and from 
dress to dress in standard areas such as 
the waist

2. Extra lengths of matching fabric included 
with a number of her dresses—Mrs. Lang-

don and her dressmaker evidently antici-
pated alterations and repairs

3. The fine handwork in the finishing details 
separates these dresses from ready-to-
wear—the sewing techniques and the use 
of complete procedures as opposed to 
cutting corners indicate the presence of a 
personal dressmaker.

Although Langdon family history can be 
gleaned through various archival material, the 
person of Ida Clark Langdon remains quite 
remote. Vague references are made to delicate 
health, including the gradual loss of hearing. 
One could jump to the conclusion that if a 
woman—after having three children—could 
still have a 22-inch waistline, she must have 
been risking ill health. We learn, however, that 
she was 85 years old when she died, Decem-
ber 17, 1934, and had outlived her husband 
by eighteen years. It is interesting to note 
that Queen Alexandra of England was born in 
1844 and died in 1925 at the age of 81 years. 
In both instances the ladies wore fashionable 
dresses which required the tight lacing of a 
corset—a great concern of dress reformers, 
physicians, and others.321 

A display of newly 
acquired Langdon 
dresses at Cornell 
University.
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LEADERS

England

• Victoria, Queen of England, born 1819, died 1901. Ruled from 
1837 to 1901.

• Edward, The Prince of Wales, born 1841, died 1910
• Alexandra, The Princess of Wales, born 1844, died 1925

France

• The Third Republic ended in 1914.

The United States of America

• Rutherford Hayes, president from March 4, 1877, to March 4, 1881
• Wife, Lucy Webb Hayes, born 1831, died 1889

• James A. Garfield, president from March 4, 1881, to September 19, 
1881

• Wife, Lucretia Rudolph Garfield, born 1832, died 1918
• Chester Arthur, president from September 19, 1881, to March 4, 

1885
• Wife, Ellen Herndon Arthur, born 1838, died January 12, 

1880
• Hostess, Mary Arthur McElroy, sister of the president

• Grover Cleveland, president from March 4, 1885, to March 4, 1889
• Wife, Frances Folsom Cleveland, born 1864, died 1947
• Hostess, Rose E. Cleveland for her bachelor brother’s first 

fifteen months in offi
• Benjamin Harrison, president from March 4, 1889, to March 4, 

1893
• Wife, Caroline L. Scott Harrison, born 1832, died 1892
• Hostess, Mary Harrison McKee, daughter of the president

Points of Historic Reference



 730CHAPTER 11 - THE NINTH DECADE: 1880 - 189o

EVENTS

England

• 1885 Marriage of Princess Beatrice to Prince Henry of Batten-
berg: elegant trousseau publicized in Harper’s Bazar.

• 1887 Queen Victoria’s Jubilee Year brought together up-
per-class society from around the world.

France

• 1878 The Paris Art Exhibition had an influence on textile de-
sign inspiring such motifs as butterflies, lilies, tulips, and pea-
cock feathers which can be seen in fabrics used by Charles 
Worth and others, including Liberty of London whose logo is 
still the peacock feather.

• 1889 Paris Exhibition: inspired silk promotion (wool had been 
popular in England and the United States for the emerging 
tailor-made).

The United States of America

• 1881 Lillian Russell, the American actress, became a popular 
idealized beauty.

• 1882 Lily Langtry, beautiful English actress made her debut 
in New York. Herfigure and gowns have gone down in history 
as legendary.

• 1886 June 2, President Grover Cleveland married Miss Fran-
ces Folsom, daughter of his former law partner, in the Blue 
Room of the White House. The bride was an object of jour-
nalistic attention.

• The majority of the industrialists listed for the 1870s held 
leadership beyond the end of the nineteenth century. Some 
of them exemplified the American dream of having virgin op-
portunities to rise to a position of wealth and power. In their 
ostentatious display of wealth, such a man and his family 
tended to emulate the manners and customs of the Europe-
an leisure class. The wives and daughters sought to be ele-
gantly dressed by Parisian couturiers such as Charles Worth, 
Jacques Doucet, and Jeanne Paquin.
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Although middle-class Americans could not 
obtain the luxurious quality of clothing of 
the wealthy, they were aware of the style 
characteristics through such taste setters for 
middle-class women as Ladies’ Home Journal 
from 1883 and Good Housekeeping from 1885. 
Adaptations of high fashion were greatly facil-
itated by improved technology and marketing. 
The development of department stores and 
the growing network of railroad lines meant 
greater accessibility of new products such as 
ready-to-wear, yard goods, and patterns for the 
populace of larger and smaller cities. Mail-or-
der catalogs, such as Montgomery Wards 
followed by Sears, Roebuck and Company, 
kept rural women aware of fashion trends. 
A sewing machine was apparently owned by 
many American families, if one judges by the 
varying quality of home-sewn clothing in the 
1880s. The development of commercial pat-
terns probably improved the products turned 
out by the average home dressmaker—at least 
it made the process easier.

After 1880 the stimulus to the developing 
clothing industry was a new supply of labor 
through immigrations from Europe, particu-
larly Eastern and Southern Europe. The manu-
facture of women’s-wear with a product value 
of approximately sixty-eight million dollars in 
1889 gathered momentum more slowly than 
did men’s-wear, which netted two-hundred 
and fifty million dollars.322 Location of the 
women’s-wear industry was mainly in New 
York City, while men’s-wear was located in Bos-
ton, Baltimore, and Philadelphia.

Other advances that enhanced life for those 
in the cities included improved plumbing; 
gas lighting changed to electric lighting (the 
White House in 1886 and R.H. Macy’s in 
1888); arc lighting for streets (Cleveland in 
1879); electric street cars; telephone exchang-
es; and elevators.

The establishment of cultural centers such 
as the Metropolitan Opera, with its Diamond 
Horseshoe, and the Metropolitan Museum of 
Art stimulated increased attention to the arts. 
A business boom took place in the second half 
of the decade so that the country as a whole 
enjoyed prosperity. Summer resorts such as 
Newport, Rhode Island, and Saratoga Springs, 
New York, saw elaborate summer homes for 
the wealthy. The electric street car provided 
a means for the average family to get to the 
beach or to recreational areas where sports 
could be enjoyed, particularly those in which 
both men and women could participate as 
spectators or players.

Arthur M. Schlesinger, Sr. in his analysis of 
American etiquette books provides fascinat-
ing evidence that the majority of Americans 
in the latter years of the nineteenth century 
felt the need to learn more about the eti-
quette of dress, manners, and the customs 
one should observe to be socially acceptable. 
And as Veblen so trenchantly maintained in 
The Theory of the Leisure Class, it is the values, 
standards—and foibles—of the affluent ew 
that other levels of society copy.

Collection of Susan Greene
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Chicago was a booming market force to be reck-
oned with. By 1880 its supreme merchant and 
major civic philanthropist, Marshall Field, was 
well-established in a lively wholesale business 
serving retailers flocking to the newly settled 
western territories. It was the second-largest 
worldwide wholesale operation in the country.
In the 1860s, Field had begun a related, and rev-
olutionary, retail enterprise that evolved into an 
exceptional department store on State Street, 
becoming in twenty years, one of the three larg-
est retailers in the country. He understood the 
value of catering to the exalted preferences of 
the afflue , and he did so with panache; Field's 
bought directly from European fashion sources. 
Average customers were equally drawn to the 
range of affordable, quality necessities and nice-
ties offered in that irresistible venue. 
An enthusiastic employee, Harry Selfridge, rose 
quickly through the ranks, helping to advance 
and shape what became Field's renowned way of 
doing business. The store acquired a global repu-
tation for integrity, superb personal service, high 
quality goods, currrent Paris fashions, shopper 
amenities, beautiful surroundings and the latest 
technologies. It boasted electric lighting as early 
as 1883. A breathtaking Tiffany 'dome' remains 
the first and largest expanse of irridescent Tiffa-
ny glass mosaic. By 1914, 35 acres of selling floor 
(alone) occupied the entire block.
Selfridge left in 1904, eventually relocating to 
London where he set up his own eponymous de-
partment store on the Field model, which still 
flourishes.
Fiercely guarded by Mr. Field's managers and successors, his stan-
dards of decorum, courtesy, and respect for each customer were 
paramount. "Give the lady what she wants!" and "the customer is 
always right" were Field maxims that helped propel the store well 
into the present century. "There's nothing like it back home," was 
a recent, spot-on catch-phrase. Elevators, elegant restaurants with 
excellent food, and exemplary restrooms adjoined by comfortable 
lounges were very accommodating. Field's was a good place to be; 
one might gladly (and discreetly) spend the day there gawking and 
wishing, if nothing else. 
Shopping pilgrims came from near and far for this superlative mar-
ket experience until 2006. The astounding store at 111 State Street, 
a beloved icon of Chicago identity, was brought to a much-mourn-
ed end, having been sold, re-branded as Macy's, and set on a course 
of banality, neglect, and decimation.   x  SWG 

Collection of Susan Greene

This 1909 postcard shows the 
newest portion of the twelve-sto-

ry building that filled most of a 
city block by then. The atrium was 

topped with a splendid, monumental 
Tiffany glass mosaic vault. Orderly 
ranks of mahogany and plate glass 
counters below defined the block-

long aisle of glorious temptation, of 
which we see but one-third here.

MARSHALL FIELD & CO.

See Lloyd Wendt and Herman Kogan's Give the Lady What She Wants: The Story of Marshall Field & Company, Chicago: 
Rand, McNally & Co., 1952; Gayle Soucek's Marshall Field’s, The Store That Helped Build Chicago, Charleston, SC: The Histo-
ry Press, 2010; also Leslie Goddard's Remembering Marshall Field's, Charleston, SC: Arcadia Publishing, 2011.
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The bustle era was a period extending from 
1870 to 1890 during which time the strong 
backward thrust was a dominant element of 
the fashionable form. In addition, the com-
plex layered structure changed so subtly that 
to determine the position of an unknown on 
the timeline is a challenge. To distinguish an  
1870s basque from an  1880s requires close 
scrutiny of characteristics both outside and 
inside the garment.

Comparison of measurements on the Measure-
ment Tables for 1870s and 1880s is advised. 
Identification is not complete, of course, until 
all the characteristics of the dress confirm or 
refute its position on the timeline.

Alterations must be taken into account before 
the skirt’s characteristics can be considered 
reliable.

Fashion plates of the 1880s will provide the 
exaggerated image of the lady of fashion. Her 
figure, from the top of her coiffure or hat to 
her hemline, is attenuated and narrow. Her 
clothing constricts—her body contours above 
the waist are fitted and smooth. Her basque, 
of varying lengths, is armorlike—appropriately 
termed a cuirass. Her hips below the basque 
skirt are swathed in the drapery of the envel-
oping overskirt, which, regardless of where it 
originates in the front, must sweep up to high 
on the derriere to form a deeply draped pro-
tuberance. (The basic skirt and its underpin-
nings contribute significantly to this projected 
effect.)

Fabrics: Many of the  1880s dress designs 
required exploiting the qualities of two 
or more fabrics, which in weave and color 
complemented each other. In addition, 
passementerie and other types of trimming 
gilded the lily.

 Look for documentation of dress fabrics 
such as a bill of sale of the materials and 
findings which sometimes turns up in 

What to Look For: 1880 - 1890

family papers. In the 1880s more women 
had access to mail-order catalogs of fabrics, 
ready-made dresses, and the like which may 
give clues to the kind of fabric present in 
the dress being investigated. B. Altman and 
Company, a New York store, is an example 
of a reputable store, which in the 1880s 
published a catalog of their yard goods 
(among other merchandise).

Basque: Not all basques of the 1880s were 
equally form fitting and constricting. Prob-
ably the dictates of age, comfort, occasion, 
and certainly affordability (for expert cus-
tom dressmaking) would be influencing fac-
tors. Look for the following characteristics:

1. The form is built by layers starting with 
areas of interlining, lining, and shaped 
padding

2. Vertical seams and darts are made rigid 
with boning

3. An inner belt may be attached at the 
waistline which when hooked bears some 
of the tension born by closure fasteners

4. The center front closure may now be 
shaped to a shallow curve to accommo-
date the convex curve of the bust and the 
concave curve of the waistline

5. The cut of the princess back must make 
a smooth transition from the waistline 
downward over the protuberance erected 
over the small of the back.

 The sleeves should also be close fitting. 
Measurement data needed for the purpose 
of dating should include: length of the 
shoulder seam (to locate armscye seam), 
circumference of the armscye, circumfer-
ence of the upper arm, sleeve opening, 
length of sleeve section with sleeve cap, and 
length of underarm section.

Overskirt: A key identification characteristic 
of the  1880s overskirt is that it is attached 
to the basic skirt. In addition, as was true in 
the 1870s, the basque may have a very long 
coattail which also serves as an overskirt.



 734CHAPTER 11 - THE NINTH DECADE: 1880 - 189o

 There are many variations of the enveloping 
overskirt, but they all originate in the front. 
By the middle of the decade, when the 
bustle effect had peaked, the overskirt may 
have been arranged asymmetrically both 
in front and in back. Look for the methods 
used to hold the drapery in position.

Basic Skirt: How is the basic skirt shaped so 
as to keep bulk around the waist to a min-
imum through the front and sides? How is 

the skirt kept close to the figure across the 
front and around the thighs? The number 
and location of tie-backs are clues to dating.

 In addition to the basic skirt there is also a 
lining, sometimes an inner lining, a crinoline 
or other supporting fabrics needed for the 
projection of the center back thrust, and a 
dust ruffle. The dust ruffle will e changing 
from a starched white balayeuse to a pinked 
taffeta ruffle.

Collection of Susan Greene
From The Delineator, December, 1884.
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Compared Specimens from 1880 - 1890

Accession Number RAD°  Date Donor/Wearer Provenance

131 CU 36 ca 1882-1883 ca 1880 Langdon/Langdon Elmira, NY

132 CU 46 ca 1883 ca 1883 Langdon/Langdon Elmira, NY

133 CU 38 ca 1885 ca 1883-1885 Langdon/Langdon Elmira, NY

134 CU 41 ca 1886 ca 1883 Langdon/Langdon Elmira, NY

135 CU 35 ca 1887 ca 1886 Langdon/Langdon Elmira, NY

136 CU 43 ca 1888 ca 1886 Langdon/Langdon Elmira, NY

137 THC 80.54.2 Mar 1882 1882 Smith/Bruce Upstate New York

138 THC 83.25 July 1885 1885 Monroe/Thorpe Swain, NY

139 THC 78.140 Oct 1888 1888 Shackelton/Whitney Buffalo, NY

 °RAD Researched assessed date by Elsie McMurry
 CU Costume Collection, College of Human Ecology, Cornell University, Ithaca, NY
 THC The History Center in Tompkins County, Ithaca, NY

A SUGGESTION FOR USE -
The complexities of a dress of the 1880s as a body covering almost defy description.

The following nine descriptions are valuable for the user who needs to know as ex-
actly as possible the position on the timeline of the garment being researched, or for 
someone who plans to reproduce one of the specimens.

To fully understand the nature of the structure of the dress and the technical intrica-
cies of its construction, it is advisable to closely follow the detailed description, aided 
by the annotated drawings, measurements, and photographs (where provided).

For users primarily wishing to gain a general impression of fashionable dresses of the 
1880s, the use of the following material should be sufficient the illustrations, the sec-
tions titled Predominant Characteristics of the Compared Specimens, and, if you 
are curious to know more about a wider range of examples, Detecting the Facts.
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131
Dress Date: ca 1882-1883

From: Costume Collection, Cornell University
Accession Number: 36

Donors: Jervis Langdon and Ida Langdon
Wearer: Mrs. Charles Jervis Langdon, mother of Jervis and Ida

Provenance: Elmira, New York

Description: This dress, known as the "Pansy 
Dress," is composed of a basque and a skirt. 
A draped overskirt is attached to the back 
of the skirt. Today it still conveys its original 
impression of formality, richness of mate-
rials, and old-world elegance. One could 
add that the creator of this gown went to 
excesses in ornamentation.323 

Fabrics: A detailed examination of the dress 
reveals an astonishing multiplicity of layers 
and a wide variety of quality materials: ap-
pliqués of embroidered, colored silk, pansy 
motifs; silk ribbon bows and streamers in 
mauve, purple, green, and yellow; fluttering 
rows of black Chantilly lace; smooth black 
satin with a patina; and richly textured 
black novelty-stripe mounted on a black 
taffeta foundation so that the two appear 
as one. (It is a surprise to discover that the 
striped fabric is somewhat diaphanous and 
that the designer had not featured this 
unique characteristic.) To comprehend the 
part each material plays in the total scheme 
requires closely following the details given 
below and relating them to the drawings.

Basque: The relatively long basque is the 
modified cuirass type and is cut on straight 
grain from the noveltystripe, black, silk fab-
ric which is mounted on black silk taffeta.

Looking first at the basic structure we see 
that the neckline is high and close and 
finished with a satin neckband about 1½ 
inches high edged with corded piping. The 
closure in center front extends from the 
neckline to the hemline of the basque. It is 
fastened with fifteen buttons and worked 

buttonholes with a stay of encased whale-
bone under the buttons.

The area from the shoulders across the 
chest and down to the peak of the bust is 
reserved for elaborate embellishment. It 
reminds one of fancy shutters framing a 
window; the shutters being the firm, wired, 
black, satin revers which fold back against 
the chest. The revers are appliquéd with 
units of embroidered pansy motifs and 
further embellished with ribbon bows. The 
enclosed shape outlined by the revers is a 
long rectangle. The ornamentations—and 
to some extent the rectangular shape—
echo the skirt’s tablier.

The rectangle is covered inside with over-
lapping vertical rows of delicate black lace 
gathered just enough to flutter and project 
from the surface. Underneath the lace is 
the basic bodice closure. This elaborate 
embellishment of revers, lace, ribbons, and 
appliqués has been mounted on the basic 
cuirass bodice front.

The basque front is shaped with the usual 
two, long, boned bust darts on each side. 
The side seam is boned to the waistline and 
is uniquely curved from the waistline down 
bringing the striped fabric into a chevron 
pattern over the hip curve. A distinguishing 
characteristic of the basque is that it fits 
smoothly over the abdomen and hips with-
out apparently flaring from the figure.

The back is very structural —as is the front 
— and is cut on straight grain in princess 
style. Although we have classified it as a 

Specimen 131
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cuirass-type of bodice, it is not as fitted 
through the diaphragm and waist as are 
some of Mrs. Langdon’s bodices of the 
middle to late eighties. The shaping is done 
on the center back seam, back panel seams, 
and the extremely curved side seams. The 
back was designed to curve over a draped 
overskirt and over the bulk formed by the 
deep, stacked pleats of the basic skirt. The 
center back terminates in two mobile tabs, 
embellished with the pansy appliqués. The 
bulk of the basic skirt would spread the 
tabs apart so it was necessary to devise an 
underlay of satin. The 6½ inch-deep un-
derlay is located four inches down from the 
waistline on center back and measures 5�1⁄8 
inches of box pleats across the small of the 
back. The tabs and the pleated underlay 
allow for a variation of projection according 
to the style of extender the wearer wore. 
Accenting the hip projection is an arrange-
ment of bows and steamers of heavy sat-
in-faced ribbon attached to the basque just 
to the left of the tabs.

Sleeve: The sleeve —still retaining some of 
the 1870s characteristics— is a two-piece 
coat sleeve with an easy fit. It is not tight 
through the upper arm nor at the sleeve 
ending, and it ends at about midpoint of 
the lower arm with a lace ruffle, appliqués 
of pansies, and ribbon bows.

Basic Skirt to Which Draped Overskirt is 
Attached: So many design ideas are incor-
porated in the skirt that one has to com-
prehend the total design to appreciate the 
relationship of the front to the sides and to 
the back.

 The front silhouette is slightly A-line and 
the design elements are symmetrical in re-
lation to the center front. Upon close exam-
ination one discovers that the only visible 
section of this basic skirt is black satin, but 
the substantial remainder is made of firm 
black silk taffeta.

 Concentrating now on the center front, a 
gored section, we start below the waist-
band with a fitted yoke which assures the 
smoothness of the basque which covers it. 

The yoke extends around the base of waist-
band about 10¾ inches and includes verti-
cal darts located 53⁄8 inches on each side of 
the center front seam to accommodate the 
abdominal bulge.

 Highlighted in the visible area below the 
yoke is the tablier. Its apex is about 9 inches 
down from the waistband of the basic skirt 
and is 29½ inches long on center front. It 
measures about 5 inches across the apex as 
compared to 21 inches across the hemline. 
Its satin base is covered with ten horizontal 
rows of Chantilly lace, each 3¾ inches wide. 
Its shape is outlined with six pansy appli-
qués and Chantilly lace on each side.

 Bordering the sides of the tablier we find at 
the bottom of the yoke (about four inches 
of which is visible below the hem of the 
basque) a structured, almost triangular, 
section made of the black, novelty striped 
silk. It begins at the apex of the tablier and 
wraps smoothly around the side of the fig-
ure. Its upper edge is kept horizontal to the 
waistline and its lower edge is diagonal. At 
the point where it meets the tablier it mea-
sures 2 inches long; where its back edge 
meets the back overskirt it is 17½ inches 
long. Its top and back edges are finished 
with corded piping and a row of gathered 
black lace. It is left o en to a pocket on the 
right side edge. The diagonal edge is fold-
ed under about an inch and slip-stitched 
to the basic skirt so that it looks like a free 
edge.

 Below this triangular section are a series of 
deep horizontal folds of black satin held in 
position on a side-back seam.

 The hemline of this side front section of 
the satin skirt is free from the hem below it 
and is formed into elaborate Vandyke points 
of which there are five—each embellished 
with pansy appliqué. Between these Van-
dyke points are finely pleated satin under-
lays which give additional motion at the 
hemline when the wearer is walking.

 The side gore comes around the hip from 
the front to the back. It measures 5 inches 
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along the base of the waistband and 18 
inches across the hemline.

 The side back gore is 21⁄8 inches along the 
base of the waist and 22¾ inches across 
the hemline. The center back section is one 
piece, that is, it has no center back seam so 
that the center back closure 11 inches long 
is cut into the fabric. At the base of the 
waistband the back section and the side 
back gore are pleated into the typical deep 
stacked pleats. At the hemline the center 
back section is shaped with two small go-
dets in order to form the curve of the train. 
Its total circumference is 30¾ inches. The 
length of the center back is 57¼ inches.

Overskirt: It is in the overskirt that the view-
er is first aware of the unique characteristic 
of the novelty stripe—its partial transpar-
ency. The single thickness of fabric is ar-
ranged in multiple folds built symmetrically 
from a center back axis.

 Imagine the designer in the process of 
draping the uncut length of 130 inches of 
striped silk to the back of the trained basic 
skirt which is mounted on a dress form.

Step 1. Begin at the right side seam of the 
basic skirt. Place the overskirt selvedge 
parallel to the waistband across the small 
of the back. Place the cut edge of the fab-
ric so that it coincides with the side seam 
of the basic skirt and then pleat it into 
four tucks which turn up. Attach these 
tucks to the side seam. In length the 
pleated end will be approximately 9 inch-
es along the seam. Now sew the upper 
selvedge edge (parallel to the waistband) 
for a distance of about 2¾ inches to the 
center back closure.

Step 2. Repeat step 1 on the left side f the 
figure.

Step 3. At the center back the designer has 
the long uncut loop of material in hand. 
The direction of the fabric is abruptly 
changed from horizontal to vertical so 
that the stripes hang in a parallel position 
down the center back. There is an open 
skirt placket for 14½ inches (coinciding 

with the basic skirt’s placket), and then 
the two sides are sewn together along 
their selvedges for 30 inches. Now return 
to the sides.

Step 4. Having changed the direction on a 
right angle turn, the designer has fullness 
at the sides of the figure to form into 
drapery by more pleating. Drapery along 
the side seams for the lower part of the 
skirt is now formed with deep tucks: the 
first tuck is 11½ inches down from the 
waistband, and the second tuck is 5 inch-
es farther down.

Step 5. The overskirt fabric along the side 
seams is folded under and hand sewn in 
place, (but for the last 30½ inches hangs 
free because the outer edge of this uncut 
length will form a curve which echoes the 
shape of the train of the basic skirt).

Step 6. Return to the center back where 
more manipulation takes place. On the 
center back 14½ inches down from the 
waistband six inches of the joined fabric 
(Step 3) is formed into a tuck to form a 
butterfly drape about three inches deep.

Step 7. The designer now deals with the re-
mainder of the loop manipulating it into 
a circular form. The stripe is placed in a 
horizontal position so that the inner axis 
is taken up in pleats much as the sections 
of an orange is arranged around its core. 
This group of pleats will be concealed 
under the butterfly drape. The outer axis 
will echo the curve of the train of the ba-
sic skirt. Its hemline will be finished with 
a bias facing of satin and satin corded 
piping.

Hem Embellishment of the Train: Fanning 
out from under the draped overskirt are 
units of box pleating which combine the 
voided-velvet striped fabric and the satin. 
Each unit is composed of a box pleat of 
voided-velvet stripe, a flat space of satin, a 
box pleat of satin, and a flat space of satin.

 Each box pleat is 25⁄8 inches wide across its 
surface and about 8½ inches deep. Beneath 
the box pleating is a shaped facing of rein-
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forced taffeta. The curved edge of the train 
is bound with wool braid.

Construction Details: The outer rolled satin 
collar (for back only) is edged with satin 
corded piping. The satin revers are wired 
along their shaped edges and finished with 
satin corded piping. The voided-velvet nov-
elty stripe and the taffeta foundation were 
stitched as one and therefore another lining 
was not necessary. Long whalebones rein-
force the darts which are cut and split to 
curve. No inner pads above the bust were 
present.

The inner belt or petersham did not in-
clude the dressmaker’s label.

The “Pansy Dress”
These photographs have proven to be a valuable archival resource to docu-
ment the style characteristics and the condition of the dress at the time it 
was received. It is one of a series of photographs prepared by the Depart-
ment of Fiber Science and Apparel Design, College of Human Ecology, Cornell 
University. The dress was mounted on a museum mannequin by Elizabeth 
Schmeck (Brown) during the years 1941-1942.

Research by Susan Greene in 2000-2001, using measurements in this pub-
lication as well as other clues, has shown that this dress and another in the 
collection of the Chemung Valley History Museum in Elmira, NY had to have 
belonged to Ida Langdon's taller sister-in-law, Olivia Langdon Clemens, wife of 
Samuel Clemens (Mark Twain). See Greene, On the Trail of a Clemens Dress. 
See also the Mark Twain House & Museum exhibiton catalog by Guest Curator 
Lynne Bassett, Modesty Died When Clothes Were Born, which features a detail 
of the dress on the cover.     x  SWG

Foundation Skirt: The foundation skirt is of 
black taffeta. There are two sets of tie-back 
tapes. The first set is about 10¾ inches 
down from the waist. They are sewn to the 
side section 2½ inches from the side seam. 
The second set is 19½ inches down from 
the waistband and is anchored to the side-
back seams.

A crinoline support for the train is located 
about 26½ inches down from the waist-
band. It is pleated considerably across the 
top to create a fanlike shape to coincide 
with the curve of the train. It is 69 inches in 
circumference and 20 inches deep.

A dust ruffle, or balayeuse, is used only for 
the train.
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CU 36, ca 1882-1883

DRESS 131

DRESS 131
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CU 36, ca 1882-1883DRESS 131
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Detail of the fragile 
satin-striped silk gauze 
overlayer. The effect is 
not lost, just subtle. De-
clared Harper’s Bazar in 
March 1880:
“Embroidery of silk, 
or else, on dresses of 
black satin, of black silk 
and black jet, is quite 
the rage.... [This style] 
is destined to have a 
great success, so much 
the greater because it 
is so costly that it will 
remain in the exclusive 
domain of ladies who 
are at the same time 
extremely elegant and 
wealthy.”

Photos by Susan Greene
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CU 36, ca 1882-1883DRESS 131
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CU 36, ca 1882-1883DRESS 131
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CU 36, ca 1882-1883

DRESS 131
Photo by Susan Greene

The ribbons are purple, lavender, olive green and yellow. In this photo-
graph the lavender is blanched by the lighting, and probably by exten-
sive exposure because the dress has been exhibited frequently. 
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132
Dress Date  ca 1883

 From: Costume Collection, Cornell University
sion Number: 46

 Donor: Jervis Langdon and Ida Langdon
 Wearer: Mrs. Charles Jervis Langdon, mother of Jervis and Ida
rovenance : Elmira, New York

Description: The Langdon family always 
referred to this dress as “the garden par-
ty dress.” It is composed of three parts: 
a basque, a draped overskirt, and a basic 
skirt. It is accessorized by a structural belt 
with rosette and streamers made of satin 
ribbons. Matching rosettes are attached in 
several places on the dress.

Fabric: The dress is an interplay of various 
elements: allover pattern of the eyelet 
embroidery, diaphanous lawn, highlights 
and shadows of intricate drapery, and the 
contrast of heavy satin ribbon in rich Vic-
torian colors of wine red, olive green, and 
yellow gold.

 The eyelet fabric of the basque and the 
lower part of the overskirt is a rare textile 
for which we consulted recognized author-
ities.324 With the exception of the plain un-
cut edge of the fabric, the lawn—the base 
for the eyelet work—does not cover large 
areas between motifs, and in this respect 
the eyelet appears lacelike. In addition 
to the eyelet yardage there is a matching 
border, which gives a graceful, fluid edge to 
the pieces of the ensemble at the hemlines 
of the basque, the sleeves, and the skirts. 
The plain fabric of the overskirt and the 
basic skirt has been identified as lawn of an 
excellent quality.

Basque: The neckline of the bodice is high 
and relatively close. It is distinguished by a 
rolled collar—instead of the usual tailored 

standing collar—made from the border of 
the eyelet and cut to form a roll measuring 
5⁄8 inch from the back neckline to the top 
of the roll. The collar shape requires deep 
mitered corners which run more or less 
parallel to the top of the shoulders.

The collar-neckline seam allowance is on 
the outside of the garment hidden under 
the roll of the collar thus leaving a finished 
seam next to the neck. The spread seams of 
the mitered corners are embroidered into 
a fixed position. The collar edge at center 
front is also re-embroidered where it was 
shaped to meet smoothly at the neck front.

The center front closure extends from the 
neckline to the hem and utilizes the wide 
lawn selvedge of the eyelet embroidery as 
a facing. It is clipped and whipped open at 
the waistline to fit the figure more smooth-
ly. Fine buttonholes are worked through 
this folded lapover. The buttons are flat, 
about 5⁄16 inch in diameter, and embroi-
dered with white thread.

The basque front is cut princess style with 
one long dart from peak of bust to the top 
of the hem border.

It is necessarily a cut dart and creates quite 
a bias shaping. The seam is spread apart, 
and the dart is not boned. The skirt of the 
basque is finished with the matching eyelet 
border.

Specimen 132
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DRESS 132
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Photo by Susan Greene

DRESS 132

Details of the wheel-embroidery 
(these are not mere eyelet-holes) 
and the colorful ribbons.

CU 46, ca 1883

DRESS 132
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DRESS 132 CU 46, ca 1883

 BODICE
 CF neckline to waist 13 5/8" to hem 23"
  
 CB neckline to waist 14 ¾" to hem 24"
 Underarm to waist 6" to hem 16 ¾"
 Length of SB seam (dart) 10" to hem 18 ¾"
 Around waist 23 ¾"
 CB waist to back dart 4"
 Across shoulder 4 3⁄8"

 SLEEVE
 Around armscye 143 ½" 
 Upper arm girth 11 ½"
 End circumference 9" 
 Length over cap 18 ½" 
 Length underarm 15 ¼"

 BASIC SKIRT
 F waist to hem 39½"
` R side  pocket 
 B waist to hem 39"
 Placket opening CB no seam
= Waist 23 ½" 
 Hem sweep 78"
 Fabric width (web) 46"

 OVERSKIRT
 F waist to hem 50" 
 B waist to hem 53 ¼"
 Placket opening CB no seam
 Waist 23 ¾"
 Hem sweep 103"

CF neckline to waist 13 5/8" to hem 23" 

CB neckline to waist 14 ﾾ" to hem 24" 
Underarm to waist 6" to hem 16 ﾾ" 
Length of SB seam (dart) 10" to hem 18 ﾾ" 
Around waist 23 ﾾ" 
CB waist to back dart 4" 
Across shoulder 4 3D8" 

Around armscye 143 ﾽ" 
Upper arm girth 11 ﾽ" 
End circumference 9" 
Length over cap 18 ﾽ" 
Length underarm 15 ﾼ" 

F waist to hem 39ﾽ" 
R side pocket 
B waist to hem 39" 
Placket opening CB no seam 
Waist 23 ﾽ" 
Hem sweep 78" 
Fabric width (web) 46" 

F waist to hem 50" 
B waist to hem 53 ﾼ" 
Placket opening CB no seam 
Waist 23 ﾾ" 
Hem sweep 103" 
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 The shaping of the princess-style back is 
accomplished with the following joins: 

1. A center back seam which includes con-
siderable flare below the natural waist; 

2. A curved back panel seam located four 
inches from center back at the waistline, 
meets the armscye seam, and also has 
considerable flare below the waist; and 

3. A curved side seam which joins the side-
back panel with the front. The flare of 
the back and side sections of the basque 
skirt accommodate the backward thrust 
of the draped overskirt. The circumfer-
ence of the natural waist is 23¾ inches 
as compared to 58 inches measured at 
the hemline of the basque’s skirt. The 
slightly eased border serves as a graceful 
transition from basque to overskirt.

Sleeve: The sleeve is atypical in that it is a 
one-piece rather than a two-piece sleeve. 
The seam is slightly forward of falling di-
rectly underarm. There is a vertical dart in 
the lower end in line with the little finger. 
The cap is set high on the shoulder bone 
with no discernible ease, and the sleeve is 
fairly narrow though the girth of the upper 
arm. The sleeve ending, finished with the 
attached eyelet border carefully matched 
at the join, is embellished with a rosette of 
ribbons.

Basic Skirt: The basic skirt has four gores 
and is visible below the overskirt and less 
visible through the slit at the wearer’s left
knee. This skirt is made of lawn matching 
the overskirt and is related to the overskirt 
design by the use of the eyelet embroidery. 
A border of tucked lawn extends to the 
hemline.

 The waistband is a ¾ inch strip of lawn 
fastened with a metal hook and loop. Along 
the waistline two deep darts four inches 
from either side of center front reduces the 
fabric from 16 inches to 11�1⁄8 inches. At the 
hemline this section measures 19½ inches. 
The side skirt is 4½ inches at the waist and 
includes one dart and two pleats. The latter 

fold over into the back section across the 
side-back seam; at the hemline it is 19�3⁄8 
inches on the left side and 175⁄8 inches on 
the right side. The top of the back skirt is 
3¾inches wide and includes deep stacked 
pleats which reduce 10¼ inches of the skirt 
to 2 5/8 inches. The hemline of this section 
is 21½ inches.

 Around the hem, the yardage eyelet is used 
for a horizontal insertion 2¾ inches deep. 
The border of matching eyelet, with its 
2¼ inch-wide lawn selvedge, is used as a 
ruffle ttached to the bottom of the inser-
tion. Under the eyelet ruffle is an applie
band of tucked lawn, 5�5⁄8 inches deep, 
consisting of six horizontal tucks. The hem 
allowance of the basic skirt is 3�3⁄8 inches 
wide and is supported with a 4 inch hem 
facing. Supporting the basic hem is a ready-
made balayeuse. It is 3�3⁄8 inches wide of 
vertically pleated scrim with 1�3⁄8 inches of 
machine-made Valenciennes lace. A pocket 
is inserted into the right front seam and a 
tie for holding the skirt back is attached to 
each side back seam.

Overskirt: The overskirt is asymmetric in plan 
in contrast to the symmetry of the basque. 
The center of interest is to the left f cen-
ter front more or less over the wearer’s left
leg where the overskirt divides into a short 
wedge-shaped opening through which the 
basic skirt is revealed. Eyelet fabric match-
ing that of the basque was used patchlike 
across the fronts on both the right and left
sides of the opening. As seen in the sketch 
ribbon rosettes and streamers conceal the 
closed line above the opening.

 The shapes and dimensions of this over-
skirt are difficult or the viewer to detect. 
(For the sake of clarity the application of 
the eyelet to the lawn will follow the de-
scription of the cut of the lawn.) The skirt 
is composed of a front and back of lawn, 
which is used for the largest area of the 
skirt. The lawn of high quality is relatively 
sheer and crisp yet pliant and well suited 
to the poufs and folds that form the drap-
ery. Seams and seam finishes had to be as 
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narrow and inconspicuous as possible. The 
eyelet fabric which was used sparingly and 
effectively seems to wrap around the skirt 
and disappear under the basque and in the 
folds of the lawn.

Front Gored Section: Measured along the 
waistband the side seam is 9½ inches to 
the right of center front. This distance is fit-
ted with two abdominal darts each ¼ inch 
deep and about 4 inches long and spaced 
about 2�1⁄8 inches apart and three inches 
from center front. The same plan is repeat-
ed for the left sid .

 Measured 21 inches down from the waist-
line seam the distance across the front on 
a horizontal line is 37 inches. (The top of 
the patches of eyelet will be located on 
this line.) The total hemline of this gored 
section, exclusive of the border, utilizes its 
entire width of the lawn of 46¾ inches.

 The length of the front section measured 
from the waistband to the mitered point of 
the hemline is 51½ inches, but when it is 
looped into the draped position it should 
measure approximately 36 inches.

Back Overskirt: The gored back section of 
lawn is one piece; that is, it does not have 
a center back seam. The closure is cut on 
straight grain down center back. The top of 
the gore measures approximately 21 inch-
es but with the fitting of the flat darted 
stacked fullness on each side of the closure 
the 21 inches is concentrated within a 4¾ 
inch space. At the hemline the full width of 
46 inches is used. The length of the back 
skirt is 53 inches (including eyelet border) 
which, when looped into poufs and folds, 
will end slightly above the basic skirt’s bor-
der and sometimes there is a back dip over 
the border of the basic skirt.

Application of the Eyelet to the Lawn 
Across the Front of the Skirt: The eyelet 
yardage was cut in two pieces: (For right 
side) Piece A: 26 inches across the top; 30½ 
inches across the bottom; 26½ inches long. 
(For left side) Piece B: 11 3/8 inches across 
the top; 16 inches across the bottom; 26½ 
inches long.

 On the horizontal line established 21 inch-
es down from the waistline place piece A 
on the right and piece B on the left so that 
their finished edges are juxtaposed on a 
vertical line (over the wearer’s left leg). Hold 
the eyelet edges together lightly with hand 
stitches. The finished edges of the top of 
the patches are appliquéd to the lawn on 
the horizontal line across the front a dis-
tance of 37 5/8 inches (11 5/8 inches plus 
26 inches). The outer vertical edges of the 
right-hand patch will coincide with the side 
seams of the lawn. The technical proce-
dures used by the dressmaker are unknown, 
but in any case there is no lawn foundation 
under the eyelet in the basque or in the 
skirt so that it appears that the eyelet is 
appliquéd to the lawn.325 

 The undulating hemline is enhanced by the 
addition of border material of the matching 
eyelet topped with lawn. It encompasses 
the entire hem circumference of 103 inch-
es. The finished border is 3 inches wide 
except as it is turned by a mitered corner 
to finish the open wedge over the left l g 
where it tapers (as seen in the drawing) to 
a point and terminates at the juxtaposed 
edges of the eyelet. This triangle of bor-
der serves as a correction of the angle of 
the pulled back straight edge of the eyelet 
patch. With the finishing of the waistband 
the skirt is ready to be draped.

System for Draping the Overskirt: Drapery 
inside this diaphanous skirt is achieved 
with tiebacks, tapes to be drawn from 
shirring, and tapes tied in a series of loops 
to be held with half-round covered buttons. 
It is assumed that the skirt was draped 
before the wearer dressed. Even so, it would 
seem that assistance would be needed to 
deftly ar ange the folds after donning the 
garment.

 The system for draping the overskirt is as 
follows:

1. Suspended from the waistband seam 
are two tapes, each 4 5/8 inches from 
center front, with loops tied at intervals. 
But the loops are not spaced alike, four 
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being on the left and fi e on the right. 
The drapery is meant to be asymmetri-
cal. These tapes with loops are to con-
nect with the small buttons lightly sewn 
to a single thickness of the lawn of the 
front skirt.

2. A unique technique in both side seams 
of the upper skirt, mainly hidden by 
the flaring basque’s skirt, is a channel 
formed in the seams through which is 
threaded very fine narrow tapes. The 
tapes are drawn up to gather the fabric 
and hold it below the waistband.

3. Continuing down along the side seam 
where eyelet joins lawn, we find two 
pairs of loops and buttons— again in an 
asymmetrical plan.

4. Also on the side seams are two pairs of 
horizontal ties for tiebacks. The first 
pair is located 22 inches down from the 
waistband. The second pair is about 6 
inches lower. The unique feature is that 
the first pair of ties is threaded through 

vertical loops suspended from the waist-
band in back.

5. Just to the left f center back is a tape 
suspended from the waistband which 
splits to accommodate a central button 
as well as tapes and buttons located 
on the side seams which do double 
duty. Each split end has two loops tied 
together to fasten to the two sets of 
buttons on the left side seam.

Construction Details: A rather outmoded 
characteristic is present in the form of a 
turnover to the inside at the top of the ba-
sic skirt 2¼ inches in front and 3 3/8 inch-
es in back. Seam finishes throughout the 
ensemble are skillfully finished to prevent 
ravelling. Cut eyelet edges are often bound 
or skillfully overcast with the appearance 
of becoming an integral part of the embroi-
dery.

 This is a hot weather ensemble: there is no 
lining or boning. Essential to this costume 
would have been a corset cover and a petti-
coat.
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133
Dress Date: ca 1885

From: Costume Collection, Cornell University
Accession Number: 38

Donor: Jervis Langdon and his sister, Ida Langdon
Wearer: Mrs. Charles Jervis Langdon, mother of Jervis and Ida

Provenance: Elmira, NY

Description: This dress is composed of a 
basque and a basic skirt to which a draped 
overskirt is attached. The design features 
an interplay between the structured sym-
metry of the cuirass basque and the soft
asymmetric folds of the overskirt. 

Fabric: Several fabrics in a scheme of browns 
are used: heavy silk satin, voided velvet of 
a satin ground with a raised velvet pattern, 
plain silk velvet, and ball buttons covered 
with golden-brown threadwork. An elab-
orate mantle and a bonnet complete this 
formal ensemble.

Basque: The basque is predominantly of 
brown satin. The neckline is high, close, 
and finished with a standing collar which 
gives the effect of two collars: a 1¼ inches 
high plain brown velvet collar topped by a 
3⁄8 inch of voided velvet. The shoulder seam 
is located approximately one inch back of 
the anterior edge of the wearer’s trapezius 
muscle.

The bodice is a very confining structure 
with every seam boned. It is fitted precisely 
with little ease for arm movement. The sim-
ulated vest front represents the style which, 
in variations, was popular in the 1870s and 
1880s. The vest front is cut princess style 
from the voided velvet. The shaped center 
front closure fastens with nineteen ball 
buttons and buttonholes, the latter worked 
through two layers of voided velvet. There 
are four, faced, wedge shapes of plain velvet 
which appear to be a vest over the vest. The 
upper pair comes on an oblique line across 

the chest and continue into the collar. The 
lower pairs come from the waistline to form 
points at the hem.

The side-fronts, exclusive of the vest, are 
also cut princess style with two very long, 
boned, bust darts extending on a slant from 
the hem to the peak of the bust. The edges 
are finished with corded piping to empha-
size the border line between the vest and 
the front. The side seam slants toward the 
front. 

The princess style back also is cut en four-
reau, or very fitted, having a center back 
seam and three shaped pieces on each side. 
The very curved back panel joins a very 
curved side-back section, which joins an 
underarm section.

The hemline of the basque in back is 
shaped in three long points held down with 
metal weights. Corded piping is enclosed 
along the edge of the hem.

Sleeve: The two-piece sleeve is extremely 
fitted through the upper arm. It is set high 
on the shoulder bone with the slight ease 
evenly distributed around the cap. The 
sleeve ends at the wrist with a design detail 
which echoes the detail of the vest: the 
voided velvet, a rever of plain velvet, and 
corded satin piping.

Skirt: The skirt, asymmetric in plan, is very 
contrived. It is designed with a satin over-
skirt attached to the waistband of the 
voided velvet underskirt, which is built on a 
basic skirt of silk faille.

Specimen 133



 754CHAPTER 11 - THE NINTH DECADE: 1880 - 189o

CU 38, ca 1885

DRESS 133

DRESS 133

Photos by Susan Greene
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 The pivotal point of the skirt is the left
hipbone. Here a wedge-shaped section of 
voided velvet extend from the waist to the 
hemline. The overskirt begins to the right 
of the wedge, continues around the back, 
and ends left f the wedge. Both edges of 
the overskirt are finished with a flange of 
plain velvet. This flange laps over the void-
ed-velvet section, giving a very structural 
effect. The full length of the left flan e is 
tacked to the underskirt. The right flange is 
tacked only in one spot, about twelve inch-
es from the waist.

 Near the bottom of the skirt four pieces 
of voided velvet—an expensive fabric—are 
carefully patchworked to the basic skirt 
where only the parted drapery of the over-
skirt reveals them. The pieces are free hang-
ing and are further supported by highly 
starched scrim backing. The voided velvet 
on the left hip is 37 inch s from waistband 
to hemline. On right side-back the velvet 
is 19½ inches from hemline upward where 
drapery is caught up. The major fabric of 
the gored basic skirt is a firm, dark brown 
silk faille upon which all other layers are 
mounted. At the top of the skirt equidis-
tant from center front are deep unpressed 
darts folded through a wide turnover. Over 
each hip there is a deep unpressed dart. 
On both sides of the center back closure a 
deep flat fullness is formed by three long, 
flat pleats supported by pleated scrim.

 The gored sections of the skirt are easier to 
see from the hemline: (a) front section: 19 
inches wide cross the hemline compared to 
approximately 10 inches across the waist-
line; (b) side section: 19¼ inches at the 
hemline; (c) back section is not a gore; it is 
about 19 inches plus a godet on each side 
with a total width across the hemline of 
29¼ inches. The total hem circumference of 
the faille is 865⁄8 inches. The entire hemline 
is bound with a brown wool braid. Contrib-
uting substance to the hem structure is a 
kilted five-inch satin flounce concealed un-
der the free edge of the voided velvet. The 
silk faille hem is further supported inside 
with two layers of facing materials.

Draped Overskirt: The heavy overskirt is cut 
on the straight grain from five widths of 
satin. At the top of the skirt to the right 
of the pivotal section there are three flat 
pleats. They are very deep and allow for the 
swirl of the drapery toward the back. The 
first pleat is 1 inch wide on the surface and 
about 27⁄8 inches deep; the second pleat is 
11⁄8 inches wide on the surface and 4 inches 
deep; the last pleat—3�5⁄8 inches from the 
center front— is 9 inches wide on the sur-
face so that it extends across the rest of the 
front and is approximately 4 inches deep.

 The back drapery is formed with very deep, 
box pleats on each side of the center back. 
At the side seam, 5½ inches below the 
waist band, are five horizontal darts.

 Going toward the back from the left ront, 
the drapery starts out as full-length pleat-
ing formed as follows: Pleat 1 of satin is jux-
taposed to the velvet flange. It is 2¼ inches 
wide and 1¾ inches deep at the hemline; 
across the top it is 11⁄8 inches wide and 2¼ 
inches deep. Pleat 2 is 2�1⁄8 inches wide and 
15⁄8 inches deep across the hemline; across 
the top it is 11⁄8 inches wide and 2¾ inches 
deep. Pleat 3 across hemline is 33⁄8 inches 
wide and 15⁄8 inches deep; across the top it 
is 23⁄8 inches wide and 2 inches deep. The 
back edge of the third pleat is turned under 
and appliquéd to the underskirt.

 The cut edge of the drapery coming around 
from the back, (37 inches long), is folded 
over on a hard line parallel to the third pleat 
so that it gives the effect of a fourth pleat. 
However, 4¾ inches from the waistband it 
has a deep tuck which forms part of the 
drapery pouf, the most extreme of which is 
to the right of center back. The basic waist-
band meets at the center back closure. 
Over the closure is an extended waistband 
which supports the center back pleating of 
the overskirt. It overlaps the center back 
by three inches. The unlined overskirt has 
a three-inch hem turned to the inside and 
handsewn.
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Construction Details: The lining of the bod-
ice and sleeves is cream colored silk surah. 
The facing for the cuffs and the bodice hem 
is a brown silk surah.

 The bodice has twelve bones including the 
boning under the buttons. The basic skirt 
has a crinoline inner support in center back 
which has a total circumference of 35¼ 
inches but is pleated to be narrower. Three 
sets of tiebacks are attached by hand to the 
faille.

CU 38, ca 1885

DRESS 133

The matching mantle 
trimmed with heavy 
silk chenille fringe and 
beaded fringe.

Photo by Susan Greene
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CU 38, ca 1885DRESS 133
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CU 38, ca 1885DRESS 133

SKIRT, INSIDE BACK OVERSKIRT DRAPING, 
LEFT SIDE

Overskirt 
applied to 
basic faille 
skirt waist, 
left side

Voided velvet application to basic faille skirt
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CU 38, ca 1885
DRESS 133
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CU 38, ca 1885DRESS 133

DRESS 133
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Photos by Susan Greene
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134
Dress Date: ca 1886

From: Costume Collection, Cornell University
Accession Number: 41

Donor: Jervis Langdon and his sister, Ida Langdon
Wearer: Mrs. Charles Jervis Langdon, née Ida Clark, mother of Jervis   

 and Ida
Provenance: Elmira, NY

Description: The elegance of this gown, al-
ways referred to as “the garnet velvet dress,” 
suggests that it was reserved for formal 
occasions. A matching heavily beaded pe-
lisse and a velvet bonnet with much trim-
ming are part of the ensemble. The dress 
is composed of two parts, a beaded cuirass 
basque cut with a very long draped coattail 
and a skirt with fixed drapery in front. 

Fabric: The fabric is a garnet colored silk vel-
vet of excellent quality. Superior tailoring, 
matching satin facings, and special edge 
finishes result in firmness without bulk. 
The elaborate trimming across the front of 
the basque is mainly passementerie embel-
lished with dangles of faceted garnet col-
ored glass beads; similar beads are sewn to 
the edges of the basque.

Basque: The neckline is high and close and 
finished with a standing collar 1½ inches 
high as measured at center back. Pinholes 
indicate that a brooch was frequently 
fastened at the neck. The sleeve is set high 
on the shoulder bone so that the 4¼ inch 
shoulder length is characteristically short. 
Across the shoulder seam the measurement 
is 4¾ inches.

 The bodice front is cut on straight grain 
with two boned bust darts extending below 
the natural waist. The closure laps from 
right to left and is not shaped, although the 
facing is clipped at the waistline to allow 
for more curve. Tailored buttonholes are 
worked through double velvet. Garnet-col-
ored faceted glass ball buttons on metal 
shanks are sewn to a folded and faced 
velvet edge. The closure on the button side 

is made rigid to the hem with whalebone 
encased in white silk lining fabric.

The two fronts form fashionable vest points 
5¾ inches below the waistline. The side 
seam of the bodice is located 5½ inches 
from center front and 6�3⁄8 inches from cen-
ter back when measured along the waist-
line. This seam curves slightly to the back 
and up to the armscye. From the vest point, 
the beaded hemline turns upward to the 
side seam and then downward in a slight 
curve for 5¼ inches to where it joins the 
coattail.

The tightly fitted back above the waist is 
divided into three sections designated in 
the drawing as A, B, and C. Sections A and B 
are cut princess style in one piece from the 
neckline to the hemline of the long coattail. 
The A sections, when joined on the center 
back seam, become the traditional back 
panel. Section B is the traditional side-back 
panel. Section C is the underarm panel 
which bridges the bodice front and side 
back panel. It terminates just below the hip 
bone.

Basque Coattail: The coattail is the sum 
of the extended skirt sections A and B. 
Its drapery is worked in the A sections as 
follows: 18 inches down from the neckline, 
on the center back seam, a cut extends at 
a right angle for 10½ inches. This amount 
is used for deep, stacked, box pleats. The 
pleats facilitate a winglike projection 
formed by folding the coattail over on itself 
on the center back seamline.326 The soft
folded loop puffs out approximately 14 
inches across the back. Further extend-

Specimen 134
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Photos by Susan Greene

CU 41, ca 1886

DRESS 134

Jet bead fringe from an 1891 Jordan Marsh 
catalog from Boston, proclaiming, "THE 
MERCANTILE HEART OF NEW ENGLAND." 

Was this an update to the dress?

Colletction of Susan Greene
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ing the winglike projection is a deep dart 
placed in the seam which joins sections A 
to B. It is pushed upward into a deep fold. 
This occurs 4½ inches down from the box 
pleats.

 Below the waist, sections A and B, although 
sewn together, are finished as separate 
panels. The smoothly firm B panel is com-
pletely lined with a heavy satin which gives 
it a substantive form. The forward edge 
is completed with a wedge-shaped flange 
which gives the effect of the coattail folding 
back on itself in a type of rever—an inter-
esting way to utilize the velvet to create the 
illusion of abundant fabric. A metal loop, 
with its matching hook, is hidden about 

CU 41, ca 1886

DRESS 134 DRESS 134

halfway down each side of the basic skirt as 
a means of keeping this coattail close to the 
figure.

 The underside of the coattail further clari-
fies the method of its construction.

1. On the center back seam, down from the 
waistline about 3 inches, the extra full-
ness is box pleated. The cut edges at the 
top of these pleats are bound with white 
silk and lightly attached to the velvet so 
no stitches show on the outside.

2. A deep fold on the center back seam is 
fastened firmly with hand stitches at a 
point 30½ inches up from the hem.
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3. No lining is used for the center panels 
of the coattail. The hem is finished with 
bias satin facing.

4. The B sections of the coattail are lined. 
Two sets of ribbon ties are sewn to the 
edges of these sections to control the 
spread of the coattail.

Sleeve: Restriction of body movement charac-
terized the 1880s cuirass bodice. Its sleeve 
limited the range of arm movement, partic-
ularly the raising of the arm.

 Although the sleeve in this dress is com-
posed of two pieces, no seams are visible 
from the front of thefigure. The ease in 
the cap appears minimal, even though it 
is worked in heavy velvet. The back seam 
runsparallel to the triceps muscle; it curves 
over the elbow with slight ease but without 
darts and continues down to the wrist in 
line with the little finger. Instead of a closed 
placket the seam is left open for about 2 
inches, beaded, and faced with satin. The 
faceted glass garnet-colored beads edge 
the wrist and simulate a cuff. A removable, 
inner-wrist accessory of white silk ribbon 
with a picot edge has a base of fine white 
net. A similar accessory is used inside the 
collar.

Skirt Front: The basic skirt is not flowing in 
front as is the coattail but is symmetrical 
and structural. The velvet is mounted on 
a foundation skirt of firm silk in a fine rep 
weave. This garnet-colored foundation is 
used in part to cut down on bulk: singly 
at the top of the skirt where it is covered 
by the basque and down the center back 
where it is covered by the coattail. The skirt 
front fits into the waistband with two darts 
on each side of center front.

 The focal point of the skirt front is a 
draped, simulated overskirt of velvet which 
begins 11½ inches down from the waist-
band on center front. The fixed folds proj-
ect slightly from the skirt like a cowl neck-
line and are enhanced by the deep shadows 
of the velvet pile. The folds are fashioned 
from two pieces joined horizontally that act 
as one piece. The diagonal folds are formed 
to a V line: high on the sides to deep in the 

center front. The soft folds are turned up-
ward and are tacked to the silk foundation. 
The cut edges of this group of five folds are 
incorporated in the side seam under cover 
of the coattail.

 Now, what happens at the bottom of the 
simulated overskirt? There is one, broad, 
slightly-gored front section joined to a 
gored side section. It begins just under the 
overskirt where it is attached to the silk 
foundation, and it ends with a hemline cut 
in Vandyke points—using an entire width 
of velvet. This whole front section, includ-
ing the Vandyke points, is lined with black 
scrim and hangs free from the silk founda-
tion.

 There are four Vandyke points in the hem 
of the center front piece and in each of the 
other three skirt pieces. Coming from un-
der the Vandyked hem is a velvet box-pleat-
ed border which is attached to the silk 
foundation. The hem of the silk foundation 
is reinforced with a facing of red tailor’s 
canvas, further supported by a narrower 
width of interfacing between it and the silk. 
The hemline is bound with red wool braid.

Skirt Side: This section also avoids bulk 
and conserves velvet by beginning about 
2 inches below the waistband. It has two 
soft darts on each side and is about 6¾ 
inches wide. Again, as in the front, the 
depth of the hemline is a full width of the 
velvet. The design is a continuation of the 
front: a free hemline formed in four units 
of Vandyke points above velvet box pleats 
attached to the silk foundation skirt.

Skirt Center Back: When hooked in place, 
the center back section measures 4 inches 
across at the waistband where it is shaped 
with seven deep pleats. Inside there is a 
padded cushion for the small of the back. It 
is very firm, stuffed with sawdust, covered 
with glazed cotton, and sewn to the waist-
band on the left sid . It hooks to the waist-
band on the right side under the center 
back closure.

 Seven inches down from the waistband the 
distance across the center back section is 
about 23 inches. This silk area is covered by 
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the coattail. The lower skirt of velvet is 17¾ 
inches long to the Vandyked hem.

Foundation Skirt: The silk fabric of the foun-
dation skirt is a heavy, firm, ribbed weave, 
dyed to match the velvet. 

1. The center front section is gored; 9¼ 
inches across the waistline there are two 
short, deep darts over the abdominal 
curve The base of the simulated overskirt 
19¾ inches. The width at the hemline 
along the edge of the wool braid 20¼ 
inches. 

2. The side section across the waist, with 
folds in place is each 6¾ inches. At base 
of simulated overskirt, it is 157⁄8 inches. 
At hemline it is 20¼ inches.

3. The back section across waistline is 7 
inches, and it has seven deep darts. The 
hemline of 26�3⁄8 inches includes a godet 
(3 inches by 11½ inches) on each seam

Construction Details: A view of the inside of 
the basque impresses one with the per-
fection of the finishing techniques. The 
special edge finishing of the seams is of the 
velvet whipped to the cream-colored lining 
material. This is unlike the other Langdon 
dresses that have bound seams. It saves a 
layer of fabric and therefore is less bulky. 
The seven seams plus four cut darts are 

all spread and sewn open. Whalebones in 
white silk casings run parallel to the center 
front closure on the button side, down the 
four darts, the side seams, and the very 
curved side-back seams. None are used for 
the back panel’s three seams. The lining of 
the bodice and sleeve is a white silk twill 
weave of excellent quality.

 Essential to the firm lines across the bosom 
is the attached padding of a soft cotton 
covered with white China silk. Each pad is 
attached to the armscye curve and tacked 
around its other edges to the bodice. The 
curved edge of the pad measures 11 inch-
es. The pads fill the naturally hollow space 
above the peak of the wearer’s bust. They 
also furnish a firm foundation for the elab-
orate beaded passementerie and dangles 
which embellish the chest area of the bod-
ice.

 The vest-shaped front of the basque is 
faced with a firm silk satin in garnet color 
and each point is anchored by a single lead 
weight, covered in black China silk.

 A petersham is attached at the waist with 
cross-stitches to the back three seams. It 
is a firm, supportive ribbon which fastens 
around the wearer’s waist with two brass 
hooks and loops. There is no label attached 
or woven into this ribbon to indicate the 
dressmaker.
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135
Dress Date: ca 1887

From: Costume Collection, Cornell University
Accession Number: 35

Donor: Jervis Langdon and his sister, Ida Langdon
Wearer: Mrs. Charles Jervis Langdon, mother of Jervis and Ida

Provenance: Elmira, NY

Description: This dress is similar in style to 
the brown satin dress (CU 38) (133), but it 
has some distinguishing differences. It, like 
the brown satin, is composed of a cuirass 
basque and a skirt with an integral compo-
nent of a draped overskirt. The design is 
clean-cut and direct—the brown satin has 
more detail.

Fabric: The dress is a luscious wine red silk 
ottoman for the basque and overskirt, and 
it is further enriched by a textural contrast 
of red silk velvet for the vest, collar, sleeves, 
and—to the extent that it is visible below 
the draped overskirt—the basic skirt.

Basque: The illusory effect created by the two 
fabrics is that of a sleeveless basque over 
a velvet bodice. Actually the vestlike front 
is attached to the foundation of the basic 
bodice structure. The velvet sleeves are at-
tached to the ottoman around the armscye. 
The high, standing, velvet collar is attached 
to the velvet vest to the shoulder seam, but 
across the back neckline it is attached to 
the ottoman foundation.

The ottoman basque is cut princess style 
(as are the other basques in Mrs. Langdon’s 
1880s dresses), but in this case the lapels of 
the ottoman basque are cut as part of the 
basque rather than attached. They end at 
the shoulder seam. All the seams and the 
bust darts are boned.

Sleeve: The sleeves are attached to the bod-
ice by hand, continuing a traditional tech-
nique. The sleeve cap is a clue to dating. 

Compared to earlier dresses, more than 
usual fullness has been introduced into the 
cap, resulting in a new style of raised cap 
with fullness projecting somewhat from the 
short shoulder line.

The semi-fitted wrist placket is a unique 
construction. It is closed by lacing wine 
red silk ribbon through six pairs of hand-
worked eyelets.

Skirt: The plan of the skirt is similar to that 
of the brown satin dress, CU 38 (133), es-
pecially the asymmetric arrangement of the 
draped overskirt. The visible fabrics are the 
ottoman of the enveloping overskirt and 
the velvet of matching color as seen around 
the bottom of the skirt and in the wedge-
shaped opening located approximately over 
the wearer’s left l g where the overskirt 
parts. What one does not see is the firm 
basic skirt of taffeta to which all the outer 
layers are attached, and, of course, the addi-
tional supporting materials which serve, in 
part, to project the skirt from the body.

Foundation Skirt: This weight bearing struc-
ture is made entirely of firm red silk taffeta. 
It is composed of five sections. The gored 
center front section measures 8 inches 
along the base of the waistband and in-
cludes two short darts for the abdominal 
curve. Across the hemline it measures 17 
inches. The side gored section is 6 inches 
(which includes the tightly pleated back 
section) to the back closure. It measures 
157⁄8 inches across the hemline. The center 
back section has a center back seam, how-

Specimen 135
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Photo by Susan Greene

Detail of ottoman from a 
different dress, showing its 
heavy ribbing, good for a 
sculptural garment style.

Photo by Susan Greene
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ever the closure is actually to the right of 
center back.

 The hem of the taffeta skirt is firm because 
it supports three layers: (1) a box pleated 
4½ inch flounce of the wine red ottoman 
(barely visible); (2) a kilted frill 2½ inches 
deep of taffeta and bias alpaca; (3) a pinked 
ruffle f taffeta of a lighter weight.

Overskirt: The asymmetrically draped over-
skirt appears less stiff and voluminous than 
its counterpart, the brown satin, because 
this quality of ottoman drapes more soft-
ly than the satin and the folds are not so 
deep. Even so, the hem sweep of the otto-
man overskirt is 1253⁄8 inches as compared 
to 107 inches of the satin.There are no 
conspicuous terminals as seen in the brown 
satin design. The wedge of velvet over the 
left l g is 27¼ inches long and 14 inches 
across its base as compared to the wedge of 
voided velvet which was 37 inches long and 
133⁄8 inches across the base. In each case 
the velvet was used sparingly being applied 
just beyond the visible boundary lines.

Construction Details: The shoulder seams 
are not bound with silk but are overcast 
and occur where several layers of fabric 
overlap; this may have been done to cut 
down on bulk.

 The shaped center front closure of the vel-
vet vest is lined with firm black taffeta.

 The cream colored lining of the basque is 
a silk surah woven stripe resembling pillow 
ticking. For flexibility most seams and dart 
allowances were spread open and bound 
with silk so that the ease-slashes resemble 
scalloped edges. As several layers of fabric 
coincide at the armscye, this seam is not 
bound but is overcast. Again this may have 
been done to cut down on bulk.

 The cuirass back is constructed much like 
all the others of Mrs. Langdon’s 1880s 
wardrobe. The curves in the seams below 
the waistline allow for the projection of the 
layers of skirt over the small of the back 
and possibly for a moderately sized dress 
extender.

 The petersham has three large metal loops 
across the center back to match hooks on 
the waistband of the skirt.
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136
 Dress Date: ca 1888
 From: Costume Collection, Cornell University
 Accession Number: 43
 Donor: Jervis Langdon and his sister, Ida Langdon
 Wearer: Mrs. Charles Jervis Langdon, mother of Jervis and Ida
 Provenance: Elmira, NY

Description: This walking suit is of particu-
lar interest because the name and address 
of an enterprise is woven into the petersh-
am: “Wagner—297 Fifth ve., N.Y.”

Fabric: The major fabric of this two-piece 
walking suit is a firm, but fine, wool broad-
cloth in a grayed rose red of a middle val-
ue, which is combined with a dark green 
silk velvet appearing in the bodice and the 
skirt.

Striking trimming is embroidery of heavy 
braids, chenille, and padded floral motifs 
mounted on a surface of brushed wool 
which matches the broadcloth in color. 
The motifs of the embroidery spread over 
the green velvet. A striking characteristic 
of this ensemble is its burdensome weight: 
an accumulation of layers each of which is 
very structured.

Basque: The basque design provides dating 
clues which suggest the latter part of the 
second half of the decade. In an overall 
view one sees a cuirass bodice with a vest 
front and a long coattail, which, if seen 
only from the back, appears to be a full-
length fitted coat. The basic skirt gives the 
effect of an open robe, and overlapping 
the skirt are the tailored sides of the coat-
tail of the basque.

The basque front is cut in the popular 
vest style and is built layer upon layer. 
The neckline is finished with a standing 
collar 1¾ inches high, which closes on 
center front. It is green velvet in front and 

becomes the rose red broadcloth around 
the back of the neck. It is faced with satin. 
The shoulder seam is short and slants well 
toward the back, about one inch below the 
top of the shoulder.

The simulated vest front gives the effect of 
an embroidered front bordered with velvet 
revers. An examination reveals three inte-
grated vests!

Vest 1: The inside vest of broadcloth, lined 
with red satin, extends from neck to hem 
with a center front shaped closure of twen-
ty buttons and buttonholes. It extends to 
the side seams and includes two boned 
darts on each side which are 9½ inches long 
from hem to peak of bust.

Vest 2: At first glance one sees an embroi-
dered plastron front, but actually it is (a) 
a folded edge of grayed rose red brushed 
wool with the right and left sid s meet-
ing at center front. When lifted up, the 
buttoned closure of vest 1 is revealed; (b) 
attached to the wool is the green velvet 
which disappears under vest 3; and (c) 
heavy embroidery is applied to the two 
fabrics —an incrustation which bridges and 
dominates the wool and the velvet. Vest 2 
extends from the neckline to the deepest 
vest points where it turns horizontally on 
mitered corners toward the side seams to 
meet the coattail edges of the back.

Vest 3: This outer layer consists of the front 
sides of the broadcloth basque cut like a 
jacket and lined with red satin. It folds back 

Specimen 136
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Accession Number: 43 

Donor: Jervis Langdon and his sister, Ida Langdon 

Wearer: Mrs. Charles Jervis Langdon, mother of Jervis and Ida 

Provenance: Elmira, NY 



777                 CHAPTER 11 - THE NINTH DECADE: 1880 - 189o

IDA CLARK LANGDON
Photographed in Firenze, Italy ca 1889

By permission from the Mark Twain Collection — Mark Twain Memorial, Hartford, CT
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Passmenterie consists of various brown braids and 
olive and mouse chenille yarns densly hooked into 
leaf & flower forms which are padded. The 
leaves have olive green chenille veins. Pink silk 
ropes connect some of the elements.

CU 43, ca 1888
DRESS 136

Front velvet collar ends here— 3 1/2" -4" from center front

Where the pink mohair ribbon ends and 
the standing collar begins

Where the second layer ends and is handsewn to the 
first layer, or vest #1
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Photo by Susan Greene
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on itself to form revers faced with green 
velvet. These meet and slightly overlap the 
embroidery of vest 2. As the basic side of 
the bodice, it is included in the shoulder 
seam, armscye seam, and side seam. It has 
one hem-to-bust dart on each side. Vest 3 
is cut about an inch shorter than vest 2 so 
that the fancy border of vest 2 shows across 
the hipline.

Basque Back and Coattail: The broadcloth 
back reminds one of a man’s coat during 
the second decade of the nineteenth centu-
ry. It is cut princess style with three sec-
tions on each side of the 17½ inch center 
back seam. All the seams extend below 
the waistline and are actually darts in the 
sense that they terminate on the hipline, 
thus allowing for a tight-fitting bodice and 
the inclusion of pleated fullness below the 
waistline. The basque back is 57 inches long 
from the neckline to the hem, and it has a 
skirt or coattail hem circumference of 76¼ 
inches. (For explanation of the seaming, 
refer to the diagram.)

 Section A is the traditional back panel. It 
is 11⁄8 inches wide at the waistline or a total 
of 2¼ inches. Across the shoulder blades 
the narrowest point is 12 inches (measured 
down about 1½ inches below the shoulder 
seam.)

 Section B is 2½ inches wide at the waist-
line and 1½ inches wide measured horizon-
tally at the armscye.

 Section C is 2¼ inches wide at the waist-
line and 2 inches measured horizontally 
at the armscye. Section C meets the front 
bodice on the underarm seam which goes 
from the armscye curve to the hem of the 
basque front. The length of this seam is 
105⁄8 inches, and it marks the transition 
between the shorter bodice front and the 
finished edge of the coattail. Section C be-
comes the coattail which overlaps the sides 
of an overskirt.

 About 17¼ inches down from the neckline 
in the back are stacked flat pleats intro-
duced in such a fashion that they do not 
interrupt the lines delineating the three 

sections. There is one stacked pleat on each 
side of the center back seam, which gives 
the effect of an inverted pleat. Section A 
is 2 inches wide at this point. Section B is 
also 2 inches wide at this point and has a 
stacked pleat on both sides which gives the 
effect of a box pleat. Section C is 4½ inches 
wide where the seam between it and sec-
tion B terminates.

 The coattail is not lined. The edge which 
overlaps the basic skirt is finished to fold 
back on itself for about 10¾ inches. It is 
37½ inches long from the end of the jacket 
front to the hem.

 A unique feature of this skirt is the posi-
tioning of pads over the hipbones across 
the side back. Their purpose is to make a 
smooth transition from a very small waist to 
rounded hips which are formed in part by 
the tournure of the basic skirt.

 The coattail has tie-back ribbons of red silk 
spaced 233⁄8 and 32½ inches up from the 
hem.

Sleeve: The sleeve is a tight, two-piece sleeve 
with a relatively smooth cap with some 
slight discernible ease. The armscye is a bit 
large because of the number of fabric layers 
incorporated in its seam. By contrast the 
upper arm girth and wrist are small.

 The embellishment of the sleeve ending 
repeats the velvet and embroidery motif in 
an attached cuff.

Basic Skirt and Overskirts: This walking suit 
has two overskirts: the long coattail of the 
basque and the overskirt attached to the 
basic skirt. The viewer sees the latter down 
the side fronts of the skirt—being velvet 
it stands out in contrast to the grayed rose 
red broadcloth.

 This skirt unites all the materials used in 
the basque: the broadcloth, the embroi-
dered border, and the velvet. The theme of 
the elaborate trim is repeated in the over-
skirt resulting in the “open gown” effect.

 The center front wedge of the open gown 
is of knife-pleated, unlined broadcloth with 
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visible dimensions: 39 inches long, 2 inch-
es across the waist at the bottom of the 
waistband, and 8 to 8½ inches wide at the 
hemline (with all the pleats folded in place). 
However, the whole piece, consisting of a 
total of six pleats, amounts to an unpleated 
hem width of 52¾ inches. Each pleat is 2 
inches wide on the surface and 2¾ inches 
deep, with the end pleats extending under 
the overskirt by 5¼ inches on each side.

 The overskirt fabric combination resembles 
Vest 2 above. The green velvet dominates. 
Its free edge is finished with a folded edge 
of wool which borders the center front, 
wedge-shaped opening. This wool border 
turns with a mitered corner and continues 
along the free hanging hemline.

 In the same plan as Vest 2 above, the heavy 
embroidery is applied bridging the brushed 
wool and velvet, being particularly massive 
at the mitered corners. This overskirt is not 
only the side front of the garment, but it 
continues around to the side back where 
the velvet is seamed to the center back 
broadcloth inches from the waistband to 
the hem. At the mitered corner it measures 
18½ inches across the hemline to where 
it attaches to the broadcloth back. The 
velvet within the above framework is 37¾ 
inches long and 16 inches across the hem. 
This overskirt derives substance from being 
entirely backed with a fine white scrim.

 The center back section of the basic skirt is 
narrow enough to be hidden by the coattail. 
It includes a tournure built into the lining. 
Below the waistband is 3½ inches of taffeta 
to which the broadcloth is joined horizon-
tally with cartridge pleats. The width at the 
top of pleats is 7 inches (14 inches total). 
The length of the center back section from 
the waistband to the hemline is 385⁄8 inch-
es. The width across the hemline is 39 inch-
es. A center back closure placket is 9 inches 
long.

 The fullness of the basic skirt around the 
22 inch waist is accomplished by a center 
front wedge. Its flat pleats overlap from 
right to left slightly or a total space of 2 
inches. From the center front across to the 

end of the border of the velvet panel is 8½ 
inches. The hip curve is fitted with two 
darts, the first is 3¾ inches from center 
front and 35⁄8 inches long; the second is 2¾ 
inches from the first and is 35⁄8 inches long. 
The space which follows these two darts is 
slightly eased up to the join with the back. 
A taffeta section from end of the velvet 
to the center back closure is gathered to 
about 1½ inches on each side of the clo-
sure.

Inside Construction of the Foundation 
Skirt: The fabric is a firm taffeta. The 
center front section has a seam down the 
middle and is not gored because the width 
below the waistband is shaped with darts 
as follows: coinciding with the center front 
seam, Dart 1 is 11⁄8 by 6¾ inches long (an 
apparent alteration); Dart 2 is located 3½ 
inches from center front and is 1½ by 5¾ 
inches long; Dart 3 is located 61⁄8 inches 
from center front and is 25⁄8 by 5 inches 
long. The space remaining from Dart 3 to 
the beginning of center back pleating is 
2½ inches. The width across the hem is 21 
inches for each section (42 inches across 
the front total).

 The center back section has a built-in tour-
nure as follows: there are two rigid stays or 
bands enclosed in one-inch wide casings. 
The bands can be bent to form a half circle 
projecting the skirt away from the wearer’s 
back. (Material of the bands is not visible 
and is unknown.) The first hoop is 8½ inch-
es down from the bottom of the waistband 
on center back. The casing when bent to a 
half circle by tying with wide cotton tapes 
measures 13¼ inches across. The second 
stay or hoop is 63⁄8 inches below the first 
and is constructed like the first hoop. When 
it is bent to a half circle it measures 15¼ 
inches.

 The center back section is approximately 
36¼ inches long. An attached knife-pleated 
ruffle f three inches brings the total length 
of the back skirt to 39¼ inches. The hem 
circumference is 34 inches (or 68 inches to-
tal). The fullness of this section contributes 
to the back protuberance.
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 The entire hem circumference of this inner 
taffeta skirt is reinforced with fine scrim 
dyed red. The hemedge is bound with a 
wool braid. In place of the dust ruffle yp-
ical of the 1870s and early 1880s, it has a 
6½ inches wide gathered ruffle f the taffe-
ta with pinked edges applied to the taffeta 
over and above the knife-pleated ruffle t t 
coincides with the reinforced hem.

Further Construction Details: The lining of 
the basque and sleeves is red satin. There is 
no lining in the basque skirt. The lining of 
the basic skirt is taffeta.

 Crescent shaped pads coincide with the 
front armscye curve and are concealed by 
the satin lining. The padding over the back 
hipbone is enclosed in the coattail. In the 
skirt, a quilted cushion for the small of the 
back is attached to the taffeta lining along 
the seam of the waistband to the right of 
the center back closure.
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137
Brief descriptions of the next three dresses are for the purpose of comparing the Langdon 
dresses with those which may have been conceived from fashion periodicals.

 Dress Date: 1882
 From: The History Center in Tompkins County, Ithaca, NY
 Accession Number: 80.54.2
 Donor: Iva Smith and Marion Smith Senecal
 Wearer: Mary E. Bruce married John C. Snyder on March 8, 1882
 Provenance: Upstate New York

This wedding dress is composed of two piec-
es: a basque and a skirt. The draped overskirt 
is attached to the basic skirt at the waistline, 
both sewn to the same waistband. The dress 
fabric is a grayed brown silk taffeta the char-
acteristics of which are particularily adaptable 
to pouffin  shirring, and fancy pleating. The 
taffeta has not deteriorated, but the blond 
lace ruffl trimming is seriously fragmented.

Although the bodice is characteristically long, 
it deviates from its contemporaries by being 
shorter on the sides rather than the hip-hug-
ging basque which formed a horizontal line 
around the hips.

The sleeve, a carry-over of the 1870s coat 
style, is relatively loose fitting, ending on the 
lower arm rather than at the wrist.

The style characteristics of the skirt are typi-
cal for the first years of the decade: a symmet-
rical plan with draped panniers beginning in 
center front revealing the tablier, a concoction 
of horizontal shirred sections alternating with 
pouffed areas—all of which are held in posi-
tion by a lining.

As indicated in the drawings the overskirt 
drapery of the front flows into the draped po-
lonaise protuberance at the back. Important 
to consider is the fact that the pouffed taffeta 
extends considerably from the body with the 
help of tapes inside. (The dress extender—the 
bustle—was introduced in 1882 but was prob-
ably not generally adopted.) Machine made 
lace around the panniers.

Interior materials and finishes indicate pos-
sible concern for economy of materials and 
labor. The bodice is lined with a slightly glazed 
firm cotton twill; the front closure on the but-
ton side needed more support. No chest pads 
are attached to the armscye seams, which are 
machine stitched. Cotton lining is used in the 
skirt as a substitute for the silk taffeta when-
ever possible except under the tablier, where 
a silk facing is used. There is no stiffening 
between the lining and the hem facing, which 
would have given the hem of the basic skirt 
more substance—a usual dressmaking proce-
dure.

Specimen 137

Dress Date: 1882 
From: The History Center in Tompkins County, Ithaca, NY 

Accession Number: 80.54.2 

Donor: Iva Smith and Marion Smith Senecal 

Wearer: Mary E. Bruce married John C. Snyder on March 8, 1882 

Provenance: Upstate New York 
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THC 80.54.2, ca 1882
DRESS 137
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DRESS 137 THC 80.54.2, ca 1882

SKIRT RIGHT SIDE-FRONT

SKIRT HEM EMBELLISHMENT DETAIL:
double box pleats with tops manipulated to suggest roses.
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DRESS 137
THC 80.54.2, ca 1882
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 Dress Date: July 1, 1885
 From: The History Center in Tompkins County, Ithaca, NY
 Accession Number: 83.25
 Donor: George E. Monroe
 Wearer: Mary Thorpe Monroe. She was born in January 1862 and was  
  married to George E. Monroe, lawyer, on July 1, 1885. They  
  settled in Dryden, New York.
 Provenance: Swain, Allegany County, NY

138

This dress was chosen primarily for the pur-
pose of comparing it the Langdon Garden 
Party dress (132).

Both dresses are made of a washable, semi-
sheer, white cotton fabric of exceptional quali-
ty. The plain weave batiste of the bodice, sim-
ulated petticoat, and basic skirt of this dress 
is a foil for the scalloped edge embroidered 
batiste of the overskirt and bodice trimming.

This dress is composed of two parts: a bodice 
with a built-in waistband and peplum, a skirt 
with an overskirt, and a structural belt of silk 
ribbon. The high and close neckline is finished 
with a narrow standing band topped with a 
ruffle f the embroidered batiste. It opens 
with one button and buttonhole on center 
front.

Both the Langdon and the Monroe bodices 
have buttons as fasteners for the center front 
closure. Neither bodice is lined through the 
body of the garment or the sleeve. There are 
no inner supports or bones.

Both compared dresses have a one-piece 
sleeve mounted relatively high on the shoul-
der bone insteadof the tightly fitted two-

piece sleeve of the 1880s. The sleeve cap of 
the Langdon bodice has no apparentfullness, 
whereas the Monroe sleeve cap has tightly 
shirred fullness — two years of fashion change 
would need to be taken into account.

The overskirt of the Langdon dress is separate 
from the basic skirt and is built on its own 
waistband. The front design of the Monroe 
overskirt (similar to the Langdon wool broad-
cloth and velvet) is held in a fixed position to 
the basic skirt both vertically and horizontally 
at strategic points. In the Langdon overskirt 
an elaborate system of tapes with loops and 
coordinated placement of small buttons 
allows the back drapery to be opened out 
so that the laundering of the skirt is much 
simplified. No such system is present in the 
Monroeoverskirt.

The structured belt of the Monroe dress is 
built on a very firm buckram base of 24½ 
inches, covered with satin ribbon, and faced 
with white muslin. It is fastened with three 
hooks and loops concealed by a largebow. 
The streamers of the belt are about 14 inches 
long, whereas the ones on the skirt are short-
er.

Specimen 138

Dress Date: July 1, 1885 
From: The History Center in Tompkins County, Ithaca, NY 

Accession Number: 83.25 

Donor: George E. Monroe 

Wearer: Mary Thorpe Monroe. She was born in January 1862 and was married to George E. 
Monroe, lawyer, on July 1, 1885. They settled in Dryden, New York. 

Provenance: Swain, Allegany County, NY 
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THC 83.25, ca 1885DRESS 138

BODICE BACK

BUTTON
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DRESS 138 THC 83.25, ca 1885
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DRESS 138 THC 83.25, ca 1885

SKIRT BACK INSIDE
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Dress Date: 1888

From: The History Center in Tompkins County, Ithaca, NY 
Accession Number: 78.140

Donor: Mrs. Ethel Shackelton Jones
Wearer: Clara Whitney wed Fred C. Shackelton on October 3, 1888

Provenance: Upstate New York

This wedding dress is composed of two piec-
es: basque and skirt. The all-around pleat-
ed skirt has no overskirt and therefore is of 
particular interest as a specimen. The dress 
fabric of brown silk faille is technically related 
to the ottoman weave as seen in the Langdon 
collection.

The basque cut and basic construction con-
form with the typical plan, but several dis-
tinctive features add to the usefulness of this 
specimen. (1) Self-fabric drapery from shoul-
der to hemline is not cut into the basque; the 
method of construction is like that used for  
1830s dresses with the drapery laid over the 
finished basic basque. (2) The period sleeve 
consisting of the pouffed upper sleeve and 
the two-piece fitted lower sleeve, forecasts the 
style of 1890s, especially the fullness in the 
upper sleeve. (3) The interior of the bodice 
brings into view the past and the future. 

The use of the girdle pieces across the front 
through the diaphragm was a dressmaking 
method used in the 1860s and in the 1870s. 
The devise was replaced by the petersham.

The boning material is a replacement of the 
traditional whalebone (4) There is no evidence 
that padding was used to create a smooth 
front exterior, but the attached drapery may 
have rendered interior padding unnecessary. 
(5) The all-around pleated skirt, now without 
a draped overskirt, is a new fashion which is 
not represented in the Langdon collection, 
but will appear in the nineties. (6) In spite of 
the discarding of the overskirt, a body extend-
er was not abandoned at least as indicated by 
the two horizontal casings in the back under-
skirt which may have contained the metal 
hoops such as were present in the Langdon 
broadcloth walking dress (136), ca 1888.

Specimen 139
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THC 78.140, ca 1888DRESS 139

BONES
Ready-made or store-bought. All 
of them are 8 inches long and 
come in cottton casings black on 
one side and white on the other. 
They are not sewn but glued 
together. Pinked edges. The four 
on each bodice front dart end 
1 inch before the hem. The one 
at center back ends 3¼ inches 
from the hem. The other 4 are 
at the side seams and the next 
side back seams and end at the 
hem. They are positioned with 
large feather stitches.

BUTTON
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THC 78.140, ca 1888
DRESS 139
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THC 78.140, ca 1888
DRESS 139
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Predominant Characteristics of 
Compared Specimens

The six Langdon dresses are quite different 
from each other, but each has a particular 
value. One then asks, if they are so disparate, 
what characteristics identify them as belong-
ing to the 1880s?

Fabrics

The fashions of the 1880s dictated the harmo-
nious display of several fabrics and trimmings 
within each dress design. The Langdon dress-
es are a reflection of that fashion and provide 
a diverse range of exterior material of superior 
quality. A fairly monochromatic range of color 
unifies the two or more dominant fabrics 

t within each dress; the one exception is the 
dull maroon wool broadcloth combined with a 
dark green velvet.

In summarizing the basic fibers in this group, 
it is not surprising to find silk dominant. One 
fine wool broadcloth dress and one summer 
cotton dress each have silk as trimmings. The 
cotton is represented by bastiste, fine lawn, 
and beautiful eyelet.

The weaves represented by these specimens 
evoke a sense of formality and elegance. Heavy 
satin is dominant in two dresses distinguished 
by a patina only a fine silk can produce. Silk 

This composed young woman is robed in the 
very costly voided velvet with bold patterns 
inspired by awakening interest in Japanese 

aesthetics. It appears that the fur trim is 
chinchilla, and her gloves fit like a second 

skin. She is someone to be reckoned with.
Collection of Susan Greene
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velvet appears as a voided-velvet stripe, a 
voided crescent pattern, and a plain—but 
spectacular—garnet velvet. Plain velvet was 
used as secondary fabrics for two dresses. Silk 
ottoman was a fashionable weave in the sec-
ond half of the decade. We shall encounter it 
more frequently in the 1890s.

Amazingly intricate trimmings had been used 
for ornamentation: passementerie in massive 
and heavy units of beaded braid and dangles; 
lace as a dominant trimming; units of ap-
pliqué formed with colored silk embroidery 
floss; and heavy silk ribbon in vibrant colors 
fashioned into bows, streamers, rosettes, and 
belts.

Basques

It becomes evident that during the 1880s the 
fashionable cuirass bodice had been adopted 
by Mrs. Langdon. This fact can be confirmed 
by comparing the dimensions and construc-
tion of her dresses from the previous decade 

with these of the 1880s and by observing the 
appearance of each when mounted on a man-
nequin. The cuirass bodice is fitted tightly, 
smoothly, and is rigid with boning. Very fre-
quently the hollow above the bust is filled out 
with a soft pad attached to the armscye seam. 
The width across the back shoulders at the 
narrowest point is less than it had been for 
decades. In brief, body movement is consider-
ably restricted.

From the Waistline Up

For all six dresses the necklines coincide with 
the base of the neck. Five of these have firm, 
high, standing collars. All six of the fronts are 
symmetrical in design. Three of the bodices 
are designed in the vest style; a simulated vest 
appearing to come from underneath the outer 
bodice.

The majority of the fronts are cut on straight 
grain in princess style with the closure in 
center front. The shoulder length from the 

Detail of a bodice made of Hamburg 
embroidery fabric similar to that used 
in Dress 132, entirely covered with 'cart-
wheels' emulating hand-worked embroi-
deries and lace motifs. Pewter buttons. 
ca 1880. 2009.073
Susan Greene Collection/Genesee Country 
Village

Photo by Susan Greene
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neckline to the sleeve cap is short because 
the sleeve cap is set high on the shoulder. 
The fronts terminate on a side seam, which, 
for the majority, tends to slant slightly to the 
front from the armscye toward the waistline; 
the side seams are quite bias because of the 
depth of the bust darts.

Five of the bodices are shaped with a min-
ium of two boned bust darts on each side 
extending from the hemline of the bodice to 
the peak of the bust; however, where several 
layers are involved (vest front, lining, and outer 
bodice), the stacked darts may vary in num-
ber from layer to layer. The darts are cut and 
spread open to allow for maximum curving to 
fit the form. In contrast to this rigid construc-
tion, the bodice darts of the summer cotton 
dress are not boned, and there is no support-
ing lining.

In addition to the use of darts and somewhat 
bias side seams, the cuirass bodices are fur-
ther shaped with contoured front closures. 
Even when the closure was made from the 
folded straight edge, the selvedge was clipped 
and buttonhole-stitched so that the closure 

Interior of bodice CU 
38 (133) showing the 
petersham waistband 
and extensive, well-fin-
ished boning.

Photo by Susan Greene

could curve. The closure was frequently boned 
on the button side.

The simulated vest is emphasized by use of a 
fabric of a different texture than the dominant 
fabric of the bodice. Its shape is perceived as 
beginning with the firm high collar and ending 
below the natural waistline in points (usually 
shorter than the hemline points of the over-
lapping bodice). The width across the front of 
the vest tapers to a narrow space across the 
waistline to further the effect of a tiny waist. 
The invisible width of the vest under the bod-
ice side front varies from dress to dress, but it 
is eventually attached to the bodice lining.

The buttons of the shaped vest closure are 
usually conspicuous because of shape and 
texture rather than color; an exception is the 
three-layered vest of the wool broadcloth for 
which a handsome embroidered braid con-
ceals the flat buttons.

The five cuirass backs are designed to appear 
linear, tightly fitted, and smooth, or “en four-
reau.” Technically this shaping required essen-
tially seven seams: a center back seam, two 
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sets of side-back seams, and two side seams. 
The summer dress is not so tightly fitted and 
has fewer seams. The eyelet embroidery of 
the garden party dress has a “French cut” of a 
center back seam, a very wide back panel, and 
narrow sidebacks.

Bodices From the Natural Waistline Down

In searching for identifying characteristics 
for the 1880s, we must look critically at what 
happens below the waistline of the bodice 
because dating clues are present. The six bod-
ices fall into the following classifications:

• Group One — Basques of the early 1880s. 
The basque skirts are relatively long in the 
front and the back, and the skirt is quite 
flat in front but is shaped in back to proj-
ect moderately over skirt bulk across the 
small of the back. In this group are the 
pansy dress (CU 36) (131) and the garden 
party dress (CU 46) (132).

• Group Two — Basques of about the mid-
dle of the decade. The skirts are shorter 
in front than for those in Group One. The 
back skirt kicks out over the skirt drap-
ery and the dress extender. In this group 
are the brown satin (CU 38)(133) and the 
wine red ottoman (CU 35) (135) dresses.

• Group Three — Basques of the middle to 
the end of the decade. The skirts are short 
in front with long coattails (starting at the 
side seam) in back. In this group are the 
garnet velvet (CU 41) (134) and the ma-
roon broadcloth (CU 43) (136) dresses.

The garnet velvet dress is an example of a 
basque with a long draped coattail. Its “butter-
fly” drapery grows out of manipulated fullness 
from the seams below the waist. The maroon 
broadcloth dress has a long coattail which is 
not draped, but rather resembles the back of 
a man’s redingote of the 1820s. In this case 
the basque seams are actually darts which Collection of Susan Greene
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terminate at the hipline where the fullness is 
released. The long basque skirt is therefore 
not cut up with vertical seams.

Although these bodices divide into three 
groups, the common element is that their 
backs are cut princess style, which made it 
possible to achieve a smooth transition of the 
fitted form from above the waist, over the 
curved hip, and over the bulk at the small of 
the back. The backs were extended from the 
body in varying degrees depending on the 
style of the individual garment. The center 
back seam, the back panel seams, and the 
side-back seams all provided the designer 
with the opportunity to choose one or a com-
bination of three things: flare these seamlines 
below the waist, open them to form spreading 
tabs, or incorporate more fullness across the 
back to be box-pleated in place.

Sleeves

The one-piece sleeve of the summer dress is 
probably atypical of the  1880s sleeve for silk 
or wool bodices or for fairly formal wear. It is 
not lined.

The pansy dress (135) has the coat type of 
sleeve. It is a major clue to the dating of this 
dress. It would not have appeared in the mid 
or late 1880s but rather near the 1870s.*

The sleeves of the last four dresses are two-
piece and designed to express the same visual 
effect as the cuirass bodice. All are fitted to 
facilitate a smooth tight fit without a great 
deal of ease through the elbows so that nei-
ther the bodice nor the sleeve allows for free 
body movement.

The sleeve cap in all of the dresses is set high 
on the shoulder with little discernible ease 
in the cap (a skillful manipulation consider-
ing the bulk of fabrics and linings). The red 
ottoman dress has a raised sleeve cap, a clue 
to dress developments into the 1890s. All the 
long, tight sleeves are close at the wrist, and 
all of them are embellished in some fashion, 

often (as in the garnet velvet and in the ma-
roon broadcloth dresses) bringing together 
the variety of materials used elsewhere in the 
dress.

Overskirts

If we define “overskirt” broadly we can cite 
diverse types represented among the six spec-
imens.

Only one dress has an overskirt which is a 
distinct entity, not attached to the basic skirt. 
It belongs to the garden party dress and is a 
practical solution in maintaining an intricate 
garment of washable cotton.

In two of the dresses the overskirt belongs to 
the basque: the garnet velvet and the maroon 
broadcloth. The coattails cover a substitute 
fabric in the basic skirt backs, rendering the 
basques essential. Three of the overskirts 
are attached to the basic skirts. The popular 
asymmetric drapery from left o right is exem-
plified quite dramatically in the brown satin 
dress and more conservatively in the wine red 
ottoman dress.

The revived eighteenth-century, open robe ef-
fect is represented by the maroon broadcloth. 
The free front panels (right and left)—which 
can be called overskirts—slightly overlap the 
pleated skirt which is visible in center front.

The pansy dress, representing the earlier type 
based on a symmetrical plan, pivots from cen-
ter front over the tablier. The drapery begins 
in the back.

Basic Skirts

The complexity of the skirts in terms of de-
sign and construction makes it necessary to 
consider the outer and inner skirt together. 
The symbiotic integration of seen and unseen 
structures results in the skirt’s form. This fact 
has especially influenced our examination of 
dress of the 1870s and 1880s.

Seen as a group there are some predominant 
characteristics— not always obvious—which 
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distinguish the 1880s skirts from those of 
previous decades. The outer and inner basic 
skirts hang from a single waistband. The inner 
basic skirt functions as a weight-bearing struc-
ture and therefore has to be a firm foundation. 
With the exception of the summer dress the 
foundation fabric is a firm rep weave of silk 
yarns.

The skirt had become more vertical in sil-
houette, less flared toward the hemline. This 
is the result of the absence of the side front 
section typically used in  1870s skirts. The 
majority of the  1880s skirts were made of 
four sections: one broad gored center front 
section; two gored side back sections; and a 
center back usually not gored, depending on 
the space needed to allow for the dress ex-
tender. A trained gown had to be shaped with 
small gored sections at the hemline.

The center front length measurements of 
these specimens are in a close range. The 
significance of this fact is the indication that, 
despite trends toward a shorter skirt, these 
skirts were never up to the arch of the wear-
er’s shoe. Apparently, fashion did not apply 
in Mrs. Langdon’s thoughts concerning skirt 
length, either because the attire was relatively 
formal or she and her dressmaker were con-
servative.

The pronounced curve of the hips is in sharp 
contrast to the small circumference of the 
waist and the diaphragm. This was accom-
plished in part in every skirt by the introduc-
tion of darts for the abdominal curve in the 
front section, or by the use of deeper short 

darts over the front hipbones, or sometimes 
placing a gathered box pleat over the front 
hip, and finally by packing wide stacked box 
pleats across the small of the back. The skirt 
closure is usually located on center back.

Every skirt has a system for the control of the 
back fullness of the overskirt and the basic 
skirt—commonly, cotton tape tiebacks in 
pairs. Occasionally these tapes are in horizon-
tal casings as drawstrings. Silk ribbons are 
in some overskirts. A good example of a late  
1880s scheme for forming back skirt control 
can be seen in the heavy maroon broadcloth. 
The extender device is a steel band which is 
encased horizontally and which, when tied 
with tapes, can be bent to form a semi-circu-
lar hoop.

The lower area of every skirt was given sub-
stance for the entire circumference by the 
use of layers of materials, the nature of which 
depended on the dominant fabric of the 
individual dress. A favorite hem treatment for 
the top layer was the mobile Vandyke point 
repeated around the skirt. This design can be 
seen in two dresses: the pansy dress and the 
garnet velvet. A second layer was frequently 
knife-pleated selfmaterial applied to the basic 
skirt. The hemline was supported by an inner 
facing and bound with wool braid. The lining 
of the basic skirt was often finished with a 
gathered ruffl of self-fabric which had been 
pinked on both edges and then hand sewn to 
the lining. Beyond this, some dresses had a 
purchased muslin dust ruffl as a final inner 
layer.

           
 

* I have done a study of the pansy dress (135) and a Langdon dress of 
similar date in the collection of the Chemung Valley History Museum, 
dubbed the lilac dress. Both have been shown to have belonged to Olivia 
Langdon Clemens. See my monograph, On the Trail of A Clemens Dress, 
currently available at blurb.com.     x  SWG
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Detecting the Facts: 1880 - 1890

Our primary purpose in focusing on the dress-
es of a particular American woman was to 
establish if Mrs. Langdon’s wardrobe is rep-
resentative of what would have been worn 
by women in the upper socioeconomic level 
of American society. It is assumed that their 
clothes were usually custom-made in major 
metropolitan centers and were in the current 
high-fashion styles as illustrated in magazines 
such as Godey’s and Harper’s Bazar.

We are aware of the types of dresses not 
represented in this sample. In the 1880s the 
modern woman needed clothes for tennis, 
boating, walking; and for travel and profession-
al appearances tailor-mades were de rigueur. 
If Mrs. Langdon had clothes for these special 
needs—with the exception of travel—she did 
not save them.

The traditional categories of dresses were still 
present in the 1880s: the evening gown, the 
afternoon dress (with or without a train), and 
dresses for visiting, for morning wear, for the 
carriage, for the promenade.

It is difficult or a twentieth-century historian 
to ascertain what characteristics determined 
the appropriate dress for the occasion. For 
example, should a dress be classified as an eve-
ning gown or as a formal afternoon gown? The 
differences are not always discernible.

Fabrics

Mrs. Langdon’s dresses are good examples of 
fashionable fabrics. All of the fabrics incorpo-
rated in her dresses are present in fabric list-
ings in the literature, and many of the fabrics 
we found listed in the literature were utilized 
by Mrs. Langdon’s dressmakers.

Exhibition catalogs indicate some fabric com-
binations and colors that were high fashion 
during the decade. A tabulation of ten exhi-
bition catalogs of extant dresses of the 1880s 

for their fabric combinations showed that 
Mrs. Langdon’s choices compared very closely 
to the majority in terms of color and fabric; 
the two major fabrics within a dress differed 
in weave and sometimes in fiber, but the color 
was kept consistently in a monochromatic 
range. The trimming varied, toning in with the 
background fabrics or sometimes providing 
striking contrast.

Satin and velvet appeared frequently in the 
described dresses of the eighties either as sat-
in or as velvet by itself or combined in novelty 
weaves. Examples can be seen in the pansy 
dress and in the brown satin dress (combining 
voided velvet, plain velvet, and satin). In the 
pansy dress of 1882-1883, the dominant black 
stripe is a technical marvel combining four 
narrow stripes in the ¾ inch repeat of raised 
velvet, organza, satin, and organza. A similar 
but less complicated fabric can be seen in a 
striped English dress dated 1889-1890 with 
dark blue satin and fawn open-mesh silk net 
as alternate stripes.327 

In the process of dating the red ottoman 
dress, the question arose as to when ottoman 
became a fashionable fabric. According to C. 
W. Cunnington it was introduced in England 
about 1882.328 Norah Waugh describes an 
English afternoon dress of about 1883 made 
of pale blue ottoman with velvet trimming.329 
Janet Arnold describes an English dress of 
terra-cotta ottoman dating 1887-1889.330 The 
attributed date of the Langdon red ottoman 
dress is ca 1887. 

Silk faille, both plain and patterned, was high 
on the list of dress fabrics of exhibited extant 
dresses and in illustrated fashion publications 
of the decade. A brown faille of beautiful 
quality was fashioned into a Langdon dress of 
1884 (dress not described in this book). The 
fabric of its accompanying overskirt is a wide 
stripe combining faille and plush in a match-
ing color. Silk faille was used for an October 
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3, 1888, wedding dress (THC 78.140) (133), 
one of the dresses used to compare with the 
Langdon dresses. The quality of the fabric is 
similar, although the style of the dress is much 
less sumptuous than the Langdon.

Silk taffeta did not appear frequently among 
the exhibited dresses, and it is not represent-
ed in the Langdon dresses as a visible fabric. 
An example of a taffeta dress is one for the 
wedding of Mary E. Bruce, 1882 (137). The 
fabric must have been considered expensive 
since care was taken to use the cotton lining 
fabric as a substitute where the silk taffeta 
might have been partly hidden, as under the 
draped overskirt.

Firm rep-weave taffetas of excellent quality 
were used as foundations for all the Langdon 
dresses (except the unlined cotton garden par-
ty dress). It is significant that none of these 
supporting skirts has deteriorated, indicating 
that the taffetas were not treated with metal-
lic salts to increase weight.331 

Moiré and plush were two popular fabrics that 
are not represented in the compared speci-
mens of this chapter.

The emerging tailor-made dresses of the 
1880s appeared frequently in wool fabrics 
such as cashmere, serge, flannel, suiting (plain 
and striped), and fine broadcloth. According 
to Harper’s Bazar, 1882, “Inexpensive dress-
es for the new season were made of double 
width cashmeres, priced at $1.00 to $1.50 a 
yard.”332 It was available in many colors and in 
black, and seven yards was enough for a dress. 
We could conclude, therefore, that this fab-
ric was not the traditional cashmere made of 
the undiluted fiber from the Kashmir goat. It 
was more likely a fine, soft, closely woven twill 
made from a cotton, silk, or wool warp with 
fine botany wool filling. (A brocaded cashmere 
in Oriental colors used for an at-home host-
ess gown for Mrs. Langdon the year she was 

pregnant with her third child was made of 
the Tibetan Kashmir goat hair. The garment is 
not herein described.) Mrs. Langdon’s maroon 
broadcloth tailor-made walking suit (136) is 
of a fine wool twill woven with the nap going 
in one direction. The garment is exceedingly 
heavy.

In searching through the literature for a like-
ness to the Langdon garden party dress (132), 
ca 1883, it became evident that ladies had 
dresses designed for formal outdoor functions. 
C. W. Cunnington cites an example of a garden 
party dress for nearly every year of the 1880s. 
The fabric combinations ranged from pale 
pink bastiste with pink satin ribbon to white 
brocaded satin with lace. 

Elizabeth Schmeck Brown in her analysis of 
Harper’s Bazar does not use the term “gar-
den party dress,” but she does provide de-
tails about American summer dresses of the 
decade. Dominant among the fabrics were 
lightweight cottons such as batiste, nainsook, 
lawn, and mull, with embroidered borders for 
trimming.

The Brooklyn Museum Exhibition catalog 
The House of Worth, describes an 1880-1883 
morning dress designed for Miss Hewitt, an 
American young lady, as, “a simple summer 
dress of embroidered chambray. The eyelet 
pattern forms the border on the length of the 
goods.”333 It was determined that the eyelet 
pattern was done by hand.

Featured in Bloomingdale’s Illustrated Catalog 
for 1886 are “embroidered chambray robes”334 
(dresses). In comparing them to the summer 
Langdon, Monroe, and Worth dresses, they 
appear to be much more structural suggesting 
use of supporting fabrics.

The eyelet embroidered fabric (resembling 
complex cutwork) of the Langdon garden par-
ty dress was examined by several specialists. 
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The Textilemuseum in St. Gallen, Switzerland, 
judged it to be machine-made. They suggest-
ed that the work was done by a Swiss machine 
which employed up to 104 needles working 
simultaneously.335 Another slight possibility 
is that the eyelet embroidered fabric may 
have been produced by a chemical process. 
“In 1883, a new technique . . . was invented 
in Germany: chemical lace. The motifs were 
machine-embroidered in cotton thread on a 
background of woven silk, then the silk was 
burn with caustic acid or chlorine which did 
not affect the cotton, releasing the motifs 
from their supports.”336 

The embroidered batiste of the Monroe dress 
(THC 83.25) (138) was also evaluated by the 
Textilemuseum in St. Gallen and was assessed 
as machine embroidered. The floral motifs are 
so exquisitely embroidered it is hard to be-
lieve they are not hand work. This evaluation, 
however, gives insight into the frequent use 
of embroidered fabrics and trimmings during 
this decade—the new embroidery machines 
made it possible. 

In spirit, the design of the Monroe wed-
ding dress of 1885 resembles a dress by the 
House of Worth for Miss Hewett337 which is 
described as a “walking dress, ca 1882.” The 
Hewett dress is an off-white cotton voile 
trimmed in stark white Valenciennes lace with 
fawn colored silk grosgrain bows. The white 
Monroe dress is trimmed with pink beige silk 
satin ribbon the hand-embroidered bouquets 
of which resemble the flowers in the embroi-
dered batiste.

Advancements in the technology of ma-
chine-made lace resulted in a profusion of lace 
for gowns on which one would expect to find 
the precious hand-worked variety. According 
to Elizabeth Ann Coleman, “While Worth and 
his clients may have preferred trimmings of 
real (handmade) lace, over ninety percent of 
the extant garments . . . are embellished with 
mechanically made lace, either completely or, 
infrequently, in part.” 338 The black Chantilly 

lace which flutters from the Langdon pansy 
dress is presumed to be machine made.

Bodices

The basic structure of the cuirass type bodice 
had been forming during the 1870s, but when 
did its extreme characteristics become domi-
nant? This is a matter of speculation. Will Mrs. 
Langdon’s measurements give us some indi-
cations as to the changes in bodice cuts and 
construction that were imposed on a fashion-
able lady over a period of two decades?

As the word cuirass implies these garments 
are armorlike coverings—precisely cut, closely 
fitted, made smooth with boning and often 
with padding–constricting the body and re-
stricting body movement. Such a body cov-
ering can be accomplished by pattern design 
and construction techniques, creating tight-
ness and rigidity. Comparison of the measure-
ments of Mrs. Langdon’s bodices from 1870 
to 1891 can be made from the tables on page 
516, 597, 598, and 682. The date of her mar-
riage, pregnancies, and other factors should 
be taken into account. From this data it is 
apparent that the girth measurements of Mrs. 
Langdon’s bodices were reduced over a period 
of two decades. Granted some changes could 
be explained by loss of weight, an unknown 
factor, but other changes in size correspond 
with generally assumed fashion changes.

In summary the measurements indicated that 
even the neckline with its firm standing collar 
could be reduced; the shoulder length had 
been shortened from the 1870s length by as 
much as 23⁄8 inches; the bust was reduced for 
an 1886 dress by 1½ inches (and that bodice 
also had the narrowest back.) The fullness in 
the upper arm of the 1870 coat sleeve was 
reduced as much as 35⁄8 inches. It is interest-
ing to note that her 1891 sleeve has regained 
fullness; it is on its way to becoming the 1890s 
leg-of-mutton sleeve.339 

Turning to the inside of these basque bodices 
we find that the use of encased whalebone as 
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a means of creating rigid structure had in-
creased. It happened gradually, however, with 
the standard practice of boning the two bust 
darts on each side of center front, as in the 
case of the 1870s silk taffeta and then also 
boning the side seams as in the case of the 
1875 formal late afternoon dress. By the mid-
dle of the 1880s all, or most of the seams were 
boned except possibly very curved back panel 
seams. The button side of the front closure 
was frequently boned bringing the number of 
bones up to as high as twelve. An outstanding 
exception to this treatment of seams shows 
up in the garden party basque of cotton eyelet 
which is free of boning and other rigid sup-
porting fabrics.

Was this practice of boning the bodice similar 
to that found in other extant dresses? Return-
ing to our specimens of the 1870s we found 
that boning the bust darts was the typical 
procedure. Out of twelve dresses only four 
were without boned darts or seams.

By contrast the practice of boning in the 
1880s reveals that six of the seven specimens 
used to compare with the Langdon basques all 
had boned bust darts, and they all had boned 
seams. Rigidity was the rule. We found in the 
Shackleton dress (139) the first appearance 
among our specimens of a commercial boning 
other than whalebone.

Having defined the cuirass through its gradu-
al development we can more clearly identify 
other characteristics peculiar to early, middle, 
and late years of the 1880s.

The bodice fronts for the first few years of the 
1880s were cut princess style, consistently 
symmetrical, relatively long and fitted below 
the waistline, with the neckline typically high, 
following the base of the neck and completed 
with a moderately high standing collar (collars 
will be higher in the 1890s). Important neck-
line variations appear: Langdon pansy dress 
(131), ca 1882-1883, has an oblong neckline 
filled in with lace.

The essence of fashion reduced to the minimal ex-
pression by a sensible woman, perhaps a respectable 
teacher. Notice that her reinforced torso leans like a 
log toward the back of the chair. 2010.120

Collection of Susan Greene
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Peterson's Magazine, February, 1882 shows this 
walking suit with a fashionably cut back bodice.

Collection Susan Greene
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The long center front closure was a foil for 
highly decorative buttons often shaped to 
project from the bodice. The princess style 
back was cut to curve moderately over the 
bulk at the small of the back caused by pleats 
in the basic skirt or by moderate extenders 
such as a horsehair pad or cushion or by a 
petticoat with rows of projecting ruffles and 
a system of ties and loops. If the center back 
and curved back panel seams of the basque 
have been opened and allowed to spread to 
accommodate a body extender, the dress is 
likely to date from 1882 onward. Authorities 
generally agree that a cagelike garment known 
as the bustle apparently did not receive wide 
acceptance until about 1883.

Elizabeth Schmeck Brown finds in Harper’s 
Bazar of 1883 that the new “French cut” is be-
ing accepted by American dressmakers. This 
cut is shown in the back of the basque of the 
garden party dress (132), ca 1883. The wid-
er back panel has a center seam, forcing the 
side-backs to be narrower than what had been 
recently fashionable. Considering the com-
plexity of the eyelet fabric, the French cut was 
technically a much better use of the fabrics 
than would have been the traditional seaming.

The basque of the March 1882 day wedding 
dress (THC 80.54.2) (137) measures 26½ 
inches on center back; its hemline is shaped 
to a point in center back, but no seams are 
open. The Langdon pansy dress (131), ca1882-
1883, is 26 inches in center back; the three 
seams of the back are open below the waist 
and allowed to spread. When the dress was 
mounted on a mannequin it accommodat-
ed an extender. The basque of the Langdon 
garden party dress, ca 1883, is 24¼ inches 
on center back. No seams are open, but the 
hemline of the basque is slightly flared so that 
it overlaps the skirt drapery without being dis-
torted.

By the middle of the decade, the skirt extend-
er was reaching its maximum dimensions. The 
dressmaker’s challenge was to fit the basque 

so that there was a smooth transition from 
the tightly fitted diaphragm and waist to a 
center back convex curve. Voluminous skirt 
drapery flowed from the front of the gown to 
the back

to form a dramatic protuberance which even-
tually fell as a waterfall to the hem. The con-
sequence of this skirt development was the 
shortening of the basque skirt in front and the 
use of the back seams to accommodate the 
protuberance below the natural waist.

The typical basque front is a design which 
may be referred to as a jacket front, a vest, or 
a waistcoat. The design was similar in France, 
England, and the United States. It may have 
been derived from a woman’s riding habit 
or a man’s waistcoat. In any case it seems to 
express a striking contrast as between the 
masculine and feminine elements of the total 
design: tailored, severe bodice versus a com-
plex of skirt drapery.

The vest front, always simulated in that it is 
attached to the bodice lining, is typically in 
a different fabric from the bodice. The bod-
ice’s high collar is frequently in the fabric of 
the vest. The hemline is cut in vest points. A 
variation of the vest front is the plastron front, 
which could be likened to an eighteenth-cen-
tury stomacher. It is buttoned in place on each 
side of center front. A very clear example is a 
traveling suit in gray wool with a plastron front 
of gold embroidery on a red ground worn by 
Mrs. Andrew Carnegie in 1887.340 The plastron 
and the pouched panel are both variations of 
the vest design. Neither is represented among 
the Langdon basques.

The garnet velvet dress (134) and the ma-
roon broadcloth dress (136) are two Langdon 
basques cut with the long coattail. In the pro-
cess of dating these garments the questions 
arose as to (1) the frequency of appearance of 
this style, at least among the extant dresses 
shown in exhibitions, and (2) the variations of 
the cut of these basques with long coattails. A 



813                 CHAPTER 11 - THE NINTH DECADE: 1880 - 189o

detailed search led to the conclusion that the 
long coattail, serving as an overskirt, appeared 
most frequently in 1888. Although it was not 
a common style in 1886, a few appeared. An 
occasional example can be seen as early as 
1882-1883. The basque with the long coattail 
was a style that did not appear among the 
seven comparison specimens.

A point of departure for variations of this 
basque style is the location of the extension 
of the bodice. In each Langdon dress the 
coattail was an extension of the back of the 
bodice. The sides of the coattails close to the 
basic skirt. In contrast to the Langdon dresses, 
some coattails were an extension of the side 
fronts of the basque, or an extension from 
center front—a continuous front edge from 
lapel to hem curving away toward the back to 
reveal the basic skirt. One can see a striking 
resemblance to the cut of men’s tailcoats of 
the 1870s and 1880s.

A second type of variation is the addition or 
absence of draped fullness in the coattail. The 
coattail with draped fullness seems to have 
appeared more frequently; for example, Harp-
er’s Bazar for February 25, 1888,341 shows a 
basque with a butterfly drape similar to the 
one in the garnet velvet dress of 1886. The 
straight redingote style, represented in the 
maroon broadcloth dress, was particularly 
adaptable in the increasingly popular tai-
lor-made walking suit of the second half of the 
decade.

As we come to the close of the 1880s the 
change in the length of the basque enables us 
to make a quick judgment about date attribu-
tion. The 1880’s long basque gradually short-
ened to the point that it covered three to five 
inches of the top of the skirt in center front, 
then curved up to the sides to just cover the 
skirt band before gradually dipping somewhat 
in back. A very good example is our American 
specimen THC 78.140 (139) for a wedding of 
October 1888.

Sleeves

The use of sleeve style as a clue for dating a 
garment cannot be overemphasized. Having 
compared sleeves of some fifty-eight dresses 
in addition to the Langdon dresses, the con-
clusion was that the typical two-piece coat-
style sleeve of the 1870s carried over into the 
first year or so of the next decade and gradu-
ally gave way to the very tight two-piece long 
sleeve which was in harmony with the cuirass 
bodice. Before the decade was over, however, 
there was evidence of a change in the charac-
ter of the sleeve cap and an expansion of girth 
through the upper-arm area.

In focusing on year-to-year changes we came 
upon an apparent dichotomy: fashion publi-
cations in the years from 1881 through 1884 
were occasionally showing a sleeve cap with 
discernible fullness, with padding, or raised 
from the shoulder bone. Such a sleeve cap did 
not appear among the extant dresses dated 
between 1880 and 1885; instead the sleeves 
were styled with smooth caps (fitted high on 
the shoulder bone) and were relatively tight in 
both the upper and lower arm. In length they 
ended at the wrist or in the case of more for-
mal or summer dresses they might end below 
the elbow.

Having discerned the difference in what was 
being promoted in the fashion publications 
and what actually appears in extant dresses, 
the comparison was continued into the sec-
ond half of the decade. In the fashion publi-
cations of 1885 through 1888, interpretation 
of the sketches indicates two styles of caps: 
(1) cut long and wide enough to include a 
small pad to bolster it, and (2) a cap cut to 
rise slightly above the shoulder bone along 
the top of the armscye seam. In extant dress-
es the majority of the sleeve caps remained 
smooth and the girth through the upper arm 
remained narrow.
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Among our specimens the Monroe wedding 
dress (138) of July 1, 1885, is an exception in 
sleeve construction in several ways. The one-
piece batiste sleeve has cap fullness which is 
tightly gauged across the top. From the cuff
spring eight vertical tucks.

By 1888 variations in designs of sleeve caps 
appeared more frequently in the fashion pe-
riodicals. Although the conventional smooth 
cap was typical, extant dresses belonging to 
the close of the decade could be identified, 
in part, by a noticeable amount of fullness in 
the cap with possibly a small pad to give the 

cap a firmer form. The velvet sleeves of Mrs. 
Langdon’s red ottoman dress (135) have more 
fullness in the cap than do her others. The cap 
does not include the supporting pad which 
one can see in English dresses. It is interesting 
to note that Arnold says, “The sleeves show 
the first signs of fullness over the shoulder.” 
(1887-1889).

A period-style sleeve is seen in the brown silk 
faille wedding dress of 1888 (THC 78.140) 
(139). The melonshaped puff sleeve is placed 
on top of a full-length, tight-fitting sleeve.

These fashionable young 
ladies' torsos are firmly 
encased, and the sleeves are 
so tight one wonders how 
they managed to bend their 
elbows. Even sitting down 
was probably distressing not 
only for the straps, strips and 
pads beneath the posteri-
or —but the awareness of 
crumpling the dressmaker's 
artfully devised draperies. 
2003.197       x SWG
Collection of Susan Greene
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Skirts

During the 1880s the overskirt was ubiquitous 
and slow to pass into oblivion. Various expla-
nations for this phenomenon in the form of 
cause and effect relationships appear in the 
literature. For example, we infer from C. W. 
Cunnington that association of the single skirt 
style with the “housemaid skirt”342 may have 
been a factor impeding progress of overskirt 
obsolescence.

There are many varieties of overskirts so the 
following generalizations recognize omission 
of significant exceptions. The back thrust as 
carried over from the seventies was formed 
primarily by petticoats with back ruffles, a 
crescent-shaped pillow across the small of the 
back, stacked pleating below the waistband in 
center back, and the draped overskirt. Eliza-

A young graduate, perhaps, nothing 
lacking in her toilette. 2003.244
Collection of Susan Greene

beth Schmeck Brown reported that the dress 
extender, known as the bustle, appeared in 
Harper’s Bazar in 1882,343 which suggests that 
it was a high fashion trapping.

There is general agreement among authori-
ties that the bustle had reached its greatest 
dimensions for high-fashion dresses by 1885. 
It follows logically that it would also be the 
period of the greatest variety of draped effects 
of the overskirt.

The gradual streamlining of the overskirt, 
particularly in England and then in the United 
States, coincided with the shrinking of the 
bustle. Greater reliance was put on the smaller 
dress extenders for protruding the back.

With these generalizations in mind, identifi-
cation characteristics of the overskirt come 
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into view. Moving into the 1880s, a symmet-
rical plan of design tended to be dominant. 
The overskirt divides in center front to form 
a draped pannier over each hip and around to 
the back where it drapes in various formations 
down center back to a length related to the 
formality of the dress. This plan leaves the 
center front section of the basic skirt clear for 
elaborate decoration, all of which was referred 
to as the tablier. The Langdon pansy dress 
(131), ca 1882-1883, exemplifies this style 
except that its overskirt side-front pieces are 
flat against the figure rather than draped. An 
interesting comparisons with the pansy dress 
is the taffeta wedding dress of March 8, 1882. 
Its draped panniers flow into the overskirt and 
set off the tablier.

Although this symmetrical placement of 
overskirt drapery tapered off in popularity, 
examples exist in extant dresses as late as 
1885 (English and American), 1886 (French), 
and 1888 (English). These late examples were 
especially those for formal occasions such as 
weddings.

As the bustle grew so did the drapery directed 
up to and manipulated over the protuber-
ance. The Langdon brown satin dress (133), ca 
1885, is an example of the amount of over-
skirt that dominated the basic skirt in front as 
well as in back. The swagged drapery directed 
to the right side became a typical fashion. By 
1885 it had evolved into a style particularly 
distinctive for the mid-years. Notice that the 
left side f the skirt of the brown satin dress 
has become quite straight. At this point on 
the body a linear effect had been created by 
the long, flat folds of the overskirt and the 
terminals of the beginning and ending of the 
overskirt over the wearer’s left leg. It is also at 
this point that the basic skirt came into view 
through the open wedge of the overskirt—a 
typical design plan.

The coattail type of overskirt which was an 
integral part of the princess-style basque has 

already been discussed in terms of identifying 
features. The Langdon maroon broadcloth 
(136) is a particularly good example of the se-
vere redingote styling of the basque overskirt 
seen near the end of the decade.

Toward the close of the decade a significant 
change in form began to take place. Although 
the draped overskirt (in two pieces) is rela-
tively enveloping, the basic skirt is now visible 
enough to play a more important role as an 
all-around pleated skirt. Our specimen THC 
78.140 (139), is an excellent example because 
the basic skirt becomes the single skirt with 
an impressive design of elaborate all-around 
pleating. The overskirt is becoming outmoded.

C. W. Cunnington cites in a fashion report 
for the year 1889, “We have given up dress 
improvers, steels, most skirt draperies and 
have almost completely altered the cut of 
dress bodices.”344 Elizabeth Schmeck Brown 
in her perusal of Harper’s Bazar for 1889 
learned that “Some new gowns were import-
ed without any steels at all, but American 
modistes were required by their customers to 
add them.”345 Apparently from two to three 
steels were added to produce the center back 
contour of the foundation skirt. Examples of 
this construction can be seen in the Langdon 
broadcloth walking suit (136) of 1888 and in 
the silk faille wedding skirt (139).

Foundation Skirt and Accompanying Mate-
rials

Throughout much of the 1880s the basic 
skirt played a minor role because of the su-
perimposed overskirt and other trimmings. 
The significant change toward the close of the 
decade was the gradual reversal of this de-
sign scheme. The cage bustle and other skirt 
extenders diminished in size. The overskirt 
drapery lost the swag effect and straightened 
out in a linear direction —at least on one side 
of the figure. Eventually, mobile panels were 
all that remained of the overskirt and, finally, 
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by the turn of the 1890s the single skirt was 
accepted, at least for day wear. The interest 
shifted to the bodice.

In looking for identification clues in the basic 
skirt, we can be guided by several generaliza-
tions.

Although there are exceptions, the tablier 
style of front skirt is often an indication that 
the skirt belongs to the first half of the de-
cade because the overskirt is symmetrically 
parted in the middle. Viewed from straight 
front, the basic skirt is quite vertical down the 
sides of the figure. There is very little flare, if 
any, toward the hemline. The projected full-
ness is confined mainly in the back.

The number of sections in the basic skirt is 
another clue. The apparent trend was to cut 
the sections as follows: center front section: 
gored but broad with darts below the waist-
band for the abdominal curve and gathers or 
darting over the hip bone when the side seam 
was well toward the back; side back: gored, 
darted, or pleated below the waistband; and 
center back: frequently not gored unless it 
was shaped to form a train. All the specimen 
dresses were cut with four sections as above. 
Janet Arnold provides a pattern diagram for 
a French dress of 1882-1883 rather like the 
Langdon pansy dress, but it still has the side 
front joined to the side back as we were accus-
tomed to seeing in the 1870s.

By 1888 one sees the basic skirt taking on 
a style of its own with such details as box 
pleating around the entire waist as if it might 
become independent of the overskirt. Janet 
Arnold’s diagram of such a skirt for an English 
walking dress of 1887-1889 is an example 
which does not exist among the Langdon 
dresses, but the style is described fairly often 
in Harper’s Bazar during the second half of 
the decade, especially in the year 1888 when 
the tailor-made dress was gaining popularity.

We have emphasized that the bustle, or 
tournure, reached its greatest dimension by 

the middle of the 1880s after having been 
reduced to practically nothing at the end of 
the 1870s. The position of the protuberance 
in the 1880s as compared to the 1870s is the 
most important characteristic to notice. It 
is now higher than in the 1870s, and more 
shelflike across the small of the back, not 
much more than eight to ten inches below the 
waistband.

Fashion authorities of the decade warned that 
cage bustles, hoops, and ties should be placed 
so that a wobble from side to side could be 
avoided. This would happen when the tie-
backs were too low. The lowest hoop might be 
27 inches up from the hem and others placed 
18 inches and 13 inches above. The Langdon 
maroon broadcloth suit (136) has built-in 
hoops (presumably “steels”) 8½ inches down 
from the waistband and then again 63⁄8 inches 
below that. They are graduated in size.

The tufted cushion, or pillow, often sewn to 
the base of the skirt waistband in center back, 
diminished in size but continued as a skirt 
extender well into the 1890s.

The hem circumference (exclusive of trained 
dresses) had apparently decreased as com-
pared with the average hem circumference of 
the 1870s. It is interesting to note that the 
hem circumferences compared most closely 
with those of the dresses of the third decade: 
1820-1830. We wish to add that this obser-
vation is based on a very small sample and 
serves only to alert other researchers to the 
possibility of a trend.

To turn now to hemlines for identification 
characteristics we find that the layered hems 
of the 1880s dresses present variations 
throughout the entire decade but there were 
some distinguishing common characteristics. 
The hem details did not flare out in the man-
ner of a flounce but were flat and structural, 
expanding only when the wearer moved. 
Examination of the layers became a tour of 
discovery. The first hem (which hangs freely) 
may be the overskirt, perhaps finished with 
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Vandyke points. The second hem (that of the 
basic skirt) was commonly a knife pleating or 
“kilting” of self-fabric, although it may have 
been a box pleating as in the case of the gar-
net velvet.

The foundation skirt hem had one or more 
deep facings for maintenance of a firm struc-
ture. These facings were dyed to match the 
skirt. Facing fabrics were sometimes bias-cut 
alpaca, tailor’s canvas, or dyed crinoline. Sum-
mer cottons used muslin facings with wide 
balayeuses. The foundation skirt’s hem edge 
was bound with a traditional wool braid dyed 
to match the skirt.

If the skirt had a train or was long enough 
to drag on the floor, a balayeuse, may have 
extended from the basic skirt to protect the 
fabric. The presence of the balayeuse is a clue 
to the possibility that the dress was with-
in the first half of the decade, 1880-1883, 
(although there are exceptions). Later a ful-
ly-gathered bias ruffle, pinked on both edges, 
was attached to the hemline of the foundation 
skirt after which the balayeuse was used less 
frequently.

Linings

Elizabeth Ann Coleman in writing of fashions 
of Worth, Doucet, and Pingat has stated that, 
“The dating of garments is aided by the fact 
that Worth bodice linings can be related to 
eras. The earliest are of pearly white China silk 
followed in the 1870s with a silk twill-woven 
stripe in a deep cream tone. These are suc-
ceeded by an almost universal application of 
cream taffeta, which is occasionally replaced 
by a shade more sympathetic to the coloration 
of the exterior fabric.”346 This historical record 
of Worth’s dress linings is helpful in dating 
the specimens for this book. But, the ques-
tion arises as to whether one can assume that 
expensive custom-made dresses of the 1880s 
will all have silk linings?

The interior of each of Mrs. Langdon’s bodices 
is as elegant as the exterior in terms of quality 

of materials and precision of workmanship. 
The lining fabrics are generally a silk twill in a 
cream color—sometimes in a fine stripe. The 
pads, such as those placed in the chest cavity 
around the armscye, are covered with a white 
China silk. Seam edges of the bodices are fin-
ished with white silk binding. The whalebones 
are encased in silk. The broadcloth walking 
dress of the late 1880s is lined with red satin, 
near, but not matching, the grayed red of the 
broadcloth.

The Monroe wedding dress (138) of 1885 of 
embroidered cotton is unlined and unsup-
ported as is the Langdon summer dress of ca 
1883. Brown, slightly glazed cotton twill is the 
lining for our brown silk taffeta wedding dress 
of 1882 and for our brown sil faille wedding 
dress of 1888.

In comparing the fabrics of skirt foundations 
of the above dresses inaccuracy may result 
from a misinterpretation of the pattern dia-
grams and the terminology because the terms 
basic skirt versus foundation or lining may dif-
fer from author to author and in some instanc-
es a basic skirt (under the draped overskirt) 
may also serve as the foundation because it is 
not visible. In summary, all of the basic skirts 
and foundations of the Langdon dresses were 
made of a firm silk rep, or corded weave, and 
in a color close to the exterior fabric. The 
exception is the cotton eyelet and lawn garden 
party dress.

The specimens examined from the History 
Center in Tompkins County collection are 
similar in that the basic skirts are also the 
foundation skirts for areas covered by the silk 
as around the waist and hips. For those areas 
cotton lining fabrics were used.

Study of these specimens strongly suggests 
that the Langdon dresses, entirely lined with 
silk, were more representative of the dresses 
of the more affluen level of society. To avoid 
the expensive layering of silk over silk, cotton 
fabric was an alternative lining.
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Conclusions

A detailed investigation has led to the conclu-
sion that the dresses from Mrs. Charles Jervis 
Langdon’s wardrobe are representative of 
what was worn by women in the upper socio-
economic level of American society. The gen-
eral style characteristics of these dresses can 
be seen in other extant dresses of high fashion 
which were custom-made. Extant dresses of 
this class can be found in the major museums 
of Europe and United States.

Another chapter needs to be written for this 
decade which would provide insight into the 
clothing styles and the clothing practices of 
the vast majority of mainstream America Ex-
citing developments were taking place which 
would make clothing the family easier. There 
were, for example, the steadily improving sew-
ing machines and other dressmaking equip-

ment; commercial patterns, probably improved 
through the process of the competitive mar-
ket; accessibility of yard goods and ready-made 
trimmings. Perhaps the greatest boom for busy 
women was the gradual appearance of ready-
to-wear clothing available through mail-order 
catalogs and the local merchant. To find doc-
umented specimens representative of dresses 
made from commercial patterns, if they can 
be identified; ready-to-wear, preferably with 
labels; tailor-mades; and sportswear—golf, ten-
nis, boating, gym clothes, for example, requires 
and long and wide search. Family photographs, 
especially if dated, are invaluable.

Historical societies and college and university 
archives are rich resources of photographs, 
extant garments and textiles, dressmakers’ 
account books, mail-order catalogs, women’s 
magazines, newspaper advertisements.

Les Modes Parisiennes, Peterson's Magazine, February 1882.
2000.040 

Collection of Susan Greene

Les Modes Parisiennes Peterson's Magazine February 1882



 820CHAPTER 11 - THE NINTH DECADE: 1880 - 189o

A ready-to-wear "jersey" available from Strawbridge 
& Clothier's Quarterly, Autumn 1887.

Collection of Susan Greene
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Measurements of Dresses 131 - 139

 ° Research asssesed date by Elsie McMurry
 CU Cornell University, College of Human Ecology, Ithaca, NY
 THC The History Center in Tompkins County, Ithaca, NY

Research Assessed Date° 1882-1883 1883 1885 1886

Specimen 131 CU 36 132 CU 46 133 CU 38 134 CU 41
Donor Langdon Langdon Langdon Langdon

Original wearer Langdon Langdon Langdon Langdon

Provenance Elmira, NY Elmira, NY Elmira, NY Elmira, NY

Fabric satin, taffeta, 
novelty strip velvet

cotton eyelet,
lawn

satin, faille, 
voided velvet

velvet

Width unable tomeasure 31.0, 46.75 22.0, 19.75, 19.75 20.375
Ground color black white brown garnet

Bodice neck circumference 13.125 12.75 12.75 12.5

Collar height 1.5 2.75 1.625 1.5
Bodice CF length to waist 13.0 13.625 12.75 12.5

Length, waist to point, front: 7.0 10.125  5.375 3.0
Bodice CB length to waist 16.0 14.75 14.75 15.375

Length, waist to hem, back 10.0 9.5 8.0 37.125

Bodice waist circumference 23.5 23.75 23.25 23.75

Across shoulder seam 5.0* 4.875 5.0 4.25*
Bodice underarm length to waist 7.75 6.0 7.25 7.125

Underarm length, waist to hem 7.5 10.375 3.75 4.875

Narrowest back 11.875 11.75 12.0 11.5
Sleeve type 2-piece coat one piece 2-piece 2-piece

Armscye 15.5 14.5 14.75 15.5
Upper sleeve circumference 12.5 11.5 11.0 11.75

Sleeve ending circumference 8.875 9.0 8.0 7.5
Outer side seam length 20.0 18.5 18.5 20.25
Underarm sleeve length 15.25 15.25 13.5 15.0

Basic skirt CF length 39.25 39.0 39.0 39.75

Basic skirt CB length 57.25 39.0 39.0 40.0
Skirt waist circumference 24.5 23.875 23.25 24.5

Skirt hem circumference 130.5 78.0 86.625 87.125

Gores? Gored Gored Gored Gored
Footnotes t, OS OS OS OS
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THE NINTH DECADE 1880 - 1890

ca1887 ca 1888 ca 1882 1888 (Oct) 1885 (July)
135 CU 35 136 CU 43 137 THC 80.54.2 139 THC 78.140 138 THC 83.25
Langdon Langdon Smith Shackelton Monroe
Langdon Langdon Bruce Whitney Thorpe

Elmira, NY Elmira, NY -- Buffalo, NY Swain, NY
ottoman, taffeta,
velvet

wool broadcloth,
velvet

silk taffeta silk faille cotton muslin

22.375; 21.375; 20.0 52; Velvet 17 21 18.5
wine maroon grayed tan brown white

13.5 15.0 14.75  14.25 13.5
1.875 1.75 1.375 1.25 .75 + 1.625
11.75 13.25 13.25 12.5 12.75
4.875 4.625* 9.0 4.5 6.25

13.75 13.75 16.75 15.0 14.25
8.625 44.25 9.75 4.5 6.25

21.75 22.0 27.0 25 24.5
4.625* 4.625* 6.875* 5.0* 4.625*
7.625 7.0 5.5 7.25 6.25
9.0 3.625  5.0 2.125 4.5
9.875 12.0 12.0 12.0 12.0
2 piece 2 piece coat 2 piece period 1 piece
16.0 16.75 17.25 15.5 16.0

11.0 10.875 14.0 19.0 18.5
7.375 6.75 11.5 7.75 9.5
22.0 22.375 18.0 24.0 25.0
15.0 15.75 12.75 17.25 19.25
40.75 39.0 42.75 41.5 40.0

43.5 38.625 41.0 42.0 41.5
21.75 22.0 25.0 25.0 26.0
92.5 81.5 76.375 165.375 87.25

Gored Gored
OS two OS OS OS OS

 

 OS Overskirt
 t The skirt has a train
 * On seamline rather than across the shoulders
All measurements are done flat where possible: ungathered or drawn up.
All measurements were done with a dressmaker’s tape measure to the nearest 1/8 inch.

Research Assessed 
DateﾰSpecimen
Donor
Original wearer
Provenance
Fabric

Width
Ground color
Bodice neck 
circumferenceCollar height
Bodice CF length 
to waistLength, waist 
to point, 
front:
Bodice CB length 
to waistLength, waist 
to hem, 
back
Bodice waist 
circumferenceAcross shoulder 
seamBodice underarm 
length 
to waist
Underarm length, 
waist 
to hem
Narrowest back
Sleeve type
Armscye
Upper sleeve 
circumferenceSleeve ending 
circumferenceOuter side seam 
lengthUnderarm sleeve 
lengthBasic skirt CF 
lengthBasic skirt CB 
lengthSkirt waist circumference
Skirt hem circumference

Gores?
Footnotes
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Lady displaying an extravagant chiffon confection designed 
to focus attention on the head, not the derrière. 2002.009

Collection of Susan Greene



824CHAPTER 12 - THE TENTH DECADE: 1890 - 1900

Chapter 12: The Tenth Decade 
1890-1900

Will the 1890s be a period of transi-
tion? The 1870s and 1880s period 
were referred to as the bustle era 

because the fashionable female body was 
distorted by a pronounced posterior extension 
below the waistline produced in various ways 
but principally by layers laid on the hips and 
down center back. How much farther could 
designers take this development? For a teen-
ager of the mideighties the distorted adult 
figure was the normal look, but by the early- 
to mid-nineties was she ready to break out of 
the mold?

It is very tempting to launch into causes and 
effects of change as we review events of the 
so-called “gay nineties.” Will change in pro-
duction, distribution, consumption (which 
includes customs and attitudes) affect style 
characteristics of dress? But first it is neces-
sary to identify these nineties style character-
istics before an analysis of cause and effect 
factors can proceed on firm ground.

Frilly cape shown in 
Metropolitan Fashions, 
July 1898
Collection of Susan Greene
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Points of Historic Reference
LEADERS

England

• Queen Victoria, 1837-1901, (born 1819, died 1901)

France

• The Third Republic ended in 1914

The United States of America

• Benjamin Harrison, President - March 4, 1889 to March 3, 1893
• Wife, Caroline Lavinia Scott Harrison, (born 1832, died 

1892)
• Hostess, Mary Harrison McKee, daughter

• Grover Cleveland, President, March 4, 1893 to March 3 1897
• Wife, Frances Folsom Cleveland, (born 1864 and died 1947)

• William McKinley, President, March 4, 1897 to September 14, 1901

EVENTS

England

• Prominent leaders in society were the Prince and Princess of Wales: 
Edward, eldest son of Queen Victoria, born 1841 and died 1910; 
Alexandra, a Danish princess, born 1844 and died 1925.

• The death of Queen Victoria’s grandson, Albert Victor, Duke of 
Clarence, (1864-1892).

• The marriage of Queen Victoria’s grandson, George, Duke of York 
(1865-1936) to Princess Victoria Mary of Teck (1867-1953) on July 
3, 1893.

• Queen Victoria’s Diamond Jubilee, celebration of her reign of sixty 
years - 1897.

• The British Empire enjoyed a period of considerable prosperity 
during the 1890s. English textile designers were trailblazers. In a 
strong response to the lack of good design in mid- Victorian En-
gland, William Morris (1837-1896) became a leader in the Arts and 
Crafts Movement. Artist and craftsmen associated with this move-
ment were Edward Burne-Jones, John Henry Dearlee, Thomas and 
George Wardle, and others —foreshadowers of the Art Nouveau 
style of approximately 1900 to 1912.
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France

• During the Third Republic there were many changes in the 
personnel of government, but apparently conditions were favor-
able for stability and growth of the haute couture and its vital 
supplier, the textile industry.

• Leaders of the haute couture during the 1890s were recognized 
for designing for an international clientele and for exporting 
their models to the United States to be reproduced and sold by 
American merchants and others.347 

• The House of Doucet: custom-made women’s apparel became a 
specialization of the firm about 1890 at 17 rue de la Paix, Paris. 
Under Jacques Doucet their models were purchased by Arnold, 
Constable and Company and McCreery’s of New York.

• The House of Paquin: M. Isidore Paquin and his wife, Mme. 
Jeanne Paquin, the head designer, opened a salon in 1891 at 3 
rue de la Paix, Paris. Madame Jeanne Paquin, generally known 
as Paquin, was the first women to be recognized by the French 
government by being awarded the Legion d’Honneur (1913). 
She was the president of the Fashion Division of the Paris Ex-
position (1900) and was president of the Chambre Syndicale 
(1917-1919). Her models toured United States under the direc-
tion of her sister-in-law Madame Joire.

• The House of Pingat: Emile Pingat was a contemporary of 
Charles Frederick Worth. In 1896 A. Wallès and Cie were added 
to the firm which produced both custom-mades for their clien-
tele and garments for export.

• The House of Worth: This firm is probably the most renowned 
of leading French couturiers, at least from the standpoint of 
late-twentieth-century Americans. Charles Frederick Worth 
(1825-95), an Englishman, hit his stride in the 1860s when he 
successfully created gowns for Empress Eugénie and prominent 
women of wealth. Early in history the address was 7 rue de la 
Paix, Paris.

•  Charles Worth died on March 10, 1895. He was succeeded by 
his sons, Jean- Philippe and Gaston. Gaston Worth was instru-
mental in the organization of the Chambre Syndicale. It was 
during their administration that the firm engaged Paul Poiret, 
a young associate designer, who eventually established his own 
firm and is now recognized as the creative designer whose 
impact was felt at the right time and place—the years prior to 
and following World War I.
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The United States of America

• The year 1890 was a prosperous period followed by the “Panic of 
’93" and the subsequent depression. “Whatever may have been the 
causes, the effects were devastating. Over six hundred banks failed 
in the single year of 1893 and seventy-four railroad corporations . . . 
went into the hands of receivers.”348 

• “The dominant factor in American history during the last third of 
the nineteenth century was the industrialization of the nation . . . 
[and] the effects of industrialization upon the life of the people.”349 

  (1) Speeding of urbanization: migration from rural regions and imi 
  grations from Europe.

  (2) “It was the city dweller whose manner of living was chiefly  
   affected during the eighties and nineties.”350 

• Extreme masses of workers, mainly immigrants dwelt in tenements 
without adequate sanitation or heat. 

• “At the top of the social and economic structure were the captains 
of transportation and industry.”351 American daughters of such fam-
ilies married European aristocracy.

• “More typical of American culture of the Gilded Age was the life of 
the middle class—clerks, the shop keepers, the minor executives, 
and the professional people . . . . It was this class that benefited 
most from new improvements in living—the telephone, invented in 
the seventies; electric light, patented in the 1880s.” 352 Transporta-
tion and bridge building, electric trolly cars, and elevated railroads 
in the ’90s; and the introduction of the safety bicycle, were other 
improvements.

• “For the first time women in large numbers moved from the home 
to the world of industry and business . . . from 2,500,000 in 1880 to 
4,500,00 in 1890 and over 5,300,00 in 1900.”353 

• National women’s clubs were formed such as General Federation of 
Women’s Clubs in 1889 and the National American Woman Suf-
frage Association in 1890.

• Secondary schools were hiring women teachers.
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• In 1893, the year of the economic panic, a world’s 
fair took place in Chicago, Illinois, officially k wn as 
the Columbian Exposition. It gave Americans in the 
Dress Reform Movement, a unique opportunity to 
reach a wide public through their exhibits and lec-
tures, which included the modelling of dresses of ap-
proved hygienic design by women from the group.354 

• The famous “Gibson Girl,” Irene Langhorn of Virginia, 
was married on November 7, 1895, to Charles Dana 
Gibson, American artist.

USEFUL REFERENCE IMAGES

• Some portraits by John Singer Sargent (1856-1925), born in Florence of 
American parents and educated in Paris

•  Mr. & Mrs. Newton Phelps Stokes, 1897
• The Wyndham Sisters, 1900; 
• Mrs. George Swinton, 1896-1897
• Lady Agnew, ca 1892-3.

• The Charles Dana Gibson series of illustrations were printed in Life in 
1898 as social commentary.

• Giovanni Boldini, was known for the portraits of leaders in international 
society such as Consuelo Vanderbilt, the Duchess of Marlborough and 
other members of the Vanderbilt family, Rita de Acosta Lydig, and oth-
ers.

• Fashion Plates:

• Le Moniteur de la Mode, (G. Gonin, illustrator)
• The Queen (Adolf Saudoz, illustrator)
• Die Modenwelt
• Journal des Demoiselles
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What to Look For: 1890 - 1900

Pertinent questions posed herein about 
trends and style characteristics may add to in-
formation on dress styles about to emergence 
into the twentieth century.

We want to know about the location of the 
production process. Was a garment made at 
home with the aid of a commercial pattern, 
or was it made by a dressmaker or dressmak-
ing firm locally, in an urban center, or possibly 
abroad? If the garment was a ready-to-wear, 
was it sold in a speciality store, a department 
store, or purchased through a mail-order cat-
alog. Perhaps two castoffs were combined and 
remodeled.

Fabrics: Costume historians are interested 
in gathering hard evidence that dresses in 
the 1890s were becoming lighter in weight 
than they were during the preceding two 
decades. This means we have to look at all 
the fabrics that make up the structure: out-
er layers and inside supporting layers.

 Families invariably save silk dresses, but 
what about dresses of other fabrics such 
as wool, linen, and cotton? Specimens of 
these would be of particular interest by 
virtue of scarcity. If the lining is silk taffe-
ta, is it deteriorating? Researchers want to 
determine when silk lining fabrics were first 
heavily weighted with metallic salts. When 
did whalebone for bodice boning become 
obsolete, and when was it replaced with 
a man-made substance encased in ready-
made attached covering? If there are tie-
backs in the skirt, are they made of elasti-
cized tape?

Bodices: To avoid confusion it is necessary to 
recognize an evolving classification of three 
types of 1890s bodices.

 The first type will probably constitute the 
majority of extant bodices. It was designed 
to be an integral part of a dress: a bodice 
and skirt even though they are not joined 
together.

 Then came an innovation: a bodice called 
a blouse, designed to be interchangeable 
with more than one skirt. The fabric of the 
blouse and skirt did not match although 
they might be somewhat coordinated by 
fiber or weave or color. There were varia-
tions. A blouse could be worn over a skirt, 
or it could be on a waistband and slightly 
pouched in front.

 A third type, designated as a shirtwaist, 
seemed to apply to a bodice which closely 
resembled a man’s shirt. It was worn as a 
part of a costume or suit consisting of a suit 
coat and matching skirt. We are interested 
in knowing if the blouse had features that 
were distinctive such as less boning, easier 
fit, no lining. Bodice dimensions are useful 
clues.

 An identifying feature of the first type of 
bodice is its front vertical fullness between 
the busts. This fullness may extend from the 
hemline to the neckline and be softly turned 
toward center front. The bust darts may 
be positioned as part of this unit and then 
fan out toward the peak of the bust. Rath-
er than being an integral part of the basic 
bodice, this front fullness may be attached 
as a separate piece generally referred to as 
a “plastron” and often fastened inconspicu-
ously to the left of center. (The foundation 
underneath the plastron usually fastened 
down center front.)

 Neither of the first two types have more 
than about two inches of pouching (or 
blousing) through the center front. This typ-
ical characteristic distinguishes the 1890s 
bodice from the early twentieth-century 
bodice, which is likely to have very notice-
able blousing—the effect that contributed 
to the Grecian bend.

 The bodice back variations were numerous, 
but the ultimate aesthetic effect was trim-
ness —a narrow look across the base of the 
shoulder blades with exaggerated upper 
shoulders and arms and a diminutive waist.
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 A dating clue may be the cut of the back 
which could have been fitted to the figure 
by: (1) several shaped sections used accord-
ing to the traditional plan of a back panel 
with or without center back seam, a side 
back, and a narrow underarm section which 
bridges the side back with the front bodice; 
or (2) one bias piece; or (3) one straight-
grain piece with darts positioned on center 
back and fanning upward toward shoulders; 
or (4) another plan unlike the above.

 In this transition period when numerous 
flights of fancy were tried out in the visible 
bodice, dressmakers still relied on a sup-
porting understructure to constrict and 
mold the female form to the utmost.

Sleeves: Dated photographs of women of 
different ages are a valuable resource. A 
variety of styles of sleeves appeared during 
the decade, but the question arises how 
different are they from the styles that had 
already developed during the century? For 
example, we shall see the revival of the 
gigot de mouton, known in the 1890s as 
the leg-of-mutton. It ballooned to a large 
size quite rapidly and declined at about the 
same rate.

 Measurements that are particularily reveal-
ing of the type of sleeve and its position on 
the timeline are the length across the top 
of the shoulder from neckline to armscye, 
circumference of the armscye, and volume 
in the sleeve cap (height and width). These 
measurements will aid in determining if the 
sleeve is not a bona fide gigot type.

Skirts: The fashion trend was to abandon 
the draped overskirt and distorting bus-
tle but at the same time to preserve the 
long-favored back sweep. The objective 
was to create a more uncluttered structure 
that was formfitting around the upper hips 
and flaring somewhat below the knees. A 
small cushion placed over the small of the 
wearer’s back just below the waistband still 
aided the backward thrust.

 There were various ways to achieve simpli-
fication of cut and construction depending 
somewhat on the formality of the dress. 
The gored sections could be reduced from 
eight to six, or perhaps to four. More flare 
toward the bottom of the skirt could be 
gained by adding godets or by piecing the 
gored sections. And finally, simplification 
could come in the form of one large circle 
with no vertical seam except the bias cen-
ter back seam.

Construction Details: Is the bodice section 
and its lining stitched as one in the seaming 
of parts, or is the bodice lining a conven-
tional formfitting structure which does not 
match outside seaming? An example would 
be a bodice back cut in one piece on bias 
with its supporting foundation cut in con-
ventional sections.

 Smoothness across the chest, achieved 
in part by attaching soft crescent-shaped 
pads to the armscye seams, was sometimes 
carried over from the 1880s. An innovation 
occasionally turns up in the form of pinked 
taffeta ruffles ("gay deceivers") designed to 
extend the bosom.

 The sleeve lining is frequently shorter in 
length and narrower in girth than the outer 
sleeve it supports.

 The large leg-of-mutton sleeve was some-
times held out from the body with crushed 
net. Simplification of the skirt is seen when 
the lining fabric and the outer fabric are 
held together and stitched as one in the 
facing seams or by a foundation skirt at-
tached to the outer skirt waistband but 
otherwise separate from the basic skirt.

 Can you see or feel or identify interlinings 
or interfacing?
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Compared Specimens from 1890 - 1900

Accession Number RAD° Donor/Wearer Provenance

140 CU 120  ca 1891 Langdon/Langdon Paris/Elmira, NY

141 CU 49 1892-1893 Mack/DeWolf Chicago, IL

142 CU 18 1893-1895  Cottrell/Cottrell New York, NY

143 THC 43.44.1 Oct. 1895 Scott/Spaulding Trumansburg, NY

144 THC 83.154.4 June 1896 Hubbell/Tarbell Ithaca, NY

145 CU 16 1896-1897 Cottrell/Cottrell New York, NY

146 CU 89 ca 1897 White/White Paris/Berlin

147 CU 108 1897-1899 Cottrell/Cottrell Long Island, NY

148 CU 17 1898-1899 Cottrell/Cottrell New York, NY

149* CU 111 1898-1900 Wyckoff/Wyckoff Ithaca, NY

°RAD Researched assessed date by Elsie McMurry
CU Costume Collection, College of Human Ecology, Cornell University, Ithaca, NY

THC The History Center in Tompkins County, Ithaca, NY
* There really are 148 dresses in this study. URI 1954.66.03 was considered twice

and was assigned a separate specimen number (18/23) for each reference.
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140
Dress Date: ca 1891

From: Costume Collection, Cornell University
Accession Number:  CU 120

Donor: Jervis Langdon and his sister, Ida Langdon
Wearer: Mrs. Charles Jervis Langdon, mother of Jervis and Ida

Provenance: Paris, France and Elmira, NY

Description: This evening dress was made 
for Mrs. Langdon by The House of Paquin. 
Mme. Jeanne Paquin’s work was and is well 
known for her technique of draping her 
designs rather than drawing them. She was 
influenced by historic sources such as cos-
tumes of the late sixteenth and early seven-
teenth centuries. This influence is evident 
in the styling of the bodice of this gown. Ac-
cessories to complete the ensemble include 
kid gloves, stockings, and slippers.

Fabric: The dress is a striking interplay of 
different materials subtly related by color. 
The major fabric, principally for the skirt, 
is a silk satin with a soft atina — not the 
high sharp luster we are used to in our man-
made satins. The color, often called ashes 
of roses, is a red brown of medium value. 
The bodice of brocade has a taupe ground 
and a delicate tracery in a leaf pattern—the 
floating silk threads of high luster echo the 
color of the satin. Further embellishment 
of the bodice is in the form of elaborate 
passementerie mounted on robin’s egg blue 
satin and amassed over the shoulders and 
down center front and center back. The 
seed beads attached to the braid also echo 
the dominant ashes of roses tone. The rob-
in’s-egg blue satin is used for skirt facings 
and comes into play with the movement of 
the wearer.

The weft threads of the satin fabrics are be-
ginning to deteriorate indicating that they 
were weighted with metallic salts (there are 
vertical slits in the fabric).

Bodice: One should be aware that bodices 
during the 1890s, although separate from 

the skirt, were so short that they barely 
covered the waistbands of the skirt.

The neckline of this gown is close to the 
throat. The short shoulder seam is ob-
scured by ornamentation. There are two 
closures: the inner one is a hidden shaped 
opening down center front from the neck-
line to the end of the bodice; the outer 
closure fastens the decorative plastron and 
begins on center front at the hemline and 
gradually shifts to left f center up to the 
shoulder line. This type of closure is a tech-
nical characteristic of the 1890s.

The cut of the bodice front is deceptively 
intricate because of the introduction of 
darted fullness between the center front 
and the peak of the bust. At the curve of 
the neckline, the first deep fold (actually 
a dart) is 2�5⁄8 inches out from center front 
and approximately 1 inch deep. It softly
folds away from center front to play out un-
der the decorative closure. A second dart, 
about ½ inch deep, is introduced from the 
shoulder seam, and its soft fold is turned 
toward center front. It plays out just be-
yond the bust bulge. From the hemline of 
the bodice comes a dart, the folded edge 
of which coincides with the center front 
closure. It is ¾ inch deep and is 93⁄8 inches 
long before it plays out on the bust bulge.

The basic bodice has two bust darts on 
each side which begin at the bodice hem-
line. The dart lines are obscured by applied 
decoration. The side seam which joins the 
front and back begins well to the back of 
the underarm curve and comes forward on 
a diagonal line to the waistline.

Specimen 140
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 The hem contour of the bodice dips to a 
short rigid point in center front, returns to 
the low natural waistline at the sides, and 
dips slightly in center back. The possible 
separation of bodice from skirt requires the 
use of strong hooks and loops to connect 
the two garments.

 The distinguishing construction feature 
of the back bodice is that the brocade is 
not cut up with the traditional back panel 
seams and can therefore be the foil re-
quired for the passementerie mounted on 
the blue satin foundation. However, the tra-
ditional seams are required for the tightly 
fitted bodice and are present on the inside.

Embellishment: The neckline is finished with 
a layered standing collar. The basic neck-
band is bias satin of robin’s-egg blue, 17⁄8 
inches high, and faced with rose colored 
taffeta. It opens on center front. A draped 
overcollar has been formed from five soft
horizontal folds of ashes of roses satin cut 
on the bias. It opens atcenter back with 
two winglike extensions, 2 inches doubled 
on each side of center back, and is fastened 
with brass hooks and worked (buttonhole 
stitch) metal rings.

 Directly below the collar, and coinciding 
with its neckline edge, is a biblike struc-
ture (the plastron) made of the blue satin 
(with blue taffeta facing) supporting heavy 
passementerie. This embellishment forms a 
point in center front and follows the closure 
line described above, moves over to the left
shoulder where it is fastened to its compan-
ion piece, which is coming from around the 
back of the neck and shoulders.

 At either side of the plastron is a tapering 
strip of appliqué which matches the plas-
tron in materials and decoration. The strip 
begins at the waistline covering the bust 
darts and terminates high on the chest un-
der the curved edge of the plastron.

 The plastron down center back nearly 
repeats the design of the center front unit 
except that it does not include the strips 
of appliqué on either side (as described 
above). It begins almost at the waistline 

and spreads to the shoulder to join its com-
panion piece from the front. 

 Influence of Elizabethan style is most ap-
parent in the shoulder detail The plastron 
(described above) is juxtaposed on the 
shoulder line with a crescent-shaped epau-
let which is 1½ inches wide along the top 
of the shoulder. Its concave curve coincides 
with the armscye seam. Adjacent to it and 
part of the ensemble is a firm mancheron 
which is 3 inches wide and 23¾ inches in 
circumference on its outer edge. It bells 
over a poufed upper sleeve.

 Along the hemline of the bodice for the en-
tire circumference of the waist is a band of 
soft horizontal tucking made from the ashes 
of roses bias satin. By forming a hand-sewn 
miter it is folded to conform to the shallow 
center front point. This band of tucking 
repeats the detail of the standing collar. It 
fastens in the back and is therefore free on 
the left side rom the bodice hem center 
front to the center back. It fastens with a 
repeat of the collar terminal detail.

Sleeve: The sleeve is made of satin to match 
the skirt. In form the sleeve is an adapta-
tion of a seventeenthcentury style. The 
upper tucked and poufed sleeve comes out 
from under the elaborate mancheron. The 
lower sleeve is a two-piece tightly fitted 
design which ends at the wrist.

 The poufed upper sleeve is cut from bias 
satin which is 23¾ inches long. Its finished 
length is about eleven inches. It is manip-
ulated into three soft horizontal folds and 
is sewn into the armscye with a moderate 
amount of gathering in the cap. In order to 
project this pouf from the arm to its full-
est extent it is darted at its base where it 
joins the lower sleeve. This join is pressed 
upward so that the upper sleeve appears to 
roll over the lower sleeve. A bow construct-
ed of red brown satin and faced with blue is 
attached as a transition between upper and 
lower sleeve.

 The two-piece lower sleeve is cut according 
to the typical pattern except that there is 
more gathered ease at the elbow than has 
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appeared in most of the Langdon dresses. 
The wrist opening is built on the seam in 
line with the little finger. The ending is 
faced. The sleeve embellishment from the 
wrist up is composed of bits of braid and 
beads to simulate the passementerie.

Basic Skirt: The skirt design has a stream-
lined appearance because of the absence of 
drapery. The front of the skirt is designed 
to appear as an “open gown” with wedge-
shaped areas of the brocade underskirt 
coming into view up the center front and 
again at each side back. The back of the 
satin skirt presents the still popular back 
thrust—but without a bustle— and termi-
nates in a short train.

Skirt Front: On center front from the waist-
line to the hemline is a wedge-shaped 
area of brocade the visible dimensions of 
which are: 38 inches long and 8¾ inches 
wide across the hemline. There is hidden 
brocade from hem to waistline—an extrava-
gant use of this precious fabric‚ so that the 
actual total width of the brocade across the 
hemline is over 69 inches, or three webs.

 Over the brocade, the front full-length 
overskirt can be perceived as two finished 
panels with the right side lapping slightly 
over the left side t the apex of the trian-
gle at the waistline. These panels are the 
remnants of the 1880s overskirt. Each panel 
is unlined with its free edges faced with 
robin’s-egg blue satin. Each panel measures 
18¾ inches along the hem.

 Between the overskirt panel and the side-
back section of the satin overskirt is anoth-
er wedge of the brocade underskirt. It is 
bounded by the edge of the overskirt panel 
and by the side-back section of the satin 
overskirt. The visible wedge measures 19½ 
inches long and 6�7⁄8 inches wide across the 
hemline. The satin panel on the front side is 
197⁄8 inches long, the panel on the back side 
of the wedge measures 22 inches in length.

 The overskirt and basic skirt are joined 
at the waistline. The overskirt is smooth 
across the side front, but gathered fullness 
is introduced over the hipbone. The dis-

tance from the center front to the side back 
seam is approximately 11 inches, but the 
seam is obscured by a decorative unit which 
parallels and overlaps the seam terminating 
approximately 25 inches up from the hem-
line. This decorative unit is skillfully placed 
to the side back of the hips and thus visu-
ally diminishing the hips as seen from the 
front. The effect created is a vertical unit 
of satin and brocade streamers terminat-
ing with a satin bow faced with robin’s-egg 
blue. These streamers are contrived, as is 
the bow, being softly folded, padded, and 
tacked into position.

Skirt Back: The back of the skirt is very 
structural with a padded feel because of 
its three layers: the surface satin, the in-
terlining of tailor’s canvas, and the lining 
of silk taffeta. The skirt hemline is shaped 
to a shallow curved train by inserting small 
gored sections between the rectangular 
widths of satin. 

 At the waistline the garment is shaped to 
the waist dimension of 22½ inches. The 
closure is built along the center back seam. 
The waistband of brocade is ½ inch wide. 
On each side of center back, there is a box 
pleat 3 to 3¼ inches across the surface and 
completely doubled inside. The next box 
pleat is forced back to touch the first box 
pleat. It is about the same size and depth. 
The side seams are well toward the back. 
The top of each box pleat is gathered along 
the waistline seam. The streamers and bow 
are mounted on the right side back seam. 
The soft gathers of the front panels are 
positioned over the hipbones.

Construction Details: The dress seams are 
machine-sewn throughout. There are bones 
at all the bodice seams, each in a silk twill-
tape casing.

 A petersham of white silk ribbon, 1¼ inch 
wide, is printed in gold to read Paquin, 
3 Rue de la Paix 3, PARIS. The ribbon is 
twill-woven except for a bordered, plain-
weave area where the printed label is cen-
tered. It is fastened with two brass hooks 
and two loops, each sewn into a fold of the 
ribbon.
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 Fasteners throughout the bodice are brass 
hooks and plain brass loops or metal rings 
covered with buttonhole-stitching. Three 
such hooks and rings fasten the collar at 
the center back.

 Inside the bodice are built-in pads, covered 
with white China silk, for the hollow chest 
area in front of the underarm. There is a 
small silk loop at the back edge of each 
armscye.

 The lining of the bodice is pale blue silk 
taffeta with gray ribbon facings at the hem. 
The sleeve lining is the same taffeta. (The 
blue silk taffeta is badly deteriorated.) The 
underskirt is made of changeable silk taffe-

ta matching as closely as possible the ashes 
of roses color.

 The skirt hem has a 3 inch taffeta dust 
ruffle with pi ed edges hand sewn to the 
lining taffeta. A totally stretched-out elastic 
tie-back about 16 inches down from the 
waist provided constriction of the back 
skirt. It now measures 30 inches long and 
was used to confine an area of skirt twice 
that wide.

 Coincident with the back edge of the right-
hand skirt streamer is a pocket. It is made 
from pieces of a redder taffeta than is used 
elsewhere in the dress. It is set 2½ inches 
down from the waist.

DRESS 140

Photo by Susan Greene
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141
 Dress Date: ca 1892-1893
 From: Costume Collection, Cornell University
 Accession Number: CU 49
 Donor: Mrs. Charles Foote Mack
 Wearer: The donor, whose maiden name was Anne DeWolf
 Provenance: Chicago, IL, and Vincennes, IN

Description: Even though this dress is for-
mal, it possesses many of the style char-
acteristics of its decade and is particularly 
valuable as an object of study because of 
the documentary information given by the 
wearer when she donated it. Anne DeWolf 
married Charles Foote Mack on January 4, 
1893. The wedding was in the evening in 
the presence of about a hundred guests in 
her father’s home in Vincennes, Indiana.

Anne DeWolf Mack relates that the ivory 
colored satin for her wedding gown was 
purchased in Chicago, and that the dress 
and much of her trousseau was made by 
Madame Baker in her Chicago shop in the 
fall of 1892.355 The dressmaker’s name and 
city are woven into the inner waistband of 
the bodice, but the street address has been 
omitted. Mrs. Mack explains that her dress 
cost $85.00, less than the trousseau dresses 
and the bridesmaid’s dress because it was 
not lined with silk.

Fabric: This dress is a direct, uncluttered 
structure composed of two parts: a bodice 
and a full-length skirt with train. The collar 
and sleeves are reminiscent of early sev-
enteenth-century court fashions. The silk 
satin has a beautiful patina. It is firm and 
heavy, a characteristic enhanced by facings 
and firm, cotton lining.

In sharp contrast to the layered detail of 
the eighties’ dresses, the trimming is re-
strained in kind and in amount. The en-
tire circumference of the bertha collar is 
edged with a combination of duchesse lace, 
pearls, and loops of glass beads. The girdle 
of the bodice is of self-fabric. The hemline 

of the skirt is embellished with a unique 
three-dimensional braid of self-fabric.

Bodice: As is visible in the photographs, the 
neckline is not cut extremely décolleté. It 
begins approximately two inches out on the 
shoulder from the base of the throat.

The front bodice is cut on straight grain. 
The hidden center front closure is fastened 
with brass hooks and loops placed in re-
verse positions. A fly piece (9¾ inches long) 
of faced satin is placed under the upper 
fasteners to prevent abrasion of skin and 
undergarment.

The bodice front is in one piece terminat-
ing on a seam which is positioned 7 inches 
from the center front (at the waistline) and 
51⁄8 inches from the center back—well back 
of the customary twentieth-century side 
seam.

As is characteristic of an 1890s bodice, the 
front has soft folds which originate across 
the bodice point below the natural waist-
line at center front and continue upwards 
to the neckline. There are four folds on each 
side of center front. The center two folds 
are relatively immobile, while the outer two 
serve as bust darts. Although the bodice 
appears deceivingly constricting, the folds 
spread out to resemble the opening of a 
fan or an accordion. The first fold is softly
pressed to meet on center front and con-
ceal the fasteners. This fold extends from 
the base (point) of the bodice to the neck-
line. The second fold begins about ½ inch 
out from the first fold and slants slightly 
upward to about 1¼ inches from the first at 

Specimen 141
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the neckline. At the hemline the folds are 
about 11⁄8 inches deep and at the neckline 
about ¾ inches deep. The next two folds 
are actually the bust darts and break at the 
peak of the bust. Similar folds originate at 
the neckline and spread out to break to-
ward the peak of the bust.

 It is important to note that the cotton 
lining is cut as one with the bodice and 
therefore expands in concert with the satin. 
This is different from the function of the 
linings of 1840s dresses, which restricted 
expansion while the outer bodices implied 
expansion.The hemline contour is built to 
a gentle curve so that the bodice actually 
springs out from below the natural waist-
line. There is a moderate point at center 
front, an upward curve over the hipbone, 
and a downward slope to center back. A 
subtle technical feature utilized to achieve 
a smooth fit is the beautiful curved fish 
dart (hand slip-stitched) which takes away 
a pucker of fullness over the hipbone. At 
first glance this dart appears to be a gus-
set-seam spreading out from the side-back 
seam.

 The very narrow, smooth, and fitted back 
is cut on bias, in one piece. This bias satin 
back had to be stayed with a lining cut on 
straight grain with the conventional back 
panel seams we have seen in the bodices of 
the past.

Collar: The collar is the feature of this bodice. 
It is made of self-faced satin. It rises from 
the open neck in a moderate roll created by 
soft unpressed darts and falls in bias curves 
over the shoulder. The pattern is cut in two 
parts so that the collar opens at the center 
front and at the center back, where it falls 
into a point which contributes mobility to 
the design.

 The decorative edging, which also enhanc-
es the shape and movement of the collar 
is composed of handmade duchesse lace 
13⁄8 inches wide, ¾ inch of which extends 
beyond the collar edge. A row of pearls, all 
of one size (and probably a type sold for 
edging), is sewn atop the lace’s selvedge. 
Short loops of clear glass beads strung on 

silver cords form a transition between the 
pearls and the satin.

Girdle: The girdle is formed from a single un-
lined thickness of bias satin fashioned into 
soft bias folds curved to coincide with the 
bodice contour. It is attached to the bodice 
along the right side almost to the front clo-
sure. On the left side it is d signed to hook 
into handworked loops attached to the un-
derarm seam of the bodice. As is visible in 
the photograph and scale drawing, the folds 
of the girdle converge in center back to a 
width of 17⁄8 inches and fasten with hooks 
and eyes under a rosette of satin.

Sleeve: The sleeve design, like the collar, 
suggests the style of the early seventeenth 
century. The sleeve is composed of two full 
poufs of satin joined around the girth of the 
upper arm so inconspicuously that a seam 
is hard to detect. The form of the sleeve is 
stabilized by a shorter inside lining-sleeve 
of cotton. The girth measurement of the 
sleeve opening is slightly over ten inches—
very small indeed.

Basic Skirt: The skirt is designed to be linear 
and smooth with a back thrust culminating 
in a train. The sections of the skirt are de-
termined by the width of the satin. A slight 
gathering of the fullness across the center 
front section and over the hipbones is con-
trolled with two rows of evenly spaced hand 
stitches. Inside, however, the cotton lining 
is darted in the conventional 1880s man-
ner to allow for abdominal and hip curves. 
In the back section deep cartridge pleats 
are concentrated in a very narrow space of 
about three inches.

 The front section is one piece, cut on 
straight grain, as is the back section. Each 
of the two gored side sections is joined to 
the back section with a godet. The closure 
is at the left-side of the back section.

 The hem embellishment can be best appre-
ciated by studying the drawings.

Construction Details: The entire bodice 
is lined with fine, firm, white cotton. The 
lining in the front bodice is worked as one 
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DRESS 141
CU 49, ca 1892-1893

 BODICE
 CF neckline to waist 12", 15 3⁄8" to hem
 CB neckline to waist 12 3⁄8", 15 ¼"
 Underarm to waist 7", 7¼"
 Length of SB seam (dart) none
 Around waist 23 ½"
 CB waist to back dart none
 Across shoulder 2"
 Upper puff ci cumference  22 + 13 5⁄8"

  SLEEVE - inner sleeve
 Around armscye 16 ¾" - 17" 
 Upper arm girth 15" - 13 ½"
 End circumference 10" - 11"
 Length over cap 12 ½" 
 Length underarm 8 ½"

 SKIRT
 F waist to hem 40"
` R side waist to hem 40 ¾" 
 B waist to hem 50"
 Placket opening 10"
 Hem sweep 113 5⁄8"
 Fabric width (web) 22"             can't even see it, 

guessing from consistent skirt 
section widths at hem, holding 
up to the light, touch...numberof 
webs: 4.
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DRESS 141
CU 49, ca 1892-1893

INSIDE BODICE

LEFT SHOULDER UNDER THE COLLAR
LEFT SIDE
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with the satin, but the back lining is not; 
it is a stay and is cut en fourreau with the 
conventional fitting seams across the back. 
The facing fabric used for the curved bod-
ice contour is China silk. It is the only fabric 
which has seriously deteriorated. China silk 
was also used to cover the seam joining the 
collar to the bodice and to face the sleeve 
ending.

 The bodice is boned at the center front clo-
sure, the front darts, the side seams, and all 
of the back lining seams. Each bone is 3⁄8 of 
an inch wide and begins at the hem of the 
bodice. They are neatly covered in silk twill 
ribbon and sewn in by hand.

 The lining in the skirt is fine, firm, white 
cotton cut as one with the satin. In addi-
tion, the hemline is supported with a firm 
interfacing.

 All the seam allowances are bound by hand 
with folded 5⁄8 inch wide silk twill tape.

 Instead of the outmoded dust ruffle t the 
bottom of the hem, two slightly overlapping 
rows of bias taffeta, pinked and scalloped 
on both edges, are gathered and attached 
by hand to the cotton lining.

 The skirt still has the tieback system for 
the control of the back thrust, but in this 
case there is only one pairsewn to the side 
sections. They are made of elastic tape 
with the tie part made of a short length 
of woven cotton tape. The tapes pull the 
gown severely to the back, judging from the 
shortness of the ties.

 For the closure, the newly invented safety 
fastener (trade name “Nicolle”) was used 
instead of hooks on the bodice. The inner 
waistband was fastened with an evil look-
ing, three-pronged, hook-anywhere buckle.

 A silk ribbon loop, 1⁄8 inch by 2½ inches, is 
found attached to the back armscye seam 
of each sleeve.
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142
 Dress Date: 1893-1895
 From: Costume Collection, Cornell University
 Accession Number: CU 18
 Donor H. Louise Cottrell
 Wearer Mrs. Edwin Cottrell, née Kate Madeleine Harrison
 Provenance: Mrs. Cottrell was married in New York City in 1887 and lived   
  there until her husband died in 1899. The donated wardrobe   
  represents that span of time. See No. 148.

Description: This ensemble is composed of 
three pieces: a velvet bolero, a bodice, and 
a skirt of bengaline. “Robes, Victorine, 60 W. 
37 Street, New York, Robes” the dressmak-
er’s name and address is woven in the inner 
waistband of the bodice.356 

Fabric: Bengaline was frequently mentioned 
in descriptions of elegant dresses of the 
1890s. The silk of this dress may have 
been called bengaline russe. Its color of 
great richness and depth is very striking. 
The brilliant blue silk weft th eads floating 
through the black silk warp threads create 
a tiny check and give the effect of great 
richness and depth between the thick black 
wool weft co ds, over which the fine black 
silk warps must climb and descend. It has a 
strong three dimensional surface. The fabric 
is fast deteriorating.

 The bolerolike accessory is a midnight-blue 
silk velvet embellished on all edges with 
glittering passementerie of black jet, all of 
which adds to the richness of the bodice.

Bodice: The neckline is high and close. The 
visible collar is cut on bias from the mid-
night-blue silk velvet. It is draped in soft
folds and is free from the neckline on the 
left side rom center front to center back 
where it terminates under a projecting 
bow. The inner collar, a standing firm collar 
covered with lining taffeta, opens on center 
front where it is 1½ inches high as com-
pared to 1¾ inches in center back.

 The front bodice is cut on straight grain 
with a shaped closure in center front which 

fastens with thirteen black enameled hooks 
and loops (plus two hooks and loops on the 
inner collar). The six lower hooks are larger 
than the others. (The seventh and tenth 
hooks, counting up from the hem, are the 
safety type.) There is a deep overlap on the 
right side bodice which covers the fasten-
ers, but there is no underpiece to protect 
the skin and undergarments from the 
friction of the hooks. There are two whale-
boned bust darts on each side of center 
front about six inches long from bodice 
hem to the peak of the bust. On the left
side of the front are four silk-covered rings 
to secure the bolero.

The back is cut on straight grain in two 
pieces joined with a center back seam to 
provide a slight flare below the natural 
waistline. The contoured hemline dips from 
the side seam to a moderate point at center 
back, which is accented with a bow con-
structed from the velvet. The back appears 
narrow.

Sleeve: The sleeve is a full-fledged gigot, or 
leg-of-mutton, in two pieces. The sleeve cap 
is placed high on the shoulder bone, and its 
fullness is controlled with tight gathers. It is 
attached around the armscye by hand with 
backstitches. The narrow wrist opening 
requires a placket, which fastens with two 
buttons and worked loops. The buttons are 
3⁄8 inch white bone with linen backs cov-
ered in the bengaline dress fabric (which is 
nearly unrecognizable as it has fallen apart 
from wear).

Specimen 142
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CU 18, ca 1893—95

DRESS 142

DRESS 142



851                 CHAPTER 12 - THE TENTH DECADE: 1890 - 1900

CU 18, ca 1893—95

DRESS 142



852CHAPTER 12 - THE TENTH DECADE: 1890 - 1900

CU 18, ca 1893—95

DRESS 142



853                 CHAPTER 12 - THE TENTH DECADE: 1890 - 1900

DRESS 142
CU 18, ca 1893—95

 BODICE
 CF neckline to waist 12"
 CB neckline to waist 13"
 Underarm to waist 6 ¼"
 Length of SB seam (dart) on lining only
 Around waist 26 ¼"
 CB waist to back dart on lining only
 Across shoulder 4 ¾"

  SLEEVE  
 Around armscye 18 ½" 
 Upper arm girth 29"
 End circumference 8 ¼"
 Length over cap 38 ¾" 
 Length underarm 15 ¾"

 SKIRT
 F waist to hem 39 ¾"
` R side waist to hem 41" 
 B waist to hem 43"
 Placket opening 11"
 Hem sweep 163"
 Fabric width (web) 24 ¾"
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CU 18, ca 1893—95
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Bolero-like Accessory: This accessory is a 
separate garment. The bodice is complete 
without it but is much enhanced with it. 
It is made of the midnight-blue silk vel-
vet with all but the lower armscye edges 
outlined with glittering passementerie. It 
is unlined. The turned under velvet edge 
of the upper front is faced with black silk 
seam tape.

 The garment is sleeveless with an armscye 
circumference of 227⁄8 inches. The neckline 
is open so that the shoulder seam is only 
three inches wide. The front is cut away 
revealing the bengaline bodice. The bolero’s 
hem coincides with the bodice hem con-
tour and fastens in center front with only 
one hook and loop concealed under a con-
structed velvet bow. The back of the gar-
ment is cut on straight grain in one piece. 
It is shaped to a sharp embellished point 
on center back. The back and the front are 
bridged by a narrow underarm section, as 
is the bodice. The garment is fitted close 
to the sides of the diaphragm rather than 
away from the body as is the style of some 
boleros.

Skirt: The design effect of the skirt is direct, 
linear, but with a moderate spread toward 
the hemline provided by the godets be-
tween the six gored sections. Some back 
thrust is evident and is produced by the 
angle of the gored sections but not by tie 
backs. The fullness around the top below 
the waistband is (8¾ inches) distributed 
across the center front with slight ease — 
taking the place of darts. The side section 
(43⁄8 inches) over the hipbone is shaped 
with one short dart. The side back section 
(2½ inches) has a deep box pleat. The back 
section (22⁄3 inches) also has a large and 

deep box pleat. It accommodates the tuft-
ed cushion attached to the skirt lining.

Construction Details: The lining of the 
bodice, sleeves, and skirt is a firm black 
silk twill. The lining has not deteriorated, 
whereas the bengaline at the base of the 
waistband has lost much of the silk yarns 
leaving the heavy horizontal wool cords un-
supported for a distance of an inch or two 
at points of greatest strain. (Our work area 
and hands were soon covered with black 
dust from the fine silk warp threads.) The 
thick black weft co ds are completely free 
from the warp around the top of the skirt 
and at other points of strain and friction. 
The dimensions of the sleeve lining are 
much smaller than the sleeve itself.

 The center front closure and all seams and 
darts of the bodice are boned. The whale-
bones are covered with black silk seam 
tape. All the dart and seam allowances, 
except the armscye seam, are spread open 
and the edges bound with black silk seam 
tape.

 The contoured hem of the bodice is severe 
and untrimmed and faced with black silk 
seam tape. 

 The hem of the skirt is supported with a 
firm interlining which, although not visible, 
feels like a coarse scrim. Attached to the 
lining are two rows of hem ruffle ach 3¼ 
inches wide, cut on bias, and pinked on 
both edges, then gathered and attached by 
hand. The velvet hem facing is 7⁄8 inch wide 
and is cut on bias.

 The loops for some of the hooks are small 
rings worked with buttonhole stitch of silk 
thread.
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Dress Date: October 1895

From: The History Center in Tompkins County, Ithaca,NY
Accession Number: 43.44.1

Donor: Mrs. J. Terry Scott, the wearer
Wearer: Libbie Spaulding, of Trumansburg, NY, married J. Terry Scott   

 of Trumansburg, NY, October 17, 1895
Provenance: Trumansburg, NY

Description: This dress, believed to be the 
wearer’s wedding dress according to Mrs. 
Scott’s daughter-in-law, is composed of a 
bodice and a separate skirt both of which 
are made of brown silk taffeta trimmed 
with a plaid velvet of warm dark colors. 
The fashionable, moderately puffed sleeve 
is the distinctive feature of the dress.

Stitch marks and fold lines visible in the 
brown silk taffeta indicate that the fab-
ric had been used for an earlier dress, or 
dresses. Concealed under the outer layer 
of bodice pleating is a bodice front with 
fourteen worked buttonholes sewn closed. 
The lining has several variations of cotton 
twill. We believe that the plaid cotton vel-
vet, which is cut on bias and used as trim-
ming, is the only new fabric in this dress.

Bodice: The neckline is high and close. 
The attached rolled collar is made of the 
plaid velvet cut on bias, seamed (but not 
matched) in center back, and is faced with 
brown silk taffeta. The bodice front, made 
from an earlier dress and cut on straight 
grain, has two bust darts on each side.

Measuring 27⁄8 inches out from the neck 
on the shoulder seam is an attached velvet 
wing. It is 43⁄8 inches wide and extends 
slightly over the gathered sleeve cap. The 
decorative velvet wing is gathered over the 
shoulder and is faced on its free edge with 
stiffening and brown silk taffeta. In front 
and in back the wings become revers, get-
ting narrower until they measure a scant 7⁄8 
inch at the hem of the bodice.

The pleated detail for the center front is 
worked in a separate piece and laid over the 
basic center front of an earlier dress. The 
piece originates at the center front point 
of the hem of the bodice in the form of 
unstitched darts which fan upward and fold 
toward center front. Its vertical seams are 
incorporated in the seamlines of the revers.

The center front closure is not cut with a 
shaped contour such as would be found in 
expensive dresses. It fastens with fifteen 
black hooks and loops and is stayed in part 
with an outmoded corselet, which may 
have come from an 1860s dress.

An underarm piece joins the front to the 
back. The back is traditional in cut and 
seaming.

The contoured hemline of the bodice is in 
keeping with the fashionable effect of the 
decade. Lacking is the typical draped girdle, 
which would serve as a decorative transi-
tion between the bodice and skirt.

Sleeve: The sophisticated technical knowl-
edge demonstrated in the design and con-
struction of the sleeve is surprising in light 
of other characteristics of the dress. The 
period-style sleeve is essentially in three 
parts: the pouf (which does not completely 
encircle the arm girth); the lower sleeve 
over the top of the arm to which thepouf 
is joined; and the shaped underarm sec-
tion which extends from the lower armscye 
seam to the wrist.
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 The sleeve ending has an attached cuff
made of the plaid velvet turned back over 
the fitted sleeve. There is no wrist placket.

Basic Skirt: The gored skirt was altered at the 
top; the original plan for the distribution of 
fullness is not discernible. The skirt sec-
tions are not symmetrically sized, although 
they combine to present the appearance of 
a symmetrical shape.

 All sections of the skirt are gored. The cen-
ter front is 103⁄8 inches at the waist gath-
ered to approximately 43⁄8 inches. At the 
hem it is 22½ inches. The two side sections 
at the waist are 6½ inches gathered to 37⁄8 
inches, and at the hem they are 14¾ inches. 
The back is in two sections. At the waist the 
right side is 9 inches gathered to 55⁄8 inch-
es, while the left side is 22¾ inch s at the 
waist pleated and gathered to 11¾ inches. 
The right side hem is slightly over 13 inches 
(pieced along the bottom few inches) while 
the left hem has a 51⁄8 inch ore and then is 
231⁄8 inches.

 The bottom of the skirt is embellished with 
a brown taffeta ruffle cut on traight grain 
topped by a 33⁄8 inch border of plaid velvet 
cut on bias.

Construction Details: The bodice and skirt 
are completely lined in various tan cotton 
and brown cotton twills from different 
bolts. The seam allowances are overcast or 
pinked.

 The boning for the bodice is a commercial 
product purchased as “dressmaker’s find-
ings.” It has cut through the taffeta facing 
which finishes the contoured hemline of 
the bodice. Each end of a bone is attached 
to its seam and then tacked down in only 
three other places on the seam. The curved 
side back seams are not boned. The cen-
ter-front point is not rigid because it was 
not boned along the front edge. The neat-
ness of the center front relies on the bone 
in the loop side of the inner corselet, which 

is 41⁄8 inches across the diaphragm and 2 
to 25⁄8 inches wide. It is sewn 23⁄8 inches up 
from the hem into the bust dart nearest 
center front and fastens with five flat brass 
hooks and loops.

 Bias taffeta, ¼ inch wide, finishes the neck 
seam of the collar. The sleeve at the wrist is 
faced with 1¾ inches of taffeta.

 The basic sleeve is fully lined with cotton 
twill sewn in the double construction man-
ner.

 The very narrow, unreinforced, waistband 
of brown China silk is sewn evenly by hand 
to the skirt, the waist dimensions of which, 
obviously, have been altered frequently. 

 The skirt taffeta is sewn in double construc-
tion with the lining on the side front and 
side back seams. The exposed seam allow-
ances are finished by pinking, except for the 
lower 5½ inches which are neatly turned 
under and catch-stitched by hand. The rest 
of the seaming in the outer skirt and its 
lining is due to extensive piecing, and the 
allowances of these seams are hidden.

 At the hem, brown canvas varying from 5½ 
to 67⁄8 inches in width is sewn to the unseen 
side of the lining by machine.

 The tiny hem of the outer ruffl is machine 
stitched, while the ruffle and the elvet 
border are attached to the skirt by hand. 
The hemline is finished with light brown 
velvet, but a traditional pinked dust ruffl
was apparently not used. The skirt placket 
at center back is cut into the fabric, sub-
stantially interfaced with canvas, and faced 
with the silk taffeta. The 7 inch opening has 
no fasteners.

  There are no tiebacks or elastic restraints 
inside the skirt, which has a very modest 
hem sweep. There is a pocket on the right 
side back seam (probably from an earlier 
dress) which has been sewn shut.
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Description: This wedding dress is fairly well 
documented and can be compared with 
the Mack wedding dress (141) of 1893. 
This dress has “Mrs. C. Ricketts, Modes, 
Ithaca, New York,” printed on the inner 
bodice waistband.357 The dress is composed 
of a separate bodice and a skirt cut with 
train.

Fabric: The white satin seems heavy as it is 
completely lined with a firm white cotton. 
The trimming is used with restraint, a 
draped girdle of the white satin is complet-
ed with constructed bows of self-fabric. 
The only other trimming is a cream white, 
silk organza used for the collar. A 21½" 
length of the original satin was found in 
storage with the dress.

Bodice: The neckline is high and close with 
a high firm collar covered with an overcol-
lar of draped organza. The basic collar is 
shaped so that it hugs the neck. It is faced 
with bias-cut, white silk taffeta over an 
interfacing. The opening is on center front. 
The overcollar is attached to the basic 
collar on the right side and is free on the 
left side o the center back where it fastens 
with a terminal bow.

 The bodice front is cut on straight grain. 
Since the sleeves are mounted high on the 
shoulder bone, the shoulder seam is short.

 The shaped, center front closure is fastened 
from the neckline to the hem of the bodice 
with hooks and loops all well concealed.

Dress Dress: 1896
From: The History Center in Tompkins County, Ithaca, NY

Accession Number: THC 83.154.4
Donor: Virginia Hubbell, daughter of the wearer

Wearer: Mrs. Benjamin S. Hubbell, neé Bertha Mary Tarbell. She  
 was married in Ithaca, NY, on June 17, 1896, to Benjamin  
 Hubbell and subsequently moved to Cleveland, OH.

Provenance: Ithaca, NY

In keeping with the fashion current in the 
1890s, the bodice point is rigid. Unpressed, 
fanshaped folds turn toward center front. 
Two of these folds spreading from the point 
are essentially darts and coincide withdarts 
in the lining. The two folds adjacent to 
the closure extend to the neckline and are 
lightly pressed. At the neckline they taper 
to 7⁄8 inch in depth and are turned toward 
the closure. These folds are not included in 
the lining and therefore the lining acts as 
a stay controlling their expansion. A row of 
featherstitch embroidery holds the darts in 
place.

The side seam slants slightly toward the 
front from armscye to bodice hem and is 
joined to a narrow underarm section.

Attached to the front bodice are winglike 
revers on each side of center front. This 
part of the bodice appears to have been 
an afterthought. The revers are made of 
the same satin as the dress and are dou-
ble (two layers of the same satin) with all 
seams enclosed, lightly attached by hand to 
the finished bodice and now removed, but 
judging from the thread marks they extend-
ed from the center front point of the bod-
ice obliquely across to the shoulder seam 
where they draped across the leg-of-mutton 
sleeve.

The back is cut on straight grain in one 
piece and appears narrow because the 
seam of the underarm piece reduces the 
apparent width.
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 Upward from the bodice hemline in center 
back are unstitched, spreading darts turned 
toward center back. Another decorative line 
of featherstitching holds the outer darts in 
place. The point where the darts originate 
is concealed under the bias-cut, double-sat-
in bow of the girdle.

 The severe bodice hemline, for the entire 
circumference, is covered by a draped 
self-fabric girdle, which is shaped across the 
front.

Sleeve: This is an example of a complicated 
leg-of-mutton sleeve which had reached 
its peak dimensions. Note that the fullness 
around the upper arm is 44 inches, requir-
ing piecing of the 22-inch-wide satin. The 
upper sleeve is cut in one piece and pieced 
across the back. The seam of the piecing 
begins at approximately the shoulder seam 
and ends at the underarm seam. The very 
fitted one-piece lower sleeve is cut on the 
bias, and its seam is on the bias.

 The sleeve has been cut at an angle at the 
elbow to allow for movement. This caus-
es the seam of the upper sleeve to be on 
the straight grain. There is a considerable 
amount of tucking and gathering along the 
upper six inches of this seam, especially on 
the front side for the purpose of throwing 
more fullness into the pouf over the top 
of the arm. The sleeve cap is compactly 
gathered into the armscye over the shoul-
der, with 7½ inches of the underarm kept 
smooth.

 The wrist contour is cut as two, 2-inch-long 
points extending over the hand. The edges 
of these points are along the straight grain 
of the fabric. Attached within the sleeve 
and allowed to show around the points is a 
three-inch frill of knife pleated organza.

Skirt: The distinctive style characteristic of 
this skirt is a pair of deep box pleats, one 
on each side of center front with a space 
of about four inches between them. The 
top of each box pleat is 4½ inches, the flat 
ungathered space is 27⁄8 inches, and there is 
about 6¼ inches across the cartridge pleats 
in back.

 The construction is better understood by 
examining the inside of the skirt as one 
finds that the sections at the hemline are 
more visible from inside than they are from 
the outside. They measure 20 inches across 
the center front; the box pleats are each 19 
inches wide when spread open; the side-
front section is 23½ inches (includes piec-
ing of 2½ inches across the hemline); the 
side-back section is 31½ inches (includes 
godet of 10½ inches across hemline), with 
back thrust achieved as the godet increases 
the angle of the seam toward the back; the 
center back section is 21½ inches and not 
gored because the width is needed for the 
cartridge pleats. The closure falls on the 
seam between the left side-front and side-
back sections.

Construction Details: The lining for both 
bodice and skirt is a firmly woven white cot-
ton similar to a twentieth-century percale.

 The bodice and skirt are almost exclusively 
machine-sewn, including the armscye seam. 
The exceptions are mainly the construction 
and attachment of some of the trim. One 
interesting exception is the collar, attached 
by hand to the neck edge of the bodice.

 The organza collar and the self-fabric gir-
dle are fasten with tiny hooks and worked 
rings.

 Eleven whalebones were used in the bod-
ice—a surprising choice as a new type of 
commercial boning was available by this 
date. The bones are placed on both sides 
of the front closure within the lining and in 
individual casings of bias muslin on most of 
the darts and seams.

 The bodice seams are pressed open and 
bound by hand with silk seam tape. The 
armscye (which is not, of course, pressed 
open) and sleeve seams are overcast.

 The inside shaped facing of the bodice 
hemline is made of the dress satin. Its top 
edge was hemmed by machine, but it was 
attached to the lining of the bodice and to 
the turned under hem edge of the bodice 
by hand.
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 The petersham is sewn to the center back 
seam and the side back seams. The band 
fastens with a three-pronged buckle. Three 
flat brass hooks are also sewn onto the pe-
tersham, one at center back, and the others 
nearer the side back seams coinciding with 
the hooks sewn to the waistband of the 
skirt.

 The inner one-piece cotton sleeve is cut to 
an upper girth measurement of 14 inches 
as compared to an outer sleeve girth of 44 
inches. The supporting material for the 
huge sleeve cap appears to be a crushed net 
(although it is not visible).

 The points over the hand are faced with 
satin, ¾ inch by 2¾ inches wide. The pleat-
ed organza trim was created out of a folded, 
double thickness of the fabric, set in ¼ inch 
knife pleats and bound at the top with silk 
seam tape; the binding and attachment to 
the sleeve lining was done by hand.

 There are thin crescent-shaped pads to fill 
in the bust area.

 The skirt and its cotton lining are machine 
sewn in double construction. The satin 

waistband is faced with 1¼ inch-wide cot-
ton twill tape or ribbon. The 9¾ inch skirt 
placket is faced in satin, and the waistband 
is fastened with two sets of large brass 
hooks and loops.

 A few inches down from the waistband on 
the right side there is a pocket in the back 
side seam. The horizontal tapes control the 
front box pleats in position 7½ inches and 
22 inches from the hem. The lower one is 
9 inches long, the upper is 6½ inches long. 
They fasten to the seam allowances of the 
pleat section.

 Only the front section of the skirt’s hem 
has interfacing—about 12½ inches high 
from seam to seam between the lining and 
the satin. It cannot be inspected but is 
suspected to be a double thickness of firm 
fabric.

 The skirt hem is finished with a 3½ inch 
bias hem facing and a bias, pinked-edge ruf-
fle, hand gathered and attached to the skirt 
lining.

 The skirt seam allowances are all bound by 
hand with silk seam tape.
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Dress Date: 1896-1897

From: Costume Collection, Cornell University
Accession Number: CU 16

Donor: H. Louise Cottrell, daughter of the wearer
Wearer: Mrs. Edwin Cottrell, née Kate Madeleine Harrison

Provenance: New York City

Description: This dress is relatively formal, 
perhaps for afternoon social affairs or infor-
mal evening occasions such as dining out. 
It is composed of two parts: a bodice and 
skirt with a moderate train. Each part, how-
ever is composed of several layers technical-
ly contrived to give the impression of flu-
idity and lightness, but the construction is 
actually complex and devious. The label in 
the bodice reads, “ROBES ET MANTEAUX, 
E. A. Morrison & Son, NEW YORK.”

Fabric: The major fabric of the dress is a 
printed silk satin. Both the printed design 
and color forecast trends. The purple blue 
printed on a white ground is dominant in 
the stripes of varying widths. The unique 
characteristic of this textile design is the 
delightful interplay of blue polka dots 
on white and white polka dots on a blue 
ground. They vary in size, placement, and 
reversal from positive to negative within 
the stripe boundaries. The dynamics of the 
stripes are also exploited by using the bias 
direction effectively in the bodice, sleeve, 
and skirt.

The secondary fabric used in the bodice is a 
white lace with an underlay of cream white 
chiffon mounted on the white silk taffeta 
foundation of the bodice. The lace is very 
open, having no mesh ground, and joined 
from motif to motif with long interconnect-
ing brides and picots. The underlay of chif-
fon, which unfortunately is disintegrating, 
serves to mat the otherwise shiny surface 
of the taffeta.

A rather compact, well-encrusted, white 
lace edging (1¼ inches wide) is used to 
accentuate shaped edges in the bodice, 
sleeves, and skirt. A machine-made, 5⁄8 inch 
wide, black lace is used for insertions into 
the sleeves and the bolero. Black silk velvet 
ribbon, 3⁄16 inch wide, draws attention to 
the collar and waist.

Bodice: The dress has two standing collars. 
The inner collar, 2½ inches high, is made of 
stiff abric covered with bias-cut silk taffeta. 
It opens on center front and fastens with 
flat brass hooks and loops. The outer collar 
is of open lace mounted on the soft, cream 
white chiffon and when stretched to its 
full height is three inches wide. Threaded 
through the lace are seven rows of the black 
velvet ribbon, each of the top six finished 
with a loop and a tail at the closure. The 
outer collar closure is in line with the top of 
the left shoulder and fastens with three flat 
brass hooks and rings of white tatted silk. It 
is unattached to the neckline from center 
front to the left sh ulder.

Below the neckline the construction of the 
layered structure is complicated. It is built 
on a foundation of white taffeta covered 
with cream white chiffon. The foundation 
opens down center front with fifteen hooks 
and loops. The closure is shaped; that is, it 
is not cut and folded on grain and it is rigid-
ly boned.

Covering the foundation closure is a plas-
tron of gathered open lace threaded hor-
izontally with narrow velvet ribbon. In 
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length it extends from the neckline to the 
hemline of the bodice. The lace is used un-
sparingly for a pigeon breasted effect. The 
vertical edges of the plastron are concealed 
under the simulated bolero on both sides 
of center front, but on the left side it is 
fastened with four brass hooks and covered 
rings.

 The simulated bolero is of printed satin. 
The shoulder area (to be designated as Yoke 
#1) wraps around the shoulder to a center 
back seam. There is no shoulder seam. The 
bust dart of the bolero will also function 
to enclose the terminal of the lace edging 
which supports and accentuates the mobile 
front edge and point of the bolero. The long 
seam to the outer side of the bust bulge 
hugs the figure and extends to the hemline 
of the bodice. This is somewhat concealed 
by the rows of velvet ribbon laid around the 
waist. (Note that the bolero is free from the 
taffeta foundation except where designated 
in this description and in the sketches).

 The underarm area, that is, the space be-
tween the bolero and the back panel, is cov-
ered with the open lace and chiffon on the 
taffeta foundation. It, of course, includes 
the lower armscye curve. There are no side 
seams.

Bodice Back: Although the front yoke of 
the bolero continues around to the center 
back, the bolero-like form that one sees 
in the front is not exactly repeated in the 
back. Looking at the back we see a cape-
like yoke—a combination of printed satin 
cut on bias, black insertion lace, encrusted 
white border lace. The yoke is divided into 
two sections: Yoke #1 coming across the 
shoulders from the bolero front, following 
the curve of the neckline and joining its 
other half in a center back seam. Yoke #2, 
the lower one, originates in center back 
and extends across the lower shoulder 
and sleeve cap to the front. Its terminal is 
finished to fall over the sleeve cap giving an 
epaulet effect. The details of the materials 
and the dimensions of the spaces are given 
in the sketches. (Be aware of the fact that 

Yoke #1 is free from the foundation except 
for one tack at center back). Coming into 
view in the space between Yoke #1 and 
Yoke #2 is the white taffeta foundation cov-
ered with chiffon and lace (same as plastron 
lace). As indicated in the sketch, the termi-
nals of Yoke #2 had to be finished as mobile 
pieces to serve as epaulet-like shapes cover-
ing the sleeve caps.

 Now moving below Yoke #2 we see a pan-
el of printed satin which is mobile in that 
it is free from the underlying structure of 
chiffon and lace covered taffeta. The panel 
is cut on partial bias so that the chevron 
pattern points down (the skirt chevron pat-
tern points up). The deep darts up from the 
hemline are not stitched thus allowing the 
back panel to expand.

 A modish girdle effect through the waistline 
and upper hips, which also fixes the pan-
el in place, is achieved with seven rows of 
velvet ribbon. The top six rows have ½ inch 
loops at center back.

Sleeve: The design of the sleeve is a signif-
icant key in dating this dress. It is not a 
leg-of-mutton sleeve such as we have seen 
earlier in the decade; it is the traditional 
two-piece sleeve. It is fitted enough to bring 
the stripe of the fabric into bias through 
the elbow on the back seam, which is in 
line with the little finger. There is a small 
amount of gathering at the elbow in the 
upper sleeve piece.

 The top of the sleeve is the main point 
of interest. It is cut on straight grain with 
moderate gathering in the top of the cap 
to provide enough fullness to enhance the 
featured detail—three rows of black lace. 
These are inserted to form a chevron pat-
tern pointing up the arm, and they begin 
1½ inches from the shoulder. The lace is 
spaced with ¾ inch of satin between them. 
There is an interplay between the black 
lace stripes of the chevron and those of the 
epaulet which falls over them.

 At the wrist the sleeve is shaped to a mod-
erate point over the hand and finished with 
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the white lace edging. The wrist placket is 
in line with the little finger.

Skirt: Compared to the design and construc-
tion complexities of the bodice, the skirt is 
well designed but uncomplicated. Essential-
ly the skirt with its deeply scalloped hem-
line is an overskirt free from the foundation 
skirt except at the waistband. The waist-
band is very narrow and faced with white 
taffeta. The top of the skirt is smooth, with-
out eased fullness except for the short dart 
over the hipbone. There is some shaping in 
the side seam over the hip. This overskirt 
is gored and cut so that the straight grain 
is parallel to the sides of the figure, giving a 
linear effect. The partial bias with matched 
stripes on the center front seam gives a 
gentle flare. The center back bias seam 
allows the fabric to spread more broadly in 
deep fluting folds into the short train. The 
long chevron patterns at the front and the 
back seams point upward.

 At the hem the center front gore is 19¾ 
inches. The center back gore is 35½ inches 
across the hemline. (The piecing of this 
wide gore is a case of perfect matching on 
straight grain—unseen on the outside.)

 The scale of the scalloped hem is dynam-
ic because of size relationships: each unit 
across the top averages 8¼ inches wide and 
approximately 57⁄8 inches long. The space 
between the units at the hem curve is 
about 5½ inches. There are thirteen scal-
lops; the center front one is seamed in the 
chevron pattern. The scallops are totally 
edged with the wide (1¼ inch) white lace 
edging. The hem of the scallops is a 7⁄8 inch, 
self-fabric facing, machine stitched to the 
skirt under the lace.

 The overskirt seams utilize the finished 
quality of the fabric selvedges for the side 
seams. The center front and center back 
seams are pinked.

 The basic skirt is made of white silk taffeta, 
which, like the bodice support, shows no 
signs of deterioration. It is designed with 
the five gored sections: a center front cut 
on straight grain with no center seam; two 

gored side sections each with two long 
darts over the hip bones; and two back sec-
tions with a 9¼ inch placket for the closure 
in the center seam.

 The hem treatment of double kilting is 
accomplished by knife-pleating the 8 inch 
long printed satin to conceal the white 
of the stripe in its folds; the bottom 1½ 
inches being a perfectly matched, machine 
attached facing. Each pleat is 1½ to 1¾ 
inches wide and ½ inch deep. The top edge, 
sewn to the outside of the basic skirt, is 
covered by a ½ inch wide, white silk seam 
tape, attached by hand along both edges.

 Under the printed satin knife-pleats is 
finely pleated white taffeta, 53⁄8 inches long, 
slightly shorter than the knife-pleats and 
facing the opposite direction. The pleats 
are ½ inch wide and 1⁄8 inch deep. They are 
attached to the basic skirt with a French 
seam.

Construction Details: The white taffeta sup-
port for the bodice is cut on straight grain 
with a shaped center front closure. There 
are two bust darts on each side, which fan 
out from their base. The back is also cut on 
straight grain with a center back seam. The 
shaping of the back bodice is done on the 
center back seam, the curved back panel 
seam, the side back seams where the side 
back panel joins the narrow side piece, and 
on the side seams. All seams, darts, and the 
center front closure are made rigid with 
whalebone. The boning, except at center 
front, is attached by hand-stitching with 
½ inch-wide white silk twill tape. At center 
front, the bones are sandwiched under the 
bias taffeta facing of the front edge. All the 
bodice seam edges are bound with seam 
tape by hand.

 A unique feature which will be seen more 
frequently in the next decade is the intro-
duction of the bust extender in the form 
of two tiers of bias-cut, pinked, white silk 
taffeta ruffles placed at the top of the 
bust darts White silk taffeta also lines the 
sleeves.
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 The armscye seam is machine stitched, and 
the seam edge is bound by hand with bias 
white silk.

 The old-style, hand-gathered, pinked taffeta 
ruffl attached to the basic skirt is not used.

 There are silk twill tape loops on either side 
at the waistband.

CU 16, 1896-97

DRESS 145
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CU 16, 1896-97
DRESS 145

BODICE

INSIDE: VIEW OF BOLERO 
FULLY EXTENDED

FRONT: VIEW OF CHIFFON-AND-LACE 
OVER TAFFETA; BOLERO ROLLED 
OUT OF THE WAY

LABEL

SLEEVE BUTTONS FABRIC DESIGN
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CU 16, 1896-97
DRESS 145

BACK BODICE

INSIDE: HEM OF BODICE, ALL WHITE INTERIOR EX-
CEPT BLACK HAND STITCHES FOR RIBBON TACKS
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CU 16, 1896-97
DRESS 145
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BACK BODICE

CU 16, 1896-97
DRESS 145

RIGHT SKIRT

INSIDE HEM OF BASIC SKIRT

INSIDE BASIC SKIRT: 
SEAMING OF THE TAFFETA
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146
Dress Date: ca 1897

From: Costume Collection, Cornell University
Accession Number: CU 89

Donor: Karin White, daughter of Helen and Andrew D. White
Wearer: Helen Magill White, wife of the first president of Cornell 

University and daughter of the president of Swarthmouth 
College, earned a Ph.D. degree in Classics from Boston Univer-
sity in 1877 and an honors degree from Cambridge University, 
England, in 1881. She was the first woman to earn a Ph.D. in 
America, and the first American woman to earn an honors de-
gree from Cambridge. She accompanied her husband on his 
diplomatic missions, in 1893, as American Minister to Russia 
at the Court of Alexander III and in 1897 as American Ambas-
sador to Germany at the Court of William II.

Provenance: Paris, Berlin, and probably the East Coast of the United   
 States.

Description: This formal gown was made by 
the House of Worth about 1897. In most 
aspects it is typical of the gowns being pro-
duced by the House of Worth (following the 
death of Charles, the founder). The design 
is expressive of formal elegance—undoubt-
edly inspired by an eighteenth-century 
style. 

Fabric: The materials are outstanding for their 
quality both aesthetically and technically. 
The major fabric of the basque and skirt is 
a gold brocaded faille patterned with but-
terflies in graduated sizes, which are high-
lighted with the lustrous gold silk threads 
that float across the mat surface of the 
faille. The stomacher and the underskirt of 
the open robe are made of an ivory colored 
heavy satin, a surface for embroidered but-
terflies surrounded by scattered paillettes.

Materials used for embellishment are those 
for embroidery: tiny faceted brass beads 
and brass cords, rhinestones, silver core 
glass beads, and paillettes. In addition there 
are white and pale yellow green ropes of 
ostrich feathers and fluted ruffles of two 
layers of chiffon.

Basque: The corsetlike basque of brocaded 
faille is cut very décolleté and laces up cen-
ter back. It terminates in a deep point in 
front, curves upward over the rounded hips 
to just below the normal waistline, and then 
descends to a deep point at center back. 
This firmly darted and boned form encloses 
the satin stomacher. The front free edges of 
the basque are faced with ivory satin and 
wired and boned from the hemline points 
to the bust. (The wiring of the faced edges 
was a typical dressmaking technique of the 
House of Worth.) These edges just touch at 
center front and then spread into a V shape 
folding back on themselves against the bust 
contours. Within the V-shaped space the 
stomacher is visible about 4½ inches at the 
neckline and narrows to approximately 3 
inches at the natural waistline.

A traditional back panel of two sections 
with curved seams joins the side-back sec-
tions. All the seams are boned.

Sleeve: The technical details of the original 
sleeve were lost when the gown was en-
larged in later years. Basically the sleeve is 
composed of a shield for the armpit cut 

Specimen 146
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on bias 5¼ inches wide and long enough 
to return to the front. It is attached to the 
vertical side seam of the front and also to 
the armscye seam through the armpit and 
in back, where it is laid in folds. This bias 
piece loops back to the front just over the 
shoulder bones. A simulated puffed sleeve 
of beaded satin shaped with a partial cap 
(supported with scrim and lined with silk 
taffeta) is built on this band. The end of 
the bias piece, now returned to the front, 
is attached inside the front bodice and is 
hidden among fluted chiffon and ostrich 
feathers. The final effect is a broad expanse 
from upper arm to upper arm of drapery 
and fluttering chiffon and feathers in the 
true Edwardian style.

Skirt: The open gown of brocaded faille has a 
simulated satin underskirt aligned with the 
stomacher and embroidered in the same 
plan. The skirt has a train. The partial bias 
front sections overlapping the underskirt 
are subtly shaped on their free edges to 
curve, thus ensuring a more graceful line 
when the upper skirt pulls back as the 
wearer moves forward. These sections are 
attached to the side front gored sections, 
and they are completely lined with the ivo-
ry satin. The outlines of woven butterflies in 
these sections are embroidered. The faced 
free edges are embellished with two ropes 
of ostrich feathers adjacent to each other—

white against the satin and yellow green 
against the gold.

 In addition to the two curved front sec-
tions, the skirt is made of two side front 
gores, two side back gores, and two center 
back gores with godets needed for the curv-
ing train. The satin underskirt is a gored, 
taffeta-lined front panel, which is cut some-
what bias and ends with a tabbed hemline. 
Each tab is outlined with glass beads and 
silver cord. Between the tabs double layers 
of fluted chiffon accentuate the movement. 
An unusual feature is a 33½ inch long hoop 
built into the underskirt about 3�3⁄8 inches 
up from the hemline. It arches in such a 
way that the underskirt does not cling to 
the front of the lower legs.

Construction Details: The lining of the 
basque is a light gold silk taffeta. The taffeta 
lining of the skirt has shredded.

 A pair of inner ties holds the skirt’s back 
fullness in place. The hem is faced with 
heavy taffeta enclosing an interfacing. A 
taffeta dust ruffle he s project the hem.

 The center back closure of the basque is 
constructed with sixteen sets of eyelets for 
the lacing, and each edge is made rigid with 
boning. The basque’s petersham has the 
Worth logo.
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CU 89, ca 1897

DRESS 146
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CU 89, ca 1897
DRESS 146

 BODICE
 CF neckline to waist 8 ½"
 CB neckline to waist 8 ½"
 Underarm to waist 6 ½"
 Length of SB seam (dart) 9 ¼"
 Around waist 26 ¾"
 to hem 12 ¼"
 CB waist to back dart 2 1⁄8"
 Across shoulder ½"

 SKIRT
 F waist to hem 39"
` R side waist to hem 40 ½"
 B waist to hem 42"
 Placket opening -
 Hem sweep 150 
½"
 Fabric width (web) 23`"
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CU 89, ca 1897
DRESS 146
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Dress Date: 1897-1899
From:  Collection, Cornell University

Accession Number: CU 108
Donor: H. Louise Cottrell, daughter of the wearer

Wearer: Mrs. Edwin Cottrell, née Kate Harrison
Provenance: Costume would have been appropriate for    

 summer activities such as tennis, golf, and boating. Mr.  
 and Mrs. Edwin Cottrell had a summer home on Long   
 Island, NY, and spent the racing season (July and   
 August) in Saratoga Springs, NY

147

Description: This costume has two blouses, 
or waists as they were called then, and a 
skirt. According to illustrations of similar 
dresses, a shaped belt, would have provided 
a definitive waistline. (Since the accessory 
was missing when the wardrobe was given 
to the collection, a substitute was not made 
when the dress was mounted for the photo-
graph.)

The waists are cut in different styles and 
from different poplins. The one shown in 
the graphics is an example of a new fashion 
introduced from Europe and inspired by 
the Russian blouse. The second waist is cut 
symmetrically according to a conventional 
plan.

Waist I — The Russian Blouse: This garment 
is made of two fabrics of the same weave 
but otherwise different. The white, wide-
wale poplin is machine embroidered with 
a small allover floral pattern. The motif is 
composed of a pale blue flower with stem 
and leaves of gold. The design of the waist 
is unified with the skirt by the use of trim-
ming from the pale blue poplin of the skirt, 
thus leading the eye upward from the skirt 
along the closure to the collar.

The neckline is high and close. The at-
tached collar of blue poplin is 21⁄8 inches 
high and opens on the left side f center 

front. It is firm and shaped so that the 
upper curve is smaller than the neckline cir-
cumference. Its tailored effect is enhanced 
by a row of machine stitching ¼ inch from 
the contour edge. The shaped terminal fas-
tens with a unique marblelike button and 
worked buttonhole.

The waist is cut on straight grain so that 
the corded rows of the poplin are horizon-
tal across the front (until the fabric tilts 
into semibias at the side seam). The design 
is emphatically asymmetric. The fitted 
facing of the closure seems a continuation 
of the collar, as it is the same width and is 
edgestitched. It fastens with three pearl 
buttons, one inch in diameter, and with 1¼ 
inch worked buttonholes.

The fronts are shaped with gathers rath-
er than bust darts. The right front is cut 
with a cluster of gathers (about 4 inches of 
fullness) included in the neckline seam and 
placed to fall down center front; a corre-
sponding cluster of gathers is included in 
the waistband across center front (about 6 
inches of fullness). The side seam is located 
well to the back: 65⁄8 inches to center front 
as compared to 43⁄8 inches (with gathers in 
place) to center back.

The left ront, over which the right front 
laps, does not have gathered fullness in-

Specimen 147
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cluded in the neckline, but the equivalent 
fullness of one bust dart is incorporated 
along the top of the waistband. The center 
front length of the Russian-style waist is cut 
approximately four inches longer than the 
length to the natural waistline.

The back of this Russian blouse is cut on 
straight grain in one piece. Some fullness, 
about 53⁄8 inches, has been introduced as 
gathers across the top of the waistband in 
center back for a distance of 4�3⁄8 inches. 
The waistband is 1¼ inches wide and made 
of a commercial webbing, which holds 
the waist in a bloused form. Strong metal 
hooks on the skirt waistband hook into the 
worked eyelets of the waist.

Sleeve: The modified leg-of-mutton sleeve 
is composed of two lengthwise pieces. The 
top piece is cut on straight grain with 5 
7⁄8 inches of hand gathers around the top 
of the cap. The narrow underarm piece is 
about 5½ inches at the armscye, 4½ inches 
at the elbow area, and 4 inches at the wrist. 
The only visible seam joining the under-
piece to the upper piece is in the back. It is 
cut on partial bias at the armscye to allow 
for stretch and is shaped to end on straight 
grain at the wrist. The total sleeve is set 
into a relatively large armscye. The upper 
girth is considerably larger than the arm 
girth, but there is no smaller inner lining as 
folded back as a cuff and aced with plain 
blue poplin.

Waist II — The Blue Poplin Waist: (not pho-
tographed): This is a well-tailored shirtwaist 
somewhat in the style of a man’s shirt. The 
designer has made effective use of the rib 
direction of the plain blue poplin, which 
matches the skirt.

The neckline is high and close. The stand-
ing collar is a narrow 11⁄8 inches and can 
be a base for attaching a collar with collar 
buttons since it has a worked buttonhole at 
center back and at center front. The double 
collar is cut on cross-grain (rib is vertical) 
and is edgestitched.

Shirt-waist pattern offered in Metropolitan 
Fashions (Butterick Publishing Company) 
July, 1898. Note the expected belt.
Collecion of Susan Greene

Shirt waist pattern offered in Metropolitan

Ladies' separate collars and cuffs cleverly presented in 
the Boggs & Buhl Dry Goods Price Book, 1900.
Collecion of Susan Greene

Ladies' separate collars and cuffs cleverly presented in

Shirt-waist pattern offered in Metropolitan Shir waist pattern off ed in Me opolit 
Fashions (Butterick Publishing Company) July, 1898. Note the expected 
belt. 

Ladies separate collars and cuffs cleverly presented in Ladies separate collars and cuffs cleverly 
presented in the Boggs & Buhl Dry Goods Price Book, 1900. 
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CU 108, 1897-1899
DRESS 147

 BODICE
 CF neckline to waist 16"
 CB neckline to waist 14"
 Underarm to waist 7 ½"
 Length of SB seam (dart)  —
 Around waist 22 ½"
 CB waist to back dart —
 Across shoulder 4"

  SLEEVE  
 Around armscye 17 ¾" 
 Upper arm girth 15 ½"
 End circumference 7 ¼"
 Length over cap 25 ¼" 
 Length underarm 16 ¾"

 SKIRT
 F waist to hem 40"
` R side waist to hem 40" 
 B waist to hem 41"
 Placket opening 11"
 Hem sweep 179 7⁄8"
 Fabric width (web) 30 ¼"
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CU 108, 1897-1899
DRESS 147

BLUE POPLIN SHIRT 
BODICE FRONT
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 The back yoke extends over the top of 
the shoulder to form a front yoke. There 
is no shoulder seam. It measures 5 inches 
along the neckline from center back to the 
front yoke seam. The front yoke seam from 
armscye to neckline is 4¼ inches. In place 
of bust darts, fullness has been introduced 
in the yoke seam. The shirt front is un-
fitted. The closure is tailored like a man’s 
shirt having an attached piece (17⁄8 inches 
wide) down the right side of center front, 
machine stitched on each side ¼ inch from 
the finished edges. Four buttonholes are 
worked on center front with corresponding 
eyelets for detachable shank-type buttons 
on the closure of the left front.

 The underarm seam is well to the back. The 
front of the shirt across the natural waist-
line is 6¼ inches from center front to the 
side seam compared to 5¾ inches from side 
seam to center back. Like a man’s shirt the 
tuck-in area curves from center front up-
ward to the side seam.

 The bias poplin of the yoke is matched on 
the center back seam in a chevron pattern, 
thus providing a decorative effect. The 
seam allowances are spread and the seam-
line is emphasized with topstitching.

 The lower back is cut on straight grain and, 
although narrow, comfort is provided by an 
inverted pleat down the center back, which 
joins a cluster of pleating at the waistline—
all held in place by a stay 1¼ inches wide 
and 25⁄8 inches long. The stay is the pivot-
al point for the pleating: the center back 
inverted box pleat with a box pleat on each 
side spreads upwards from the waistline 
as two darts. The stay includes a worked 
eyelet for the skirt hook. The garment has a 
good four-inch, tuck-in allowance below the 
stay.

 Sleeve: This one-piece sleeve is more shirt-
like than the sleeve of the Russian blouse. It 

has the tailored placket and cuff f a man’s 
shirt. The cuff is d signed for cuff lin s. The 
only feminine styling is the hand-gathered 
fullness around the top of the sleeve cap.

Skirt: The skirt is composed of eight sections 
each of which, except for the center back, 
is gored. Essentially this is a six gore skirt, 
but the back section is shaped with the 
addition of two narrow gores. The front 
and front sides of the skirt are relatively 
smooth, being only slightly eased into the 
waistband. The placket is built into a slash 
in center back where fullness is concentrat-
ed into seven fan-shaped, narrow, stitched-
down pleats folded toward center back, 
each pleat approximately ¾ inch deep.

 At the waist the center front measures 6¼ 
inches; the side front measures 35⁄8 inches. 
There is no ease in the waist at the side 
back, which measures 2¾ inches. The pleat-
ed back (including the two added gores) 
measures slightly over 53⁄8 inches.

Construction Details: The side seams of the 
Russian blouse are narrow in width, ap-
proximately ¼ to 3⁄8 inch wide with pinked 
edges.

 Some seams in the blue poplin blouse are 
the French type while others are plain and 
overcast. Its shirttail has tuck-in styling.

 The seams in the skirt are plain, approx-
imately 3⁄8 inch wide, and turned in one 
direction. No seam finish for raw edges has 
been used. The hem is finished with a fitted 
facing of self-fabric, which is 25⁄8 inches 
wide.

 The waistband is made of self-fabric, but 
it is narrow like a binding, ½ inch wide on 
each side. Its narrowness suggests that an 
attached belt was to be worn over it.

 This dress, designed for physical activity, is 
not lined in any area.
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148
 Dress Date: 1898-1899
 From: Costume Collection, Cornell University
 Accession Number: CU 17
 Donor: H. Louise Cottrell, daughter of the wearer

Wearer: Mrs. Edwin Cottrell, New York, NY
 Provenance: Mrs. Cottrell was married in New York City in 1887 and lived  
  there until her husband died in 1899. The donated wardrobe  
  represents that span of time. See No. 142.

Description: This dress is composed of two 
parts; a bodice and a skirt. The dressmak-
er’s label in the bodice is Mme. Victorine, 
60 West 83rd Street, New York.358 

Fabric: The silk taffeta is woven in stripes of 
narrow widths varying from¼ inch to a fine 
line. The color effect is warm and subtle 
achieved by a combination of rosy beige, 
light brown, baby blue (fine line), yellow 
green, pale gold, ochre, darker ochre, and 
mulberry. The secondary fabric is an ivory 
silk net with darned in, coin-sized, ivory pol-
ka dots in horizontal rows. It is used in the 
bodice and featured in a wide skirt flounce.

Ruching of silk chiffon ribbon 3⁄8 inch wide 
in a brilliant yellow green accents areas of 
the bodice and the skirt.

The belt around the bodice hem contour 
fastens in front with an elaborate buckle, 
which has its counterpart in center back as 
an ornament. These buckles are essentially 
jewelry, which appear to be gold plated and 
enameled leaf forms connected with fila-
gree which surrounds settings of emerald 
green stones. 

Bodice: The neckline is close. Two collars are 
attached to the neckline. An outer collar 
which fastens in center back and an inner 
collar which closes in center front. The 
outer collar is 2 inches high and is made of 
the shirred dotted net embellished with an 
undulating line of ruching. The inner collar 
of white taffeta is disintegrating so serious-

ly that one can see the double thickness 
of supporting material of bias open-weave 
scrim within. Characteristically the outer 
collar is attached only to the neckline from 
center back around to the left shoulder 
seam.

The bodice is of layered fabrics. At first 
glance the effect is of a striped silk bod-
ice with a wide, plunging neckline from 
shoulder to waistline point; the open space 
across the front is filled in with the dotted 
net. Actually the silk stripe front begins 
about one inch below the shoulder seam at 
the armscye seam. It then curves downward 
covering the peak of the bust and tapers to 
a center point at the base of the bodice to 
be covered by the belt. The bust shaping of 
the fronts consists of a deep dart on each 
side which fans out from center front to 
the peak of the bust and is pressed, but not 
stitched, into place.

At the top of the bodice we find the dotted 
net pressed into knife pleats and then cut 
to shape the front plastron. It is joined at 
the shoulder seams to the back yoke. The 
plastron fastens to the left sh ulder under 
the free edge of the striped silk. Aestheti-
cally, the pleated dotted net is very effective 
because it projects slightly from the figure, 
the pattern spreads across the chest, and 
then converges into the point.

The ruching accent has been tightly gath-
ered by hand along one edge. It is laid on 
wherever the netting meets the taffeta and 
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From: Costume Collection, Cornell University 

Accession Number: CU 17 

Donor: H. Louise Cottrell, daughter of the wearer 

Wearer: Mrs. Edwin Cottrell, New York, NY 

Provenance: Mrs. Cottrell was married in New York City in 1887 and lived there until her husband 
died in 1899. The donated wardrobe represents that span of time. See No. 
142. 
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DRESS 148

CU 17, 1898-99

tacked into place by hand. On the bodice 
front this is from one inch below the shoul-
der in two shallow scallops to the waist. 
Ruching is also used across the plastron in a 
soft zig-zag pattern.

 As described above, the shoulder yoke of 
pleated dotted net for the front and the 
back is joined in the shoulder seam. In the 
back, the yoke at the armscye seam mea-
sures 2 inches in length from the shoulder. 
Across the back of the shoulders, the yoke 
curves upward so that it measures 2 inches 
in length from the center back neckline. 
The curved contour of the net yoke is 
accentuated by the ruching curving up to 
meet the neck in center back. Below the 
yoke is the striped silk back which abuts 
the netting, both of which are covered 
by the ruching. The striped silk is cut on 
straight grain in one piece. The darts at the 
hem spread out from the center back and 
are pressed with unstitched folds toward 
the center back. The silk piece joins the 
front bodice on the side seam. The armscye 
is cut into this piece and up into the yoke.

 The bodice extends slightly beyond the 
natural waistline as indicated by the mea-
surements, but the curved contour is barely 
long enough to prevent a separation be-
tween the bodice and the skirt from occur-
ring in the underarm area. Slightly above 
the hemline, and beginning at the closure 
edge on each side, is an unsewn fish dart, 
about ½ inch deep. This facilitates close 
shaping over the hipbone and is also seen 
in the bodice of the Mack wedding dress 
(141).

Sleeve: The stripe fabric is used on bias in 
this sleeve and provides a contrast to the 
predominance of straight grain seen in the 
rest of the bodice. This two-piece full-
length sleeve is unusual. The undersleeve 
section isnarrow. The seaming creates a 
chevron pattern up the front of the arm. 
The sleeve cap is a high curve with gath-
ered fullness so that the sleeve can extend 
out from the shoulder. The inner sleeve, or 
lining, is smaller through the cap and upper 
arm than the crisp outer sleeve. The sleeve 
ending falls over the hand in four spreading 
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tabs so that no placket is needed. There is a 
ruffl of the dotted netting inside the sleeve 
under the tabs.

Skirt: The skirt is cut to give a smooth linear 
effect in the front and on the sides — a 
contrast to the dramatic flare culminating 
in a short train in the back. Technically, this 
is done with three pieces: a narrow gored 
front section, only slightly bias; and a side 
front and back section joined as one. This is 
a very unique plan. There is no conventional 
side seam because the stripes of the back 
section and the side section are joined on 
their selvages so that the stripe pattern is 
perfectly matched. This results in one piece 
which starts at the front side seam and 
ends at the center back seam bringing the 
stripes into true bias. A wide net flounce 
dramatizes the hem sweep.

The skirt front is exceptionally narrow: 
across the waist it is 6½ inches, across the 
flounce line it is 13½ inches, and across the 
hem it is 18¾ inches. There is no center 
front seam. Across the front at the waist 
the skirt is smooth because the fitting is 
taken from the seam. On the side front, 
over the hipbone, there is one stitched 
dart. From there to center back over the 
hip the grain turns into bias as it approach-
es the center back where a deep pleat in 
center back doubles over on itself. When 
the folds of this deep pleat are brought 
together, they form a deep inverted and 
unstitched pleat coinciding with the cen-
ter back. The taffeta lining covering all the 
piecing seams makes it difficul to analyze 
them. The piecing is done on straight grain 
by matching the selvedges.

The flounce is composed of press-pleated 
dotted net and edged with ribbon ruching 
at the top where it is attached to the silk on 
a scalloped line. The depth of the flounce 
at center front is 13¼ inches in contrast 
to 25 inches wide in the center back train. 
Ruching covers the free edge of the net’s 
hem. The three dimensional effect of the 
movement of the dotted net over the stripe 
must have been particularly noticeable 
when the wearer was walking.

Construction Details: Unlike the outer bod-
ice, the lining is constructed for a close fit. 
The only seam the outer and inner bodic-
es share in common is the side seam. The 
entire bodice is lined with tan colored, satin 
backed cotton—a twill weave with the satin 
side next to the body. The fabric may be 
what was referred to in the literature of the 
day as merveilleux.

All the bodice seams and darts are boned. 
The bones begin slightly above the hem-
line. There are thirteen bones in all ranging 
from 6 to 8 inches in length. White silk twill 
ribbon, ½ inch-wide, is used as an edge 
facing to the white taffeta plastron and the 
collar; to conceal the sewing of the center 
front fasteners; and as casings for all but 
the center front bones, which are buffered 
by the lining fabric. A white or beige silk, 
plain-weave 3⁄8 inch wide seam tape further 
finishes the inner construction. It binds all 
the seam edges of the bodice lining except 
the armscye seam, which is overcast. It is 
also used to face the hem edge. 

The twenty sets of hooks and loops down 
center front vary. The top three for the 
inner collar which fastens at center front 
are light colored metal, perhaps made from 
aluminium. They are the smallest and use 
thread loops. Almost all the rest are flat-
tened brass and have matching brass loops. 
The seventh and eleventh hooks from the 
top are special, very secure, fasteners made 
by NICHOLES. They employ the same type 
loops as their neighbors and provide secu-
rity around the tightly fitted bust area. The 
bottom nine hook are the largest. The plas-
tron and outer collar (which fastens at the 
center back) have light colored metal hooks 
(eleven in all) corresponding to thread loops 
across the shoulder, down the front, at the 
waist, and at the back neck.

There is a petersham to stabilize the bod-
ice. It is a firmly woven white silk ribbon, 1 
3⁄16 inch wide, fastened with cross-stitches 
to the five back seams at the waist. In the 
center back the ribbon is stamped, in what 
is now green, with the dressmaker’s name 
and address. Large brass hooks are attached 
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Safety pins and hooks of the late 19th century. Boggs & Buhl Dry Goods Price Book, 1900. 
Collection of Susan Greene

Photo by Susan Greene

to the ribbon at the two seams closest to cen-
ter back for attaching the skirt. The petersham 
itself uses one hook and loop to fasten at center 
front.

 The underarm area of the bust is augmented 
with small crescent-shaped stuffed striped silk 
pads. These are tacked to keep the stuffin from 
shifting and to fit neatly around the underarm 
of the wearer. At their widest, they are 3½ inch-
es.

 As mentioned above, the sleeve lining is cut 
smaller than the sleeve in the cap and upper 
arm. The sleeve is backstitched to the armscye 
seam by hand.

 The skirt is entirely lined in pieced, greenish 
gold taffeta cut to the same dimensions as the 
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DRESS 148
CU 17, 1898-99

NO APPARENT STRUCTURE - ALL BONING ON LINING

BODICE FRONT

BODICE BACK
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DRESS 148
CU 17, 1898-99

RIBBON RUFFLE DETAIL

INNER PAD

SKIRT - 
LEFT SIDE

SKIRT NETTING 
FABRIC DETAIL
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DRESS 148 CU 17, 1898-99

INSIDE BODICE BACK AND RIGHT SIDE

Bones begin at hem, slightly below the waist—
15⁄8" below in back, 25⁄8" in front. 13⁄8" at the side
Bones are in white silk twill weave tape casings except at center fronts
The silver (tin?) hooks are smaller than the brass hooks
The top six front-closure brass hooks are smaller than the bottom nine
NICHOLES safety hooks use the same brass loops as the flat brass hooks
The tin hooks are given worked thread loops
The lining is also the underbodice structure and is cotton-backed satin—merveilleux?
The front is attached to the outer silk at the waist, side, and armscye
The striped taffeta is otherwise free except for a tack to the netting—4" from the right armscye
All seam allowance edges are bound with either beige or white silk seam tape
Only the side seam is shared by the lining and the outer silk.
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DRESS 148 CU 17, 1898-99

 BODICE
 CF neckline to waist 13 3/8" to point 15 ¾"

 CB neckline to waist 14 ¾" to hem 15 ¾"
 Underarm to waist 6 ¾" to hem 8"
 Length of SB seam (dart)  11" to hem 11 ¾" (lining)
 Around waist 23 3/8"
 CB waist to back dart 1 ½"
 CF to side 6 ½"
 CB to side 6 1⁄16"
 Across shoulder 4 ¾" on seam 5"

  SLEEVE  
 Around armscye 15 ¾" 
 Upper arm girth 14 ½"
 End circumference 7 5⁄8" (Taken 2" from end, at root of flaps)
 Length over cap 27" + 3/8" ruffle
 Length underarm 17 ¾" + 3⁄8" ruffle

 SKIRT
 Belt waist 23 ½" 
 F waist to hem 41 ¼"
` R side waist to hem 41 ½" 
 B waist to hem 47 ½"
 Placket opening 9 ½"
 Waist 24 ¼"
 Hem sweep 132 5⁄8"
 Fabric width (web) 21 ½" ( all seam allowances are concealed by lining)
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outer skirt. The construction of the skirt 
and its lining employ both lock and chain 
machine sewing. The skirt and lining are 
sewn together at the two front and one 
center back seams. The exposed seam 
allowance edges are overcast. To achieve 
a clean finish, the lining seam allowances 
are clipped 8½ to 9¼ inches from the hem, 
turned to the inside, and sewn together.

 The hem of the skirt is reinforced with two 
layers of starched white scrim sandwiched 
between the outer taffeta and the lining. 
This interlining is 10 inches wide at the 
front and 12 to 14 inches wide around the 
rest of the hem.

 The waistband is fastened with two brass 
hooks and loops at center back where there 
is a long, faced placket. There is a worked 
ring to receive a hook about half way down 

the placket. The waistband has two brass 
loops for the hooks on the petersham. It 
also has two ribbon loops on the inside at 
the sides for hanging the skirt in storage.

 A stuffed pad is tacked across the center 
back waist of the skirt. It is covered with 
the lining fabric. It fills in the small of the 
wearer’s back—reminiscent of the protu-
berance of the previous decade.

 There is no wool braid to protect the skirt 
hem, no internal tie-backs to control the 
fullness of the skirt, and no dust ruffle.

 The unlined belt is created out of 43⁄8 inch 
wide fabric, crushed to about 17⁄8 inches 
wide. The enameled brass buckle is an elab-
orate hook and loop affair. It is 33⁄8 inches 
wide when in place and is matched by an 
ornament sewn to the center back of the 
belt.
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149
Dress Date: 1898-1900

From: Costume Collection, Cornell University
Accession Number: CU 111

Donor: Mrs. William O. Wyckoff, daughter-in-law of wearer
Wearer: Mrs. Edward G. Wyckoff, née Edith Clymer of Boston.359 She   

 was married in 1888 and died in 1952 at the age of 86.
Provenance: Ithaca, NY

Description: This is a winter dress probably 
worn for formal occasions. Style character-
istics and construction techniques attest 
to professional work and knowledge of high 
fashion; but contrary to custom, the peter-
sham does not include the dressmaker’s 
name and address.

Fabric: The major fabric is a fine wool broad-
cloth in soft ashes of roses pink upon which 
red purple silk velvet is appliquéd— a strik-
ingly dissonant color effect. The large-scale 
appliqué of floral sprays is outlined with 
white silk cord which defines the motifs 
leading from the skirt to the bodice to the 
sleeve.

The inner attached front is often referred 
to in the late 1890s as a “vest.” It is made 
of pin-tucked, lightweight satin combined 
with a pleated frill of chiffon edged with 
Valenciennes lace—all in a cream color.

Vest: The high neckline has an attached 2½ 
inches high single standing collar. The 
draped, bias, cream colored, satin collar is 
built on a base of heavy, bias-cut crinoline. 
The top edge of this collar is bound with 
the red purple velvet, which gives a soft
edge to a very stiff base, makes a compat-
ible finish to the draped collar, and relates 
the vest to the dress through color. The 
collar closure is in center back, but in order 
to accommodate the center front closure 
of the pink taffeta bodice foundation, the 
outer collar is attached to the neckline only 
from the center back around to the right of 
the center front closure.

The vest does not play a dominant role 
in the dress design. It is visible for about 
6 inches from the neckline down on cen-
ter front and for about 11 inches across 
the chest at the base of the neckline. In 
the back the vest is visible for a scant 15⁄8 
inches at center back, although the actual 
length there is 8¾ inches. The false closure 
panel of the vest is outlined with a chiffon 
frill. Three buttons attached to the panel 
are covered with the velvet to relate the 
vest to the dress. The vest is fastened on 
the left with small hidden hooks and loops.

Bodice: This asymmetric front is composed 
of two pieces. The left side ends t center 
front. The right side laps over the left side
4¾ inches beyond center front. The neck-
line, cut very décolleté to reveal the vest, 
begins out on the shoulder at the top of 
the sleeve cap. The vest shoulder seam is 
located approximately two inches to the 
back. The bodice is 101⁄8 inches in length at 
the center front point. The surplice fronts 
are shaped without vertical bust darts from 
the waist. The darts are shifted to the peak 
of the bust; that is, to the point where the 
contour of the right front touching the left
bust turns from the neckline diagonal in 
a vertical drop to the waist. (The conven-
tional vertical bust darts are present in the 
taffeta foundation, which is the primary 
support for the wrap-around front.)

The bodice back is cut on straight grain in 
one piece without a center seam. The wide 
neckline is curved away from the neck by 
15⁄8 inches at the center back and approxi-

Specimen 149
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mately 12 inches from armscye to armscye. 
(It is important to keep in mind that the 
traditional seaming of the foundation is still 
present.) Bodice shaping is done with two 
unstitched darts on each side which are 
pressed toward center back. The bodice ap-
pears narrow across the back because the 
side seams are placed well to the back. The 
eye also tends to focus on the appliquéd 
floral spray centered there.

 The free neckline and surplice edges of the 
broadcloth bodice are dominant because 
they are finished with a unique binding of 
soft silk velvet puckered over a cord further 
emphasized with loops of silk cord.

 The floral-motif velvet appliqué, attached 
to the bodice by hand, is accentuated with 
three outlining rows of cream colored silk 
cord. The appliqué is effectively placed on 
the front and back of the bodice and on 
the cap of the sleeve. of cream colored silk 
cord. The appliqué is effectively placed on 
the front and back of the bodice and on the 
cap of the sleeve.

 The bodice dips in a moderate curve to 
center front and is just far enough below 
the natural waistline to cover the skirt 
waistband. Its contour is accentuated with 
a lightly attached, firm and structural, 1¾ 
inches-wide belt with four rows of top-
stitching. It is edged with cording.

Sleeve: The two-piece sleeve is very shaped 
both in cut and in controlled fullness. The 
undersection, from the armscye to the 
wrist, is narrow. The elbow fullness is incor-
porated in the upper section. The remnants 
of the leg-of-mutton style are present in the 
form of eight inches of fullness gathered 
in the cap and by a taffeta lining narrower 
than the sleeve. The sleeve rises slightly 
above the shoulder line and stands out 
from the upper arm. Its fullness provides a 
clear space for the appliqué.

 The sleeve ending is elaborate and flares 
out over the hand. It consists of 7⁄8 inch-
wide velvet pleated into the sleeve with two 
box pleats and two plain pleats. The facing 
is cream satin.

Skirt: The cut of this skirt warrants special 
attention because it is the forerunner of 
the emerging twentieth-century style. The 
front of the skirt appears to be seamless. 
It is gently eased into the waistband with 
a single dart on either side of center back. 
At center back, the one full-length seam is 
accentuated for thirteen inches by eighteen 
pairs of velvet-covered buttons. The new 
concept of style is evident in the smoothly 
rounded contour of the hips with flare from 
the knees downward. The suggestion of 
back thrust is still present, accentuated by 
the hem sweep. The taffeta foundation skirt 
plays an important role and contributes to 
the back thrust.

 (Following the diagram of the parts of the 
skirt will aid in the following explanation. 
This design is possible because the fabric is 
51 inches wide.)

 Part A, Upper Skirt: The shape resembles 
a third of a doughnut. It is cut so that cen-
ter front is on the straight grain. In length it 
measures 26 inches from the natural waist-
line to the lower cut edge on center front. 
As this shape wraps around the body, it will 
fall in partial bias on the sides of the body 
and in full bias in center back. It is pieced 
at center back, small triangles lengthening 
each center back edge by 3½ inches.

 Part B, Lower Skirt: The shape is as three-
fourths of a rectangle with a misshapen cir-
cle removed from its center. This piece joins 
Part A. The seam is concealed under the 
appliqué. On center front the piece is on 
straight grain and is fourteen inches long. It 
wraps around to center back where it is on 
bias and measures twenty-eight inches long.

 Parts C and D: Two side pieces cut as 
arcs of a circle, the curves of which are the 
hemline across the sides and back. Each arc 
measures 11½ inches deep and 32 inches 
along the seamline with Part B.

Construction Details: The style of an in-
ner-collar under an outer-collar has disap-
peared. Notice that the neckline beyond 
the collar on the left side f the foundation 
is finished with a silk binding.
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 The pink taffeta bodice foundation, which 
is the primary support for the wrap-around 
front, has the traditional cut, unrelated to 
the cut of the outer dress. It has a shaped 
center-front closure: two long, boned, bust 
darts on each side; a center-back seam held 
rigid with a long bone; and two long, boned 
darts on either side back located where the 
back panel seam used to be. The side seam 
is also boned.

 The front corner of the foundation is estab-
lished by a second layer of taffeta between 
the center front facing and the first dart. 
There is also a reinforcement patch below 
the left shoulder where the vest attaches to 
the foundation.

 All the seam allowances are finished with 
seam tape.

 A pinked taffeta bust-ruffl is built on a 
curve just above the peak of the bust. This 
builds the surplice fronts out in the new 
pouched look.

 Four hooks and loops fasten the collar. 
The foundation front fastens with thirteen 
hooks and loops which irregularly alternate 
sides.

 The short, sleeve-ending placket is unfas-
tened.

 The five-gored foundation skirt cut along 
traditional lines is an amazing contrast to 
the new cut of the outer skirt. The outer 
skirt appears at first glance to be seamless 
except for a vertical seam, partly hidden, 
on center back. The support of the back 
thrust includes a length of tailor’s canvas 
attached to the center back section and 
an elasticized tie-back. A 16 inch kilting of 
taffeta aids in supporting the outer skirt’s 
circular hemline, which otherwise would 
tend to collapse.

 The center back skirt placket is faced and 
fastens with a hook and loop. Also present 
at center back is a pocket.
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CU 111, 1898 -1900

DRESS 148
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CU 111, 1898 -1900

DRESS 148
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CU 111, 1898 -1900

DRESS 148
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DRESS 148

CU 111, 1898 -1900
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DRESS 149
CU 111, 1898 -1900

 BODICE
 CF neckline to waist 13"
 CB neckline to waist 14 ½"
 Underarm to waist 7"
 Length of SB seam (dart)  —
 Around waist 23 ½"
 CB waist to back dart —
 Across shoulder 3 ¾"

  SLEEVE  
 Around armscye 17" 
 Upper arm girth 13 ¼"
 End circumference 6 ½"
 Length over cap 25 ½"
 Length underarm 18 3⁄8"

 SKIRT
 F waist to hem 40"
` R side waist to hem 42" 
 B waist to hem 49"
 Placket opening 10"
 Waist 26 ½"
 Hem sweep 180"
 Fabric width (web) 51"
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DRESS 149
CU 111, 1898 -1900

INSIDE BODICE 
FOUNDATION

LEFT SIDE SURPLICE FRONT
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DRESS 149
CU 111, 1898 -1900

PART A
UPPER SKIRT

PART B
LOWER SKIRT

PARTS C & D, 
SIDE SKIRTS
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DRESS 149
CU 111, 1898 -1900
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Predominant Characteristics of 
Compared Specimens

This sample of ten dresses is divided into the 
following groups according to the type of oc-
casion for which they were designed.

• Cotton Sports Dress: Our cotton dress, CU 
108 (147), has no counterpart, but it does 
have two waists which are valuable as a 
comparison.

• Day Dresses: There are five day dresses 
that can be compared with each other as 
appropriate for relatively formal day occa-
sions. They could be used also for dining 
out in the evening, perhaps at an elegant 
hotel.

• Formal Late-Day Dresses: One other that 
might be added to the above group is the 
Langdon dress designed by Paquin, CU 120 
(140), perhaps appropriate for a formal 
late afternoon wedding.

• Wedding Dresses White: Two wedding 
dresses from different regions and made 
by signed dressmakers have some common 
elements useful to the researcher.

• Formal Evening Dress: Standing apart from 
the others is the gown, CU 89 (146). It 
was chosen as an example of dressmaking 
by the House of Worth. For some readers 
it may serve as a symbol of a culture now 
fascinating to review.

Fabrics

The predominant fiber of the day dresses (CU 
16 (145), 17 (148), 18 (142), 111 (149), and 
THC 43.44 (144)) is silk. The one exception 
is the Wyckoff d ess which is wool broadcloth 
embellished with silk fabrics. The silk weaves 
represented in the sample are bengaline, 
printed satin, and plain and striped taffeta. 
The trimmings are of silk, cotton velvet, and Photo by Susan Greene

silk chiffon. Machine-made nets and laces are 
represented, especially in the Cottrell dresses, 
CU 16 (145) and 17 (148).

There was a distinctive use of patterned fabric 
placed over a fabric of a different design. The 
practice suggests an overindulgence of design 
ideas put to use in one creation; at least as 
seen by a late-twentiethcentury observer. The 
dress, CU 17 (148) exemplifies this practice.

Because the foundations of these dresses were 
so essential to their form, it is important to 
include these fabrics. The dominant fiber is, 
again, silk. The exceptions are the three wed-
ding dresses for which the foundations are cot-
ton. Taffeta was the common weave, blended in 
color with the outer fabric of the dress. A silk 
twill weave was used for two of the bodices.

The dress by Paquin is closely related to the 
five day dresses. The brocade of this satin 
gown contributes importantly to its formality 
as does the passementerie which ornaments 
the bodice and sleeves. The expensive silk bro-
cade was used very extravagantly. Large areas 
of the fabric were concealed under the over-
skirt panels of plain satin. We have notice that 
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American dressmakers generally substituted 
less expensive fabrics for such unseen areas.

A foundation fabric contributes to make the 
Paquin skirt distinctly different from the style 
of the 1880s.

Between the silk taffeta lining and the outer 
fabrics of brocade and satin is an interlining 
of tailor’s canvas. It provides firmness and 
smoothness.

Both wedding dresses (CU 49 (141) and 
THC 83.154.4 (144)) are made of white silk 
satin and are lined with firm white cotton 
resembling twentieth-century percale. The 
dressmaking procedure, stitching the satin 
and cotton together as one, was the same for 
each dress; the resulting hand feels firm and 
smooth leaving one with the impression that 
the satin is heavier than it actually is. No other 
lining fabric was used for either dress.

The ensemble of the three-piece sports dress 
is unified by a cotton wide-wale poplin. It was 
used to some extent for all of the pieces. This 
ensemble has no lining, perhaps because it is 
designed to be laundered. Collars, cuffs, and 
closures, which need to be firm and tailored, 
are formed of double self-fabric and edges-
titched.

The of materials in the House of Worth dress 
(146) can be better understood upon recog-
nizing the designer’s source of inspiration, 
which was an eighteenth-century formal 
court gown. Such a gown would have had a 
bodice with an elaborate stomacher and an 
open skirt revealing an elaborate underskirt 
through a wedgeshaped space down center 
front. The dominant fabric—patterned with 
butterflies—is a silk faille, probably called 
brocaded faille. The ground of the fabric is a 
fine rep weave in contrast to the woven but-
terfly motifs, which are highlighted by lustrous 

floating silk threads. Although the fabric is a 
rich antique gold color, the motifs, by reflect-
ing the light, appear lighter in color than their 
background.

The House of Worth is known for its unique 
selection of fabrics. Certain motifs, “almost 
became house hallmarks, but by their very 
nature, are also part of public-domain design 
vocabulary.”360 The butterfly was one of the 
more commonly repeated motifs.

Bodice Necklines

 An identifying characteristic common to 
these specimens (eight out of ten) is the 
neckline which encircles the base of the 
neck—referred to at the time as a high neck-
line. Attached to this neckline is a high, firm, 
standing collar. Frequently there is also a 
separate, unseen, inner collar, which coincides, 
supports, and protects the visible collar.

The visible collar is often made of a trimming 
seen elsewhere in the dress and fashioned in 
controlled horizontal folds. From the center 
front around to the left, the collar is generally 
free from the neckline. After the inner collar 
is fastened on center front, the outer collar 
wraps around the neck to the left and fastens 
either in line with the left shoulder seam or, 
more frequently, at center back where its ter-
minals become decorative loops or a bow. The 
standing collars of the 1890s reached a new 
height, an average 2.2 inches. They are shaped 
to be smaller in circumference at their upper 
edge than at their base. The foundation of the 
collar is generally cut on bias.

It is not surprising to find exceptions to the 
two-collar plan toward the close of the de-
cade. There are two in our sample. The Wyck-
off dress (149) has no inner collar. The collar 
closure is in center back, whereas the closure 
of the bodice foundation is in center front. 
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The collar is therefore attached to the neck-
line only on the right side from center back to 
about an inch short of center front. The two 
waists of the sports dress (147) each has a 
single collar rather than an outer and an inner 
collar. The collar in the Russian blouse has a 
distinctive closure to the left of center front in 
line with the bodice closure. It is high stand-
ing and faced with self-fabric, and its firmness 
may be attributable to heavy starch rather 
than an interfacing. The collar of the shirt-
waist is of a style assumed to be conventional. 
It is a narrower standing collar of self-fabric, 
11⁄8 inches high. The eyelets in center back 
and center front are most probably for the 
collar buttons of an attachable tailored collar 
such as seen on a man’s shirt.

The three specimens that fall out of the above 
category of neckline design are: the Scott 
dress (143), the Mack wedding dress (141), 
and the Worth gown (146). The Scott dress is 
somewhat of a maverick as explained in the 
description. It has the high close neckline, 
but the collar is a rolled collar of cotton velvet 
which opens on center front. The Mack wed-
ding dress has a moderately open neckline 
accentuated with a large bertha collar which 
separates in center front and center back. The 
neckline of the Worth gown is cut very décol-
leté. Its outline is muffle with poufs of chif-
fon and ostrich feathers extending across the 
shoulders and upper arms.

Bodices

There are many variations of layered detail 
represented in these bodices making them 
appear to be more different from each other 
than they are. There are some characteristics 
basic to all of them which will identify them 
as of this decade.

The most distinctive feature common to these 
bodices is front vertical fullness which was 
apparently referred to by the ambiguous term 
of “drapery.” This fullness was confined to the 
space from peak to peak of the bust. Generally 

the fullness did not extend much beyond this 
area since the idea was to retain the fitted and 
smooth figure of the past decade. This drap-
ery took the form of a vertical fold continuous 
from the hemline to the neckline and is nei-
ther all tuck nor all dart. Its fold-edge is a soft
roll which is lightly pressed toward the center 
front. On average there is at least one of these 
vertical folds on each side of center front.

They preclude the use of featured buttons 
for the front closure. The most significant 
characteristic to take into account is that the 
front fullness is not cut to include extra length 
for blousing (or pouching) beyond a slight 
amount. This characteristic definitely dis-
tinguishes this front fullness from the much 
pouched effect of the next decade.

Integrated into this drapery scheme are fan-
shaped darts originating at the bodice hem 
and spreading toward the peak of the bust. 
They too are usually softly folded rather than 
stitched. The specimens which are particular-
ly good examples of this type of front fullness 
are: the Langdon dress by Paquin (140); the 
Cottrell dress, CU 18 (142); the Mack dress 
(141); and the Hubbell wedding dress (144).

The plastron front, which is exemplified in 
the two Cottrell dresses, CU 16 (145) and 17 
(148), is a variation of the front fullness de-
scribed above. The plastron front was usually 
fastened very inconspicuously to the left f 
center and concealed by an overlap from the 
side front section of the bodice. Under the 
plastron is a center front closure built into the 
bodice foundation and fastened with hooks 
and loops.

Turning now to the basic shape of the total 
bodice front we find that only a few general-
izations are possible. A very short shoulder 
seam (from the base of the neck to the arms-
cye) averages 4 inches (seven out of ten speci-
mens). Most underarm seams appear to termi-
nate more or less on the natural waistline. The 
amount to which the seam is extended de-
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pends on the contour of the bodice hemline. 
In any case, the waistband is always covered.

The position of the underarm seam is an-
other variable. The determining factor is the 
number of sections in the back of the bodice. 
An apparent narrowness across the back was 
desired.

An old construction detail from the 1870s 
and 1880s has been used for two of the spec-
imens. It is the fish dart over the top of the 
hipbone used to take up a little pucker in the 
front bodice. The average number of bust 
darts is two on each side of center front. For 
the majority of the dresses these visible darts 
fanned out from center front, are pressed into 
soft folds toward center front, and are not 
stitched (except across the base) because the 
bodice foundation serves as a stay. An excep-
tion to this plan of darting is the Wyckoff
dress (149), 1898-1900, which has no darts 
from the waist to the peak of the bust as they 
have been shifted to the upper contour edge 
of the surplice front; however, the traditional 
bust darts are retained in the foundation. The 
two waists of the Cottrell sports dress (147) 
have gathered fullness instead of darts. In the 
pale blue shirtwaist, the gathers are inserted 
in the yoke above the bust. In the case of the 
Russian blouse the gathers come from below 
the neckline and from the hemline where they 
are stitched into the waistband.

The only generalization that could be made 
about the hemlines of these bodice fronts is 
that they are cut to just cover the waistband 
of the skirt. Seldom is there an actual point, 
but there is a subtle dip in center front. The 
curve then turns upward on the sides of the 
figure and then dips again to the center at 
back where frequently there is a terminal em-
bellishment. The majority of the bodice hem 
contours are concealed under waistbands—
typically made of self-fabric or trimming 
shaped to the bodice contour. In design they 
may echo the collar detail —bias formed into 
soft horizontal folds.

The stylistic details of the backs of the bod-
ices vary nearly as much as their fronts. With 
the exception of the formal Worth gown 
(146), all the specimen bodices open in the 
front.

A narrow fitted look to the back was the 
designer’s objective. This narrowness is in 
contrast to the breadth across the top of the 
shoulders produced by the leg-of-mutton 
sleeve and other extensions to the figure and 
also in contrast to the roundness of the hips. 
The narrowest point across the back from 
armscye to armscye at the base of the shoul-
der blades averaged 117⁄8 inches (eight of the 
specimens). In several instances when the 
back is cut in one piece, there is an underarm 
section bridging the side back with the side 
seam. Without exception the bodice foun-
dation is cut with the traditional panel seam 
lines with which we have been familiar.

Sleeves

All of these specimens have sleeves that play 
a dominant role in the design scheme, and, 
with one or two exceptions, their structures 
are complex. Style features that appear to 
have been adapted from the distant past can 
be seen in the dress by Paquin (140). The 
shoulder detail and projecting wing around 
the armscye under which merges the mel-
on-shaped pouf reminds one of a dominant 
fashion of the merging sixteenth and seven-
teenth centuries. The Mack wedding dress 
(141), vaguely suggests the influence of court 
fashions of the 1630s. During that period a 
full draped sleeve contrasted with a falling 
collar (in the 1890s called a bertha).

And the Cottrell dress, CU 18 (142), with its 
large leg-of-mutton sleeve, contrasted by the 
rich beaded bodice (detachable vest), suggests 
French fashions of the 1580s.

All the sleeve caps have enough fullness to 
allow the cap to extend from the armscye 
seam horizontally and sometimes slightly ver-
tically. The armscye circumference increased 
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in the 1890s because the shoulder seam is 
very short, the bodice is narrow, and varying 
amounts of fullness has been introduced into 
the sleeve cap.

Except for the Cottrell shirtwaist (147), every 
sleeve—at least for the lower arm—is the con-
ventional two-piece type.

In two of the leg-of-mutton examples, the 
Cottrell dress, CU 18 (142), and the Hubbell 
wedding dress (144), the large pouf of the 
sleeve was a basic part of the two-piece struc-
ture rather than a bulbous part attached to a 
two-piece sleeve—a significant feature.

The inner sleeve, or lining, was designed to 
serve as a stay. It is more fitted through the 
upper arm and shorter than the outer, fuller 
sleeve. Although more sleeves were being at-
tached to the armscye with machine stitching, 
there are still a few that have been attached 
with a backstitch by hand.

Basic Skirts

Common characteristics which serve as iden-
tification hallmarks are not obvious among 
these specimens because there are numerous 
variations of style details. The following gener-
alizations are guidelines.

The draped overskirt of the 1880s has dis-
appeared. Two of the specimen skirts have 

the remnants of the overskirt: the dress by 
Paquin, with mobile satin panels across the 
front and over a brocade underskirt; and the 
Cottrell dress, CU 16 (145), with a striped 
satin, boldly scalloped overskirt hanging free 
from a basic skirt whose border can be seen.

An uncluttered, round-hip contour is contrast-
ed by a small waist. Every skirt in our study 
is cut to give a moderate back-thrust, partic-
ularly through the center back. Inner ties to 
control the folds are occasionally present but 
are no longer the rule.

A trend toward simplicity of cut and use of 
lightweight fabrics can be seen in the Mack 
wedding dress and in the Cottrell dresses, CU 
16 (145) and 17 (148).

A short train is de rigueur for the formal af-
ternoon (day) dress. The Scott wedding dress 
(143) is the exception. It is less formal than 
the others.

The skirt design that breaks out of the classi-
fication of gored sections is the Wyckoff dress 
(149). The front appears to be seamless but 
actually utilizes a somewhat horizontal seam 
which is concealed under the bold velvet ap-
pliqué. The foundation, still cut in the tradi-
tional gored sections, contributes much to the 
structure of this wool broadcloth skirt.
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Cabinet photo featuring a modestly attired woman wearing a fine cambric (probably) shirtwaist, 
well-tucked in, and simple skirt. This ushered in a wardrobe paradigm for a century at least. It ap-
pears the grandmother wears a more formal bodice with lapels. 

Collection of Susan Greene
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Detecting the Facts: 1890 - 1900

In approaching the 1890s we turned in ret-
rospect to the exaggerated contours of the 
female form of the previous two decades and 
wondered how much farther designers could 
go in developing variations. During those de-
cades a fashionable woman’s body was mold-
ed and constricted by a corset laced tightly. 
Above her waist her cuirass bodice revealed 
uncluttered contours while below her waist 
contours were muffle by a layered structure 
of skirts with drapery swept back over her 
hips. The covering projected from her body by 
interior props ranging from a stuffed cushion 
to a cage with steel hoops.

Was the decade of the 1890s a period of 
transition? A comprehensive answer would 
of course involve looking ahead to the ear-
ly decades of the twentieth century. But in 
looking at the more immediate developments, 
it is clear that toward the close of the 1880s 
designers had almost exhausted the possible 
variation of the layered, draped skirt. There 
was, however, much more than could be done 
with the relatively uncluttered bodice and its 
sleeves. These became the focal point for ex-
aggeration of form and layered embellishment 
of the 1890s.

In our search for identification characteristics 
we turn now to other authorities who have 
examined in detail actual specimens of this 
period. Most of these authorities, especially 
those whose dress measurements we have 
used, studied dresses made in England or im-
ported from Paris.

Our sample is more diverse than in previous 
decades. In summarizing the predominant 
characteristics of our compared specimens 
it was necessary to loosely categorize their 
characteristics according to the type of oc-
casion for which each was designed. We have 
essentially continued this classification in 
comparing our specimens with those of other 
authorities.

Fabrics

We find represented through photographs, 
selected fashion plates, and descriptions of 
extant dresses of the nineties some universal 
trends. The natural drape of fabric was dimin-
ished by the universal dressmaking practice 
of creating a firm structure of the outer fabric 
and its lining by stitching them together as 
one, and, sometimes, by introducing into parts 
of the costume an interlining or interfacing of 
tailor’s canvas or a similar material.

In the second half of the decade there ap-
peared a slight tendency to allow the fabrics 
to assume their natural drape thus creating 
a more fluid and supple form. In the case of 
wool fabrics, moreover, precision tailoring and 
the use of goods of a lighter weight meant 
that a smoother, less bulky form could be 
achieved.

It is no surprise to find a preponderance of 
silk fabrics for day dresses, particularly of 
afternoon dresses and those elaborate enough 

Silk faille, a softly slinky ribbed fabric. 
Photo by Susan Greene
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to wear for dining out. During the first half 
of the decade there is frequent mention of 
satin, both plain and figured; corded silks such 
as faille and bengaline; velvet, plain, voided, 
and cut, especially in combination with satin 
and corded weaves. These fabrics were used 
throughout the decade. Lightweight taffetas 
and foulards often appear in the second half 
of the decade and panné velvet had been 
introduced. The embellishment of silk fab-
rics became a means of creating an illusion of 
lightness and fluidity. Machine-made lace used 
as insertion and ruffles was very popular es-
pecially for bodices and sleeves. A diaphanous 
material such as net, lace, pleated chiffon, or a 
combination of all of them when placed over 
the basic silk fabric gave the effect of fluidity.

According to Doris L. Moore, “Good dresses of 
this date [mid-nineties] are hard to come by, 
especially in wool. The amount of stuff that 
went into the sleeves alone was useful for 
cutting up and re-making, while moths have 
usually played havoc with what survives.”361 
And Anne M. Buck remarks that, “Tailored 
dresses shared the cloths of men’s wear, fine 
cloth for town wear, rough tweeds for the 
country.”362 Their statements are particularly 
interesting when judging the results of our 
survey of extant dresses. As compared to the 
number of silk dresses available for study 
there is a dearth of wool garments. There is, 
however, a representation among the sources 
for the span of the whole decade, and, as one 
might expect, the type of wool garment was 
often a walking dress, or walking suit. The 
fabrics were sometimes referred to as fine, or 
lightweight, which suggests worsted yarns. Ap-
pearing during the decade are such fabrics as 
lightweight corded wool, tartan flannel, wool 
broadcloth, fine worsted check, (also in combi-
nation with velvet, or Karakul, or appliqué, or 
braid), alpaca, serge, and nun’s veiling.

Examples of dresses, suits, waists, and skirts 
of cotton or linen are extremely scarce among 
the sources of extant garments surveyed. 
Undoubtedly there are explanations for this 
fact which could be explored given time. The 
cotton and linen examples that exhibitors 
have shown added contrast and novelty to an 
exhibit, and we would guess that the exam-
ples are rare and newsworthy. These suits, or 
“costumes,” as they were usually called, were 
designed for out-of-doors activity and were 
much the same in cut whether for traveling, 
walking, or boating. Fabrics used for these 
specimens are cotton piqué, cotton cambric, 
and linen. Sometimes the skirts were of lin-
en, whereas cotton was used for the waist or 
blouse.

Until the second half of the decade, afternoon 
dresses and the popular garden party dresses 
were, apparently, more frequently made of silk 
than of fine cotton. The only cotton specimen 
described in detail is given by Nancy Brad-
field, dated 1894, a trousseau dress of yellow 
dotted muslin printed with sprays of iris in 
pink, green, and yellow suggesting the aes-
thetic concepts of Art Nouveau.363 The dress 
is trimmed with lace and lace insertion. The 
foundation is white silk taffeta. Except for the 
use of a quality cotton, the styling is essential-
ly the same as a silk dress.

In Cunnington’s listing of frequently used 
fabrics for each year of the 1890s there is a 
dearth of cotton during the early years. Men-
tion is given to ambiguous terms as washable 
material, fawn cloth, art muslin trimmed with 
India muslin. In the last years the list becomes 
more interesting: pale pink embroidered mus-
lin (lined with pink glacé), white pique, muslin 
with long vertical tucks, hand painted muslin, 
muslin with silk crewel pattern or lace inser-
tion, gray spotted voile, checked muslin, and 
white pique (frequently mentioned for the 
tennis dress).
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Bodices

Observing from the neck and shoulder down-
ward, we discover definite similarities in the 
basic structure of the bodices for relatively 
formal occasions.

The necklines are high, encircling the base 
of the neck. Deviating from this style, toward 
the close of the decade, was an open neckline 
filled in with a vest of a lighter-weight fabric 
cut in the traditional style with a high neck-
line and a standing collar.

The similarity of collar heights was remark-
able. The average height on center back was 2 
inches, varying either way by only ¼ inch. The 
distance across the top of the shoulder from 
neckline to armscye was short; the average for 
three Arnold364 and three Waugh365 specimens 
was just over 4 inches as compared to 4 inch-
es for seven of our specimens. Although this 
shoulder length was short, the effect of shoul-
der breadth was produced in various ways 
such as by winglike projections and fullness in 
the upper sleeve.

A common distinctive feature of the bodice 
front is vertical fullness worked through the 
center between the bust peaks and from 
neckline to bodice hemline. The technical plan 
was remarkably similar for every bodice—a 
cluster of soft vertical folds (including the 
bust darts) begins at the center front of the 
bodice hemline, turns to center front covering 
the bodice closure, and then gradually plays 
out through the bustcontour. A similar cluster 
of soft vertical folds originate from the neck-
line on center front. They too tend to play out 
as they approach the bosom. This fullness did 
not spread out to the side seams because the 
concept of fit required smooth, trim, body-re-
vealing contours (sometimes augmented with 
crescent-shaped pads inside to smooth out 
the concave curves above the bust).

One variation of this front fullness was a plas-
tron (often of a different fabric than the bod-
ice) which was attached to the basic structure.

For the fashion-forward woman who did not want 
her blouson effect to sag. Boggs & Buhl Dry Goods 
Price Book, 1900. 
Collection of Susan Greene

Concealment of the bodice closures was the 
rule. Adding to the complexity of getting 
dressed was the problem of managing layer 
upon layer of bodice closures: first the foun-
dation opening with its many hooks and loops 
generally located in center front; second, the 
vertical front fullness (especially an attached 
plastron) may be concealed under trimming 
to the left side f center front; third, the 
wrap-around collar over the basic collar may 
fasten in line with the left shoulder seam, 
or on center back. Metal hooks and loops in 
different sizes were more numerous than but-
tons.

The clue to distinguishing this vertical full-
ness from that of the early twentieth-century 
fullness is that very little pouching, or blous-
ing, is included —not more than an occasional 
two inches. The length of the front bodice 
on average was enough to provide a center 
front downward dip to the contour but much 
more moderate than a pronounced point. The 
fashion illustrations of the early nineties indi-
cate an elongated waistline, but actual photo-
graphs of women and of construction details 
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of garments indicate that bodices at the sides 
of the figure were cut just long enough be-
yond the natural waistline to cover the skirt 
waistband.

The visual effect in back was uncluttered 
smoothness, breadth across the arms, narrow-
ness across the base of the shoulder blades 
(armscye to armscye), tapering lines to a small 
waistline resting on the natural waist or dip-
ping slightly to a curved or pointed contour. 
There were numerous variations of the cut of 
the back to achieve this aesthetic effect.

Although there were many exceptions, the 
new distinctive styling required a clustering of 
darts for fullness up from the waistline at cen-
ter back. Like their counterparts in the front 
bodices, the soft da ted fullness was lightly 
pressed to face center back and often fanned 
out from a center back point. The side back 
or back panel seam, and sometimes the side 
seam, was located far enough to the back to 
contribute to the illusion of narrowness.

The waist circumference for the measured 
English models averages 22½ inches with a 
range from 26 inches to 19 inches. The aver-
age for our specimens is 243⁄16 inches. C. W. 
Cunnington in describing style trends for 1892 
quotes from a periodical of that year, “The av-
erage waist is now 22 inches, but tightlacing, 
producing waists of under 16 inches, was not 
uncommon.”366 Whether these measurements 
from the 1892 fashion source are based on 
fact or fiction is impossible to assess. The data 
we have is based on the waist dimensions of 
mature women, two of whom had been preg-
nant a year or so prior to wearing the dress. 
Two young, unmarried women are the excep-
tions.

Bodice Foundation

 A bodice foundation is present in every bod-
ice because dressmakers relied on the foun-
dation to support the outer structure and to 
constrict and mold the female contours. Nan-

cy Bradfield says, “The bodice of this period is 
very deceptive, outwardly appearing loose and 
simply gathered, but under the filmy surface 
is a very well-cut and stiffly oned garment 
pinching in the waist and keeping the figure 
well under control.”367 

Although there are a few deviations from tra-
ditional cut, the majority of day dresses have 
foundations with the following characteristics: 
the fabric is silk taffeta or occasionally cotton 
(not a mark of inferiority, four models out 
of ten measured dresses). The shaped-front 
closure has hook and loop fasteners regard-
less of the position of the outer dress closure. 
Two bust darts from the waistline each side of 
center are directly below the peak of the bust. 
The back is cut with four to seven seams, very 
fitted with sections as follows: back panel 
sometimes with center back seam, side backs, 
and a narrow underarm section joining the 
front bodice. All seams and darts are boned 
and in casings. A new synthetic boning men-
tioned occasionally as Dr. Warners “unbreak-
able coralline” is a substitute for whalebone. 
“Coraline, patented in 1880...made from 
...fibers of the Mexican ixtle plant, proved the 
most successful whalebone substitute.”368 

Sleeves

We detect in the sleeve designs some fascinat-
ing adaptations of period costume. One sens-
es the influence of shoulder and sleeve detail 
dominant in European court dress of the late 
sixteenth and early- to mid-seventeenth cen-
turies; in other designs the gigot-de-mouton 
of the late 1820s is suggested.

The introduction of fullness in the sleeve cap 
began in the mid-1880s and became more 
pronounced in the early years of the 1890s. At 
first the cap was not only widened to increase 
fullness around the top of the armscye, it was 
also cut with a higher curve so that the cap 
would rise from the shoulder at the armscye 
curve.
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The fullness through the upper arm contin-
ued to increase and by 1893 the leg-of-mutton 
sleeve was an accepted fashion for day dress-
es. In one form or another this fullness bal-
looned to full dimensions by the middle of the 
decade. Its size through the upper arm grew 
so out of proportion to the rest of the wear-
er’s body that it dwarfed the size of her head 
and, of course, achieved the desired illusion of 
a diminutive waist.

A leg-of-mutton sleeve could be a complicated 
cut, especially in its fullest dimensions. Study 
of pattern diagrams, particularly by Arnold 
and Waugh, and those among our compared 
specimens, leads to the conclusion that this 
type of sleeve could be cut either of two ways: 
(1) as a complicated bulbous extension of the 
traditional two-piece sleeve evolving from the  
1880s cut, or (2) a separate upper section to 
be gathered or pleated into a puff and at-
tached to a standard two-piece sleeve at the 
armscye or upper arm circumference above 
the elbow. The seam surrounding the upper 
arm would probably be concealed under the 
puff.

C. W. Cunnington reports that for 1896, “The 
event of the year was the collapse of the 
sleeve.”369 

Extant dresses are evidence that in the second 
half of the decade the exaggerated fullness of 
the gigot diminished after 1896.

The shoulder and upperarm area was a fo-
cal point for embellishment throughout the 
decade.

Before leaving the subject of sleeves some 
summaries of dimensions, with generaliza-
tions, will be guides.

We have previously noted the short shoulder 
seam as a characteristic of the bodice. The 
position of the sleeve set high on the shoul-
der bone explains, in part, the short shoulder 
seams and may explain also the size of the 
armscye circumference, but factored in is the 

amount of cap fullness that has to be incorpo-
rated into the armscye and the narrow width 
of the back bodice. The armscye circumfer-
ence of nine of our specimens average slightly 
over 16½ inches, while five of Arnold’s aver-
aged 16½ inches.

Every sleeve of the 1890s had from very 
moderate to extreme fullness in the cap. The 
circumference of the leg-of-mutton sleeve 
through the upper arm varied, but tangible 
figures to use as a guide are: three leg-of- mut-
ton of our specimens averaged 315⁄8 inches, 
with a range from 22 inches to 44 inches. Six 
Arnold and Waugh leg-of-mutton specimens 
averaged 31¾ inches with a range from 25 
inches to 40½ inches.

Bodice Design Innovations

The nineties innovation, a dressy blouse, 
which could be used with a number of skirts, 
had style characteristics similar to the day 
bodices described above except it might have 
an attached basque or peplum so that it could 
be worn over the skirt waistband and some-
times cinched in with a belt. We would guess 
on the basis of a scant number of available 
specimens that the cut, measurements, and 
construction all are closely allied to the typical 
bodice.

Another type of bodice for so-called active 
wear was the shirtwaist. The only measured 
examples presently available are a part of the 
Cottrell ensemble, CU 108 (147). These cotton 
garments have no linings or bones. Fullness 
is in the form of gathers rather than stitched 
structured darts.

Skirts

An analysis of the styling of the specimen 
skirts confirmed the generalization that 
during this period there was apparently no 
one standard set of specifications. The num-
ber of skirt sections, gored or not, was not 
according to a standard plan but to the end 
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result: the wasp waist and rounded hip free of 
cluttering detail. The skirt was flared slightly 
or moderately around the lower legs. For for-
mal day dresses, a dramatic fall of folds origi-
nating from the small of the back ended in a 
short train.

The compared measured specimens of the 
1890s, including those by Arnold and Waugh, 
provide clear evidence of simplication in cut 
and construction from previous decades. Sim-
plification was achieved in part by reducing 
the number of gored sections in the skirt. For 
example, the side front as such could be elim-
inated and become a part of the front gore, or 
the sideback section could become a part of 
the back section (which was probably cut with 
a center back seam on bias). The trend in skirt 
silhouettes at the beginning of the decade 
tended to have the skirt front section quite 
straight and flat and wrapped around the 
body to join the side back and, therefore, to 
be quite straight and vertical along the sides 
of the figure. This plan is quite evident in the 
illustrated and diagramed dress, ca 1890-91, 
by Arnold. 370 Toward the end of the decade 
the hemline developed a pronounced flare. 
This effect can be seen in the Wyckoff dress 
(149) and also in the French and English fash-
ion plates shown by Doris L. Moore.371 

A complete departure from the traditional 
plan of gored sections can be seen in the skirt 
diagram of the Wyckoff dress. At first glance 
the skirt appears to be seamless except for 
the long bias center back seam. Actually there 
is a horizontal curved seam hidden under the 
floral appliqué located below the knees at cen-
ter front, curving upward to the center back 
seam.

Simplification appeared in interior support. 
The foundation skirt might be replaced by 
a lining fabric attached, as seen in the Mack 
dress, where each satin piece is matched to its 
cotton counterpart and stitched as one when 
the pieces are joined on the seam lines. There 

is no other inner skirt attached to the waist-
line as would be found in skirts of the previous 
decade.

However, the foundation skirt was not entirely 
abandoned for we see it used with the 1899 
Wyckoff dress. The skirt, which has only one 
visible vertical seam at center back, appar-
ently required traditional support of a gored 
foundation.

According to C. W. Cunnington, “The great-
est change of the year [1891] is the abolition 
. . .–'of the foundation skirt which has been 
worn for at least twenty years’; in other words, 
the underskirt is now replaced by a lined skirt 
‘which is easier to hold up, and more comfort-
able and sits better’. ”372 

Regardless of whether or not the skirt has a 
foundation skirt, it typically has a hem inter-
facing. Arnold finds that buckram or buck-
ram-linen has been used for her specimens; 
useful information because interfacings are 
rarely visible unless the sewing is broken.

Large areas of interlining was used when a 
firm structure was desired. The House of 
Paquin in 1891 used tailor’s canvas between 
the satin and the lining of the side backs and 
the back of the skirt. It was used in the Wyck-
off d ess of 1899 to bolster the thrust of the 
center back sweep.

Conclusion

We asked, “What evidence is there to suggest 
that American dressmakers and their clients 
were influenced by the fashion centers of 
London, Paris, and other fashion centers of 
Europe?” There is considerable evidence rang-
ing from that which is documentable to that 
which is surmised. Two of our specimens were 
created in Paris, and most of the remaining 
specimens were made by American dressmak-
ers of whom we have meager information.

In a fascinating book The Opulent Era, Eliza-
beth Ann Coleman contributes ample docu-
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mentation of French influence on American 
fashion; especially in the evidence she uncov-
ers regarding the American clients who pa-
tronized the haute couture and in the system 
of distribution of original models by renowned 
couturiers, such as Worth, Doucet, and Pingat. 
Wives and daughters from wealthy American 
families valued highly the prestige of being 
dressed in custom-made clothes by dressmak-
ers of international reputation. We have exam-
ples of such creations donated by American 
families to museums throughout the United 
States.

One could surmise that an American dress-
maker was sometimes challenged to copy or 
adapt a Paris model. A famous example of a 
dress copied from a Maison Doucet model was 
the wedding dress worn by Consuelo Vander-
bilt for her marriage to the Duke of Marlbor-
ough in 1895. The dress was made by a promi-
nent New York City dressmaker, Mrs. Donovan, 
and the sketch was published in Harper’s 
Bazar, November 9, 1895.373 

It is a fact that members of the haute cou-
ture sold models to American merchants for 
export and for the right to copy. Probably 
the majority of the models were copied for 
custom-made dresses either by dressmaking 
firms or large stores like Lord and Taylors, Wa-
namakers, and others. One would assume that 
a limited number of models were adapted for 
ready-to-wear in the late 1890s and eventual-
ly sold in specialty and department stores in 
urban centers.

Available to many women were the expensive 
fashion publications, such as Harper’s Bazar, 
but also available were the less expensive 
types such as The Ladies Home Journal and 
The Delineator, which provided fashion news 
to readers dependent on their local dressmak-
er or perhaps on their own skills.

In this period of transition, leading designers 
such as Worth, Doucet, Paquin looked to the 

great court fashions of the past for inspiration, 
particularily for the detailed embellishment 
of the bodices and the cut of the sleeves. It 
is fascinating to find similarities in American 
dresses. For example a few striking examples 
are the Langdon dress (140) designed by 
Paquin, ca 1891. The type of shoulder epaulet 
and sleeve pouf (early seventeenth-century in-
fluence) appears in 1898 in the Sterns Broth-
er’s Catalogue for spring and summer.

One silk dress having the detail is “made-
to-order” and the other is “ready-made,” a 
serge walking dress.374 Another example, the 
Cottrell dress (145), ca 1896-1897, made by 
E.A. Morrison and Sons of New York has the 
distinguishing feature of a simulated bolero 
as an integral part of the bodice. Mr. and Mrs. 
Edwin Cottrell made yearly visits to Paris, and 
although Mrs. Cottrell’s dresses were made by 
a New York dressmaker, one suspects that the 
design ideas she favored were similar to what 
she had seen in Paris.

Both Janet Arnold and Norah Waugh have pre-
sented measured examples of English silk day 
dresses with the large winglike revers extend-
ing over leg-of-mutton sleeves, both dated 
about 1895. Our Hubbell wedding dress (144) 
of June 1896 featured similar revers over large 
leg-of-mutton sleeves.

Dress measurements also reveal remarkable 
similarities between the Arnold and the 
Waugh samples and the specimens used for 
this chapter, especially for bodices and sleeves. 
The fact that the hem circumferences ranged 
widely was also significant because the con-
cept of the skirt design was changing and 
there were no typical dimensions.

These examples of European influence seem 
to confirm American reliance on European 
fashion, but more examples might invalidate 
this impression.
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Cabinet photo of elegantly turned-out young woman.
2008.013

Collection of Susan Greene



921                 CHAPTER 12 - THE TENTH DECADE: 1890 - 1900

Measurements of Dresses 140 - 149

 ° Research asssesed date by Elsie McMurry
 CU Cornell University, College of Human Ecology, Ithaca, NY
 THC The History Center in Tompkins County, Ithaca, NY
All measurements are done flat where possible: ungathered or drawn up.
All measurements were done with a dressmaker’s tape measure to the nearest 1/8 inch.

Research Assessed Date° ca 1891 1892-1893 1893-1895 Oct 1895

Specimen 140 CU 120 141 CU 49 142 CU 18  143 THC 43.44.1
Donor Langdon Mack Cottrell Scott

Original wearer Langdon DeWolf Cottrell Spaulding

Provenance Paris; Elmira, NY Chicago, IL New York City Trumansburg, NY

Fabric Satin; taffeta; brocade silk satin bengaline; velvet silk taffeta
Width 23.75; 16.25; 23.5 22.0 24.75

Ground color ashes of roses ivory blue brown
Bodice neck circumference 13.375 22.75 14.75 12.75

Bodice CF length to waist 11.5 12.0 12.0 12.25
Length, waist to point, front: 4.5 3.375 4.0 3.25

Bodice CB length to waist 13.25 12.375 13.0 14.375
Length, waist to hem, CB 3.0 2.875 3.0 4.625

CF to side seam at waist 5.375 7.0 6.375 6.125

CB to side seam at wais 6.125 5.125 6.75 7.125

Bodice waist circumference 23.0 24.5 26.25 26.5

Across shoulder seam 4.0 2.0 4.75 5.75
Bodice underarm length to waist 6.5 7.0 6.75 7.0

Underarm length, waist to hem 2.25  0.25 0.75 1.5

Narrowest back 11.0 10.0 12.0 9.75
Sleeve type Fitted, 2 piece Short puff leg-o-mutton leg-o-mutton

Armscye 16.75 16.75 18.5 17.5
Upper sleeve circumference 13.75 15.0 29.0 22.0

Sleeve ending circumference 7.5 10.0 8.25 8.625
Outer side seam length 26.875 12.5 38.75 28.125
Underarm sleeve length 17.875 8.5 15.75 23.25

Basic skirt CF length 40.5 40.0 39.75 38.125

Basic skirt CB length 51.0 50.0 43.0 38.625
Skirt waist circumference 22.5 23.5 24.75 29.5

Skirt hem circumference 120.25 113.625 162.0 93.25

See Appendix 15 for gore dimensions Gored Gored Gored Gored
Footnotes D, OS, t D, ?, O, t D
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THE TENTH DECADE 1890 - 1900

June 1896 1896-1897 ca 1897 1897-1899 1897-1899
144 THC 83.154.4 145 CU 16 146 CU 89 147 CU 108a 147 CU 108b
Hubbell Cottrell White Cottrell
Tarbell Cottrell White Cottrell [2nd blouse]

Ithaca, NY New York City Paris/Berlin Long Island, NY
silk satin silk satin; taffeta silk broadcaded faille cotton poplin novelty poplin
22.0 21.75; 19.0 23.0 30.25
white blue gold blue blue

14.0 13.25 13.5 13.5
12.625 13.25 13.25 12.0 16.0

3.375 3.25 5.0 7.875 14.0

12.75 14.5 14.75 14.125
2.625 2.875 6.0 4.625 6.625 probably belongs ↓

6.5 6.125  6.25 4.375 probably belongs ↓
4.5 7.0 5.75 22.0  probably belongs ↓

21.375 24.0 27.0 24.5 4.0   probably belongs ↓

3.5 3.75 1.0 3.875 7.5   probably belongs ↓
8.5 7.5 7.0

2.125 1.0 11.25
11.5 12.75 10.375
leg-o-mutton 2 piece short one-piece 2 piece
16.0 14.0 17.75 14.0 17.75 17.75

44.0 12.5 15.5 15.5
7.375 7.5 8.0 7.25
33.5 26.0 25.0 25.25
18.0 19.0 17.5 16.75
39.0 41.625 39.0 40.0 -

52.0 45.0 42.0 41.0 -
25.0 24.25 26.75 24.875 -
189.5 115.0 151.25 179.625 -

Gored Gored Gored Gored -
D, t D, t, ?, OS D, ?, O, *, t, OS -

 D The dressmaker is identified by a label in the dress. 
 OS Overskirt
 O Open neckline
 t The skirt has a train
 ?  A full width of fabric was not accessible. This measurement is a good guess.
 * This one-piece sleeve was draped and does not have the designated measurement points.

Research 
Assessed 
Dateﾰ
Specimen
Donor
Original 
wearerProvenance

Fabric
Width
Ground 
colorBodice neck 
circumferenceBodice CF 
length 
to 
waist

Length, 
waist 
to 
point, 
front:

Bodice CB 
length 
to 
waist

Length, 
waist 
to 
hem, 
CB

CF to side 
seam 
at 
waist

CB to side 
seam 
at 
waist

Bodice waist 
circumferenceAcross shoulder 
seamBodice underarm 
length 
to 
waist

Underarm 
length, 
waist 
to 
hem

Narrowest 
backSleeve type
Armscye

Upper sleeve 
circumferenceSleeve ending 
circumferenceOuter side 
seam 
length
Underarm 
sleeve 
length
Basic skirt 
CF 
length
Basic skirt 
CB 
length
Skirt waist 
circumferenceSkirt hem 
circumferenceSee Appendix 
15 
for gore 
dimensions

Footnotes
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THE TENTH DECADE 1890 - 1900

Research Assessed Date° 1898-1899 1898-1900
Specimen 148 CU 17 149 CU 111

Donor Cottrell Wyckoff
Original wearer Cottrell Wyckoff

Provenance New York City  Ithaca, NY

Fabric silk taffeta stripe wool broadcloth
Width 21.5 51.0

Ground color multicolored pink

Bodice neck circumference 13.5 14.0
Bodice CF length to waist 13.375.0 16

Length, waist to point, front: 2.375

Bodice CB length to waist 14.75 14.5
Length, waist to hem, CB 1.0

CF to side seam at waist 6.125 6.125
CB to side seam at wais 5.625 5.625

Bodice waist circumference 23.5 23.5
Across shoulder seam 4.75 3.75

Bodice underarm length to waist 6.75 7.0
Underarm length, waist to hem 1.25

Narrowest back 13.0 14.0
Sleeve type 2 piece 2 piece

Armscye 15.75 17.0

Upper sleeve circumference 14.5 13.25
Sleeve ending circumference 7.625 6.5

Outer side seam length 27.0 25.5
Underarm sleeve length 17.75 18.625

Basic skirt CF length 41.25 40.0

Basic skirt CB length 47.5 49.0
Skirt waist circumference 24.25 26.5

Skirt hem circumference 132.625 180.0

See Appendix 15 for gore dimensions Gored
Footnotes D, t
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Fashion at the grass roots. Left: girls with 1880s bangs and early 
1890s skirts (a "corselet" or "girdle" on one) and waists with in-
formal collars and sporty neckties. 2012.016 Right: a working 
girl properly encased in a worn 1880s bodice and possibly un-
matched 1890s skirt, topped with a current coiffure. 2012.015

Collection of Susan Greene
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1800-10

1810-20 1820-30

1830-40 1842-48

1850-60 1870-80

1880-90

1890-1900

While sleeves are a ma-
jor design feature, it is 
easy to be confused by 
them because sleeve 
styles recur across the 
century. It is necessary 
to be able to discern 
the nuances of propor-
tion, finish, construc-
tion, and materials to 
"read" them success-
fully. 
Style images in this 
Chapter, according to 
the author's direction, 
by Susan Greene
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There are numerous interpretations of 
the meaning of style. Alfred L. Kroeber, 
anthropologist, states,375 “Style as a ge-

neric concept is broad but remains ill defined. 
It needs exploration as to its general proper-
ties.”

Style as defined in this book includes two 
components of a dress: the aesthetic and the 
construction; that is, the manner in which ma-
terials are put together to achieve the aesthet-
ic characteristics. Critical to definitive dating 
of a dress is knowing when it first appeared, 
and about when it declined as a fashion. The 
process requires the researcher to be cogni-
zant of changing style characteristics of all 
interrelated parts of a dress: bodice, sleeve, 
skirt. Prerequisite, of course, is to recognize 
the characteristics of a given style as seen in 
a bodice, sleeve, skirt, or any other part of a 
dress.

We have chosen sleeves for determining the 
time span of a style for several reasons.

• The characteristics of a sleeve, i.e., the 
armscye location, number and shapes of 
the pieces, direction of grain, and often 
even the length and width cannot be fun-
damentally altered. Therefore, when there 
is evidence that the dress was updated 
and the sleeve was left untouched we have 
a clue to the date or original construction 
of the dress.

Chapter 13: SLEEVE, STYLE, & DATE

• Tracing the sleeve style from year to year 
or decade to decade is possible because of 
its recognizable visible characteristics (as 
compared to skirt styles for which interior 
construction characteristics may be major 
clues to vintage).

• Through the process of tracing sleeve style 
development we can gain deeper under-
standing of the cyclical nature of a style. 
A sleeve style probably never disappears 
so that the definition of “decline” means 
that even with its variations it no longer 
appeared frequently enough to qualify it 
as fashionable.

From the preceding chapters the sleeve de-
scriptions and their measurements were used. 
Ten sleeve styles were identified from extant 
dresses. Susan Greene prepared drawings and 
detailed measurement charts specifically for 
these styles.376 

In the following pages each style is graphically 
described and accompanied by measurement 
data which confirms the relationship of the 
sleeve to the bodice. Study of the measure-
ments cannot be overemphasized. The mea-
surement data are very good indicators of the 
stage in the cycle of a style, and may provide 
the clue to a vintage that other information 
fails to reveal.

There are numerous interpretations of the meaning 
of style. Alfred L. Kroeber, anthropologist, 
states,375 �Style as a generic 
concept is broad but remains ill defined. 
It needs exploration as to its general proper- 
ties.�
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Classification of the so-called “traditional” 
long plain sleeve requires close attention to 
detail. Although at first glance all long plain 
sleeves are similar, each period produced a 
style with its own characteristics. For example, 
during the late eighteenth century there were 
two styles of the long plain sleeves: one cut 
in two lengthwise sections (to ensure a tight 
fit), and one cut in one piece fitted closely to 
the lower arm with a long dart from elbow to 
little finger. Both sleeves were usually cut to 
extend beyond the wrist. Both types can be 
documented in extant dresses, patterns, and 
portraits. (Dresses of striped fabrics are very 
useful when studying grain direction.)

Just when the one-piece long, loose, unfitted 
sleeve first appeared is difficult o estimate 
closely. The dichotomy which we face is that 
extant dresses with this sleeve style do exist 
from the late years of the eighteenth century 
into the early years of the nineteenth cen-
tury, but portraits of American matrons of 
the same period typically record the sleeve 
as close fitting—more like the tight fitting 
style of the eighteenth century. Most of these 
American matrons wore dark dresses and were 
posed against dark backgrounds.

In tracing the cycle of this sleeve type it is es-
sential to study the relationship of the sleeve 
and its attachment to the bodice. Our MFAB 
51.19.68 (17) is a good example. (Please refer 
to the drawing of this.) The measurements we 
shall use are on Sleeve Chart 1. The first mea-
surement to check is the armscye circumfer-
ence of 203⁄8 inches, which is large. The width 
across the back bodice is only 8¼ inches, 
which means that the sleeve is fairly high on 
the shoulder bone and is curving deeply into 
the back bodice thus giving the illusion of a 
fashionable narrow back.

The width around the upperarm is 17¾ inch-
es. The fullness is achieved in part by using 
underarm gussets. The measurements also 
inform you that the sleeve is not shaped from 
the elbow to the wrist and that is extends 
over the hand.

Notice the changes that appear over the years. 
The circumference of the armscye decreases 
and the cap is curving less deeply into the 
back bodice. The upperarm girth is not radi-
cally changing because some ease is being in-
troduced into the sleeve cap—at first toward 
the back but by about 1815 distributed evenly 
from front to back.

Sleeve type 1A became the typical style for 
day dresses during the first decade of the 
nineteenth century. In the second decade it 
was frequently topped with a puffed sleeve 
(attached or as an oversleeve designated as 
Style III: Period Sleeve), but remained essen-
tially a loose, unfitted sleeve extending over 
the hand, retaining the same dominant char-
acteristics of Style 1A. If Style III is seen as a 
variation of Style I, then the claim that the 
duration of the typical period of the cycle is 
long has validity.

Our last specimen with the Type 1A sleeve is 
a silk dress, ca 1815-16, and our last specimen 
of the Type III is a silk dress of about 1820 
both of which have the dominant characteris-
tics of unfitted looseness and extreme length. 
Their dimensions are excellent indicators of 
how far the cycle progressed before essentially 
disappearing from popular fashion. There will 
be other long plain sleeves appearing through-
out the century, none of which replicate the 
sleeve identified as Style 1A.

Style I A: One-Piece Plain, Loose Sleeve, Long
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The first appearance of this plain short sleeve 
runs parallel to that Style 1A. They share 
common characteristics: cut in one piece on 
straight grain; a large armscye circumference 
with the sleeve high on the shoulder bone and 
deeply set into the back bodice; cap fullness, 
if any, mostly concentrated back of the shoul-
der bone.

The short sleeve may vary in length from be-
low the elbow to relatively high on the upper 
arm. The measurements on Sleeve Chart 1 
indicate that the upper arm girth fullness for 
Style I, the long sleeve, is slightly larger than 
for the short sleeve. The unfitted straight 
sleeve gives the onlooker a sense that is unfin-
ished.

Notice especially the drawings and measure-
ments TV V.69.202 (19) and TV V.60.160.1 
(20) from Chapter 3. We perceive in portraits 

Style I B: One-Piece Straight Sleeve, short
and fashion plates that this style of sleeve was 
reserved for fairly formal dress.

It appears in French portraits of the late 
1790s. It is sheer-not lined-close to the arm 
and often finished with two or three tucks. 
Early American paintings show short and lined 
sleeves for women and children from about 
1803 onward. Toward the close of the decade 
the style underwent some changes, perhaps 
an indication of its demise. The openings be-
came more embellished, fashioned sometimes 
into a curved shape around its hemlines.

By 1810 the one-piece straight short sleeve 
appeared less frequently having been replaced 
by the fashionable puffed sleeve. However, it 
never totally disappeared in nineteenth cen-
tury adult women’s dresses, especially evening 
dresses.
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PLATE I

Style I A: One-Piece Sleeve, 
long, plain

Style I B: One-Piece Sleeve, 
Short Straight, loose, 
unfitted

Plate 1
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Style I A & B: One-piece Straight Sleeve, Long and Short

FRONT CLOSURE -  BACK CLOSURE

SLEEVE MEASUREMENT CHART I

ARMSCYE UPPER ARM OPENING
LENGTH BODICE BACK 

NARROWEST 
WIDTHOUTSIDE INSIDE

17 MFAB 51.19.68

1799 
Silk   IA-Long

20 3/8 17 3/4 11 29 25 8 1/4

Two long underarm gussets. Very long, cut on straight grain, no ease in sleeve cap.

15 TV V.65.70.7

c 1795-1800
Embroidered Muslin  

IB-Short

18 1/4 13 5/8 13 1/4 13 3/8 8 1/4 5 1/2

One underarm gusset. Short, just above the elbow; cut on straight grain, no ease in sleeve cap.

19  TV V.69.202

c 1795-1800
Silk    IB-Short

18 14 3/4 13 1/4 9 3/4 6 1/4 6 1/4

Sleeve integral part of bodice; mounted well over shoulder bone, with no underarm gusset. Short, 
just above elbow; cut on straight grain, no ease in sleeve cap.

20  TV V.60.160.1

c 1800-1804
Silk     IB-Short

20 1/8 15 1/4  13 3/4 13 3/4 8 5/8 8 1/2

No underarm gusset. Short, just above elbow; cut on straight grain, no ease in sleeve cap.

24  CI 1982.316.12

c 1803-1805
Embroidered Muslin

(English)
1A-Long

17 1/2 18 9 26 1/2 23 1/2 approx. 9" but it is 
drawstring adjustable

One underarm gusset. Long, cut on straight grain, 3 small darts give fullness in sleeve cap.

25  CI 45.68.22

c 1803
Embroidered Muslin

IA-Long

14 16 1/4 8 1/2 26 23 7 3/8

Long underarm gusset. Long, cut on straight grain, fullness in back sleeve cap.

28       CI x 52.6

1807-10
Embroidered Muslin

IA-Long

15 3/8 17 1/4 9 3/4 29 27 3/4 Adjustable draw-
strings

No underarm gusset, but somewhat bias on seam. Long, cut on straight grain, fullness in back sleeve 
cap.

33 CI 64.26.2

c 1810
Embroidered Muslin

IA-Long

13 1/4 16 9 26 23 Adjustable draw-
strings

 Large underarm gusset. Long, straight grain, drawstrings gathers in back sleeve cap, no shoulder 
piece.

30  CI 11.60.233

c 1810
Embroidered Muslin

IB-Short

14 3/4 15 12 1/2 8 3/8 4 1/8 Adjustable draw-
strings

No underarm gusset. Short (border), not puffed, not fitted, cut on straight grain, slight ease in sleeve 
cap.

38    TV V.46.39.2

c 1815-16
Silk   IA-Long

14 3/8 14 3/8 6 3/4 13

No elbow shaping, cap has balanced distribution of fullness.No apparent shape except wrist band: 2 
7/8 inches wide.

 ARMSCYE UPPER ARM OPENING LENGTH BODICE BACK NARROWEST 
WIDTH 

 OUTSIDE INSIDE 

Front Closure
1799 Silk IA-Long 20 3/8 17 3/4 11 29 25 8 1/4 

Two long underarm gussets. Very long, cut on straight grain, no ease in sleeve cap. 

15 TV V.65.70.7 c 1795-1800 
Embroidered 
Muslin IB-Short 

18 1/4 13 5/8 13 1/4 13 3/8 8 1/4 5 1/2 

One underarm gusset. Short, just above the elbow; cut on straight grain, no ease in sleeve cap. 

19 TV V.69.202 c 1795-1800 
Silk IB-Short 

18 14 3/4 13 1/4 9 3/4 6 1/4 6 1/4 
Sleeve integral part of bodice; mounted well over shoulder bone, with no underarm gusset. Short, just 
above elbow; cut on straight grain, no ease in sleeve cap. 

20 TV V.60.160.1 c 1800-1804 
Silk IB-Short 

20 1/8 15 1/4 13 3/4 13 3/4 8 5/8 8 1/2 

No underarm gusset. Short, just above elbow; cut on straight grain, no ease in sleeve cap. 

Back Closure
c 1803-1805 Embroidered 
Muslin (English) 
1A-Long 

17 1/2 18 9 26 1/2 23 1/2 drawstring adjustable 

One underarm gusset. Long, cut on straight grain, 3 small darts give fullness in sleeve cap. 

25 CI 45.68.22 c 1803 
Embroidered Muslin 
IA-Long 

14 16 1/4 8 1/2 26 23 7 3/8 

Long underarm gusset. Long, cut on straight grain, fullness in back sleeve cap. 

28 CI x 52.6 1807-10 Embroidered 
Muslin IA-Long 

15 3/8 17 1/4 9 3/4 29 27 3/4 Adjustable draw- strings 

No underarm gusset, but somewhat bias on seam. Long, cut on straight grain, fullness in back sleeve 
cap. 

33 CI 64.26.2 c 1810 Embroidered 
Muslin IA-Long 

13 1/4 16 9 26 23 Adjustable draw- strings 

Large underarm gusset. Long, straight grain, drawstrings gathers in back sleeve cap, no shoulder piece. 

30 CI 11.60.233 c 1810 
Embroidered Muslin 
IB-Short 

14 3/4 15 12 1/2 8 3/8 4 1/8 Adjustable draw- strings 

No underarm gusset. Short (border), not puffed, not fitted, cut on straight grain, slight ease in sleeve cap. 

38 TV V.46.39.2 c 1815-16 
Silk IA-Long 

14 3/8 14 3/8 6 3/4   13 
No elbow shaping, cap has balanced distribution of fullness.No apparent shape except wrist band: 2 7/8 
inches wide. 
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The puff sleeve can be created in several ways. 
The cap may be quite smooth while the major 
fullness is at the bottom edge, or fullness may 
be introduced in both the cap and the bottom 
edge, or the fullness is only in the cap. The 
puff sleeve may be cut in one piece on straight 
grain or on the bias—depending on the drape 
desired. As a sleeve is increased in width for 
fullness, it must also be increased correspond-
ingly in length or height to provide blousing or 
puffi .

We see the puff sleeve appearing in portraits 
of European children as early as 1802, but for 
adult women the style apparently followed a 
few years later. From about 1804 throughout 
the decade the puff sleeve was much favored 
judging from the frequency of its appearance 
in European and American portraits, in French 
and English fashion plates, and in extant mea-
sured dresses.

The decline of the puff sleeve during the 
second decade (1810-1820) is misleading 
because the puff actually became a part of 
another style, which we have designated as 
Style III.

Style II: The Puff Sleeve
In the late 1820s, changes in Style II were 
evolving which measurements confirm:

• The armscye circumference was decreasing 
especially in the second half of the decade.

• The armscye seam slowly descended from 
the shoulder bone to high on the upper-
arm.

• The volume of the sleeve was increasing 
in width and length until by the end of 
the decade is somewhat exaggerated size 
seemed to diminish the size of the bodice.

• The form was becoming more melonlike. 
The fullness in the cap was typically evenly 
distributed and the fullness around the 
lower edge (hemline) was aligned in a more 
structural way with cap fullness.

The puff sleeve never disappeared during 
the nineteenth century especially for formal 
dresses. It was popular during the 1860s for 
evening dress, although it was often small and 
partially hidden under the bertha or shoulder 
drapery. It enjoyed a revival in the late 1880s 
and the first half of the 1890s.

The following specimen dresses are pertinent 
samples:

26 CI 19.181.1, ca 1804 (French)

32 TV V.55.65, ca 1810

48 URI 1952.32.11, ca 1823-1825

49 URI 1962.64.36, ca 1823-1825

55 00, ca 1828-1830

25 CI 45.68.2, 1839-1840

141 CU 49, 1892-1893
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PLATE 2

Style II: The Puff Sleeve

Plate 2
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SLEEVE MEASUREMENT CHART II

ARMSCYE UPPER ARM OPENING
LENGTH BODICE BACK 

NARROWEST 
WIDTHOUTSIDE INSIDE

22   CI 55.50.4 

c 1800-1805
Theatre only

18 1/4 very full — 12 7 1/4 —

One piece cut on bias; very full, drawstring bib front. Bodice opens in front.

27   CI 1983.6.1

c 1804-1805
Embroidered Muslin

16 24 1/2 12 10 1/4 4 1/8 Drawstring adjustable 
approx. 7 inches

One piece cut on straight grain, set deeply into bodice, dense gathers in back sleeve cap, gathered to 
fit armscye.

26   CI 19.181.1

c 1804
(French)

Embroidered muslin

17 1/2 21 1/4 11
(drawstring) 10 1/2 5 8 1/2

One piece cut on straight grain, gathers in back sleeve cap, uncomplicated.

31  CI 59.35.1

1804-1810
Embroidered Muslin

17 24 19 1/4 10 3/4 5 Adjustable

One piece cut on straight grain, fullness in back sleeve cap, girth with drawstrings.

29    CI 26.260.93

1806-1810
(Probably French)

Embroidered Muslin 

15 1/2 24 24 8 1/2 3 3/4 Adjustable drawstring

 One piece cut on straight grain, very short but full, gathers in back sleeve cap; girth fullness controlled 
with drawstrings.

32  TV V.55.65

c.1810
Embroidered Muslin

18 3/4 full not measured 12 5/8 8 5/8 2 7/8 4 1/4 (extreme)

One piece cut on straight grain;large, puffed, unlined; dense gathers in back; sleeve cap set deeply into 
bodice; girth band not fitted.

35    CI 1980.189

c 1812
Silk

20 28 20 1/2 10 3/8  4 3/4 Approx 10" 
Adjustable drawstring

One piece, cut on straight grain with gusset; short, puffed; auged pleats in sleeve cap distribution, 
ruffle.

43    CI 37.46.1

c 1819-1821
Silk

15 22 12 8 3 3/4

 A short pouf, cut on bias and tucked horizontally, held with self-fabric bows

Style II: Puff Sleeve

back Closure
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SLEEVE MEASUREMENT CHART II, CONT'D

ARMSCYE UPPER ARM OPENING
LENGTH BODICE BACK 

NARROWEST 
WIDTHOUTSIDE INSIDE

49  URI 1962.64.356 

c 1823-1825 
Silk.

13 26 1/2 10 3/8 13 3/8 5 1/8 Approx. 11 1/2

Cut on straight grain, long, full, puffed, with cleft petal or winglike epaulet. Fullness evenly distribut-
ed around sleeve cap.

50     00

c 1824 
Satin

13 1/2 not measured 10 1/2 6 1/2 3 3/4 Adjustable drawstring

Basic, cut on bias, 3D effect with 3 petals; sleeve opening has a 10½ inch bias band with corded 
piping.

55     00

c 1828
Cotton Nainsook

11 3/8 about 26 1/2  10 11 1/2 4 12

Puffed, cut on bias, very dense gauging in sleeve cap, pouf very full in proportion to bodice; sleeve 
ending bias band corded.

54  CI 1972.130.5

c 1828
(English)

Silk

13 7/8 26 drawstring to 
9 1/4

3.625 
(bias) — ?

Short, puffed, evenly distributed shallow darts in sleeve cap; whalebone support; opening has band 
corded top and bottom.

56  PMA 28.19.5 

1829
India Mull

13 5/8  — 11 13 3/8 4 3/4 —

Short, moderate fullness in sleeve cap, no lining; corded, fitted band around upper arm.

68       CI 45.68.2

 c 1839-1840
Silk

12 5/8 58 — 14 3+ —

Full pouf with flatter, controlled fullness under pelerine collar. Lower fullness evenly distributed, 
attached to arm band.

141          CU 49

1892-93
Satin

16 3/4
double puff

35 5/8
35 3/4

10 22 13 5/8 10

Two full poufs inconspicuously joined around the girth of the upper arm.

Style II: Puff Sleeve

back Closure
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This style has been referred to as a period 
sleeve because it appeared at various times 
throughout the history of Western dress. It 
vaguely reminds us of an Elizabethan style 
seen in both women’s and men’s attire of the 
seventeenth century. In tracing the frequency 
of this style in dress we need to distinguish 
dresses from other garments such as spencers 
and pelisses which also had the period sleeve.

The sleeve is in two parts: a decorative upper 
form varied in many ways from an epaulet or a 
mancheron which may be puffed, and a lower 
long sleeve which plays a minor role but may 
vary from a one-piece loose sleeve extending 
over the hand to a two-piece fitted sleeve ter-
minating at the wrist.

The mancheron is a short sleeve which over-
laps the lower sleeve. It may be cut on straight 
grain or on bias. Indicators of the vintage are 
the measurements: (1) armsyce circumfer-
ence, and (2) amount and placement of full-
ness in the sleeve cap. For example our speci-
men CI 1988.242.4 dated 1798-1799 has and 
armscye circumference of 21 inches which 
compares closely with the Style I specimen 
MFAB 51.19.68 of 1799 because they both 
curve deeply into the back bodice.

Style III: The “Period” Sleeve 

The period sleeve of the decade from 1810-
1820 has the distinct lower sleeve which, like 
Style I, is loose, shapeless, and often extends 
over the hand. It is during this decade that 
Style III is typical.

By about 1826-1827 the period sleeve had 
declined as a fashion and was superseded by 
the gigot, Type IV. Although the period sleeve 
might appear occasionally, especially in formal 
dresses, its documented revival occurs in the 
late 1880s and early 1890s. It may be that 
it is evidence of a designer’s search through 
historical material for inspiration, as it seems 
to appear when stylistic developments are in 
transition.

Pertinent examples:

21 CI 42.115.1., ca 1800-1804

34 TV V.51.45, ca1810-1812

37 MFAB 99.664 T4635, ca 1815 (epaulet)

41 THC 56.13, ca 1817-1820

A SHORT UPPER SLEEVE ACCOMPANIED BY A LONG LOWER SLEEVE
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PLATE 3

Style III: The "Period" Sleeve - A short upper sleeve 
accompanied by a long lower sleevE

PLATE 3 
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SLEEVE MEASUREMENT CHART III

ARMSCYE UPPER ARM* OPENING
LENGTH* BODICE BACK 

NARROWEST 
WIDTHOUTSIDE INSIDE

16   CI 1988.242.4

1798-1799
Linen

21 
20 5/8

— 11 1/2 
10
—

4 1/8
— 6

Melon-shaped oversleeve with 2 bias underarm sections. Long, tight: one-piece sleeve shaped with 
curved inner seam and dart from elbow to little finger. (Drop front bodice.)

21   CI 42.115.1

1800-1804
Printed Cotton

21 1/2
Pouf 19 —

8
—

28 1/4
—
23

—
6 1/2

Short puffed sleeve with deep tucks in back of sleeve cap. Joined with gathers to one-piece long 
sleeve with no shaping. (Drop front bodice.)

34     TV V.51.45

1810-1812
Embroidered Muslin

14 1/2 
9 3/4

— 6 1/8
7

16 3/4
2 3/4

15 3/4  8 1/4

Melon shaped, unlined pouf on straight grain, no gusset. Gathers in cap toward back of shoulder; 
long sleeve, quite fitted at base of puff and at gathered wrist. Very slender person.

36  CI 39.13.100

c 1815
Silk + net

(European)

 18 
10
17 6 3/4 

4
23 3/4 19 1/2 —

Upper sleeve or epaulet is a tucked unit free from long sleeve, which is cut on straight grain, no gus-
set; fitted wrist band, placket and button.

37 MFAB 99.664 
T4635

1815
Cotton Stripe

13 7/8
 —
14

 
9

3
22 3/8

 —
22 1/2

—
12 3/4

Epaulet is bias cut; ease gathered only in back in sleeve cap, edged with 3/4" ruffle. 
Long one-piece sleeve cut on straight grain, evenly distributed gathers under epaulet; 
length over hand, ruffle ttached.

39  Greene 90.237

1815-1820
(Possibly English)

Silk

11 7/8 
10 1/2
7 3/4 10 1/2 

—
22 7/8 

—
20 —

One long piece cut on straight grain. Fullness gathered into top of sleeve cap which is decorated 
with 3 short triangular tabs anchored at tips with free-floating, narrow self-band encircling the 
sleeve.
Possibly adolescent size.

41     THC 56.13

1817-1820
Silk

14 7/8
24 

11 3/4 11
5 1/2

23
2 1/2

22 1/2 drawstring in back

Mancheron melon shaped with 7 pleats which turn front to back in sleeve cap and at join to long 
sleeve. Long sleeve shapeless and extends over hand.

42   WA 1963.511

c 1818-1820
Fine Cotton Mull

12 
—
11  — 

—
23 5/8 

—
18 5/8 —

Puffed, melon shaped in 4 sections by vertical shirring. Scalloped join. Long, straight sleeve extends 
over hand.

Style III: The Period Sleeve

*Top figure = oversleeve; bottom figure = lower sleeve
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SLEEVE MEASUREMENT CHART III, CONTD

ARMSCYE UPPER ARM* OPENING
LENGTH* BODICE BACK 

NARROWEST 
WIDTHOUTSIDE INSIDE

45  AIHA 1972.95.5

c 1818-1820
Printed Cotton

 —
—
— —

—
24 3/8

—
21 7/8 —

Puffed gathered at upper girth and finished with 3 rows of ruffles. Long one-piece sleeve extends 
into armscye with puff. Both sleeves: gathered caps, 3 ruffles at wrist.

44     CI 39.13.55

c 1819-1823
(European)

15 1/2
—
— —

—
—

—
— —

Upper puffed sleeve attached to lower long sleeve.

46    MWS 86.1903.4

c 1820
Silk

15 3/4
—

16 3/8 10
—

24 3/4 17 5/8 adjustable drawstring

Upper sleeve is separate with a mancheron-belled cap with even distribution of gathers. Lower 
sleeve also included in armscye. Long inside seam is gathered. Cuff extends over the hand.

40       TV V.74.375

1820-1825
Opaque Cotton

15 
12 1/8 — 

5 1/2 
9 1/4 

2 3/4 
— 

12 3/4±
— drawstrings

Puffed sleeve cut bias, and sleeve cap gathered; open end is buttoned to long sleeve which is includ-
ed in armscye. Tapers slightly toward wrist. Two rows of ruffles and corded piping.

52   TV V.35.14.6

1820-1825
Silk

12 1/2  11 1/4 7 3/4 20 5/8 
7 5/8

18

2 7/8 (+embelish-
ment)

—

Pouf is separate entity: sleeve cap gathered more toward back and also at opening. Long sleeve with 
2 1/4" cuff xtends over hand.

139     THC 78.140

1888
Silk

(Wedding)

15 1/2 
19
— 7 3/4

—
24

—
17 1/4 12

Puffed upper sleeve cut on straight grain. Seam to lower sleeve covered with ribbon. Lower sleeve 
cut on bias, tapered to wrist; open placket with lace ruffle.

140      CU 120

c.1891
Satin Brocade

(French)

16 3/4
13 3/4

11 7 1/2 26 7/8 17 7/8 11 5/8

Pouf oversleeve cut on bias, held in horizontal folds rolls over two-piece basic sleeve with gathered 
ease for elbow. Wrist open outside.

143   THC 43.44.1

October 1895
Silk Taffeta

17 1/2
18

11 1/2 8 5/8
13 7/8 

15
4 1/2

21 1/4 9 3/4
Three parts: pouf (1) attached to (2) lower top sleeve section and both joined to (3) undersleeve 
section; essentially “period” type.

Style III: The Period Sleeve

*Top figure = oversleeve; bottom figure = lower sleeve
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The gigot de mouton, or the leg-of-mutton 
sleeve, is visually easy to identify because of 
its size and form.

Considerable volume had been introduced 
into the upper region of the sleeve by adding 
much fullness into the cap, greatly increasing 
the circumference of the sleeve through the 
upper arm, and then tapering it gradually to 
the wrist or tapering it quite abruptly to a fit-
ted forearm. At first the sleeve extended over 
thehand, and later it was often fitted to the 
wrist with a closure.

This sleeve is frequently cut on bias or partial 
bias, although it can be on straight grain from 
the midpoint of the cap and become quite 
bias along the inner seam above the wrist. 
Narrow widths of silk frequently had to be 
pieced, which posed a problem if pattern had 
to be matched.

In tracing the gigot from its first appearance 
to its decline, early examples are illustrated 
by Ackermann for 1824 and more frequently 
for 1825 and 1826.377 Our first specimen is a 
cotton pelisse, ca 1825.

By the beginning of the 1830s the gigot was 
fully developed and was progressing toward 
exaggeration. The armscye gradually descend-
ed from the shoulder bone as indicated by its 
small circumference, but the volume of the 
sleeve increased to the point of no return be-
cause variations on the design were essentially 

Style IV A: The Gigot or Leg-of-Mutton Sleeve
exhausted. Abrupt and identifiable change 
during 1836 brought the advent of the dem-
igigot, and the gigot declined rapidly and was 
not revived as a dominant fashion until the 
1890s.

The 1890s gigot, more commonly known in 
the United States as the leg-of-mutton sleeve, 
has also been classified as Style IVA. It can, 
however, be distinguished from the sleeve of 
the 1830s. A major identification is armscye 
size. By 1890 the shoulder seam is short, the 
armscye seam is high on the shoulder bone, 
and the back of the bodice is cut narrow—all 
of which result in a larger armscye circumfer-
ence.

The volume of the 1890s sleeve probably 
does not exceed that of the 1830s, but the 
cut tends to be more intricate. The stiffened 
sleeve projected horizontally from the shoul-
der bone resulting in distorted proportions of 
width of shoulders to width of head (at least 
from the front view). The 1890s gigot was 
most typical from about 1893 to about 1896 
after which time its volume shrank noticeably 
and quite abruptly.

The measurement data will aid in detecting 
the stages of development and change of the 
gigot. The position of the armscye is begin-
ning to tip off the shoulder bone, but firm 
documentation of the beginning of the slop-
ing shoulder as a fashion is illusive.
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PLATE 4A

Style IV A: The Gigot or Leg-of-Mutton Sleeve

Plate 4A
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SLEEVE MEASUREMENT CHART IV A

ARMSCYE UPPER ARM OPENING
LENGTH

OUTSIDE INSIDE
53    TV V.73.328.2

c 1825 Pelisse
Cotton

11 7/8 16 1/4 8 1/2 26 3/4 23 3/4

Sleeve cap is fully gauged across top, straight grain over cap but becomes true bias on inner 
seam line. Length beyond wrist flares over hand

51     TV V.82.55.26

c 1825
Cotton

11 3/4 17 8 3/4 25 17 3/8

One-piece, cap fully gauged except underarm. Sleeve tapered so that it ends on bias on the 
little finger side. Narrow wrist with open placket.

57     Spencer HS

c 1829-1830
Sheer Cotton

10 3/4  20 3/4 8 1/4 28 3/4 21 1/4

Sleeve cut on bias, fully gathered cap evenly distributed. Sleeve extends over wrist. Piping in 
armscye seam.

58    NYSM 72.33.7

1830-1832
Printed Cotton

12 7/8 48 5/8 7 3/8 30 1/2 20

Long one-piece on bias. Has piping in armscye, down inside seam, and around wrist.

59       SM 71.1.1

c 1830-1835
Printed Cotton

12 1/2 55 5/8 6 7/8 32 5/8 22

Sleeve is large, armscye seam has a double, row of cording.

60    MFAB 49.429

c 1830-1835
Printed Challis

13 1/2 38 7 1/2 31 19 5/8

 Sleeve cut on bias, essentially one-piece. Cap fullness is six box pleats, sleeve tapers to fitted 
wrist. Long inner seam corded.

61      CI 41.126

c 1831-1835
Printed Cotton

13 1/4 43 1/2 9 32 1/2 17 1/8

Appears to be cut on straight grain, cap fullness of fine tucks, corded lengthwise seam, placket 
on inside of wrist.

62      CU 79

c 1833-1835
Figured Silk

12 3/4 34 1/2 6 1/2 28 18 1/2

 Cut on bias, tapers to wrist with inside closure, fine lining of gauze pleated into cap under 
epaulet. Epaulet lined and corded same as cuffed wrist.

63      AL 1986.13.12

c.1834
Figured Silk

13 1/4 59 6 1/4 37 7/8 18 1/2

Cut on bias, cartridge pleats in cap, wrist placket and underarm seam corded.

142        CU 18

1893-1895
Silk bengaline

18 1/2 29 8 1/4 38 3/4 15 3/4

Cut in two pieces (see p. 00 for grain direction) cap fullness in tight gathers; wrist with placket 
on thumb side.

144      THC 83.154.4

June 1896 
Satin

16 44 7 3/8 33 1/2 18

A complicated cut essentially an upper sleeve joined to a one-piece bias lower sleeve. Sleeve 
cap compactly gathered into armscye seam over top of shoulder. Wrist: no placket.

147       CU 108

1897-1899
Cotton Poplin

17 3/4 15 1/2 8 25 17 1/2

Sleeve of Russian blouse: two lengthwise pieces on straight grain but under piece is narrow 
and partial bias; wrist flared and folded back.

Style IV A: The gigot Sleeve
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The “demigigot” sleeve developed rather 
abruptly from the gigot in 1836. The drastic 
change was the design effect of flattening the 
volume of material over the upper arm. The 
fashionable sloping shoulder was now distinct-
ly identifiable as the uninterrupted shoulder 
seam curved over the end of the shoulder 
bone to the armscye seam. The demigigot 
style held sway for a relatively short period 
from 1836 into the early 1840s then gave way 
to Style V.

The armscye seam was lowered on the upper 
arm. All the fullness in the top of the bias-cut 
sleeve had now been formed into narrow knife 
pleats usually laid in a longitudinal direction 
from the top of the cap to above the elbow 
(this length is a variable). The pleats folded 
from the front and from the back to meet on 
top of the sleeve in an inverted pleat. The full-
ness from these pleats is released above the 
elbow area, which includes part of the upper 
arm and part of the forearm; then the sleeve 
tapers to the wrist often with a placket.

Some subtle details of the sleeve’s design 
are clues to whether the sleeve is in its early 

Style IV B: The Demigigot Sleeve
development or probably belongs in the early 
1840s. For example, the longitudinal pleats 
of the upper arm were typically held in place 
with narrow bias strips placed at intervals 
around the arm. The trend was for these to 
be changed from a horizontal position to a 
diagonal direction so that they would be in 
harmony with the strong V line so dominant 
in the dress designs of the 1840s. The volume 
of the material surrounding the elbow area of 
the demigigot averaged 29 inches, consider-
ably less than that for the upper arm of the 
gigot (of the first half of the 1830s), which 
averaged 45¾ inches. Although there was a 
tendency for the girth of the demigigot sleeve 
to decrease through the elbow area, the girth 
measurement for the upper arm changed little 
because a binding effect was the rule regard-
less of the number of pleats incorporated.

A phenomenon, which as yet has not been 
explained, is the fact that there seems to be 
no counterpart of the demigigot following the 
decline of the large leg-of-mutton sleeve in the 
1890s.
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PLATE 4B

Style IV B: The demiGigot Sleeve

PLEATED TOWARD CENTER

PLATE 4B 
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SLEEVE MEASUREMENT CHART IV B

ARMSCYE UPPER ARM* OPENING
LENGTH

OUTSIDE* INSIDE*

64     THC 5618

1835-1838
Black Silk

14 3/4 12
28 6 3/8 4 1/2

27 1/4
1

24

Cut on bias, 42 pleats around upper arm; 2 bias bands placed slightly diagonally; fullness 
through elbow; wrist with placket.

65     THC 4572

c 1837
Silk

13 11 1/2
23 1/2 7 3/8 —

30
—
21

Sleeve cut on bias; 31 pleats held by 2 bias bands; fullness over elbow tapers to wrist; inside 
placket.

66       THC 3810

1838
Silk

13 12 1/2 10 1/4 9 3/4 7

Short sleeve to just above elbow: manipulated fabric held close to arm. Silk damask of upper 
arm shirred into 9 horizontal rows ending with 2 wide tucks, shirred to form poufs.

67      THC 75.80.9

1839-1840
Delaine

13 3/4 12
33 5/8 7 5/8  —

23 3/4
—
18

Cut on bias, upper arm has 24 pleats and bias flange; gigot shape tapers to wrist; wrist band 
and placket.

69      CI 68.54.1

c 1840
Silk

11 16 1/2 6 5/8 10
11 5/8

—
19

Tucks are horizontal rather than longitudinal.

71         CU 116
1840
Silk

12 1/4 14
32 6  —

30 1/2
—

22 5/8

Upper arm: 32 pleats plus bias pleated diagonal band. Fullness through elbow; inner seam 
corded; wrist placket.

72       CU 86
early 1840s

Delaine

13 1/2 13 1/2
 23 6 1/4 —

27
—

19 3/4

Upper sleeve has 49 pleats and two armlets. Sleeve is cut on straight grain; does not gradually 
taper to wrist, gathered into narrow wrist band.

Style IV B: The demigigot Sleeve

*Top figure = oversleeve; bottom figure = lower sleeve
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This sleeve is typically an integral component 
of an aesthetic plan wherein the diagonal 
lines of a costume are subtly repeated as they 
appear in the neckline, the sleeves, and the 
elongated point of the bodice. The sharp V 
motif is often referred to as a Gothic motif.

The sleeve extends from a sloping shoulder. 
It is cut in one piece on bias (although very 
occasionally it is cut on straight grain). As it is 
fitted relatively close to the arm and wrist, it 
requires gathers at the elbow and a placket at 
the wrist. Frequently the sleeve is accompa-
nied by an upper sleeve, a mancheron, which 
may be cut on straight grain or on bias and 
which tends to flare slightly. If the top of the 
sleeve is without a mancheron, its cap is with-
out noticeable fullness, and corded piping may 
be the only embellishment.

In England and in the United States the demi-
gigot and the bishop sleeve styles carried over 
from the late 1830s into the 1840s finally giv-
ing way to Style V the characteristics of which 
were different enough from the demigigot and 
the bishop to cause the outmoding of these 
rivals.

Style V: The Bias Sleeve

We tabulated the sleeve styles for 1840 from 
two sources: The Ladies Cabinet of Fashion, 
Music, and Romance, an English publication, 
and the American publication Godey’s Lady’s 
Book. Style V appeared in the English fashion 
journal for the first time during the summer 
of 1840. In the United States the new style 
was introduced in the November 1841 issue 
of Godey’s Lady’s Book. By 1842 the demigigot 
and the bishop had declined in the English 
publication to about 5% and in Godey’s to 
about 22% in favor of the new fashion, the 
long close-fitting bias sleeve Style V. Our 
specimens CU 116 (71) and CU 86 (72), both 
early 1840s dresses, have the demigigot style 
of sleeve, while our first example of the new 
tight bias sleeve with the mancheron is a wed-
ding dress of 1843 (CU 117) (74).

From 1843 throughout the decade Style V was 
typical. It was completely in harmony with the 
total characteristics of the dress. It did have 
a rival however, a sleeve with a bell-shaped 
opening which we have designated as Style VI, 
which gradually progressed in its development 
to become the favored sleeve of the 1850s.

LONG, CLOSE-FITTING
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PLATE 5

Style IV: The Bias Sleeve: Long, close-fitting, 
frequently topped with a Mancheron

Plate 5
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SLEEVE MEASUREMENT CHART V

ARMSCYE UPPER ARM OPENING
LENGTH

OUTSIDE INSIDE

74       CU 117

1843
Figured Silk

13 1/2 11 9 wrist 23 1/4 18 1/2

Mancheron cut on bias, no fullness in sleeve cap. Open end of mancheron has 4 bias strips 
(downward). Long sleeve cut on bias, corded seam, no wrist placket.

75       URI 1964.15.04

c 1843
Printed Cotton

12 1/2 11 1/2 7 3/4 23 1/8 18

Severely plain bias cut, enhanced by print; gathers at elbow and corded seam.

78        CI 1984.90.1

1846
(French)

Silk

13 — 7 21 1/4 18 1/2

Long, fitted; cut on bias; fitted at elbow with gathers; decorative buttons (French) and loops 
for wrist placket.

80     THC 78.31.2

1848-1850
Striped Muslin

10 11 1/8 7 7/8 19 1/4 15 1/4

Double mancheron cut on bias, belled and not lined. Basic sleeve, one-piece cut on bias, tight-
ly fitted, elbow gthers, no wrist placket.

81       CU 28

c 1849-1850
Plaid Cotton

11 10 1/2 7 3/8 19 5/8 18

Double mancheron, bias cut and belled. Long close-fitting bias-cut sleeve with open wrist 
placket.

Style V: THE BIAS SLEEVE — LONG, CLOSE-FITTING
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The feature common to this sleeve style is an 
open end which is considerably larger than 
the arm circumference. The bell style is a gen-
eral designation. It was commonly called pago-
da during the 1850s, and toward the close of 
its popularity it was also known as the funnel 
sleeve. The sleeve evolved from Style V and 
ran parallel with it. It became the dominant 
style following the decline of Style V.

In tracing the time span of this sleeve it be-
comes clear that its development progressed 
logically and smoothly. It enjoyed wide appeal 
among European and American women. C. W. 
Cunnington reports its presence in fashion 
journals of 1844, “. . . sleeves often widening 
into a bell-shape with white undersleeves.”378 

Our first specimen is the sleeve of a French 
brocaded silk dress (attributed date 1840-
1841) the opening of which is widened slight-
ly by the addition of a small godet, however, 
the opening is not truly belled. Our Irish 
striped silk of 1845-1846 qualifies as the 
belled type because the opening, widened 
with a gusset, is large enough to warrant a 
muslin undersleeve gathered into a fitted 
wrist band. Cunnington, Arnold, and Waugh 
have not mentioned the presence of the godet 
in the emerging bell type, but Cunnington re-
ports for the 1850s, “Sleeves are cut with one 
seam on the inner side, and in order to make 
the wide opening of the pagoda face forwards, 
the inner seam is caught up at its centre; 
there is a short close sleeve lining.379 

In time as the bell opening grew, this bias-cut 
sleeve required fullness in the cap, which was 
often concealed under a belled mancheron. 
When the belled opening reached about 36 
inches in the second half of the 1850s, the 
pattern design was usually changed by cutting 

Style VI: Sleeve with the Bell-shaped Opening
the sleeve on straight grain and controlling the 
extensive cap fullness with box pleats. During 
the decline of the bell style there were many 
variations; for example, upper poufs, shirring, 
and border flounces forming the lower sleeve. 
During the decline, changes appeared in the 
form of the sleeve and the circumference 
of the opening. Some of these changes are 
transitional in nature. In retrospect we see 
that as the belled opening is closing in around 
the lower arm (but with fullness continuing 
through the elbow area) a new pattern was 
required— one cut in two lengthwise pieces, 
often with a gusset. Our specimen example 
is the sleeve of the bolero of the chiné taffeta 
dress of about 1863, CU 1 (107).

We can get a general impression of the pro-
gression of the widening of the opening of the 
sleeve starting with the French dress, CI 46.23 
(73), then the Irish dress, CU 77 (77), and an 
American wedding dress of 1850, CU 56 (82). 
By the second half of the decade of 1850, 
the circumference of the sleeve opening was 
increasing, the range being from 26 inches to 
38¼ inches although five clustered around 26 
to 28 inches.

The more formal elegant dresses were 295⁄8, 
32½, and 33 inches. The contrast of the sleeve 
openings to two 1863 dresses is pertinent to 
the matter of change. CU 72 (106) was worn 
by an older woman. Her dress and its sleeve is 
more typical of late 1850s fashion. The cir-
cumference of the sleeve opening is 36 inches. 
A dress, new in fashion, similar to Princess 
Alexandra’s trousseau styles, is CU 1 (107). 
Its bell-shaped sleeve is changing shape as 
identified by a small opening circumference of 
16 inches— close to the circumference of an 
1840s bell-shaped sleeve.
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PLATE 6

Style VI: Sleeve with the Bell-shaped opening

BOX PLEATED TO FIT

PLATE 6 
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SLEEVE MEASUREMENT CHART VI

ARMSCYE UPPER ARM OPENING
LENGTH

OUTSIDE INSIDE

73       CI 46.23

1840-1841
(French)
Brocade

12 3/4 12 3/4 11 1/2 18 1/4 15 1/2

Mancheron cut on bias, lower sleeve not on true bias, slightly belled with godet on seamline

76      CI 1981.14.5

c 1845
(European)

Plaid Cotton

11 — 9 5/8 23 18 5/8

Mancheron cut on bias, belled opening, scalloped. Long sleeve cut on
bias, slightly belled. No godet.

77          CU 77

1845-1846
(Irish) 

Silk Stripe

12 1/2 — 16 5/8 20 13

Cut in one piece on bias, upper arm moderately loose, elbow gathers, bell opening, requires 
godet in seam. No mancheron around upper arm. Fringe on bell opening.

79          CU 2503

1849-1850
Silk Plaid

13 1/2 11 1/2 17 5/8 19 14

Mancheron belled and cut on bias. One-piece bias bell sleeve with slight gathers at elbow

82         CU 56

1850
Silk

11 — 22 1/4 18 3/4 14 1/8

Lower sleeve cut on bias. Upper sleeve formed of three bias sections shirred into poufs, three 
rows of gathers give fullness in sleeve cap.

84      CI 41.21.3

mid 1850s
2nd bodice

Brocade

12 1/8 — 32 1/2 20 3/4 18

Wide pagoda, pyramidal shape.

87      HCH 3722

c 1855-1860
Wool Challis

12 7/8 — 27 19 1/4 14 1/4

Basic sleeve, cut on straight grain, no ease in cap. Full bell, attached partial bias flounce and 
fringe.

86     MFAB 54.1015

1855-1860
Silk Plaid

12 23 1/2 33  20 1/4 12 3/4

Mancheron: flaring but no fullness in cap. Lower sleeve: straight grain with fullness in cap box 
pleated into armscye. Pieced on inside along seam.

89       THC 80.69

1856-1860
Silk Plaid

12 1/2 — 28 19 1/2 15 1/2

Pagoda begins under pelerine collar, short tucked sleeve cap on bias. Then full bias pouf (5 
3/4" long) joins a 2-tiered bell on bias.

90      CI 53.72.8

1856-1858
Brocade

14 — 28 18 14

Three parts like 3 tiers: 2 mancherons 2 1/4" long and 3 1/2" long, and a lower bell with fringe 
for both mancherons.

Style VI: Sleeve with the Bell-Shaped Opening
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SLEEVE MEASUREMENT CHART VI, CONT'D

ARMSCYE UPPER ARM OPENING
LENGTH

OUTSIDE INSIDE

91       CU 102

1856-1860
Silk Warp-taffeta

13 3/8  — 29 5/8 16 1/4 9 7/8

Pagoda, one-piece on bias; 2 bands applied to basic sleeve giving effect of flounces.

92      CI 41.21.5 

c 1856-1860 
Silk Organza

14 — 38 1/4 — —

 Pagoda is complex, topped with mancheron 9 1/2" long cut on straight grain and flared 19 
1/8". Lower sleeve is one-piece, straight grain comes to true bias on seam. Box pleat. Con-
toured at opening at a point in line with little finger.

93      THC 84.60

1856-1860
Silk Plaid

12 — 28 22 12 1/2

Pagoda, one-piece cut on bias. Pyramidal, contour of opening is angular like pelerine collar, 
three rows of fringe.

94      CI 38.23.59

1858-1860
Cotton Printed Muslin

15 1/2 — 26 20 14 1/4

Bell-type; lacks finish. No corded piping. Alteration?

95    CI 1979.346.55

c 1858
Printed Silk Organza

11 5/8 — 35 17 5/8 10

Instead of mancherons, topped with 2 rows of puffs. Lower sleeve cut on straight grain. Wide 
open; boullion, and quilled satin ribbon trim.

96     MFAB 50.474

c 1860
Silk Stripe

13 14 1/4 — 13 1/4 7 5/8

Atypical: upper sleeve to about elbow length, attached to a box pleated bell with undersleeve 
of net, lace, and ribbons.

106         CU 72

c.1863
Wool Challis 

12 1/2 — 36 18 11 1/4

Mancheron: bias, flaring. Lower sleeve cut on straight grain and top box-pleated into armscye 
(under mancheron).

107        CU 1

c 1863
Silk Warp-taffeta

12 1/2 13 1/2 16 15 1/4 12 1/2

Bolero sleeve: two-piece with seam outer side of elbow and seam inner side of elbow; curved 
and bell shape with gusset. All cut on straight grain; no mancheron.

10     MFAB 44.810

1863-1865
(French) 
Silk Warp

15 3/8 12 1/2 28 7/8 7 1/2
21 1/2

5 3/4
13 1/4

Upper sleeve cut on straight grain. Lower sleeve cut on bias (pieced) and box-taffeta pleated 
on to upper sleeve.

Style VI: Sleeve with the Bell-Shaped Opening
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M. B. Picken defines the bishop sleeve as, “a 
sleeve that is full in the lower part as in an 
Anglican bishop’s robe, either loose or held by 
a band at the wrist.”380 According to Hillhouse 
and Mansfield, “It is a long sleeve that blous-
es over a narrow band at the wrist with the 
fullest and longest part of the blousing falling 
away from the body around the little finger 
side of the hand.”381 

If the major identification feature is a fitted 
wristband into which a noticeable amount of 
sleeve fullness has been gathered, then the 
frequency of the appearance of this sleeve 
may be more extensive. To document its exis-
tence it was necessary to cite the literature as 
our specimens are limited in number and in 
time span.

English authorities have described and illus-
trated a few dresses with modified bishop 
sleeves for late in the second decade and an 
increasing number in the third decade. A 
number of these third decade sleeves are es-
sentially the gigot style, which are exceptional 
in that they do not fit the lower arm closely 
and often fasten in a wrist placket.

Our first specimen is an early 1840s dress of 
printed delaine, probably an everyday dress, 
(CI 38.100.2)(70). From the literature one 
could conclude that in the 1840s there is 
quite a cluster of dresses with bishop-style 
sleeves; in fact, C. W. Cunnington reports that 
in the fashion journals the bishop sleeve is 
common.382 

Without doubt the sleeve made its most 
frequent appearance during the 1850s and 
1860s particularly as the muslin under-

Style VII: The Bishop Sleeve
sleeve—the essential accompaniment to the 
pagoda. In exquisite chemisettes and blouses 
thebishop sleeve was typical. During this pe-
riod a full-length bishop sleeve held a unique 
position because it was also considered suit-
able for clothes for active sports, such as cro-
quet, as well as for work dresses. The sleeve 
style is very similar to that of a boy’s tradi-
tional shirt sleeve. Our specimen (CU 67) (99) 
is a rare everyday dress of a green and white 
cotton check dated about 1860.

The bishop sleeve continued to be the practi-
cal style for the rest of the century. It was also 
favored occasionally for summer dresses, but 
except for muslin undersleeves, it apparently 
played a minor role in the realm of high fash-
ion until the early twentieth century.

In determining about where on the timeline 
an unknown bishop sleeve should be placed, 
consider the armscye circumference, which 
will indicate whether the sleeve falls within 
the period of the sloping shoulder.

All of our specimens from 1840 into the early 
1860s were within the sloping shoulder pe-
riod. Note that the bishop sleeve is cut on 
straight grain regardless of the cut of other 
sleeve styles of the period. As is evident from 
Sleeve Chart 7, the widest part of the lower 
sleeve (to be gathered into the wristband) was 
not measured.

The longer the distance from the armscye 
seam to the top of the wristband, the more 
the sleeve will blouse over the band on the 
outside of the arm. Examples THC 76.53.191 
(85) and CI 38.100.2 (70) probably have the 
most blousing.
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PLATE 7

Style VII: The Bishop Sleeve

PLATE 7 
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SLEEVE MEASUREMENT CHART VII

ARMSCYE UPPER ARM OPENING
LENGTH

OUTSIDE INSIDE

70      CI 38.100.2

c.1840
Delaine

12 1/2 13
no mancheron

7
(wrist band) 21 5/8 19

Cut on straight grain. Moderately loose and gathered into wrist band; armscye seam corded.

85    THC X76.53.191

c 1850-1855
Wool & Silk

14 1/4 — 7 1/2 24 1/2 22 1/2

Mancheron: cut on bias. Bishop long sleeve cut on straight grain. Long enough to allow for 
blousing of traditional bishop.

99       CU 67

c.1860
Cotton Check

11 1/2 21 6 1/4 20 1/2 17 3/4

One-piece cut on straight grain, fullness gauged into wristband, button placket.

100       CU 65

c 1860
Cotton Printed Muslin

12 1/2 23 5 3/4 20 17 1/4

 One-piece, width of fabric. Gauged fullness in sleeve cap and wrist band with placket.

Style VII: The Bishop Sleeve
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Identification of this sleeve style requires 
alertness to measurements and to details be-
cause of confusing nomenclature in the litera-
ture. The term “coat sleeve” appeared early in 
the 1860s and was often identified as a sleeve 
that was no longer the typical pagoda (or fun-
nel), and therefore was differentiated by being 
described as “tight” (which in the true sense it 
was not). It was also referred to as the sleeve 
which would no longer accommodate a muslin 
undersleeve because it was fitting too closely 
to the wrist.

The term “coat sleeve” is also used in the 
1870s, but, as you will see from the measure-
ments, that style is different from the 1860s 
sleeve in form and dimensions. Consequent-
ly, we chose to classify the ambiguous coat 
sleeve of the 1860s as Style VIII, and we shall 
classify the sleeve of the 1870s as “Style IX: 
The True Coat Sleeve.” The combination of 
measurements serves to identify the differ-
ence between the two styles, both of which 
may be referred to in the literature as “the 
coat sleeve.”

The Style VIII two-piece sleeve, cut on straight 
grain, is loose around the upperarm and el-
bow. The fullness in the cap is not readily ap-
parent because it is controlled by a deep tuck 
located toward the lower back of the armscye 
curve. The sleeve is shaped to bow out in a 
convex curve over the elbow and then taper 
to the wrist so that the outer seam aligns with 
the little finger. The sleeve tapers to the wrist 
although it rarely fits tightly enough to require 
a placket. The inner seam is a concave curve 
and aligns with the thumb. The upper section 

Style VIII: The Long Curved Sleeve 

of the sleeve (which includes the top of the 
cap) is generally larger than the undersection 
(which joins the lower curve of the armscye).

In searching for the first appearance of Style 
VIII it is necessary to separate dresses from 
apparel worn outdoors. For example, as illus-
trated and reported in the American fashion 
journals, riding habits, carriage dresses, and 
walking dresses may have had a sleeve re-
sembling Style IX, which was straighter, less 
curved, and ending with a wide cuff. Details 
regarding Style IX are reserved for later, but 
these details are pertinent to differentiate 
Style VIII from Style IX in that a shorter shoul-
der seam, a larger armscye circumference, and 
probably a larger wrist circumference will be 
indicative of the true coat sleeve typical of the 
1870s.

By 1865, for both English and American dress-
es, Style VIII had become typical. The close fit 
around the wrist had outmoded the muslin 
undersleeve. Our specimens and those of En-
glish authorities, Bradfield, Arnold, and Waugh 
all have characteristics common to this style.

The decline of Style VIII is part of an evo-
lutionary change in silhouette. The sloping 
shoulder line gradually gave way to a new 
location of the armscye seam from down on 
the upper arm to up on the shoulder bone. 
Likewise, the finely tuned, curved, two-piece 
sleeve gave way to a straighter two-piece 
sleeve with featured embellishment around 
the moderately open end. By 1867-1869 this 
change is identifiable among the specimens, 
both American and European.

TWO LENGTHWISE PIECES: CURVED TO TAPER TO THE WRIST
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PLATE 8

Style VIII: The Long Curved Sleeve

PLATE 8 



957                 CHAPTER 13 - SLEEVE, STYLE, & DATE

ARMSCYE UPPER ARM OPENING
LENGTH SHOULDER

SEAMOUTSIDE INSIDE

102   CU 95.01.06

1861-1865
Silk Taffeta

12 1/4 14 7/8 8 3/4 22 18 1/2 7 5/8

Straight grain. Bows out in a convex curve around elbow and tapers to wrist.

103   THC 78.138.1

1862-1865
Silk Plaid

11 3/4
17 

(through
elbow)

7 3/4 20 15 1/2 8 1/4

Straight grain; same as above, no ease in cap; small dart lower back side of cap.

104   THC 74.64.15

1862-1865
Silk Figured

12 1/8 14 8 19 5/8 15 3/4 9

Straight grain; outer seam aligned with shoulder seam; small dart in cap at back. Tapers to wrist; no 
placket.

105      CU 3897

1862-1866
Plaid Barege

11 3/4 14 8 20 1/2 16 8 3/4

Cut on straight grain. Shaped to curve at elbow. Tapers to wrist. No wrist opening or placket.

108       CU 82

1863-1865
Silk Plaid

12 16 8 7/8 20 14 3/8 8 1/8

Straight grain; bows out around elbow and tapers to wrist without placket. Dart in cap at back.

110      CU 2512

1865-1868
Silk Taffeta Plaid

 13 1/4 17 8 3/8 23 16 1/2 9 1/2

Straight grain; shaped as those above; dart in cap; no wrist placket.

111     CU 4076

1865-1868
Silk Plaid

12 3/8 — 10 19 3/8 15 8 3/4

Straight grain; same shape as above, includes dart in back sleeve cap.

112       CU 73

1867-1868
(English) 

Plain Silk Taffeta

16 — 8 5/8 22 3/4 18 1/4 7 3/4

Straight grain; note large armscye: a new trend; but lower sleeve is narrow and plain.

SLEEVE MEASUREMENT CHART VIII

Style VIII: The Long Curved Sleeve
Two Lengthwise Pieces Curved to taper to the wrist
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ARMSCYE UPPER ARM OPENING
LENGTH SHOULDER

SEAMOUTSIDE INSIDE

114 THC x76.53.202

c.1868
Silk Faille

14 3/4 14 8 3/4 21 1/2 15 3/4 9

Outer seam aligned with shoulder seam; no sleeve placket but decorated with pleating.

116   MFAB 52.1653

c.1868
Alpaca

13 3/8 — 9 1/8 18 14 1/2 7 5/8

 Loose-fitting, no fullness in cap. Lower sleeve decorated. Ends on lower arm, not at wrist. No evi-
dence of dart in back of cap.

113      CU 69

October 1868
Silk Plaid

10 3/4 — 9 20 1/4 16 8 1/2

Sleeve emerrom sloping shoulder, upper arm seam is aligned with shoulder seam. No wrist 
placket.

115  THC x76.53.192

c 1868 
Silk Taffeta

13 3/8 15 3/4  8 7/8 20 1/4 16 3/4 7 1/2

Shaped as aboe, has tuck or dart in back cap. Appliqué on forearm, no placket.

118     CU 2722

November 1869 
Silk Faille

16 1/8 13 3/4 9 1/2 23 18 5/8 7 1/4

Straight grain, no ease in cap. Sleeve ending (new trend) with knife-pleated wrist decoration.

117      CU 63

c 1869
Silk Faille

16 16 1/2 9 21 16 1/2 8

Four parts: epaulet on the shoulder, two-piece sleeve with typical contour and satin quilted under-
sleeve. Shallo ap with no fullness.

119         CU 2

1869-1870
(English) 
Silk Faille

13 1/2 16 3/4 11 3/4 19 7/8 14 3/4 8 5/8

Cut on straight grain; epaulet on shoulder, no fullness in cap except back tuck/dart, wide wrist opening.

SLEEVE MEASUREMENT CHART VIII, CONT'D

Style VIII: The Long Curved Sleeve
Two Lengthwise Pieces Curved to taper to the wrist
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This two-piece sleeve tends to lack the fine-
tuned contours of Style VIII. There is only a 
moderate difference in the girth from upper 
arm to elbow to sleeve ending. The sleeve cap 
has no apparent fullness except for the tuck/
dart in the back of the armscye seam— a 
carryover from Style VIII. The sleeve length 
varies, sometimes ending on the forearm, but 
rarely ending below the wrist. Ornamentation, 
however, especially for dresses suitable for 
formal occasions, may extend over the upper 
hand. Typically the most distinctive feature is 
the ornamentation at the sleeve’s wide open-
ing such as a large mousquetaire cuff, or dou-
ble cuff, or double knife-pleated frill. A walking 
suit with the coat sleeve may have a muslin 
undersleeve.

The rise and decline of Style IX was tracked in 
the works of C. W. Cunnington and Elizabeth 
S. Brown. Neither author defined the “coat 
sleeve” in terms of dimensions, however illus-
trations from fashion plates provided docu-
mentation of their statements.

Cunnington states that in 1870, “Sleeve are 
generally wide or half-wide with tight under-
sleeve for day.”383 In 1873, “The bodices are 
nearly all in jacket form having sleeves with 
mousquetaire cuffs...in winter...or bell sleeves 
in summer,”384 and in 1874, “The prevailing 
type of sleeve is the coat-shaped with wide 
mousquetaire cuffs.”385 

For the later part of the decade Cunnington 
has little to report about the coat style sleeve, 
but through the graphics one is aware of a 
trend toward a lengthening and narrowing 
of the coat type in that it is less identifiable 
than it was about midpoint of the decade. 
Elizabeth Schmeck Brown from her study of 
Harpers Bazar finds that, “In August [1875] 
the best modistes, in preparing for fall, were 

Style IX: The “True” Coat Sleeve
making coat sleeves closefitting, but short-
er than before, with flaring cuffs or pleated 
frills….” 386 In summary, she concludes that the 
coat style with cuff as the usual style for the 
later part of the decade.

Merging of Style VIII into Style IX was so 
gradual and so subtle that it is difficult o 
pinpoint the first appearance of Style IX, and 
it depends on the type of garment described. 
For example, an Italian fashion plate is dated 
1863387 (actually an illustration of French fash-
ion of a lady dressed in a tailor-made walk-
ing suit “meant to be rational”). The sleeve 
is definitely a two-piece coat sleeve with an 
undersleeve—a white muslin bishop type. A 
second source is La Mode Illustrée, Paris 1870: 
the lady ‘s jacket and skirt are intended to 
resemble an eighteenth-century riding habit. 
The men’s-wear fabric and the coat sleeve 
with the large cuff epresent the trend toward 
more functional clothing, according to Doris 
L. Moore. 388 That the true coat sleeve, Style 
IX, was typical during the 1870s for women’s 
day dresses, both informal and formal, can be 
substantiated by all the evidence. Its decline 
during the first two years of the 1880s was as 
subtle as its first appearance.

Girth measurements of the upper arm and 
the wrist will aid in determining when the 
two-piece sleeve became the long tight sleeve 
belonging to the cuirass bodice of the 1880s.

In identifying the true coat style the speci-
mens given on Sleeve Chart IX provide per-
tinent measurement relationships. The coat 
sleeve easiest to identify is quite straight; that 
is, there is only a moderate difference in girth 
from the upper arm to elbow to sleeve ending. 
Since not all coat sleeves are full length, one 
needs to be cognizant of the placement of the 
trimming at the sleeve ending.
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PLATE 9

Style IX: The “True” Coat Sleeve
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ARMSCYE UPPER ARM OPENING
LENGTH SHOULDER

SEAMOUTSIDE INSIDE

120         CU 47

c 1870
Silk Taffeta Stripe

17 3/8 14 1/4 8 5/8 22 16 1/8 6 3/8

Two lengthwise pieces cut on straight grain. Large cuff is cut on bias and tiffened.

121 Brown Collection

May 1872
Wool Plaid

15 3/4 15 1/2 11 3/8 19 3/8 17 1/2 7 1/4

 Two-piece sleeve is shaped for elbow bend, no fullness in cap; large bias-cut cuff.

122   THC 1986.112

c 1873-1874
Silk Poplin

14 3/8 15 1/2 10 21 3/8 15 3/8 7 3/8

 Two-piece with wide cuff e ect. Cap has tuck/dart in back as in  1860s type.

124       CU 59

1875
Silk Taffeta

15 3/4 13 7/8 10 21 3/4 18 6

Two-piece, applied shirred self-fabric strip entire length of arm and cuff ornament.

126      CU 1837 

c 1875
(English)

Silk Taffeta

15 7/8 14 3/4 10 5/8 20 3/8 18 6 3/8

Two-piece, straight grain. Deep tuck in cap. Simulated cuff.

123       CU 45

1875
Silk Rep

16 13 11 12 3/4 10 5 1/2

Two-piece; high on shoulder. Length just covers elbow. Not typical of day dress of 1870s, probably 
updated evening dress.

125       CU 61

1874-1875
Cotton Tarlatan

13 1/2 14 13 1/2 20 15 7 1/2

 Still slightly sloping shoulders. Two-piece sleeve with shirred strip of self-fabric full length top of 
arm. Double ruffl cuff.

SLEEVE MEASUREMENT CHART IX

Style IX: True “Coat” Sleeve
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ARMSCYE UPPER ARM OPENING
LENGTH SHOULDER

SEAMOUTSIDE INSIDE

128   THC 74.64.9 

c 1875-1878
Silk Faille

16 1/8 14 11  22 3/8 15 3/4 5 3/4

Two-piece. See grain direction on drawing. Tuck/dart in back of sleeve cap.

127    CU 2994

1875-1878
Silk rep

16 1/2 13 8 3/4 19 1/2 14 1/2 6 1/2

Two-piece. Wide, intricate cuff on bia .

129   THC 1987.24.1

1878
Silk Taffeta

16 1/8 13 12 1/2 21 1/2 17 1/2 5 1/2

Two-piece. Underpiece is narrow and not very visible but has tuck/dart in back cap. Sleeve end has 
bias cuff and ow with three ruffles like a belled undersleeve.

130  THC x76.53.279

1878-1879 
Silk Dobby

17 14 13 very long 5 7/8

Sleeve end is very elaborate with 3 rows of pleated taffeta over the hand.

131     CU 36

1882-1883
Novelty Weave over 

Silk Taffeta

15 1/2 12 1/2 8 7/8 20 15 1/4 5

 Two-piece, no ease in cap and easy fit through upper arm. Sleeve ends at midpoint of forearm with 
ornate trimming.

137   THC 80.54.2

1882
Silk Taffeta

17 1/4 14 11 1/2 18 12 3/4 6 1/4

Two-piece, no ease in cap, relatively loose fitting. Sleeve terminates about midpoint of forearm with 
wide lace ruffle ttached.

SLEEVE MEASUREMENT CHART IX, CONT'D

Style IX: True “Coat” Sleeve
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This two-piece sleeve follows the loose coat 
sleeve and is, by contrast, a close-fitting sleeve 
in harmony with its cuirass bodice. In retro-
spect, we see that the long sleeve appears in 
various cuts—one piece, two piece, straight 
grain, or bias. The tight sleeve of the 1880s re-
sembles the two-piece tight sleeve as seen in 
four of our specimens of the transitional pe-
riod of the 1790s: MFAB 43.703 (9), ca1785, 
French walking suit, URI damask (11), ca 
1785-1800; CI 64.32.2 (12) damask, ca 1785-
1800; TV V.46.74.12 (13), ca 1795.

The 1880s tight slowly evolved from the two-
piece coat sleeve of the 1870s so that a first 
appearance is not a clear bench mark. In fact 
our first two specimens of the 1880s are still 
coat style, but they do have the shorter shoul-
der seam typical of the 1880s. According to C. 
W. Cunnington’s summary of fashion news for 
1880, “. . .sloping shoulders are out of fash-
ion.”389 

By 1882, and also in 1883, news sources of 
high fashion inform us of the presence of full-
ness in the sleeve caps, although their fash-
ion plates give no evidence of this trend and 
neither do our specimens.

The narrow back of the 1880s cuirass bodice 
is noted by Brown in Harpers Bazar, January 
1883,390 and also a rare statement regarding 
dimension is given. “The upper portion [cap] 
is curved for the shoulder, and the lowest 
point of the armhole is one inch from the 
armpit.”391 

For the first half of the decade the sleeve cap 
was frequently smooth over the shoulder or 
had only slight ease, but gradually ease was in-
troduced in the cap with a high curve directed 
upward above the armscye seam or outward 
from the shoulder bone, thus broadening the 
line. The fullness in the cap gradually

Style X: The Two Piece Long, tight Sleeve
developed into the amount needed for the 
leg-of-mutton sleeve that we shall see in the 
1890s. The fullness in the cap gradually de-
veloped into the leg-of-mutton sleeve that we 
shall see in the 1890s. By 1885, slight fullness 
in the cap is appearing, and in the late 1880s 
cap fullness is an identification clue. The cap 
curve may be cut high so that the fullness 
rises above the shoulder around the top of the 
cap, or the fullness may project horizontally 
supported with padding. Occasionally a full-
blown pouf tops the tight two-piece sleeve 
resembling the period sleeve of the second 
decade. The cycle of a gigot style was under-
way in the late 1880s, as one can measure in 
the increasing volume in the top of the sleeve. 
(The volume reached its maximum size during 
the years 1895 and 1896.)

Comparison of the measurements that distin-
guish sleeve Style IX from sleeve Style X will 
aid in determining about where on the time-
line the sleeve belongs. In summary, measure-
ments indicate that:

•  The shoulder seam of Style X is typically 
shorter than Style IX—approximately one 
inch.

• The armscye has decreased slightly, even 
though the curve is high on the shoulder 
bone, because the cuirass bodice is fitted 
close to the body and the lowest point of 
the underarm curve in a typical sleeve is 
fitted high into the armpit area.

• The girth of the sleeve through the up-
per arm has decreased so that the typical 
sleeve is close fitting.

Our measurement data is limited because the 
specimen dresses of tight fashion were worn 
by the same woman whose upper arm mea-
surements ranged from 107⁄8 to 12½ inches. 
It is probable that the average upper arm 
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circumference would be larger than 11 inches, 
but in any case the sleeve should be close to the 
wearer’s arm.

The tight of the sleeve at the elbow required 
gathers of fullness placed in either the upper 
section of the sleeve or the undersection de-
pending upon the relative size of the sections. 
The sleeve ending, if at the wrist, was usually 
fitted close enough to require a placket with 
fasteners. By contrast with the 1870s, the orna-
mentation of the sleeve ending was played down 
with the main objective being to repeat orna-
mentationfrom some other part of the dress or 
else to leave the faced hem quite plain.

Ladies' Blouse Waist, 
plain or fancy, from 
Metropolitan Fashions, 
October 1898. It appears 
that the wearer of this 
garment would not be 
expecting to bend her 
elbows very far. 
Collection of Susan Greene
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PLATE 10

Style X: The Two Piece Long, tight Sleeve
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SLEEVE MEASUREMENT CHART X

ARMSCYE UPPER ARM OPENING
LENGTH SHOUL-

DER 
SEAM

NARROW 
BODICE 

BACKOUTSIDE INSIDE

132       CU 46

c 1883
Cotton Eyelet

14 1/2 11 1/2 9 18 1/2 15 1/4 4 7/8 12

Exception, one-piece but fitted; no ease in cap; dart from elbow to wrist instead of seam.

133        CU 38

c 1885
Satin and Velvet

14 3/4 11 8 18 1/2 13 1/2 5 12

Two-piece sleeve beginning high on shoulder bone; slight ease in cap, and ease in undersection for 
elbow. Wrist decoration repeats that of the vest.

134      CU 41

c.1886
Velvet and

Passimenterie

15 1/2  11 3/4 7 1/2 20 1/4 15

4 1/2 
cross to
4 3/4 on 

seam

11 1/2

Two-piece sleeve, very short shoulder. Slight ease in cap and slight ease for elbow. Open placket.

135        CU 35

c 1886-1887
Ottoman and Velvet

16 11 7 3/8 22 15 4 1/2 9 7/8

Two-piece velvet sleeve with more fullness in cap, which is now raised from shoulder. Laced wrist 
placket, otherwise plain.

136       CU 43

c 1888
Broadcloth and Velvet

16 3/4  10 7/8 6 3/4 22 3/8 15 3/4 4 5/8 12

Two-piece sleeve, slight ease in cap. Girth very tight, but ease for elbow placed in upper section. 
Armscye large partly because of number of incorporated fabric layers.

145          CU 16

1896-1897

14 12 1/2 7 1/2 26 19

Long, tight, to piece sleeve, top section with cap on straight grain, moderate amount of cap
fullness; sleeve ending in point with wrist placket.

148        CU 17

1898-1899

15 3/4 14 1/2 7 5/8 27 17 3/4 4 7/8 13

Long, tight, to piece sleeve cut on bias; undersection very narrow and join with upper
sleeve down outside of arm forms chevron pattern.

149        CU 111

1898-1900

17 13 1/4 6 1/2 25 1/2 18 7/8 3 3/4 14

Long, tight, to piece sleeve; undersleeve armscye to wrist is narrow, elbow fullness in
upper section, fullness in sleeve cap fullness rises slightly above shoulder, lining smaller,
upper sleeve down outside.

Style X: The Two Piece Long, tight Sleeve
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The reader may wonder what happened to 
the sleeves of the dresses of the 1890s. As 
discussed in detail in Chapter 12 the decade 
was a period in transition. Transition becomes 
evident when categorizing sleeve styles. In the 
1890s no styles appeared that were distinctly 
new and different from the ten styles we have 
traced through to the end of the 1880s.

In the second half of the 1880s the gigot de 
mouton style was developing as seen in the 
gradual increase of volume in the upper part 
of the sleeve. During the first half of the 1890s 
it was typical and by 1896 it had reached its 
maximum volume to the point that it was in 
many respects dysfunctional. Like its prede-
cessors from 1827 to 1836, its extreme size 
resulted in its decline, but unlike the 1830s 
model no demigigot style seemed to appear 
in the late nineteenth century. Our first leg-of-
mutton sleeve is CU 18 (142), silk dress, 1893-
1895. Our second one belongs to a white satin 
wedding dress of 1896, THC 83.154.4 (144).

Another popular style of the decade was a 
short puffed sleeve somewhat related to the 
leg-of-mutton in that its volume also seemed 
out of proportion to the wearer’s head and 
her fitted bodice. A good example is the sleeve 
of a white satin wedding dress CU 49 (141), 
1892-93. It is composed of double poufs and 
has been classified with Style II.

A third style of sleeve apparently popular 
in the 1890s was the period style. Our first 
example is CU 120 (140), 1891, the sleeve of a 
formal day dress designed by Paquin who, like 
Worth, turned to historic sources for design 
inspiration. Another example is the sleeve of 
an upstate New York wedding dress of 1895, 
THC 43.44.1 (143), a brown silk taffeta. They 
have been categorized as Style III.

The four remaining 1890s dresses had sleeves 
that were essentially two-piece tight sleeves 
with some fullness in the cap. They resembled 
most closely the long tight two-piece sleeve of 
the 1880s classified as Style X.

Sleeves of the 1890s
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ARMSCYE UPPER ARM OPENING
LENGTH SHOULDER

SEAM

NARROW 
BODICE 

BACKOUTSIDE INSIDE

140      CU 120

1891

16 3/4 13 3/4 7 1/2 26 7/8 17 7/8 4 11 5/8

A period style: draped pouf cut on bias (8" long) (coming from under a flaring mancheron (about 23 
3/4) joined to close fitting two piece lower sleeve wrist placket.

141        CU 49 

1892-1893

16 3/4 22 10 12 1/2 8 1/2 2 open neck  —

A puffed sleeve: composed of two poufs, with invisible join around girth of upper arm - form held by 
shorter lining of cotton, small sleeve opening.

142          CU 18 

1893-1895

18 1/2 29 8 1/4 38 3/4 15 3/4 4 1/2 —

A gigot (leg-of-mutton) cut in two pieces, cap fullness in tight gathers, wrist placket; (see drawing for 
grain direction)

 143        THC 43.44.1

1895

17 1/2 19 1/2 12 1/8 33 13 1/4  9 3/8 9

A period style sleeve in three parts: the pouf (which does not completely encircle the arm girth) and 
the two piece lower sleeve with cuff. The underarm section extends from armscye to wrist.

144  THC 83.154.4

June 1896

18 1/4 11 31 1/2 14 3/8 8 1/4 10

A gigot; cut from one piece - its inner lengthwise seam is on true bias from armscye to wrist; sleeve 
cap tightly gathered (see drawing for grain direction).

147      CU 108A

1897-1899

17 3/4 15 1/2 7 1/4 — —  4 11 1/4

Russian blouse: modified gigot in two lengthwise pieces sleeve flaring at wrist and folded back cuff.

147       CU 108B

1897-1899

17 1/2 15 1/2 8 25 17 1/2 3 7/8 10 3/8

Blouse: One piece like man’s shirt but with fullness in cap, tailored placket to cuff.

145        CU 16

1896-1897

14 12 1/2 7 1/2 26 19 3 3/4

Long, tight, two piece sleeve, top section with cap on straight grain, moderate amount of cap fullness; 
sleeve ending in point with wrist placket.

148        CU 17

1898-1899

15 3/4 14 1/2 7 5/8 27 17 3/4 4 7/8 13

Long, tight, two piece sleeve cut on bias; undersection very narrow and join with upper sleeve down 
outside of arm forms chevron pattern.

149      CU 111

1898-1900

17 13 1/4 6 1/2 25 1/2 18 7/8 3 3/4 14

Long, tight, two piece sleeve; undersleeve armscye to wrist is narrow, elbow fullness in upper section, 
fullness in sleeve cap fullness rises slightly above shoulder, lining smaller.

SLEEVE MEASUREMENT CHART XI
Sleeves of the 1890s
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A distinctive pattern can be clearly seen when 
graphing the measurement data. Graphs 
show (a) the duration of a sleeve style; (b) the 
rhythm of cyclical development showing the 
ten styles in relation to each other.

Armscye and wrist measurements were cho-
sen to graph because they are usually close 
to the body, allowing for less variability than 
measurements such as sleeve girth. Although 
people are different sizes and fabrics and con-
struction techniques vary, the range of arms-
cyes and opening measurements of the dress-
es cluster within certain boundaries indicating 
consistent results.

Graphic Illustrations

Graph 1 - Armscye Circumferences

Each type of sleeve was plotted by year and 
circumference of the armscye. It can be not-
ed that each type has distinctive ranges of 
armscye measurements and illustrates a clear 
pattern.

The size of the armscye indicates the position 
of the sleeve in terms of whether the armscye 
seam is over the shoulder bone, curves deeply 
into the back bodice, or is below the shoul-
der bone as part of a sloping effect. As the 
1800s begin, the circumference is large with 
the seam high on the shoulder. As the sloping 
shoulder comes into vogue, the circumference 
is reduced until it reaches 10¾ inches in the 
gigot, then it gradually begins to increase. 
By the end of the century, the measurement 
is large. Each type can be noted to begin to 
overlap the previous one, then cluster, then 
slowly peter out supporting a theory of cycli-
cal development.
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Graph 2 - Circumferences of 
Sleeve Endings

There are distinctive clusters for each type. 
The century-long pattern shows the open-
ing measurement beginning as rather large 
with the loose sleeve, then decreasing as the 
tighter sleeves became fashionable, increasing 
dramatically for the bell-shaped sleeves, and 
finally decreasing again as the sleeve opening 
was fitted closely to the wrist. Each type illus-
trates the cyclical development theory.

Conclusions

To gain insight into the nature of cyclical de-
velopment in dress fashions, ten sleeve styles 
were identified.

It became evident that while one sleeve 
style was dominant as a fashion for a period 
of time, another style was evolving during 
at least part of the same period gaining the 
dominant position as its predecessor de-
clined.

The growth of the normal style cycle follows a 
characteristic pattern: (a) In the early stages 
the form isevolving with some of the charac-
teristics of the dominant style. It is sufficientl

unique to qualify as “the new,” yet in form it 
is not radically different; (b) The new style 
progresses from high fashion to typical (the 
dominant style) of the period and is easily 
identifiable; (c) The typical style progresses 
through the period of decline. Many variations 
of the style appear until the possibilities are 
more or less played out, and the extremes 
have become passé .

The documentation of the reappearance as 
revival of an identified form brings to the 
forefront the statement commonly heard that 
“fashions repeat themselves.” Qualifications 
are needed to put the debatable statement 
in perspective. Several of the identified sleeve 
styles reappeared during the 1890s, which 
was in many respects a period of transition. 
Although to the investigator the sleeve styles 
are recognizable, many factors have changed. 
Consider the fact that the style is several 
decades removed from the original. The aes-
thetic characteristics of the new fashion are 
different, and the orientation of the sleeve to 
the bodice is different. If the dress design is 
successful, the effect is not that of a period 
costume transplanted to a new era.392 
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Mr. & Mrs. I. N. Phelps Stokes, 
1897

 John Singer Sargent 
(American, 1856-1925)

Used by permission of The 
Metropolitan Museum 
of Art, Bequest of Edith 
Minturn Phelps Stokes, 
1938. (38.104) All rights 
reserved, The Metropolitan 
Museum of Art.

"...it also encodes the couple’s 
modern spirit: an emblematic 'new 
woman' encouraged but not domi-
nated by her husband…."
H. Barbara Weinberg & Stephanie 
L. Herdrich (The Metropolitan Mu-
seum of Art Bulletin, Spring 2000)
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Chapter 14: About This Process

The objectives of this work were primar-
ily two: to produce a body of compre-
hensive information about characteris-

tics of American women’s dresses from about 
1780 to 1900, and to develop a chronological 
framework to enhance the value of the infor-
mation for a diverse population of users.

Among the kinds of users who tested this 
material and helped to improve it are: collec-
tions volunteers recruited by museums to help 
with accessioning, storage, and other aspects 
of museum management; curators, especially 
those who are generalists with responsibility 
for a variety of collections; persons who repro-
duce historic costume, as for dolls, theatre, 
other; individuals wishing to learn more about 
their family history, in part, through artifacts 
handed down; dealers and private collectors 
needing help in evaluating potential purchas-
es.

This reference book is unique in several ways: 
It is based on a body of reliable data drawn 
from a systematic comparison of extant dress-
es, a sample referred to throughout as “the 
specimens." These were studied on-site in 
large urban museums, regional historical so-
ciety collections, university study collections, 
and a few private collections. During the field 
study each dress was systematically examined 
in its entirety, measured, sketched, and de-

scribed ensuring a sequential coverage of the 
same components for each dress. The major 
attributes and limitations of the sample are 
summarized in this chapter. 

• Developing a chronological framework to 
accommodate users with different needs 
required meeting the new demands and 
intriguing possibilities of ever expanding 
computer technology – hence, the CD. 
This reference book is not intended to 
be read progressively from cover to cover. 
Each chapter is an entity – a book in itself. 
It is organized to enable the user to gain di-
rect access to the decade to be investigat-
ed and to the topic of immediate concern, 
for example, “Predominant Characteristics 
of the Compared Specimens” – or perhaps 
the annotated drawing of a specimen.

• In Chapter 1 methodology was introduced 
in recognition of the needs of those in 
charge of collections to prepare volunteers 
and others who may not be familiar with 
handling primary materials by teaching 
them the fundamentals of investigative 
procedures that involve handling extant 
garments often rare and irreplaceable. 
Procedures were introduced through an 
intriguing study of an eighteenth century 
dress mistakenly believed to have been 
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made from a printed cotton of Indian 
(Southeast Asia) manufacture that was 
brought to the Colonies by an American 
sea captain.

• Cumulative data gathered from ten styles 
of sleeves represented among the 148 
specimens contributed significantly to 
Chapter 13, “Sleeve, Style, & Date.”

• The graphics are for identifying style char-
acteristics. For the visually minded this 
material is particularly valuable.

THE SAMPLE
The sample consists of 148 extant dresses 
that existed at the time of our examination. 
Each was documented in terms of an acces-
sion number within a recognized collection. 
An index card provided by the collection 
included donor and date of acquisition, brief 
description of the garment, and occasionally 
wearer and provenance. The dresses selected 
for study were always complete, i.e., not frag-
mented parts. When there was evidence that 
a dress had been altered, we made note of it. 
Each dress was examined on-site.

An important requisite to the reliability of 
the on-site examinations was that most of 
the work was done by at least two persons. In 
preparation for the on-site examinations, two 
data recording forms were developed: (1) a 
topic headings list for individual dress descrip-
tions, and (2) a checklist for dress measure-
ments.393 These forms aided in standardizing 
the recording of pertinent information about 
each dress. Operating within the constraints 
of funds and time, the descriptive data were 
collected for as many specimens, roughly 
divided by decade, as possible during the ap-
pointed study period with each institution. To 
complete a reasonably well-balanced sample, 
we revisited some of the collections several 
times. 

Upon return to home base, using the format 
developed for the fieldwork, the work pro-
ceeded as follows:

•  Complete the written description of each 
dress in all its aspects;

• Record the measurements of each dress;

• Finalize the drawings and collate the anno-
tations with the written description.

This explicit material was now the base for 
tabulations needed for accurate comparisons 
of the specimens grouped within a decade.

We first compared the specimens of each de-
cade systematically as to style characteristics, 
including the fabrics and colors, construction 
details, and measurements. The objectives 
were (1) to ascertain the common character-
istics revealed in the sample, and (2) to attri-
bute the approximate date of each dress. The 
results were held as tentative. Our specimens 
were then compared to other extant dresses 
using such resources as descriptions by oth-
er authors who provided scaled diagrams, 
dresses photographed in books and in exhi-
bition catalogs, and -–especially for the early 
decades – in fashion plates and in portraits. 
Statements by recognized costume historians 
regarding trends were used in part to confirm, 
refute, or extend our findings.

Uppermost questions were:

• How do our specimens compare with oth-
ers reviewed?

• Which dresses, if any, may be incorrectly 
dated?

• What is missing from our sample; that is, 
what else should be added to a so-called 
representative sample of American day 
dresses of a given decade?
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For each chapter the conclusions were titled 
“Detecting the Facts.” When the classification 
of each specimen was finalized, we made ad-
justments in dating accompanied by a state-
ment of justification.

Each dress now has an explicit written de-
scription which includes a record of its mea-
surements, a classification as to style char-
acteristics that allows comparison to other 
specimens in the sample, and as accurate a 
date span attribution as could be ascertained. 
Each dress in the sample is now reproducible 
within limits.

DOCUMENTATION AND LIMITA-
TIONS OF THE SAMPLE
Specimen Availability

Unlike a scientist who works with a random 
sample for a research project, the sample for 
our on-site examinations was determined to 
some extent by persons in charge of collec-
tions who made the dresses available. Not 
every dress we may have wished to use was 
available. Further, we limited our selection to 
day dresses worn by American women within 
a given decade, preferably distributed from 
early, middle, and late years of a decade.

Access to Primary Material

A dilemma of the costume historian is that 
documents that might prove, or even sup-
port, the identity of a dress have often been 
lost or are so buried that conditions are not 
conducive to study of related primary mate-
rial. Museum and university archives are rich 
sources of primary material such as regional 
directories, census data, merchants’ and dress-
makers’ account books, and periodicals and 
early newspapers – especially accounts of so-
cial events, editorials, and advertisements. By 
the late 1840s photographs with information 
regarding the photographer are very reliable. 
Cemetery records and family bibles are good 
sources for birth, marriage, and death dates. 

Also, we fully recognize that identification 
does not necessarily imply documentation. In 
fact, recognition of distinctive characteristics 
is usually prerequisite tto a search for related 
primary material.

Date Span Classification

Frequently the date of the dress was attribut-
ed; that is to say, its date was not originally 
documented. The brief description on the 
collection index card was assumed to have 
been written at the time the garment was en-
tered into the officia records. The date could 
be confirmed or a more definitive date could 
be calculated by applying the results of our 
research.

Textile Documentation

Firm documentation regarding the country 
of origin and/or manufacturer of the fabric is 
rarely included with information for a dress. 
Such information would shed light on various 
important aspects of its history. An example 
of a highly valued document found among 
published British trade regulations led us to 
the rather shocking evidence that for years an 
eighteenth century dress in a university study 
collection had been a source of misleading 
information.

A museum card catalog may indicate that a 
silk fabric came from “China,” or that a muslin 
was a “Dacca” muslin. But, as the garment was 
accessioned years ago, it is not always clear as 
to whether the donor or the curator supplied 
the information. The dearth of documenta-
tion of American-made fashion fabrics was an 
obstacle.

Just when did the American textile industry 
produce apparel fabrics of quality? This ques-
tion arose when searching for evidence that 
the brilliant purple of dress CU 2512 (110) 
was not produced by natural dyes but possibly 
by a new synthetic dye. Through various con-
tacts, a British specialist in identification of 
dyes agreed to test a sample of the dress fab-
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ric. He found convincing evidence that the dye 
was an early synthetic.394 There is no evidence 
that the fabric was made in America The in-
formation that the dye was an early synthetic 
was critical, however, in documenting the date 
span of the dress as ca 1865-1868 rather than 
the 1850s the donor’s family had supposed.

A bill of sale accompanying a dress is a scarce 
but often extremely valuable document. We 
learned from a bill of sale that, while a dress 
was made by a New York dressmaker, the fine 
pink silk faille fabric was “purchased in Paris.” 
A listing of the fabrics is given, with their pric-
es, along with the price for making the gown. 
Name and address of the dressmaker and the 
date of the invoice are included.395 In exam-
ining the dress it became clear that the 1875 
dress had been updated to be worn in the ear-
ly 1880s; the dressmaker’s bill of sale served 
to verify its original style. Whereas, in the case 
of a wedding dress of 1893 no mention of the 
origin of the fabrics is given in a letter by the 
wearer, although she does provide explicit 
details about the Chicago dressmaker and the 
cost of the dresses.396 

Style Characteristics and Varia-
tions of Cuts

Painstaking examination of a dress will reveal 
clues which at first glance seem relatively 
unimportant but which are crucial for accu-
rately attributing a time span to a garment. 
Such clues include the changing fashion of 
seam treatment, edgestitching vis-à-vis cord-
ed piping; the length of a shoulder seam; the 
introduction of gores in the skirt; the number 
and location of bones; the presence of a corse-
let. The number of pieces, their shape, and 
their dimensions forming the structure of a 
period dress comprise essential information in 
determining a definitive date for the garment. 
As source material for the early decades is 
meager, scaled diagrams of five rare specimens 
were prepared on-site and later digitized using 
AutoCAD.

Dressmaking

Information attached to the dress about the 
dressmaker or dressmaking firm, which would 
serve as partial documentation, is not apt to 
be found until the last quarter of the nine-
teenth century. The inner waistbands, also 
known as petershams, of expensive dresses 
of the 1880s sometimes bore the name and 
location of the dressmaker, and in the 1890s 
the practice of using the petersham as a 
trademark was quite common. The date span 
when the dressmaker was in business can usu-
ally be checked through a city directory. (As a 
caution, Coleman’s history of Worth labels397 
reveals the pitfalls of depending on labels as 
documentation.)

Sewing machines were first used for women’s 
wearing apparel about the end of the 1850s.398 
The presence of machine stitching in the 
dresses we examined made it possible to trace 
the gradual adoption of machine sewing, both 
chain and lock stitch, for garment production 
over a period of several decades until almost 
all dresses were machine sewn except for 
fine hand finishing. Clues for dating are often 
revealed by whether the chain stitch or lock 
stitch is used and by what seams of the dress 
are likely to be hand sewn.

Wearer

Verifiable knowledge about wearers is illusive. 
Too frequently the donor’s information about 
the wearer and her dress was not reliable or 
was totally lacking. The time and expense re-
quired for extensive verification and investiga-
tion of a wearer’s history is often prohibitive. 
Whenever a family history was available, the 
fact is noted with the dress description. To 
know more about the wearer of a dress adds 
another dimension to our understanding of an 
era.

Two striking examples relate to the histories 
of the Montgomery dress (CU 58) (5) and the 
Edmonds dress (CU 79) (62). The donor’s 
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statement that was provided with the Mont-
gomery dress in the 1940s was not verified 
because the donor had died. Some errors in 
the statement were obvious, while others 
were questionable – all of which led ultimate-
ly to our investigations as related in Chapter 
One; the family genealogy as diagrammed 
appears in Appendix 1. Investigations for 
documentary evidence of the origin and date 
of the Edmonds dress, dated 1833, necessitat-
ed travel to Richmond, Virginia, to interview 
a family member who had the family records. 
Those records confirmed the wearer as Sara 
Pettes and her marriage in 1833, and provided 
the statement that the dress was part of her 
trousseau. When the dress had been acces-
sioned in the 1940s the attributed date of 
1828 was based on a French fashion plate.

In spite of the number of studio photographs 
produced in the second half of the nineteenth 
century, only two of our wearers can be shown 
wearing the dress described here: Mary Jose-
phine Remey (CU 63, ca 1868-1869) and Kate 
Harrison Cottrell (CU 16, ca 1896-1897).

Whenever possible, information about the 
wearer’s age has been provided. When doc-
umentation of birth and death dates was 
not available, deductions could sometimes 
be made from other benchmarks such as 
wedding dates, birth dates of children, hus-
band’s career dates. The largest population 
of known wearers of our specimens ranged in 
age between twenty and forty years. Some-
times the birth date of a child could explain 
garment alteration for pre- or post-pregnancy 
periods. During the late eighteenth century 
and the first decades of the nineteenth cen-
tury a matron’s attire could sometimes be 
distinguished from that of her daughter, at 
least in portraiture. Such marked distinctions 
gradually disappeared. In dating a dress which 
combines characteristics typical of a previous 
decade with a few up-to-date style features 
one sometimes discovers that the wearer was 
a middle-aged woman, but such an occur-
rence cannot be considered a rule of

thumb. Very few of the dresses presented to 
us from museum collections were worn by 
stout women, an occasional exception being a 
dress of beautiful or rare fabric.

There seems to be a commonly held as-
sumption that women were smaller in the 
nineteenth century than in the twentieth 
century and perhaps smaller at the begin-
ning of the nineteenth century than at the 
close of the century. For example, the alleged 
nineteen-inch waistline has intrigued several 
costume historians. Is it only a romantic fan-
tasy? Reliable historic records of the average 
body size of the female population would have 
added to the value of our collection of dress 
measurement data. A perusal of the literature 
brought to light an astonishing lack of such 
information.

Consequently, an exploratory review survey 
was conducted to determine if such data were 
available. Among the authorities consulted 
was Susan P. Ashdown, Assistant Professor, 
Department of Textiles and Apparel, Cornell 
University. Dr. Ashdown has conducted re-
search on body sizing in cooperation with the 
United States Army Natick Research Develop-
ment and Engineering Center. She found that 
in the nineteenth century females were not 
measured to determine garment sizing by the 
U.S. Army nor by any government organization 
or business firm.

Archivists at nine colleges that enrolled wom-
en in the nineteenth century were surveyed 
by telephone. Seven schools: Cornell Univer-
sity, Mills College, Radcliffe College, Syracuse 
University, Vassar College, Wells College, and 
Wellseley College, reported no data. Two: Mt. 
Holyoke College and Smith College, reported 
that some measurements from 1896-1900 
were gathered for medical records; but these 
spanned only four of the one hundred years 
needed. A sample from Smith College is in 
Appendix 14. There may be additional sourc-
es of data from medical records. But, again, a 
large-scale search for measurements is beyond 
the scope of this work. 
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Female dimensions can be estimated from 
measurements of extant garments such as:

• neck girth and shoulder width from the 
1870s onward;

• high upper arm girth for the sloping shoul-
der period from about 1836 to the late 
1860s;

• wrist girth whenever the sleeve ending is 
small enough to require a placket;

• waist girth as measured up on the rib cage 
above the natural waistline and below the 
natural waistline as well as the natural 
position;

• length measurements of the center back 
bodice and center front bodice after the 
neckline reached the base of the neck;

• skirt length, taking into account the loca-
tion of the waistline.

Bust measurements of our specimens were 
determined not to be reliable because of 
the difficu y in establishing exact points for 
taking the measurements, and persons taking 
measurements differed too greatly in their 
findings.

Data Pertaining to Socioeconom-
ic Level of the Wearer

Research in depth, outside the scope of this 
study, would be required to collect data about 
the socioeconomic level of all the families 
represented by the specimens. The following 
classifications have been used to characterize 
the probable socioeconomic level of the wear-
er’s families:

Group 1. Those who were wealthy enough 
to afford high-fashion styles created with fine 
fabrics, often imported, custom made by pro-
fessionals probably based in urban centers.

Group 2. Those who were of moderate means 
and able to afford quality dress clothes for 

public appearances adapted from the styles of 
Group 1.

Group 3. Those of less than moderate means 
who usually relied on personal skills to create 
styles typically worn by those in Group 2.

Dresses from Group 1 were found mainly in 
art museums such as the Costume Institute of 
the Metropolitan Museum of Art. The bulk of 
our data was drawn from the dresses of fami-
lies assumed to be in Group 2.

Many of these garments had been handed 
down from generation to generation and final-
ly given for safekeeping to a regional historical 
society or to an educational institution with 
which the donor had some connection.

Dresses included in Group 3 are found less 
frequently, usually in collections of local his-
torical societies.

CONCLUSIONS
Is this sample representative of what the 
majority of American women wore during a 
particular period?

The answer – without qualifications – would 
be “No.” The sample is composed of dresses 
held by museums and private collectors who 
preserved them because they are works of art, 
or records of regional history, or educational 
source material particularly for students in 
apparel design and costume history. Some 
collections are not acquired systematically, es-
pecially when purchasing funds are meager. To 
know what the majority of American women 
wore for various occasions during a given peri-
od would require a significantly larger sample 
with subdivisions.

What has this study contributed to our knowl-
edge of what American women wore over a 
period of 125 years?

It can be said that a garment preserved from 
the past represents some particular value – 
perhaps an immediate monetary value, per-
haps an intangible value such as a symbol of 
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family prestige, or perhaps as a tangible refer-
ent on which to hang family mythology.

The tangible value of extant dresses is evident 
in estate settlements and auctions. Some of 
these treasures become a part of prestige 
collections of museums. Unfortunately, by the 
time a garment has reached the auction block 
details of its history are often lost. Professional 
collectors and dealers bring to the market the 
type of garment currently most in demand by 
customers for vintage clothing or by museums 
seeking certain specialties.

At the grassroots level, collections in regional 
historical societies consist of what families 
seem to value most, as exemplified in their 
“best” clothes. Extant dresses of wool are few 
in spite of descriptions of them in the fash-
ion periodicals. Everyday clothing is scarce 
because it was either worn out, reused, or 
considered of no value. Faced with a shortage 
of storage space, curators of the past may not 
have accepted offers of everyday clothing such 
as housedresses, maternity dresses, sports-
wear, and occupational wear.

There is convincing evidence that the styles 
of our specimen dresses, limited to a sample 
selection reasonably representative of Amer-
ican East Coast style, never varied so much 
from their English and French counterparts 
throughout the entire period 1775-1900 as to 
be no longer comparable. Our study has con-
firmed this statement, heretofore a commonly 
held assumption among costume historians. 
A much larger and balanced number of Eu-
ropean and American specimens would be 
required to determine distinguishing differ-
ences.

There is no attempt in this study to consis-
tently document the first appearance of a 
new style in England or France with its first 
appearance as an American fashion. Godey’s 
published a fashion plate titled “Americanized 
Fashion,” but their designation was ambiguous 
at best. For purposes of this study the factor 

of geographic time lag was subordinate. Cita-
tions of outstanding examples of transference 
for individual specimens appear in each chap-
ter in “Detecting the Facts.”

An astonishing number of common elements 
that identify a group of dresses within a given 
decade is a significant phenomenon, consid-
ering especially those dresses which were 
custom-made and handmade up until at least 
the late 1850s. The common characteristics 
can be identified by the cut, by design and 
construction details, and by the dimensions. 
Deviations of any of these factors have been 
pointed out in each chapter in “Detecting the 
Facts.”

Changes in style characteristics, traced from 
1800 to 1900, evolved according to a cyclical 
plan. Once a style had been adopted, usual-
ly by persons in the realm of high fashion, it 
progressed relentlessly through its cycle of 
development until all potentials had been 
exhausted or until its rival style had gained 
dominance. This phenomenon has been de-
scribed in Chapter 13, “Sleeve, Style, & Date.” 
The style cycles of different parts of a dress – 
sleeve, bodice, skirt – are different from each 
other in duration, thus creating dynamics of 
change both fascinating and complicated. The 
behavior of the cycle of any major part of the 
garment is evolutionary, not revolutionary. 
During each cycle the evolving characteristics 
are developing from a style that was famil-
iar but was becoming the variation removed 
enough from the “old” to be perceived as “new 
fashion.”399 

For generations, women of the Western world, 
including the United States, presented the 
image of femininity with contours above the 
waist delineated, while the body below the 
waist was muffled and m e or less concealed. 
Since the function of the bodice was, in part, 
to enhance the female form, the bodice inad-
vertently became an expression of the chang-
ing concepts of that form. We can see a pat-
tern of evolutionary change. The bodice came 
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into the nineteenth century as a relatively 
small, lightly supported structure, and evolved 
during ten decades into a virtual armor. It was 
not until the last two decades of the centu-
ry that there was strong evidence that the 
bodice was reaching the peak of its develop-
ment. In fact, it was not until late in the first 
quarter of the twentieth century that late 
nineteenth century contours were outmoded, 
and a female form emerged with a somewhat 
flattened bosom, no natural waistline, featured 
hips, and visible legs now unencumbered by a 
long skirt.

By the last quarter of the nineteenth century 
there were major forces in the Western world 
operating concurrently against the constrict-
ing styles of women’s attire. The dress reform 
movement, the aesthetic movement, the 
promotion of health and physical education 
programs, and formal education for women 
may have contributed to bringing about a 
change in the style of women’s attire. Howev-
er, as satirized by Thorstein Veblen, the con-
stricting styles had become symbols of social 
status and of the husband’s ability to provide. 
The emulation of these styles, even though 
the standard of quality might be lowered, was 
prompted by perceptions of respectability and 
acceptability.

In the last decade of the nineteenth century 
all the indications of major fashion change 
were in place. The element of timing became 
a key factor. The typical characteristics of con-
stricting dresses had peaked, and variations 
appeared, some of which heralded the future. 
Events in the fashion world brought inevitable 
changes at strategic moments. The retirement 
or death of some of the famous French cou-
turiers – whose following, the international 
fashion leaders, were now fast becoming the 
aging female population – was succeeded by 
young creative designers, such as Paul Poiret 
and Madeleine Vionnet. They wrought sig-
nificant changes in dress designs. They were 
firmly grounded as apprentices in the haute 

couture at the turn of the century and were 
ready to break from tradition at a time when 
the daughters of the aging fashion leaders 
were ready for the new. Elizabeth Ann Cole-
man, in her book The Opulent Era, presents an 
enlightening and comprehensive treatment of 
the dynamics of the era400 and Valerie Steele 
gives us a glimpse of the twentieth century.401 

The research for this work supports the im-
pression that major forces of an international 
scope are required to change style character-
istics and possibly, although not immediately, 
disrupt the evolutionary process. Cumulative 
influences passed from one generation to 
another, major changes in American life styles 
brought about by the mobility of the popula-
tion to the cities, and the opening of the great 
American West with the concomitant migra-
tion to its vast spaces all slowly affected needs, 
attitudes, and clothing practices.

Firm evidence from our study supports the 
hypothesis that East Coast American styles 
continued without interruption to be modi-
fied copies of French and English fashions in 
spite of events in the United States which had 
major political and economic impact – partic-
ularly periodic economic depressions such as 
the Panics of 1837 and 1893, for example, the 
War of 1812, and the Civil War.402 No doubt 
the nation’s economic condition forced Amer-
ican women to adjust clothing practices, to 
curtail quantity and quality, and to give metic-
ulous attention to the care of the wardrobe.

To conclude, while one is deeply involved in 
the subject of identifying characteristics of 
American women’s dresses it is tempting to 
delve into cause and effect factors, the doc-
umentation of which is extremely complex. 
It is assumed that to know what was worn 
is prerequisite for knowing when changes 
took place and to finding explanations of why 
change occurred. We concur with the observa-
tion so succinctly phrased by Roach and Musa 
in New Perspectives on the History of Western 
Dress:



       982CHAPTER 14: ABOUT THIS PROCESS

Dilemmas in deciding whether to impute 
cause, or attempt to determine directions of 
influence within the complex socio-economic 
context of fashion change are manifestations 
of the problem of studying fashion change 
when many related factors are changing con-
stantly and simultaneously. Unlike in some 
types of research concerned with change, in 
which the effect of one factor on others can 
be sorted out by statistical means, we cannot 
hope to identify precisely the effect of one 
specific historical factor on fashionable dress. 
Moreover, we typically work with limited or 
accidental samples of data and remain unsure 
as to how correct our conclusions are likely to 
be. These are but a few of the limitations that 
make arriving at statements of why dress has 
assumed a particular form at a particular time 
very difficul  Even though we cannot avoid 
(and do not wish to avoid) making statements 
of relationship, we can avoid some of the 
hackneyed, oversimplified ones; and we can 
be cautious about inferring causation when 

information is incomplete or someone once 
hypothesized a relationship that has become 
part of the myths surrounding fashion. Per-
haps most importantly, we can recognize that 
our statements about relationship are hypoth-
eses sometimes amenable to research, not 
immutable statements of fact.403 

In this area of study so badly in need of docu-
mentation, our research sample has become a 
baseline for further investigation of geographic 
distribution within the United States, at the 
least. The framework provided by this study 
establishes a systematic research format for 
extending study and data collection. We ea-
gerly anticipate such investigation.

Fashion's dictum was 
observed here but 
whether for reasons of 
economy or ignorance— 
the sleeves were not cut 
on the bias. If one needs 
only to rock discreetly 
to and fro while wearing 
the dress, that might be 
acceptable. In fact, this 
lady's stolid visage invites 
speculation about what 
kinds of things were said, 
and by whom, in the 
course of producing the 
dress.
 87.175
Collection of Susan Greene
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CHAPTER 1 - Detecting

1 See Appendix 1 for genealogy.

2 Ure, p 246.

3 Montgomery, p 137.

4 Fairlie, p 491.

5 See Appendix 2 on textile conservation standards 
for handling garments.

6 Ginsburg, pp. 719-720.

7 Ginsburg, pp 713 and 715.

8 Carlano, p 61.

9 This cut is very puzzling at this early date.

 10 Callister, pp 16-17.

 11 The donor collected many of her vintage

 12 Two bodices of this type can be seen in Costume 
in Detail, by Nancy Bradfield, p 6, and in The Cut 
of Women’s Clothes, by Norah Waugh, diagram 
XVII.

CHAPTER 2 - Period of Transisiton 1785-1800

 14 Assuming that we are always to some extent in a 
state of transition, the term is used in this context 
to imply a more conscious passing from one con-
dition to another; a state of change having great 
impact upon people of all classes.

 15 Schlesinger, pp 132-133.

 16 Pearce, pp 9-10.

 17 Williamson, p 190.

 18 See suggested list of English, French, American, 
Spanish portraits and other materials. The Heidel-
off Pl tes, starting with Vol. 1 of Gallery of Fashion 
1790-1822, are of considerable historic significance 
and are the holdings of the Museum of Fine Arts, 
Boston. See suggested list of English, French, 
American, Spanish portraits and other materials. 
The Heideloff Pl tes, starting with Vol. 1 of Gallery 
of Fashion 1790-1822, are of considerable historic 

significance and are the holdings of the Museum 
of Fine Arts, Boston.

 19 Arnold, “Classical Influence,” p 20.

 20 This rare dress was exhibited in The Valentine, 
Richmond, Virginia, in the spring of 1987 in an 
exhibition entitled “Elegant Attire, Genteel En-
tertainments: Leisure and the Elite, 1787-1830.” 
Alterations now obscure the original design.

 21 After consultation with a specialist at the Victoria 
and Albert Museum, London, Maria Miller be-
lieves that the fabric may be of French origin.

 22 “The front shirred section of the bodice has been 
pieced so that it was possibly much plainer in its 
original state,” Maria Miller. It may be somewhat 
similar to chemise gowns seen in the 1790s in 
England and France.

 23 Maria Miller found stitch marks in the fabric 
across the center back in the back panel which 
suggest that the dress may have been the four-
reau back of the robe á l’anglaise. The back panel 
is lined separately as if for further support.

 24 “In the skirt I have found two slits which curve 
downward from the waistline on each side of the 
center panel” – part of an earlier style – Maria 
Miller.

 25 See endnote 19 above.

 26 The missing front bodice may have been seamed 
to the apron front of the skirt. The bib front 
terminals would have been attached with pins or 
brooches near or on the shoulder pieces.

 27 Measurements and style characteristics of this 
dress indicate that it belongs nearer to the 1800s 
than to 1795.

 28 Dresden work.

 29 See photograph, p 76 figure 67, The Age of Napo-
leon. “Day dress of linen with cotton chain stitch 
embroidery at hem.”

 30 “Chinese silk:” the fabric is exceptionally wide as 
compared to dress silks of the eighteenth centu-
ry, which may be supporting evidence that it was 
not woven on a European drawloom. The 
selvages of the blue-green silk are golden brown 
and ¼ inch wide. [The current museum catalog 
description does not indicate Chinese silk. SWG]

costumes in Europe, and therefore the wearer of 
this dress was probably French, not American.

N.B.: Due to a confusion in endnote numbering discovered at
the last minute, there is no endnote #13. Nothing was lost.
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31 The waist across the back measures 12¾ inches.  

32 In viewing the photographs it is important to rec-
ognize that the mannequin is not made with the 
uplifted bust contour forming the plump chest the 
breast supports produced.

 33 SWG: N.B.-- This footnote has been inserted where 
it seems to belong, because the number for 
endnote 32 is missing from the body text of the 
original edition. 

The sleeve design resembles an occasional one 
seen among Heideloff’s plates in Gallery of Fash-
ion from 1794 (Vol. l) to about 1802. Also refer 
to Plate 2 in An Elegant Art, Fashion and Fantasy 
in the Eighteenth Century, published by Harry N. 
Abrams, 1983, for the Los Angeles County Museum 
of Art.

 34 Rothstein, Connoisseur, Nov. 1967, pp 154-155.

 35 Swain, p 11.

 36 Cummin, p 24.

 37 We excluded the ½-inch-wide shoulder piece of 
the English dress (CI 1978.280.2), an evening 
dress.

 38 Boucher, p 336, figure 840.

 39 See Appendix 4.

 40 See Appendix 5 for a list of fabrics of exhibited 
dresses.

 41 Rothstein, “An Elegant Art,” p 85.

 42 Arnold, “Classical Influence,” p 18.

 43 Seguy, p 30.

 44 Arnold, “Classical Influence,” p 18.

 45 Bradfield, pp 73-74.

 46 Arnold, “Classical Influence,” p 20.

 47 From Elisabeth McClellan, p 295, quoted from a 
Paris journal Portfolio, July 3, 1802, "Festoon of 
Fashion: The Pin": 

“Our neighbours, the English, if we may judge 
from their marriage contracts, are, or at least 
were, the greatest consumers of pins in the world. 

Nothing is more usual than for a lady of fashion to 
be allowed a thousand pounds sterling a year for 
the single article of pins. Historians relate that in 
those days when pin money was first introduced 
the English ladies consumed a vast number of pins 
to fasten their clothes. In process of time, however, 
the consumption of pins was decreased, and in ex-
act proportion with the diminution of drapery. At 
Paris, God knows, a husband will not be ruined by 
the expense of pins. Nowadays an elegant makes 
almost as little use of a pin as a needle.” 

Nancy Bradfield includes in her drawings of a dress 
(1800-1810) descriptive detail of a pin still in the 
bib front. It is a tiny ½ inch long separate headed 
pin. One assumes it is of metal. Thorns from sev-
eral types of thorn trees are known to have been 
used by “poor folk.”

48 Source Date Back
 Arnold, Book 1 p. 42 ca 1780-1790 81⁄2

Bradfield, p. 82  1795-1800 7
Payne, p. 573 1795-1801 8

 Waugh, diagram XXXII  ca 1795 8½ 
 Waugh, diagram XXXIII  ca 1795 6½ 

13 TV V.46.74.12 ca 1790-1795 91⁄8
18 URI 1954.66.03 ca 1790-1801 8

15 TV V.65.70.7 ca 1795-1800  5½ 
16 CI 1988.242.4 1798-1799  6

17 MFAB 51.19.68  ca 1799  7  

CHAPTER 3 - The First Decade 1800-10

 49 Curti et al., p 203.

 50 Crosby, p 469.

 51 Arnold, “The Classical Influence,” p 18.

 52 Curti et al., pp 202-203.

 53 The Museum of Fine Arts in Boston owns volumes 
1 to 7 (1794 through 1800) of the Gallery of Fash-
ion. It also owns the complete run (1809 through 
1826) of The Repository of Arts, by Ackermann.

 54 The appearance of a muslin dress with the V line, 
an oblique line from shoulder to center front, may 
be confusing. Examples of this style cluster from 
1795 to 1804. They are muslins with fronts cut 
surplice style, or muslins cut like Blanche Payne’s 
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draft p 574) of Elizabeth Patterson Bonaparte’s 
wedding bodice, or the gown worn by the matron 
in the portrait by P. P. Prudhon, The Schimmelpen-
nick Family, ca 1801.

 55 Tuchsherer, Jean-Michel. “Woven Textiles,” in 
French Textiles from the Middle Ages Through the 
Second Empire, edited by Marianne Carlano and 
Larry Salmon, p 35. “In 1765 some seventeen 
hundred looms were specializing in about twenty 
kinds of fabrics, all 5½ of an aune in width, this, 
1⁄12 less than Lyon’s….” An “aune” is an early form of 
French measurement. In Paris it measured 3 
feet, 7 inches, and 10 5/6  lines (1.1884 meters). 
Glossary p 173.

 56 Rothstein, Natalie. “The Elegant Art of Woven Silk,” 
from An Elegant Art: Fashion and Fantasy in the 
Eighteenth Century. “The Warner Archive of pat-
tern books, largely from the firm of Batchelor, Ham 
and Perigal, enables us to follow the development 
of design throughout the eighteenth century. Eco-
nomic conditions in London differed very greatly 
from those in Lyon. The London industry benefit-
ed from its proximity to Parliament, to the Com-
missioners for Trades and Plantations and later the 
Board of Trade, to the Court, to the City, and to 
the center of fashion. Its most important overseas 
markets were the American colonies, and many 
of its silks have been preserved to this day on the 
eastern seaboard of the United States,” p 63. 

In regard to the period 1765-1800, “The collapse 
of silk design for fashionable dress can be seen 
between the years 1770 and 1775, when design 
diminished until their repeats were seldom more 
than an inch long.” Dress silks were eclipsed as 
works of art by painted cotton. The softer, more 
flowing neoclassical outline of the 1770s and 
1780s required fine lawn, and perhaps a few rib-
bons and stripes. When silks were used at all, they 
were mostly plain or gauze, often enriched with 
silver or gold thread. p 85. (See also Heideloff’s 
Gallery of Fashion.)

 57 The Venable silk: total length hanging below 
bodice-skirt seam is 9 inches and with early stitch 
marks present; Bennett satin: 4½ inches longer; 
the Hutcheson cotton stripe is cut 4½ inches lon-
ger than the finished bodice length; and the Lunt 
is about 2 inches longer.

 58 SWG: Partly to save space I changed the author’s 
speculation here that this flat stitch was 
“possibly” tambour stitch. 

 59 SWG: Were the flowers intended as violets 
symbolizing modesty, true love?

 60 Shrimpton, pp 55-70.

 61 Martha Jefferson Randolph (Mrs. Thomas Mann 
Randolph, Jr.) had accompanied her widowed 
father to France in 1784 when she was very young. 
During his presidency she served at intervals as his 
hostess.

It is clear that Jefferson was aware of dress as a 
means of communication. While in France as Min-
ister to France he dressed elegantly, as befitted his 
position. During his presidency, however, he chose 
to exercise his democratic principles by dressing 
informally in the style of the common man.

 62 Majer, p 230.

 63 “Monroe’s stay in France did have a pronounced ef-
fect on his taste in etiquette and furnishing. When 
he had the opportunity to refurnish the White 
House he chose to import many luxurious French 
pieces rather than to have all the furnishing made 
in America” Sedlak, p 23.

 64 “Mrs. Derby of Boston… was much admired for her 
beauty, and the simplicity of her dress, which was 
white crape, and tastefully arranged with wreaths 
of white flowers and beads.” McClellan, p. 291; see 
also Earle, p 790.

 65 Earle, p 792.

 66 “Although there were not any marked changes in 
the fashions of 1808, variations in trimmings were 
innumerable. Imported India muslins embroidered 
with silver and gold, and sometimes in small sprigs 
and figures, finished with a deep border of a very 
rich pattern were in great favor for ball gowns. 
The dress …is a very beautiful specimen of silver 
embroidery on the sheerest mull and was worn 
over a slip of white satin. It belonged to Miss Lydia 
Leaming.” McClelland, p. 315. Another gown of 
India muslin is one embroidered by Miss Leaming 
herself, McClelland, figure 23, p 296.

 67 Mrs. Jay was the daughter of Governor Living-
stone. “John Jay was minister at the Court of Louis 
XVI, and his wife on her return to America must 
have brought the height of the modes to eager 
New Yorkers.” Earle, p 778.

 68 Refuge settlement “Azilium” at Tioga Point, Ath-
ens, Pennsylvania, planned in 1793 for fugitives 
from Revolutionary Paris and from the slave insur-
rections in the French colonies in the West Indies. 
The Story of a French Royalist Colony of 1793, by 

 Elsie Murr y, 1937. 
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 73 Nelly Custis, born March 21, 1779, married in 
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Family, painted by Edward Savage between 1789 
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Saint-Memin, ca 1805, and by Gilbert Stuart, date 
unknown.

 74 See Appendix 6.

 75 A study of Saint-Memin’s portraits of women living 
in Virginia between 1807 and 1808 (a few earlier) 
shows about six matrons born around 1745 and 
probably married by 1785 wearing the muslin 
and lace caps which covered the hair except for 
the forelocks. With few exceptions the throat and 
chest were covered with a tucker, or fichu, which 
filled in the open neckline of the bodice. The ruff
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the wearer. By contrast, thirteen women born in 
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the classical style. Their bodice necklines were 
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 82 Arnold, “Classical Influence,” p 48.
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skirt are rarely visible. In general, costume histori-
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For example, C. W. Cunnington (p 42) provides the 
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ca 1837 (diagram XLII), and Alice Bernstein’s 
English dress, ca 1836-37, plates 36-39.

142 Waugh, pp 148-150; Bernstein, plates 36-38; and 
Bradfield, pp 155, 165-66, 169-172..

143 Velazquez, The Infanta Maria Teresa, ca 1649-1650.

144 Arnold, Book 1, p 60.

145 Bradfield, p 171.

146 Cunnington, p 120.

147 Arnold, Book 1, pp 62-63.

148 Arnold, pp 64-65.

149 Buck, Book Four, plate 1.

150 Cunnington, p 110.

151 Cunnington, p 116.

152 Gigot circumference measurements of upper 
sleeves from published pattern drafts: 

  Source  Date  Measurement 
  Arnold, Book 1 1829-1831  24.0
  Arnold, Book 1 1830-1836  35.0
  Waugh 1834 41.75
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the country, all dating from the eighteen-thirties.” 
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are identical in nearly every other way. The three 
dresses are, in microcosm, an illustration of the ab-
sence of regionalism displayed by the sample as a 
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APPENDIX 2

Textile Conservation

Textile conservation is the process of preserv-
ing textiles for future generations. Procedures 
may be simple, such as sound storage condi-
tions, or very complex, involving the cleaning 
of huge tapestries. Suggestions for basic prac-
tices are discussed here.

Basic Textile Conservation Prac-
tices

Using Textiles:

It is best not to use or wear any historic piece. 
Stains from taking garments on and off, per-
spiration, and possible damage from light can 
cause permanent harm. However, many peo-
ple keep items such as wedding or christening 
dresses to be worn by other family members. 
If you decide to wear a garment make sure 
it is not too small. Rips can easily occur by 
pulling on a tight garment, especially if the 
fabric has been weakened by time. Try to limit 
the time the garment is worn, wear remov-
able dress shields, and be aware that food and 
drink can cause stains that may be impossible 
to remove.

Storage Conditions:

Good housekeeping is the basis for any con-
servation practice. Keep hands, storage areas, 
and work surfaces clean.

Extremes in temperature and humidity also 
deteriorate fibers. Museums ideally try to keep 
textiles at a constant temperature of 55-57 
degrees F (or 13-14 degrees C) and a relative 
humidity of 50-60 percent.

Ordinary paper, cardboard, or wood should 
never come in contact with textiles. Acids in 
these substances can deteriorate fibers over 

TEXTILE CONSERVATION METHODS AND PROCEDURES

Nancy Breen, Ph.D.

time. Therefore, fabric should not touch ordi-
nary tissue paper, cardboard boxes, wooden 
hangers, cedar chests, or closet walls. Acid-free 
tissue paper and acid-free boxes are often 
used in museums and are available from sourc-
es listed below.

For home storage of items, or in small col-
lections, you can do a good job inexpensive-
ly. Wrap items in clean sheets or washed 
unbleached muslin, and put in ordinary 
cardboard boxes. Make sure the items are 
completely wrapped in the fabric and do not 
touch the box. Store in the main part of the 
house, such as a hall closet or bedroom closet. 
Do not store in the attic or basement where 
temperatures may change drastically with 
the season. Damp conditions in basements or 
bathroom closets may cause mildew and must 
be avoided.

Store garments flat, if possible. Hanging 
causes more strain on fibers than laying items 
down in boxes. If items are sturdy and room 
is limited, hanging can be done on padded or 
heavy plastic hangers to keep as much weight 
as possible from the shoulders of the garment. 
Cover the item with muslin to limit dust. Do 
not use plastic storage bags, which may pro-
mote the growth of mildew.

Roll rather than fold flat textiles. After long pe-
riods of time many fabrics crack on fold lines, 
especially fabrics made of linen. Rolling may 
be done on acid-free tubes or by simply cover-
ing an ordinary cardboard tube with an inert 
plastic such as Mylar, covering the plastic with 
muslin and rolling the textile over the muslin.

Try to keep light from the item. Ultraviolet 
rays from daylight and fluorescent light and 
the heat from ordinary light bulbs can fade 
dyes and deteriorate fibers.
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Handling Textiles:

1. Wash hands often or wear white cotton 
gloves. If you wear gloves, change them 
each time you pick up a new item.

2. Use only pencils to take notes and not 
pens, which can cause permanent stains.

3. Tie back hair.

4. Put an item down only on a surface that 
is covered with a clean sheet, muslin, or 
acid-free paper.

5. Support an item in an acid-free box or on 
a covered board when moving it. Try not to 
let an item hang.

6. Keep lighting to the minimum necessary 
for work. Keep storage areas dark when not 
working.

Cleaning Textiles:

Cleaning is a complex topic, and advice from 
a textile conservation professional is recom-
mended for any specific item. It is often best 
to avoid cleaning because any cleaning pro-
cedure may cause damage. For example, dry 
cleaning involves heat, agitation, and harsh 
chemicals that can weaken all textiles. Some 
general cleaning guidelines follow.

1. Silk or wool items are often not cleaned be-
cause these fibers weaken in water or may 
be damaged by dry cleaning.

2. Items of cotton and linen become acid 
over time; wet cleaning can retard this pro-
cess. Sturdy white items of 100% cotton 
or linen of manageable size may be hand-
washed in a very mild soap or dete`rgent, 
rinsed very thoroughly in distilled water, 
blotted with white towels, and dried flat.

3. Never clean items that have spent many 
years in the sun, such as curtains or drap-
eries. If these textiles are made of cotton, 
linen, rayon, acetate, silk, wool, or nylon, 
putting the textile in water or dry cleaning 
solution may cause the fibers to dissolve.

4. Direct heat from a hot iron should be 
avoided. It is best not to iron items. If you 
feel that wrinkles must be removed, simply 
steam with a hand-held steamer or hold a 
steam iron over wrinkles and flatten gently 
with your hand.

Conservation Supplies:

Conservation supplies, such as acid-free paper 
and boxes, are available from many sources. A 
local library, historical society, or quilting guild 
may have suggestions. A few are listed here for 
reference.

Talas
330 Morgan Ave
Brooklyn, NY 11211
(212) 219-0770; fax (212) 219-0735
http://www.talasonline.com

University Products Inc.
517 Main Street
Holyoke, MA 01040
(800) 628-1912, 
Email: info@universityproducts.com

 Professional Services:

Professional textile conservation laboratories 
will examine garments and carry out conserva-
tion techniques. Rare or valuable items often 
need professional care.

The American Institute of Conservation (AIC) 
has a computerized referral system to help 
individuals and institutions locate and select 
professional conservation services. Informa-
tion about the referral system is available 
from:

American Institute of Conservation
727 15th Street NW, Ste. 500
Washington, DC 20005
(202) 452-9545; fax (202) 452-9328
info@conservation-us.org
https://www.culturalheritage.org

Services are available from individuals or 
organizations in private practice. Some private 

http://www.talasonline.com
mailto:info@universityproducts.com
mailto:info@conservation-us.org
https://www.culturalheritage.org
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professional textile conservation organiza-
tions include:

Textile Conservation Workshop
3 Main Street
South Salem, NY 10590
(914) 763-5805
textile@bestweb.net
textileconservationworkshop.org

West Lake Conservators
Post Office x 45
Skaneateles, New York 13152
(315) 685-8534
westlakeconservators.com

Another source of information is your local 
County Cooperative Extension Offi . They 
may have information on textile conservation 
or be able to contact the textile department 
of the State University.

Museums with textile or clothing collections 
are another possible source of information.

Selected References:

There are many excellent books available as 
references to learn more about textile conser-
vation. A few are listed:

Finch, Karen. Caring for Textiles. Watson-Gup-
till, NY, 1977.

Landi, Sheila. The Textile Conservator’s Manu-
al, Second edition. Butterworth-Heinemann 
Ltd., Jordan Hill, Oxford, England, 1992.

Mailand, Harold. Considerations for the Care 
of Textiles and Costumes: A Handbook for the-
Non-Specialist. Indianapolis Museum of Art, 
Indianapolis, IN, 1978.

Information is also available from:

The Smithsonian Institution
Museum Support Center Library
Natural History Building, 10th St. and 
Constitution Ave. NW, Washington DC, 
20560 (202) 633-2240
library.si.edu/libraries/museum-sup-
port-center-library

Basic Textile Concepts

Knowledge of fibers and fabrics is important 
when dating historical garments and before 
attempting any conservation procedure.

Fibers:

Textiles, commonly called fabrics, are defined 
as products made of fibers. Fibers are divided 
into two categories: natural and manufac-
tured. Fibers include

• Natural fibers: wool, silk, cotton, linen, 
asbestos, ramie, and all grass fibers such as 
coir and pina.

• Manufactured fibers: rayon, acetate, nylon, 
polyester, acrylic, polypropylene or olefin, 
spandex.

Only the natural fibers were available until 
rayon and acetate were developed in the late 
1800s.

Other manufactured fibers, sometimes called 
the synthetic fibers, were invented in this cen-
tury, beginning with the introduction of nylon 
in the late 1930s.

Dates of Availability of Fibers:

 Natural fibers Antiquity to present
 Rayon 1880s
 Acetate Early 1900s
 Nylon Late 1930s
 Polyester Late 1940s
 Acrylic Early 1950s
 Olefin 1950s
 Spandex 1958

Fabrics:

Fibers are twisted into yarns, a procedure 
called spinning. Yarns are then made into fab-
ric by utilizing a fabric construction technique. 
The two most common techniques of making 
fabrics from yarns are weaving and knitting. 
A woven fabric is characterized by interlacing 
yarns at right angles; a knit fabric is formed by 
looping yarns together. Both techniques have 
been used throughout history to construct 

mailto:textile@bestweb.net
https://www.textileconservationworkshop.org
https://www.westlakeconservators.com
https://www.library.si.edu/libraries/museum-sup-port-center-library
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fabrics. The naked eye or a simple magnifying 
lens can help you distinguish between the 
two.

The identification of any textile product cor-
rectly includes two basic parameters: the fiber, 
and the fabric construction method utilized to 
make the cloth. These two concepts are often 
confused. In addition to identifying a woven 
construction, remember to identify the fiber. 
Conversely, fabric cannot be identified by 
only the fiber without the fabric construction 
method. A fabric is correctly described, for 
example, as a cotton woven, a cotton knit, a 
polyester woven, a wool knit, a silk woven or a 
silk knit, and so on.

Fiber Identification:

The identification of the fiber is very import-
ant to a person working with historic fabrics. 
First, fibers may give clues to the date of the 
fabric. Obviously a garment could not be dat-
ed in the 1700s if it is entirely made of rayon. 
Caution must be exercised, however, because 
fabric pieces for repairs and remodeling could 
be added at dates later than that of the origi-
nal item. Second, fiber identification is a major 
requirement for determining appropriate con-
servation work to be done on an item.

Although fiber identification is complex, and a 
great deal of experience is needed to become 
skilled in this area, some easy procedures can 
be followed to identify many fibers.

Solubility:

Certain fibers dissolve in liquids that are found 
in the home. To determine if a fiber is soluble, 
unravel or snip a few fibers from a loose area 
or inside seam allowance.

Silk or Wool. Put fibers in liquid chlorine 
bleach (container will state, “at least 5% sodi-
um hypochlorite”). Silk will dissolve or com-
pletely disappear in 2-3 minutes, and wool will 
dissolve in 20-30 minutes. If the wool or silk is 
blended with another fiber, the other fiber will 

remain, so be sure you know how many origi-
nal fibers you put in the liquid.

Acetate. Put fibers in acetone (nail polish 
remover that does not say “acetone-free”). 
Acetate will dissolve in 2-3 minutes.

Although identification of other fibers through 
solubility is possible, the chemicals used are 
not commonly found at home and may be 
hazardous. Microscopic identification is an 
alternative process.

Microscopic Identification of Longitudinal 
View of Fibers:

Microscopic fiber identification can be done 
using a compound microscope with transmit-
ted light. This is an ordinary microscope, often 
called a student microscope, found in most 
high school science laboratories. Follow the 
directions for using the microscope.

1. To prepare the slide, clean and dry the 
slide. Unravel a few fibers – not a yarn or a 
piece of fabric; only single fibers are need-
ed. Lay the fibers on the slide. Do not cross 
fibers or lay them on top of each other. If 
fibers are very crimped, pull them straight 
and fasten the ends down outside the 
range of the microscope with tape, so that 
the fibers lay flat. Put a drop of water over 
the fibers and cover the slide with a cover 
slip. Press the cover slip gently to remove 
any air bubbles.

2.  Put the slide under the microscope’s low 
magnification, which is generally 50x to 
100x magnification.

After focusing the specimen, switch the lens 
to 100x to 250x for specimen identification. 
These relatively low magnifications are suffi-
cient to identify textile fibers.

Microscopic Descriptions:

The following are very basic descriptions, but 
can be helpful in identifying many historic 
textile items. See the accompanying photo-
graphs.
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Cotton. Cotton appears as a twisted fiber 
with the many twists known as convolutions 
that often reverse themselves at short in-
tervals. In mercerized cotton, however, most 
twists are straightened out, so move the slide 
while looking through the microscope and 
look along the length of the fiber for convo-
lutions if they are not readily apparent. Cot-
ton is also distinguished by a lumen running 
through the center of the fiber. The lumen 
appears as either a dark line or as a clear chan-
nel.

Linen. Fibers look like bamboo with many 
lines visible down the length of the fiber and 
also lines running across the fiber at intervals.

Wool. Scales similar to scales on the skin of a 
fish appear on the surface of wool fiber. A dark 
line or a medulla runs down the center of the 
fiber. All types of wool fibers have scales and a 
medulla, but specialty wools such as cashmere 
or mohair may be determined by professional 
examination. Scale structures and sizes and 
shapes of the medulla are determined by the 
animal the wool is taken from, by the part of 
the animal the wool is taken from, and by the 
procedure used to remove the wool from the 
animal.

Often scales are difficul to see if the fibers are 
dark in color. If so, make a cast of the fiber.

Mix a 3% solution of ordinary unflavored gel-
atin and water and put a few drops on a slide. 
Lay fibers in the gelatin and allow to harden. 
Clear nail polish may also be used instead of 
gelatin. Gently pull out the fibers and look at 
the cast remaining on the slide under the mi-
croscope. See if a scale structure is apparent.

Silk. Silk fibers look like long, thin, clear rods. 
Outside edges of the fibers are not smooth or 
straight, and appear uneven and bumpy.

Rayon. Rayon fibers appear long and straight 
with many dark lines or striations running 
the length of the fiber. Unlike linen there are 
no cross lines. Outside edges are smooth and 
straight.

Acetate. Acetate fibers appear very similar to 
rayon, and can be distinguished by solubility 
in acetone.

Synthetic Fibers. Nylon, polyester, acrylic, 
and polypropylene all appear as straight fibers 
with smooth edges. Often small dark dots or 
delusterants appear inside the fiber.

Other Methods:

Burning tests are also used to identify textile 
fibers. For this destructive test a piece of fab-
ric is usually needed rather than single fibers. 
Burning charts are available for identification 
if this method is used.

Commercial Laboratory
Identification Services:

Commercial textile laboratories will identify 
fibers for a fee, which may be expensive. A 
complete directory listing of laboratories is 
available from:

American Society for Testing and Material
100 Barr Harbor Dr
West Conshohocken, PA 19428–2959
(610) 823–9500
http://www.astm.org

The yellow pages of your telephone book may 
provide local listings, usually under the head-
ing “Laboratories, Testing.” [Internet is now a 
very useful search tool.]

Commercial laboratories providing this service 
include

ACTS Testing Labs, Inc.
100 Northpointe Pkwy
Buffalo, NY 14228–1884
(716) 505-3300

American Association of Textile Chemists 
& Colorists:
AATCC
PO Box 12215
Research Triangle Park, NC 27709-2215
www.aatcc.org

http://www.astm.org
https://www.aatcc.org
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PHOTOMICROGRAPHS OF COMMON TEXTILE FIBERS

Flax
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PHOTOMICROGRAPHS OF COMMON MANUFACTURED FIBERS
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Many resources are available to further study 
fiber identification.

Sewing books in public libraries contain fiber 
and fabric information. Basic textile books 
from elementary to college level may also 
be readily available. People in the communi-
ty such as home economists, seamstresses, 
weavers, or professional dry cleaners may also 
be able to identify fibers and fabrics. A certain 
amount of research in greater depth may be 
required for identification of particular speci-
mens.

For purposes of this study, for example, letters 
of inquiry were sent and various reference 
sources were consulted in an effort to see a 
documented sample of Dacca muslin. From 
the search, several specialize sources emerged 
which may be useful to users of this work.

Jane Shrimpton studied the history of dress 
at the Courtauld Institute of Art, London 
University. In 1992 she was a Ph.D. candidate 
working on the subject of British civilian dress 
in India, c 1700-1857.

In an article “Dressing for a Tropical Climate: 
The Role of Native Fabrics in Fashionable 
Dress in Early Colonial India” appearing in 
Textile History (Vol. 23, No. 1, Spring 1992), 
she points out that identification of the early 
muslins is very complicated for a variety of 
reasons, but particularly the fact that firmly 
dated surviving examples are very scarce. She 
notes that very few European garments with 
an Indian provenance are know to survive, 
and refers to the Cheltenham Art Gallery and 
Museum as holding an important collection of 
costume pieces from the late eighteenth and 
early nineteenth centuries.

The following references were recommended 
by curators of the Victoria and Albert Muse-
um, Wendy Hafford and Veronica Murphy: 

APPENDIX 3
OTHER RESOURCES FOR TEXTILE IDENTIFICATION

Montgomery, Florence. Textiles in America 
1650-1870. Originally published by Winter-
thur and Barra, now republished by W. W. 
Norton, New York, 1984. Pages 303-307 deal 
specifically with mull weaves.404 

Watson, James Forbes. Textiles Manufacturers 
and Costumes of the People of India.

Taylor, James. The Cotton Manufacturers of 
Dacca

Of the glossaries and dictionaries consulted, 
the only definition for Dacca muslin approach-
ing scientific lexicon was given by George E. 
Linton in The Modern Textile Dictionary (Cuell, 
Sloan and Pearse, New York, 1954), p. 209: 
“This famous Indian muslin has never been 
equaled for textures, feel, beauty and quality; 
textures range about 100 square. The soft, fine 
Dacca cotton of Bengal is used to make the 
fabric. The cloth may be hand-loomed or on 
power looms. Dacca differs from fine English 
muslin in that the latter has stripes or minute 
check designs in it.”

The following description of a muslin sample 
in the textile collection of the Smithsonian 
Institution, Washington, DC, was found in: 
Cooper, Grace Rogers, The Copp Family Tex-
tiles. Washington, D.C.: Smithsonian Studies in 
History and Technology, 1971.

100 inches wide, plain weave sheer cotton, 
single-ply Z-twist yarns in warp ad weft, 
thread count 62 by 58; white on white 
embroidery, flowers and other motifs in 
two-ply cotton chain stitch, small dots 
two-ply linen satin stitch, inner scalloped 
border two-ply cotton chain stitch, outer 
scalloped border twoply buttonhole stitch, 
jagged border in two-ply cotton chain 
stitch with two-ply linen crescents and 
dots...ground fabric probably imported 
from India, muslin probably embroidere-
about 1800.
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Volumes of the Ackermann’s Repository are 
extremely rare, but are distinguished by their 
inclusion of extant fabrics. The Museum of Fine 
Arts, Boston, was gracious enough to collect in-
formation about fabric samples in their holdings 
of Ackermann’s. To my knowledge the following 
listing of this information, compiled by MFA 
volunteer Susan Ward, constitutes its only pub-
lication.

APPENDIX 4
LIST OF EXHIBIT CATALOGS USED FOR COMPARISONS 

WITH TRANSITION PERIOD SPECIMEN DRESSES

"The Eighteenth Century Woman"
An exhibition at the Costume Institute
December 12, 1981 – September 5, 1982
Text by Paul M. Ettesvold
The Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York
and its companion volume, published in conjunction with the exhibition,
The Eighteenth Century Woman, Olivier Bernier. Doubleday, Garden City, New York, 1981 in 
association with The Metropolitan Museum of Art.

An Elegant Art – Fashion and Fantasy in the Eighteenth Century
Los Angeles County Museum of Art
Organized by Edward Maeder
Los Angeles County Museum of Art in association with Harry N. Abrams, New York, 1983

Simply Stunning: 200 Years of Fashion From the Cincinnati Art Museum
May 3 – September 4, 1988
Charles Otto Thieme 
Cincinnatti: Cincinnati Art Museum, 1988

Eighteenth-Century French Fashion Plates in Full Color
64 Engravings from the “Galerie des Modes,” 1778-1787
Edited by Stella Blum, Curator
Costume Institute, The Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York
Dover, New York, 1982

The Age of Napoleon: Costume from Revolution to Empire, 1789-1815
Edited by Katell le Bourhis
Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York, in association with Harry N. Abrams, 1989

[For more current scholarship on India mus-
lin, see also Sonia Ashmore, Muslin, London: 
V&A Publishing, 2012.  ~ SWG] 
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APPENDIX 5
SURVEY OF FABRICS OF LATE EIGHTEENTH CENTURY DRESSES

Source Date Origin Fabric
SILKS
PME c 1785 French Taffeta, narrow lavender and white stripes, p. 29

SS 1785-1790 American Light blue warp faced twill. No. 4

EA 1790-1797 English Blue gray moiré (a redingote), Plate 2

EA 1790-1795 English Buff colored ground with brocade flowers and small diamond figure, Plate 53

PME 1792 German Striped taffeta brocaded ivory color, p. 30

EA 1794 English Chiné and fine satin stripes, Plate 19

PME c 1795 Italian Striped taffeta (fabric is possibly 1760s), p. 32

PME 1795 French Red brocaded in a silvery gray floral pattern (fabric ca 1735), p. 30

PME 1798 Viennese Taffeta, ivory ground embroidered with color, p. 30

MMA c 1795 English Overdress satin stripes in yellow and white, p. 24

JA 1795-1800 English Altered from ca 1780: blue striped brocade – robe with muslin skirt, p. 44

AN c 1795 Prob-Italian Taffeta, narrow stripe dark brown and green, Plate 22, p. 45

AN c 1798 American Taffeta, brown with muslin fichu, Plate 62, p. 72

AN c 1799 Spanish Striped fabric with hem appliquéd in satin, sequins, and chenille, p. 74

COTTONS (MUSLINS AND CALICOS)
AN 1780s French Block printed opaque cotton, bold, Plate 20, p. 43
NB 1780-1794 English Pint printed cotton with trails, p. 73

SWS c 1800 French Mull embroidered with colored wool and cotton in an overall pattern, Plate 5

AN 1789 French White muslin with grapevine embroidered in purple and green, Plate 19, p. 42

AN 1780-1795 French Glazed hand-painted print, Plate 21, p. 44

PME 1798 English White mull embroidered with white cotton, p. 30

PME 1790-1800 English Printed (fabric earlier), p. 30

PME 1793 French Toile de Jouy – dark green, p. 30

AN 1795 French Directoire muslin embroidered with gold, p. 62

AN 1795 French Directoire block printed calicos, Plates 45, 46, 47, p. 63

PME 1796 English White checkered mull printed with an allover floral pattern in black, red, and 
green, p. 30

PME 1798 English White mull embroidered in white cotton. foliate pattern, p. 30

NB 1795-1800 English White cotton, printed, p. 75

JA c 1798-1805 English White cotton, printed, p. 48

AB 1795-1800 French White cotton with hand-painted bouquets, possibly India, Plate 20

EA c 1800 English Muslin embroidered with gold and silver, probably India for English market, Plate 
51, p. 149

EA c 1800 English Fine white cotton embroidered in coarse white threads, p. 170
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Key To Sources

 AB Masterpieces of Women’s Costume of the Eighteenth & Nineteenth Centu-
ries, Aline Bernstein, 1959

 AN The Age of Napoleon: Costume From Revolution to Empire, 1789-1815, 
Katell le Bourhis, General Ed., 1989

 EA An Elegant Art – Fashion and Fantasy in the Eighteenth Century, Edward 
Maeder, Los Angeles County Museum of Art, 1983

 JA Patterns of Fashion, 1660-1860 Book I, Janet Arnold, 1972

 MMA "In Style," Jean Druesedow, Metropolitan Museum of Art Bulletin, Fall 
1987

 NB Costume in Detail, Nancy Bradfield, 1968

 PME Eighteenth Century Woman, text by Paul M. Ettesvold, The Metropolitan 
Museum of Art, December 1981-September 1982

 SS Simply Stunning: 200 Years of Fashion From the Cincinnati Art Museum, 
Charles Otto Thieme, Cincinnati Art Museum, 1988

 SWS  She Walks in Splendor, Adolph Cavallo, 1963

Source Date Origin Fabric
LINENS
EA 1795 English Hand-painted in South India for English market, Plate 1
PME 1798 American White printed in blue with scattered flowers (fabric earlier), p. 30

AN 1798-1799 American White with white embroidery, Plate 67, p. 76
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APPENDIX 6
PORTRAIT CORRESPONDENCE

Scan #1

National Gallery of Art

(illegible data)

October 13, 1992

Dear Professor McMurry,

I have been asked to respond to your letter regarding Stuart�s portrait of Mrs. John Adams.

The portrait has an interesting history in that it was commissioned by Abigail Adams in 1800 to accompany one 
of her husband, but that neither work was completed until 1815. There is correspondence between Abigail 
and John Quincy Adams that indicates that the family strongly hoped to induce Stuart to finished the paintings 
in 1804 but were unsuccessful. While John Adams sat to Stuart again in 1815, it appears that Mrs. Adams 
did not. All this might help to explain the anachronistic elements of her costume. In the systematic catalogue 
of our collection (yet to be published) the color of her dress is described as �(illegible).�

I have forwarded a copy of your letter to our Department of Visual services which will be able to supply you with 
the proper forms for securing persimmon to reproduce the works

Best wishes for the success of your publication.

Sincerely yours, (signature) Deborah 
Chotner Assistant Curator 
American and British Paintings

Professor Elsie F. McMurry 514 Warren 
Road Ithaca, New York 14850
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Scan #2

October 27, 1992

Mrs. Deborah Chotner Assistant Curator 
 American and British Paintings 
National Gallery of Art Washington, 
D.C. 20565

Dear Deborah Chotner:

Thank you very much for your information about Gilbert Stuart's portrait of Abigail Adams.

The portrait was evidently commissioned soon after President and Mrs. Adams became the first occupants of the White House. 
The visible detail of her costume represents a style of dress of the late 1790s or early 1800s.

I have searched for comparisons as seen in other portraits and extant dresses. A particularly interesting comparison is a 
portrait of Mrs. John Murray (Metropolitan Museum 22.76.2) which was probably painted about 1806 by John Trumbull. 
Mrs. Murray was from Mt. Morris, New York. The similarity of style of dress of these two mature ladies is striking.

The probable date of 1804 as the beginning of the sittings supports what I see in the Stuart portrait. Her dress appears to 
be a dark plum colored silk and her accessories; fichu, tucker, and headdress, all of fine muslin embody elegant detail. 
She chose to wear a costume expressive of her dignity and conservative nature. It probably expresses that deep rooted 
New England philosophy that the obviously bright shining new is not in good haste. We know from her letters that she 
was quite aware of the avant-garde of Classical style and she had experienced it first hand in Paris, London, and the 
metropolitan centers of the New Republic.

I have received the forms from your Department of Visual Services. I shall act promptly to secure permission 
to include a print of the painting in our publication.
I appreciate your help very much. I and my assistants, found the history of Gilbert Stuart's portrait Mrs. 
John Adams tremendously useful, and needless to say, we hope our readers will appreciate it.

Sincerely yours,

Elsie F. McMurry Professor 
Emerita Cornell 
University
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Scan #3

National Portrait Gallery

November 24 1992

Dr. Elsie F. McMurry 514 Warren Road 
Ithaca, NY 14850

Dear Dr. McMurry:

Deborah Chotner of the National Gallery of Art showed me your correspondence with her 
about Gilbert Stuart's portrait of Abigail Adams. Since she was quoting from my research 
on the painting, I thought I would write you also.

It is important to note that the portrait was painted in Philadelphia before the Adamses moved 
to Washington and became the first occupants of the White House. The full documentation 
for the portrait and that of John Adams appears in Andrew Olivers' book, Portraits 
of John and Abigail Adams (Cambridge, Mass., 1967). Although the sittings took place 
in or before 1500 - she made a payment in 1800 - it was not finished until 1815, after Stuart 
moved to Boston. Since we don't know how much of the portrait Stuart completed before 
he abandoned the project in 1801, it is helpful to know from you that the style of the dress 
is from 1798-1800 rather than from the year the portrait was completed.

I described the color of her dress as plum, and since writing two conservators  this have asked 
other people for their opinion: suggest "mauve". It is a sort of purple-brown. Is there 
an  eighteenth century name for this color?!

Yours sincerely,  (signature) Ellen 
G. Miles (Dr.) Curator, Department 
of Painting and Sculpture
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APPENDIX 7
SURVEY OF VISIBLE FABRICS REPRESENTED IN DRESSES OF THE 1850S

SOURCE DATE FABRIC

Thieme (Grace) 1850-1853 Changeable taffeta with three flounces of floral pattern (probably damask 
á disposition, p. 37

Thieme (Grace) 1848-1850 White silk-floral weave (probably damask), Plate 12

Remington, P. c 1856 Summer visiting dress – plain fawn taffeta with floral weave flounces in 
brown and lavender, Plate 12

c 1858 Carriage dress – floral vertical stripe, green taffeta with woven design in 
black velvet, Plate 14

c 1858 Calling costume – fawn taffeta with double skirt á disposition (floral em-
broidered in brown velvet), Plate 15

Bradley, B. W. c 1855 Reception dress – floral damask, p. 9

Druesedow, J. c 1856 Evening dress – floral pattern within stripe – brocaded, p. 34

Adams, A. R. c 1856 Rep weave – blue, silver, and gray allover floral motifs, Cover and p. 8

Bradfield, N. c 1859 Day dress – fine soft figu ed silk-floral, allover pattern, p. 211

Moore, D. L. 1853 Formal day dress, ice blue ground with floral motifs between stripes, p. 65

Buck, A. 1853-1855 Muslin day dress – checkered white muslin printed in purple and mauve 
borders of flounces of floral - á disposition, Bk 4, Plates 8 and 9a

Cunnington, C. W. 1852-1853 Summer dress – muslin printed á disposition in paisley pattern, p. 194

Payne, B. c 1855 Striped warp taffeta with floral pattern within stripes, p. 513

FLORAL

Note: Some patterns that might have been categorized as stripes are included with floral 
patterns because of the dominance of floral motifs between the stripes.
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SURVEY OF VISIBLE FABRICS REPRESENTED IN DRESSES OF THE 1850S

SOURCE DATE FABRIC

Thieme (Grace) 1858-1863 Brown wool gauze, and blue and white twill plaid, p 40

1858-1863 Brown silk taffeta plaid with warp printed stripes in green and black, p. 40

Remington, P. c 1854 Morning dress – green and black plaid silk – bold pattern, i.e., larger scale, 
Plate 10

Thieme (Simply) c 1850-1853 One piece plaid silk taffeta, No. 33

Bradley, B. W. c 1859 Afternoon dress silk plaid ikat weave, . 9

Thieme (Simply) c 1854-1856 White wool and silk plaid, No. 35

Bernstein, A. 1850-1860 Green silk with horizontal brocaded bands of black and white, Plate 59

Callister, H. 1856 Silk taffeta, bright pink, green, black, and brown, p 24

Drusedow, J. c 1856 Afternoon dress – large-scale plaid vivid blues, narrow widths of pink and 
black, p 33

Waugh, N. Late 1850s Carriage dress – dove gray taffeta, flounces, plaid of white, gray, and black, 
Plate XLVII and p 309

PLAID 

SOURCE DATE FABRIC

Thieme (Grace) 1853-1856 Silk taffeta with horizontal bands of pink plush á disposition, p 38

Coleman, A. 1858-1859 Ball gown – brown brocaded taffeta with horizontal stripes (no page num-
bers given)

Eicher, J. B. ca 1855 Pinstriped brown taffeta, brocaded woven bands, three flounces á dispo-
sition, p 12

STRIPES
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SURVEY OF VISIBLE FABRICS REPRESENTED IN DRESSES OF THE 1850S

SOURCE DATE FABRIC

Thieme (Grace) 1853-1855 Blue silk taffeta with self-fringed bands, braid, and fringe, p 36

1853-1856 Blue silk taffeta with trimming of matching blue ribbon and fringe, p. 3

Remington, P. 1854 Plain white taffeta with ruching (or quilling) and ribbons, Plate 9 ca 1856 
Wedding dress – cream colored satin, Plate 11

Callister, H. c 1855-1859 Silk “moiré antique” satin ruching (ribbon) and fringe, p 28

Bernstein, A. 1850-1860 Rose-pink and blue “shot” silk and rose and pink ribbon ruching, Plate 53

Arnold, J. c 1856-1860 Wedding dress – white silk trimmed with flossed silk fringe, p.67

Remington, P. c 1858 Purple silk moiré, Plate 13

ca 1859 Wedding dress – white silk moiré, Plate 16

Bradfield, N. 1858-1860 Black silk moiré taffeta, three flounces edged in black velvet, p 209

Eicher, J. B. ca 1853 Mauve silk taffeta, p. 1

PLAIN

SOURCE DATE FABRIC

Bradley, B. W. c 1850 Cotton – tabby weave with twilled pattern, warps printed in two colors 
and black, p 8

Arnold, J. 1852-1856 Day dress – white muslin printed with geometric design in black and 
deep lilac, three flounces á disposition, p. 67

Waugh, N. ca 1850 Fine muslin in a delicate pattern of roses and black ribbon, p 309

Bradfield, N. ca 1851-1854 Fine cream wool printed with spot pattern in brown and pink (three 
flounces) trimming of silk fringe, pp 189-190

GEOMETRIC
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APPENDIX 8

ANILINE PURPLE INQUIRY

Scan #1

July 21, 1986
Dr. Jane Bridgeman 2 Granville 
Square London WCIX 
9PF ENGLAND

Dear Dr. Bridgeman:

Dr. Amotz Weinberg has recommended you as an expert in the dating of dresses 
and particularly as an authority on historic development of dyes.

In our Cornell Costume Collection we have a silk dress of a particularly vibrant purple. The donor 
thought that it had been worn by her grandmother for a special occasion in Boston in the 1850s. 
Having examined, measured and compared the dress to others of the 1850s and 1860s I 
have become both puzzled and intrigued with the possibility of its  vintage. The hem circumference 
suggests that it may be from the early years of the 1860s. The pleating plan around 
the top of the skirt may also indicate either late 1850s or early 1860s.

There is one piece of vital information that would be the key to the answer and that is -- Is the 
vibrant purple an aniline dye? If it  5 an aniline dye would this mean that the fabric would not 
have been produced before the 1860s? Curiosity has spurred on the research team to try 
to answer the question. Can you help us?

Sincerely,  Elsie F. McMurry 
Curator Cornell Costume 
Collection

EFM/ep
Enc.
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Scan #2

Dr. Jane Bridgeman 2 Granville Square, London, WCIX 9PF Tel. 01-837 5665

Elsie F. McMurry, Curator, Cornell 
Costume Collection, Cornell 
University Ithaca, NY. 14853-4401.

September 17th 1986,

Dear Ms. McMurry,

Thank you for your interesting letter of July 21st. Please accept my apologies for the delay in reply�this was 
due to my absence abroad.

From the information which you provided the dress seems to date o.1866-1867([illegible] Janet Arnold, 
[start underline] Patterns of Fashion 2,1860-1940, [end underline] Macmillan, London 1972,p.24). 
The Without a chemical analysis of the dyestuff, for which I do not have facilities, it is difficult 
to tell whether the silk in which the dress was made was dyed in an aniline purple(mauvine) or 
not. On the other hand, given the approximate date of the dress style, this might be a reasonable 
assumption.

Mauvine was first obtained by W.H Perkin(1838-1907) in [start underline] 1856 [end underline] a year later he 
opened a factory for the commercial production of this dye at Greenford Green, Harrow(near London). Other 
factories producing aniline dyes opened in Europe shortly afterwards, for example the Chemische Fabrik 
Dycherhoff Clemm und C., at Mannheim (Germany) in 1861 �later, from 1865,at Ludwigshafen the Badische 
Anilin und Soda Fabrik; J. J. Miller at Basle (Switzerland) in 1862; and, in 1863, Friedrich Bayer und 
C, Wuppertal-Barmen(Germany), This last company which in 1880 transferred to Leverkusen as the Farben 
Fabriken Bayer,  played some part in setting up the first factory in the U.S to produce [start underline] aniline 
dyes�at Albany, New York State, in 1865. [end underline]

It is possible that the silk for your dress may have been imported from Europe; but it might 
have been dyed, if not woven, in the U.S perhaps at Albany. Mauvine purple was the 
fastest purple available before 1885 (W. H. Perkin, 'The President's Address'�the colouring 
 matter produced from coal-tar products� [start underline] Journal of the Society 
of Chemical Industry 1885(London) 4,pp. 427-38) Your silk dress certainly hasn't faded:

2/....
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I hope the above wil) be of gome help, If you wigh I could enquire here about a chealcal 
analysis of the samplie you so kindly sent me. It aight be faster, of course, to request 
this service from a museun textile laboratory in the United States, perhaps at Cleveland 
or Chicago. Please let me know if you would like me to have the dyestuff analysed 
here, In the meantime I shall keep the silk  but it will be returned(with or without 
an analysis)!

I would de most grateful if you could gend me some inforsation adout the Cornel) 
Costupe Collection and about the kind of coursesin Cogtume Higtory, or 
Textile History, that you have at the University.

1017 APPENDICES

I hope the above will be of some help. If you wish I could enquire here about & chemical analysis 
of the sample you so kindly sent me. It might be faster, of course, to request this 
service from a [illegible] textile laboratory in the United States, perhaps at Cleveland or 
Chicago. Please let me know if you would like me to have the dyestuff analyzed here. In 
the meantime I shall keep the silk  but it will be returned(with or without an analysis)!

Yours sincerely,  (signature)  Jane Bridgeman.

P.S. I would be most grateful If you could send me some information about the Cornell Costume 
Collection and about the kind of [illegible] Costume History, or Textile History, that 
you have At the University.
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Scan #3

46 Harlow Moor Drive Harrogate 
N Yorks

26 November 1986

Dr Jane Bridgeman 2 Granville 
Square London 
WCIX EFF6

Dear Dr Bridgeman
Thankyou for your letter of 21 November (received 25) containing the purple =ilk and sewing thread from Cornell.

I must admit that I concentrate on natural dye identification. However, I need  to distinguish 
between naturals apl synthetics, and though I cannot be certain of  the 
identification of the dye in the case of the Cornell silk, I can pinpoint its type.

You are probably right in assuming that the dye is an aniline purple. In my test it behaves like 
a nineteenth century synthetic basic-dye, and specifically reacts Just like Hofmann's violet, 
a triphenyl methane dye invented in (start underline) about 1862 (end underline) and 
presumably commercialized shortly thereafter. Both the textile and the thread seam to be 
dyed with the same dye.

Dyes like Hofmann's violet were much used to dye silk because of the brilliance of 
the shades, though the dyes were fugitive. The use of the violet on a silk of the 
later 1660s is not surprising, forever, I should point out that several other (illegible) 
violet dyes have relate chemical structures, such as Crystal violet and Kethy 
violet, and I would need (nineteenth century) samples of such dyes to arrive 
at a more definite identification of the present dye, but perhaps the information 
I have given is sufficient for your purpose, and if so, I hope my fee of 
ﾣ5.00 would be considered reasonable. I enclose the Cornell textile - a thread 
or two is sufficient  for dye testing.

Yours sincerely  (signature)
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Dr. Jane Bridgeman 2 Granville Square, London, WCIX 9PF Tel. 01-837 5663

Elsie F. McMurry,  Curator,  Cornell Costume 
Collection, Department of Textiles 
& Apparel, Martha Van Rensselaer 
Hall, ITHACA., N Y 14853-4401,

27th November 1986

Dear Ms. McMurry,

After I received your letter of 17tk October I wrote to Dr, G.W. Taylor who works 
for the Archaeological Trust, York.(checkmark) I enclose a copy of his 
letter regarding your silk sample which is self-explanatory.

I have forwarded a cheque for ﾣ5.00 (approx. $. 7.00) on your behalf 
to Dr. Taylor. Do let me know if his analysis is sufficient for 
your purposes and whether I can be of any further help to you, 
 Lookinq forward to hearing from you.

Yours sincerely,  (signature) 
 Jane Bridgeman,

Enc.

P.S. Please excuse the bad quality of the photo-copy:
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The coal-tar dye industry was begun in the United States by the late Arthur 
Bott. He was born in Fulda, near Cassel, Germany, in 1831. He studied at 
the University of Marburg, and came to America in 1853, and engaged in the 
manufacture of colored paper and cardboard in Albany. During a visit to Berlin 
he met A. W. Hofmann, and following this association he resolved to begin the 
manufacture of aniline colors in America

Mr. Bott returned to Albany in 1867, but shortly afterwards he made a third 
trip to Germany, this time a business one, and it appears that his purpose was 
to visit Professor Hofmann again. We may therefore put it down as an historical 
conclusion that the idea of making coal-tar color in America originated with A. 
W. Hofmann.

The Albany Aniline & Chemical Works was incorporated April 7, 1868, for 
the duration of fifty years. I entered its service in May, 1881, as chemist, and 
became successively assistant manager, manager, an secretary until 1884, when 
I left it on the foreclosure of its bonds.

Mr. Bott retired from the paper business in 1868, and began, either at the end 
of 1868 or beginning of 1869, to make aniline colors on Chestnut Street, Alba-
ny, as president, I believe, but at all events as operating head of the Albany Ani-
line & Chemical Works. Now Chestnut Street was a respectable dwelling-house 
quarter, and the neighbors complained. The[y] complained of the smear on the 
sidewalks, which I suppose was magenta, but to which they objected as painting 
their conservation quarter red. The works were then moved to the southern 
part of the city, on Broadway, backing on the river. This was about 1870.

Ellwood Hendrick, "Record of the Coal-Tar Color Industry at Albany," 
Industrial and Engineering Chemistry. Volume 16, April 1924.
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APPENDIX 9
LANGDON RECEIPT

2 yds Linen Lawn @  .85
1½ yds Lustrene @ 1.00
5 yds Berlin check @ .22
1 yd Pink Silesia @ .35
10 yd Pink Grenadine @ 2.50
1½ yds Pink Silk @ 3.50
8 yd Pink Fringe @ 1.60
   White lace 2.50
Silk buttons -?- belt twist 2.00
Making pink silk evening gown 25.00
         Gloves 2.75
         Hat 25.00

1.70
1.50
1.10
.35
25.00
5.25
12.80
2.50
2.00
25.00
2.75
25.00
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APPENDIX 10
EMBROIDERED COTTON INQUIRY

Scan #1

TEXTILMUSEUM mit Textilbibliothek
Vadianstrasse 2, CH-9000 St. Gallen 
Telefon (071) 2217 44 Postcheck 
90-9250-5 Elsie F. McMurry, Curator, Cornell 'Costume 

Collection Department  of Design & 
Environmentals Analysis Martha Van Rensselaer 
Hall  Ithaca, New York 14853

St. Gallen, March 26, 1991 be

Dear Miss E.F. McMurry
It was with great interest that I read your letter. Thank you very much.  I believe that your fabric was embroidered 
in Switzerland (St. Gallen) and it is machine embroidered. We have a big collection of pattern books 
which  show this kind of embroidery. The machine was the so-called hand-machine which works like the 
human hard and therefore it is very hard to be identified as machine work. It is a machine where up to 104 
needles are working at  the same time. Your second example is also done this way.

Two years ago I travelled in the United States and I visited the art museum in Philadelphia and I found a similar example of swiss embroidery there. The number 
is 76.23 and it was bougt of a manufacturer of St. Gallen, his name vas Bion & Tschumper. It seems that he exhibited this piece at the world exhibition 
of 1876 in Philadelphia.

Some other dresses in the Philadelphia collection seem to me swiss embroidered as well:

1978-110-8; 48.18.21 a, b; 69.56.28; 
50.46.2 a, b

And 8 number where I noted "grasscloth" 74.2.14 a, b.

About this material I cannot tell you more. We do have it in our collection, but it mostly was embroidered 
in Manila. Maybe our machine embroiderers used it as well.

Sincerely yours,  TEXTILMUSEIM ST.GALLEN 
 Dr. Anne Wanner-JeanRichard 
 (signature)

Encl.
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Scan #2

May 2, 1991
Dr. Anne Wanner-Jean Richard; Textil Museum 
mit Textilbibliotek; Vadianstrasse 2, 
9000;  St. Gallen, Switzerland

Dear Dr. Anne Wanner:

I have �nally received your package and letter of March 26th. By mistake the mail service delivered 
the material to the wrong department.

Thank you very much. I, and the persons helping me with the book, are very excited about the information you have. 
I shall now complete the dress description of �The Garden Party Dress� of ca. 1883. Included will be the identification 
data you have given.

Thank you very much for including the information about the Philadelphia collection. We shall try 
to see the pieces when we are in Philadelphia.

I have enclosed 5" Coupon-R￩ponse Intenational which I hope will cover your postage.

We hope you will visit us at Cornell University when you are in the USA again.

Sincerely, (signature) Elsie 
F. McMurry Professor 
Emerita Cornell 
University
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APPENDIX 11
MACK WEDDING DRESS DOCUMENT

55 Ridgewood place Springfield, Massachusetts

handwritten: 1. wedding dress 
white satin with pearls 
and real lace. 2. sisters 
dress white (illegible) 
satin with (illegible)

August 8th, 1938

My dear Miss Blackmores

Now I have finished packing up the dresses and will write these details in regard to them and 
you can use what you want of them for your records. It has been a real pleasure to see 
again these dresses that have been packed away so long and it recalled many times 
of long ago.

First, my wedding dress. The material was bought in Chicago; probably at Marshall Field's or Carson, Pirie, 
Scott's: both are old stores there. It was made in the Fall of 1892 because I was married on January 4th, 
1893. My shopping was done in October of that Fall.

Madame Baker made it and much of my trousseau in her shop in Chicago. She was a popular 
dressmaker there at that time. She was a pretty woman; a brown-eyed blond with golden 
hair and cheeks all white and pink like a peach and she wore the only successful combination 
of brown and black that I ever saw in a dress of almost cinnamon brown taffeta 
with a rather large leaf design in black worked through it.
I think the dress cost $ 85.00. Not so much as some others, You see I did not have it lined with silk. It was worn 
first at my small (about 100 people) wedding in my father's home in Vincennes, Indiana. A few weeks later 
I wore it at a ball in my new home - town, Sandusky, Ohio. That is when somebody stepped on the train 
and ripped the gathers out at the top. One year later, on my first anniversary, I happened to be back at 
my home on a visit, at Vincennes, I mean, and as a friend gave a lovely party and dance on ay anniversary, 
I wore my wedding dress. I think that was the last time but later, in Sandusky, it was worn by a 
girl on the stage at a play given by a private amateur club and unbeknown to me she went to a photographer's 
place and had her picture taken in my dress and veil. I have one of them and I think that is where 
it got so dirty.

My wedding was in the evening; about 8:30 and after a fine supper we danced some to a small orchestra. 
Later, of course, changed and left on a train after midnight. It was nice.
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The satin- striped white drees with the crimson velvet is the one my sister wore at my wedding the same 
night though she was not my bridesmaid. That material was bought in Cincinnati but Madame Baker 
made her dress too and a handsome one for my mother. My sister is still Miss Clara DeWolf. She never 
married and now lives here with me.  Her dress was altered a little in the skirt a year or two later but 
not in the waist, She recalls that the silk for her dress cost about $ 45.00 but she does not remember 
what the making was so I can give you no price on that. Her dress is handsomer than mine.

As I have packed the French dresses in another box I will write write a separate article about them.

May I hear that they all have reached you safe-  ly? It is such a satisfaction to know. Hoping 
they may be of use to you,

I remain, (handwritten, illegible)

(handwritten, illegible)
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APPENDIX 12
FORM FOR DESCRIPTIONS

From: Museum 

Accession number:

Donor:

Wearer: Name and all pertinent information

Provenance:

Description: For example, one piece dress (bodice and skirt joined) or two 
piece bodice and skirt.

Fabric: Fiber, weave, color, any information regarding origin, previous use - see 
also measurement data.

Bodice:

Neck: Shape, shoulder length, (see measurement data), construction.

Front: Closure type and location as “the bodice front closure is the bib con-
struction.” Number of pieces, basic cuts, and grain lines.

Back: Neckline contour, construction, number of pieces, cuts, and other 
details regarding style characteristics, waistline location in relation to 
natural waistline.

Sleeve Type: number of pieces, sleeve cap (fullness or none), grain direction.

Skirt: How joined to waistline, i.e., smooth and fitted with gathers, pleats, 
number of pieces, grain lines, with or without gored sections, location of 
gores, with or without trained back.

Construction Details: Linings, bones, other supports, fasteners, pockets. 
Evidence of Updating: Hand or machine sewn, fiber of sewing thread when 
pertinent to identification. Seam style when pertinent such as edge stitches, 
corded piping inserted, etc.
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Measurements

Dress from:
Donor:
Wearer:

Bodice
center front neckline to waist
center back neckline to waist
underarm to waist
center back to side seam
center front to side seam
narrowest upper back
across (natural) shoulder
length of shoulder seam
center back panel seam
length of side-back seam (dart)

Sleeve
type
around armscye
upper arm girth
end circumference
length over cap
length underarm
macheron length over top
macheron length underarm
macheron hem circumference

Basic Skirt
front–waist to hem
right side–waist to hem
back–waist to hem
placket opening

t=symbol–train

hem sweep
fabric width (web)
Gores: widths at waist and hem
 (see appendix 15)

Overskirt = OS
As overskirts vary, please study the 
sketches and text for dimensions. 
Most of the measurements were 
recorded for all the specimens, but 
there were also some that per-
tained only to particular periods; 
as for example, during the 1870s 
1880s and even for a few years of 
the 1890s, the overskirt had to be 
added to the measurements, since 
both in style and dimension they 
were identification benchmarks.
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APPENDIX 13
OBSERVATIONS ON EARLY AMERICAN PRODUCTION

OF QUALITY APPAREL SILKS:
THE CHENEY BROTHERS SILK MILLS, CONNECTICUT

&
A RECORD OF WIDTHS OF THE SILK FABRICS IN OUR

SPECIMENS, CA 1785-1898

Question: Just when did the American textile industry produce ap-
parel fabrics of quality competitive with imported European fabrics?

The question was addressed to Carol Dean Krute, Curator of Costume 
and Textiles, Wadsworth Atheneum of Hartford, Connecticut, author 
of Cheney Textiles: A Century of Silk, a publication accompanying an 
exhibition of the same title. She conducted extensive research on the 
Cheney Brothers Mills in South Manchester, Connecticut, specializing 
in winding sewing silk. Her research indicates that “It took twelve 
years of experimentation before [they] produced their first successful 
spun silk cloth in 1866. The cloth known as number four grosgrain 
silk was of coarse quality and poor color, but it sold very well at $2.50 
per yard because it filled the great demand among widows for inex-
pensive black silk after the Civil War.”

As the author points out, other significant factors contributed to 
Cheney’s success as a leading textile producer of late-nineteenth and 
twentieth century apparel fabrics of quality: high tariffs on import-
ed materials, improved machinery, and constant innovation. “Looms 
gradually increased in width from 30 inches to 35 inches in 1890, to 
45 inches in 1905, and to 54 inches in 1920.”

Judging from recent trends of research into American textile produc-
tion, better documentation may soon be available. Meanwhile, Carol 
Krute’s excellent work prompted the collection of the following data 
on widths of silk fabrics from our specimens.
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A Record of the Widths of the Silk Fabrics in Our Specimens ca. 1785.1808

Date Inches Country Weave

1785 18 3/8 France Stripe
1775-96 19 3/4 France Damask
1775-1800 27 7/8  Damask
1780-95 22 France Shot
1790-95 No full widths to measure  Satin
1799-1800 29 1/2 China Chinese
1795- 1800 22  Taffeata
1800- 1804 19  Satin
1812 22  Surah
1815 24 European Dobby
1815-16 25 3/8  Satin
1815-20 29 1/4 England? Plain Weave
1817-20 29   
1819-21 18 3/4 England Taffeta
1819-23 21 European  
1820- 29   
1823-25 18 1/2  Plain Weave
1824 32 7/8 (question accuracy)  Dobby

1825 18 7/8  Crepe
1828 19 England Taffeta
1833-35 17 5/8  Figured
1834 19 1/2  Stripe
1835-38 18 5/8  Damask
1837 17 3/8  Taffeta
1838 18 1/4  Brocade
1835-40 18   
1840 18 1/8  Damask
1840 17 3/4  Figured
1840-41 20 3/4 France Brocade
1842-43 19 1/8  Figured
1845-46 17 1/4 European Stripe
1846-47 17 1/2 France Figured
1849-50 21 1/2  Plaid
1850 32 3/8  Taffeta
1850-55 23 1/2  Damask
1850-55 23  Brocade
1855-60 21 1/3  Novelty
1855-60 24 3/4  Muslin
1856-58 29  Brocade
1856-58 19  Plaid
1856-60 22 3/4  Chin￩
1856-60 22  Organza
1856-60 19 1/4  Plaid
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Date Inches Country Weave

1858+60 23 1/2  Organza
1860 27 1/2  Taffeta
1860-65 27 1/4  Taffeta
1860-65 24  Satin/Plaid
1861-65 18 1/8  Taffeta Plaid
1863 21 1/4  Warp Print
1863-65 18  Dobby
1863-65 26 5/8  Taffeta Plaid
1863-65 22 France Chin￩
1865-68 18  Taffeta
1865-68 18 1/2  Taffeta
1865-68 19 1/4   
1867-68 22 England Taffeta
1868 18  Taffeta Plaid
1868-69 21  Taffeta
1869 23 1/4  Faille
Nov.1869 26 1/2  Faille
1869-70 21 7/8 England Faille
1870 19 1/2  Taffeta
1873-74 24  Poplin
1875 23 1/2 France Rep weave
1875 21 1/4  Taffeta
1875 22 1/4 English Taffeta
1875-78 22 1/8  Taffeta
1875-78 20 3/8  Poplin
1878 18  Taffeta
1878-79 19  Dobby
1879-80 19 1/2  Heavy Rep weave
1882-83 Satin approx. - 21"  Satin

no selvages  Taffeta
Taffeta - 21"  Novelty
Novelty stripe - 19 1/2"   

1885 22  Satin
1885 19 3/4  Voided Velvet
1886 23 3/8  Velvet
1887 21 5/8  Ottoman
1887 20  Velvet
1891 23 1/2 France Satin
1891 16.25 (lining) France Taffeta
1891 23 1/2 France Brocade
1892-93 22  Satin
1893-95 24 3/4  Bengaline
June 1896 22  Satin
1896-97 21 3/4  Printed Satin
1897 27 France Brocaded Faille
1898-99 21 1/2  Taffeta
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APPENDIX 14
SARGENT PHYSICAL EXAMINATION DATA

College Archives

Smith College Northampton, Massachusetts 01063 (413)585-2970 
FAX (413)585 2075

March 21, 1996

Nancy E. Breen 299 Owasco 
Road Auburn, NY 
13021

Dear Nancy:

I'm pleased to give permission for Mrs. McMurray to include a sample of the Sargent �Physical Examination" 
book in her appendix. If the publisher needs a clearer copy of the section that you want to publish, 
we can supply a photograph or a photostat. And I'll enclosed those rates as well as the photocopying 
rates this time.

Sincerely, (signature) Margery 
N. Sly College 
Archivist

Enclosures
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The number and location of gores in a skirt often indicate the period when the skirt 
style was in fashion. A gore is essentially a wedge-shaped piece which is wider at its 
base than at its apex. In creating a skirt style a gore is used as a means of fitting the 
waistline smoothly (in desired areas) while allowing the fabric to extend from the 
figure to flare or to flow at the hemline; for example, a gored side-back section could 
be a substitute for bulky gathers or folds along the waistline. On the side adjoining 
the side seam it might be cut on straight grain— or possibly slightly bias—in contrast 
to its very bias side joined to the back section of the skirt; the very bias side would 
contribute to the dramatic back thrust of the skirt (with a hemline in the form of a 
short or long train).

Just when gores first appeared in the round dresses of the early nineteenth century 
is debatable. Much uncertainty results from the scarcity of well-documented primary 
material. Norah Waugh claims that, “From early in the nineteenth century . . . the front 
of the skirt had no fullness, but required a little gathering at the sides . . . sometimes 
the front was gored on the side seams, which eliminated the gathers at the waist and 
threw the skirt out at the back.”1 Her first specimen (bib-front style) which includes a 
side-back gore is dated ca 1803.2 Janet Arnold’s first diagram showing a gored section 
is dated ca 1818-18233 - a pelisse, whereas the morning dress 1798-18054 and the 
frock ca 1806-18095 have no gores. Although C. W. Cunnington reports “gored skirts” 
in his summary of fashions of 1807,6 he is more direct in his statement, “From 1815 
onwards the skirt is often gored at the sides, with the fullness carried to the back, 
where it is closely gathered.”7

With the uncertainties of when and how gores were used to change skirt styles, the 
data our specimens provide may be of value to researchers and to those who wish to 
reproduce period dresses.

The following data is an extension of the measurement table of each decade because 
the number, dimensions, and placement of gored sections was information not readily 
adaptable to the format containing the basic measurements of each specimen.

1 Waugh, p 132.
2 Waugh, Diagram XXXV.
3 Arnold, p 54.
4 Arnold, p 48.
5 Arnold, p 48.
6 Cunnington, p 33.
7 Cunnington, p 32.

APPENDIX 15
GORES IN SKIRTS  – 1800 TO 1900
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19 TV V.69.202   c 1795-1800
Silk taffeta,  22 inches    waist not measured  hem = 114 5⁄8
   Each S gore =  waist = 1 7⁄8 inches hem = 20 1⁄4 inches
Altered frequently from an early 1780s dress.

20 TV V.60.160.1  c 1800-04
Silk satin, 19 inches    waist = 32 inches  hem = 104 inches
   Each SB gore = waist = 4 1⁄4 inches±  hem = 15 3⁄4 inches (pieced)

21 CI 42.115.1    c 1800-04
Cotton muslin, 27 inches   waist = 32 1⁄4 inches  hem = 91 inches
   Each S gore =  waist = 7 1⁄8 inches hem = 18 1⁄4 inches

22 CI 55.50.4    c 1800-05
Cotton dimity, 30 inches   waist = 28 inches  hem = 106 inches
   No gores.

18/23 URI 1954.66.03  c 1801
corded cotton 50 1⁄2 inches   waist = 29 inches  hem = 99 inches
   No gores.
Altered in part from a 1790s dress. 

24 CI 1982.316.12   c 1803-05
Cotton mull, 29 3⁄4 inches   waist = 27 inches  hem = 70 1⁄2 inches
   Each S gore =  waist = 1 1⁄2 inches hem = 8 inches

 CI 45.68.22    c 1803-05
Cotton mull, 32 1⁄4 inches   waist = 27 inches  hem = 88 inches
   Each S gore =  waist = 1⁄2 inch hem = 12 inches

26 CI 19.181.1    c 1804
Cotton mull, 50 inches   waist = 28 inches hem = 156 inches (trained)
   No gores.
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27 CI 1983.6.1    c 1804-05  (See CAD pattern.)
 Cotton mull, 50 1⁄2 inches   waist = 26 3⁄4 inches  hem = 152 1⁄2 inches (trained)
   Each gore = waist = 0  hem = 10 1⁄2 inches

28 CI x52.6    c 1804-10  (See CAD pattern.)
Cotton muslin, 46 inches   waist = 31 ¾ inches  hem = 100 1⁄2 inches
   No gores
Side seams of front and back indicate skirt is shaped.

29 CI 26.260.93    c 1806-10
Cotton muslin 51 1⁄4 inches   waist = 26 1⁄2 inches  hem = 138 inches
   No gores.

30 CI 11.60.233    c 1806-10
Cotton mull = 36 3⁄4 inches   waist = 24 inches  hem = 84 3⁄4 inches
   Each S gore =  waist = 0  hem = 11 1⁄4 inches

31 
 
 

CI 59.35.1    c 1806-14
Cotton mull = 41 1⁄4 inches   waist = 35 inches  hem = 102 1⁄4 inches
   Each S gore =  waist = 7⁄8 inches hem = 17 1⁄2 inches

33 
 

CI 64.26.2    c 1810
Dacca muslin = 25 1⁄4 inches  waist = 31 3⁄4 inches  hem = 98 1⁄4 inches
   Each SF gore = waist = 1 1⁄4 inches hem = 8 inches
   Each SB gore = waist = 1 1⁄4 inches hem = 12 1⁄2 inches

32 TV V. 55.65    c 1810
Cotton mull, 40 inches   waist not measured  hem = 105 1⁄4 inches
   No gores.

34 TV V.51.45    c 1810
Cotton mull = 24 1⁄4 inches   waist = 26 1⁄4 inches  hem = 77 1⁄2 inches
   Each SB gore = waist = 0  hem = 10 3⁄4 inches

35 º



        APPENDICES         1036

36 CI 39.13.100    c 1815
Silk dobby 24 inches    waist = 33 inches   hem = 100 inches
   Each SB gore = waist not measured  hem = 27 inches
(Part of gore is in the fixed gathers of the waist.)

37 MFAB 99.664T4635  c 1815
Cotton 26 1⁄2 inches    waist = 29 inches   hem = 109 1⁄2 inches
   R SB gore =  waist = 2 5⁄8 inches  hem = 12 7⁄8 inches
   L SB gore=  waist = 2 5⁄8 inches  hem = 9 inches

38 TV V.46.39.2    c 1815-16
Silk satin 25 3⁄8 inches    waist = 30 inches   hem = 89 5⁄8 inches
   F piece =  waist = 18 1⁄8 inches  hem = 31 1⁄4 inches
   Each SB gore = waist = 2 3⁄4 inches  hem = 14 7⁄8 inches

39 SGC 90.237   c 1815-20
Silk plain weave, 29 1⁄4 inches   waist not measured   hem = 86 1⁄2 inches
     No gores.

40 TV V.74.375    c 1815-20
Cotton 43 1⁄4 inches    waist = 25 1⁄4 inches   hem = 86 1⁄2 inches
   F section = waist = 12 1⁄4 inches  hem = 36 7⁄8 inches

41 THC 56.13    c 1817-20
Silk, 29 inches     waist = 30 7⁄8 inches   hem 78 3⁄4 inches
   F section =  waist = 16 5⁄8 inches  hem = 28 inches
   Each S gore =  waist = 2 5⁄8 inches  hem = 12 1⁄2 inches

43 CI 37.46.1    c 1819-21
Silk taffeta, 18 3⁄4 inches   waist not measured   hem = 83 inches
   F section =  waist = 13 3⁄4 inches  hem = 17 1⁄4 inches
   Each SF gore = waist = 1 inch   Åhem = 8 1⁄2 inches
   Each SB gore = waist = 8 3⁄4 inches  hem = 16 inches
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44 CI 39.13.55    c 1819-23
Silk, 21 inches     waist = 35 inches  hem = 87 inches
   Two gored sections were not measured

45 AIAH 1972.95.5  c 1820
Cotton 34 3⁄8 inches    waist = 26 5⁄8 inches  hem = 103 inches
   F section =  waist = 15 3⁄4 inches hem = 34 1⁄4 inches
   SB panel =  waist = 4 7⁄8 inches hem = 17 inches

46 MWS 86.1903.4  c 1820
Silk 29 inches     waist = 31 1⁄2 inches  hem = 70 3⁄4 inches
   RSB gore =  waist = 3 3⁄8 inches hem = 11 3⁄4 inches
   LSB gore =  waist 3 1⁄2 inches hem = 12 inches

47 
 
 

MFAB 46.1208   c 1820
Wool twill 19 1⁄8 inches   waist = 28 3⁄8 inches  hem = 104 1⁄4 inches
   Each S gore =  waist = 1 1⁄4 inches hem = 12 1⁄2 inches

48 
 
 

URI 1952.32.11  c 1823-25
Embroidered cotton muslin, 46 3⁄8 inches; waist = 26 inches hem = 81 1⁄8 inches
   No gores.

49 
 

URI 1962.64.36  c 1823-25
Light plain weave silk, 18 1⁄2 inches;  waist = 25 1⁄4 inches  hem = 85 1⁄2 inches
   RS gore =  waist = 4 3⁄8 inches hem = 17 1⁄2 inches
   LS gore =  waist = 4 1⁄2 inches hem = 16 1⁄8 inches
Because the drawstring gathers made it difficul to measure at the waist, gores were mea-
sured 3 inches down from the waist.

50 00   1824
Silk brocade, 32 7⁄8 inches   waist = 26 inches  hem = 87 inches
   F section =  waist = 19 3⁄4 inches hem = 33 1⁄4 inches
   Each S gore =  waist = 0  hem = 11 inches

52  TV V.35.14.6   c 1825
Silk crepe, 18 7⁄8 inches   waist = 23 inches  hem = 81 inches
   F gore =  waist = 12 inches hem = 18 7⁄8 inches
  Each S gore =  waist = 2 5⁄8 inches Hem = 13 1⁄2 inches
  Back not gored
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53 VM 73.328.2    c 1825
Opaque cotton, 32 1⁄4 inches   waist = 24 1⁄2 inches   hem = 91 1⁄2 inches
   F section =  waist = 6 1⁄4 inches  hem = 16 3⁄4 inches
   Each S gore =  waist = 3 3⁄4 inches  hem = 13 1⁄8 inches
   Back not gored.

54 CI 1972.130.5   c 1828
Silk taffeta, 19 inches    waist = 23 inches   hem = 78 inches
   Gored at sides, but not measured.

55 00    c 1828-30
Cotton (like nainsook), 43 1⁄2 inches  waist = 22 3⁄4 inches   hem = 89 inches
   No gores.

56 
 
 

PMA 28.19.5    c 1829
Cotton mull, 40 7⁄8 inches   waist = 22 1⁄2 inches   hem = 78 inches
   No gores.

57 
 
 

SHS    c 1829-30
Cotton muslin, 45 1⁄2 inches   waist = 24 1⁄4 inches   hem = 98 inches
   No gores.

103 
 

THC 78.138.1   c 1862-65
Silk taffeta 18 1⁄8 inches   waist = 25 inches   hem = 136 1⁄2 inches
   F gore =  waist = 4 7⁄8 inches  hem = 18 1⁄8 inches  
         with two godets: 4 1⁄2  
         inches on the left side  
         and 3 7⁄8 inches on  
         right side
   SF gore =  waist = 2 1⁄2 inches  hem = 18 1⁄4 inches  
          on right side
         hem = 18 inches on  
          the left side

NO GORES IN OUR SPECIMENS FROM 1830 TO 1862
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105 CU 3897    c 1862-66
Wool barége, 22 inches   waist = 25 7⁄8 inches   hem = 113 1⁄2 inches
  CF gore =   waist = 6 1⁄8 inches  hem = 21 1⁄4 inches
  LSF gores =   waist = 2 3⁄4 inches  hem = 16 1⁄4 inches
  RSF gores =   waist = 2 1⁄2 inches  hem = 16 1⁄4 inches
  each SB gore =  waist = 3 1⁄4 inches  hem = 19 1⁄4 inches

104 DHS 74.645.15   c 1862-65
Silk dobby 18 inches    waist = 22 1⁄2 inches   hem = 136 3⁄4 inches
  No gores.

106 CU 72    c 1863
Wool challis 23 inches    waist = 27 3⁄4 inches   hem = 136 inches
  No gores.

107 
 
 

CU 1    c 1863
Silk chiné taffeta 21 1⁄4 inches   waist = 23 1⁄8 inches   hem = 164 3⁄4 inches
  No gores.

108 
 
 

CU 82    c 1863-65
Silk taffeta 26 5⁄8 inches   waist = 21 1/4 inches   hem = 148 5/8 inches
  No gores.

109 
 

MFAB 44.810   c 1863-65
Silk taffeta, 22 inches    waist = 25 1⁄2 inches   hem = 119 inches
Eight gored sections to basic skirt; six gored sections to overskirt.
The only measurement for the basic skirt are: 
  F section  waist = 8 inches  hem = 25 1⁄2 inches
  B section   waist = 8 1⁄2 inches
  Overskirt F   waist = 9 7⁄8 inches  hem = 19 1⁄8 inches
  Overskirt B   waist = 11 inches

110 CU 2512    c 1865-68
Silk taffeta 18 inches    waist = 27 inches   hem = 176 inches
  No gores.
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111 CU 4076 c    1865-68
Silk taffeta 18 5⁄8 inches   waist = 22 3⁄4 inches   hem = 164 inches
  Side front gores and side back gores not measured.

112 CU 73    c 1865-68
Silk taffeta 22 3⁄4 inches   waist = 25 inches   hem = 171 1⁄2 inches
Seven gores in skirt
  F gore =   waist = 11 1⁄2 inches  hem = 21 3⁄4 inches
  Two godets each side at hem of 6 1⁄4 inches
SF gore joins F on straight grain = waist = 5 3⁄4 inches  hem = 19 1⁄2 inches
  S gore =   waist = 4 1⁄4 inches  hem = 20 inches
  SB gore =   waist = 4 3⁄4 inches  hem = 18 1⁄8 inches
  CB is not gored.  waist = 22 inches  hem = 22 inches

114 THC x76.53.202  c 1865-68
Silk poplin 19 1⁄4 inches   waist = 24 inches   hem = 110 inches
  CF box pleat =  waist = 6 3⁄4 inches
  S pleat   waist = 3 3⁄4 inches
  Plain space   waist = 1 1⁄2 inches
     Cartridge pleat in back   waist = 4 1⁄2 inches
Deterioration of skirt makes figures unreliable and location of gored section undetermined

113 
 
 

CU 69    1868
Silk plaid taffeta 18 inches   waist = 20 1⁄2 inches   hem = 169 inches
Seven gores in skirt
  F gore =   waist = 9 5⁄8 inches  hem = 17 3⁄4 inches
No figures for the remaining six gores.

116 
 
 

MFAB 52.1653   c 1868
Alpaca wool 30 inches   waist = 22 1⁄2 inches   hem = 174 7⁄8 inches
  CF =    waist = 5 1⁄4 inches  hem = 29 inches
  Each SF gore =  waist = 4 3⁄8 inches  hem = 20 inches
  Each SB gore =  waist = 0   hem = 22 1⁄4 inches
  Each B gore =  waist = 4 1⁄4 inches  hem = 30 5⁄8 inches
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115 THC x76.53.192  c 1868-69
Silk taffeta 21 inches    waist = 25 inches   hem =172 inches
Seven gores in skirt.
  CF gore =   waist = 6 inches  hem = 20 1⁄4 inches
     Each S gore near top pleats =  waist = 2 3⁄4 inches  hem = 24 inches
  Each SB gore =  waist = 2 3⁄4 inches
Piecing between each side front and side back gore is about 3 1⁄2 inches. 
Each back section is 4 inches of cartridge pleats at waist. 
The hem in the back section was not measured as it is trained.

117 CU 63    c 1869
Silk faille 23 1⁄4 inches    waist = 24 2⁄4 [sic] inches  hem = 115 1⁄4 inches
Six sections to skirt
  CF panel =   waist = 6 inches  hem = 22 inches
  LSF gore =   waist = 1 inches  hem = 18 1⁄2 inches
  SB gore =   waist = 1 5⁄8 inches  hem = 18 1⁄2 inches
  B gore =   waist = 13 inches  hem = 19 inches

118 CU 2722    November 1869
Silk faille 26 1⁄2 inches    waist = 25 1⁄2 inches   hem = 163 3⁄8 inches
Five sections to skirt.
  Each CF =   waist = 4 1⁄4 inches  hem = not noted
  Each S gore =  waist = 5 inches  hem= not noted
           Back (cartridge pleats) =  waist = 7 inches  hem = 26 inches

119 
 
 

CU 2    c 1869-70
Silk 21 7⁄8 inches    waist = 26 1⁄2 inches   hem = 180 inches
Six gores to skirt.
  F section =   waist = 3 inches  hem = 12 3⁄8 inches
  Each SF gore =  waist = 6 1⁄2 inches  hem = 31 5⁄8 inches  
          (pieced)
  Each SB gore =  waist = 4 1⁄2 inches  hem = 31 1⁄4 inches  
          (pieced)
  B =    waist = 1 1⁄2 inches  hem = 42 inches  
          (pieced)
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120 CU 47    1870
Striped silk taffeta 19 1⁄2 inches  waist = 23 1⁄2 inches   hem = 142 1⁄4 inches
Basic skirt has seven gored section.
  CF =    waist = 6 3⁄8 inches  hem = not measured
  Each SF =   waist = 1 7⁄8 inches  hem = not measured
  B =    waist = 4 1⁄2 inches on each side of CB closure
Gore hems not measured, but some piecing must be present.

121 Brown/Schmeck  1872
Wool plaid 26 inches    waist = 24 1⁄2 inches   hem = 118 1⁄2 inches
Basic skirt has six gores
  None measured.

122 DHS 1986.112   ca 1873-74
Silk poplin 25 1⁄4 inches   waist = 22 3⁄4 inches   hem = 111 1⁄2 inches
The basic skirt has five sections. It was not possible to measure the gores at the waist.
  Hem:
  F panel 24 7⁄8 inches
  L side 18 3⁄4 inches
  R side 19 inches
  LB 25 inches
  RB 25 inches

123 
 
 

CU 45    1875
Silk rep 23 1⁄2 inches    waist = 23 3⁄4 inches   hem = 115 inches
The skirt has seven sections - five gored (back is not gored).
  CF =        hem = 22 1⁄2 inches
  SF =        hem = 15 1⁄2 inches
  SB =        hem = 19 1⁄2 inches
  B = 5 inches deep gauging at waist = total 10 inches
        22 1⁄2 inches at hem (each side is 11 1⁄4 inches)
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124 CU 59    ca 1875
Silk taffeta 21 1⁄4 inches   waist = 23 3⁄4 inches  hem = 116 inches
Basic skirt in six gores.
  CF =    waist = 6 1⁄4 inches  hem = 26 7⁄8 inches  
          (pieced)
  SFt gore =   waist = 5⁄8 inches  hem = 13 inches
  SB gore =   waist = 6 1⁄8 inches  hem = 15 1⁄2 inches
   CB (cartridge pleated) =   waist = 4 inches  hem = 32 1⁄8 inches  
          (pieced)

125 CU 61    1875
Cotton tarlatan 60 inches   waist = 24 1⁄4 inches   hem = 186 1⁄4 inches  
          (with train)
Basic skirt has six gores.
  F =    waist = 12 1⁄2 inches  hem = 31 3⁄4 inches
  Each SF =   waist = 2 3⁄4 inches  hem = 20 3⁄4 inches
  Each SB =   waist = 1 3⁄8 inches  hem = 21 3⁄4 inches
  B =    waist = 3 1⁄2 inches  hem = 66 1⁄4 inches  
          (pieced)

126 CU 1837    1875
Silk taffeta 22 1⁄4 inches   waist = 25 inches   hem = 136 1⁄4 inches
  No gores — princess style.

127 
 
 

CU 2994    c 1875-78
Silk taffeta 22 1⁄8 inches   waist = 25 inches   hem =117 inches
Only the front and sides are gored; the back is not.
  F panel =   waist = 7 7⁄8 inches
  Each SF =   waist = 4 5⁄8 inches
  B =    waist = 7 7⁄8 inches of gauging at waist
       Hem measurements not given.
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131 CU 36    c 1882-83
Taffeta - 21 inches    waist= 24 1⁄2 inches   hem = 130 1⁄2 inches 
         (with train)
 The front section, the two side front sections, and the two side back sections of the basic 
skirt are gored.
  F section =   waist has a yoke  hem = 21 inches
  Each SF =-   waist = 5 inches  hem = 18 inches
  Each SB =   waist = 2 1⁄8 inches  hem = 22 3⁄4 inches  
          (pieced)
  CB not gored   waist = not measured  hem = 30 3⁄4 inches 
         (2 small godets added
         to form curve of train)
The drapery forming the overskirt attached to the back at the waistband is not gored.

132 
 

CU 46    c 1883
Cotton lawn 46 3⁄4 inches   waist = 23 7⁄8 inches   hem = 78 inches
The basic skirt has four gores.
  F =    waist = 11 1⁄8 inches  hem = 19 1⁄2 inches
  LS =    waist = 4 1⁄2 inches  hem = 19 3⁄8 inches
  RS =    waist = 4 1⁄2 inches  hem = 17 5⁄8 inches
  B =    waist = 3 3⁄4 inches  hem = 21 1⁄2 inches

133 CU 38    c 1885
Silk faille 19 inches    waist = 23 1⁄4 inches   hem = 86 5⁄8 inches
Basic faille skirt has four sections.
  F gore =   waist = 10 inches  hem = 19 inches
  Each S gore =  waist = 4 inches  hem = 19 1⁄4 inches
  B (not gored) =  waist = 2 5⁄8 inches each side CB closure
         hem = 29 1⁄4 inches  
         (includes godets)

138 
 
 

THC 83.25    July 1885
Cotton muslin     waist = 26 1⁄8 inches   hem = 87 1⁄4 inches
Basic skirt has four sections.
  F gore =   waist = 11 inches  hem = 27 inches
  Each S gore =  waist = 4 inches  hem = 13 3⁄4 inches
  B =    waist = 8 inches of shirring hem = 32 inches
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128 THC 74.64.9    c 1875-78
Silk poplin 20 3⁄8 inches   waist = 26 inches   hem = 98 inches
Seven sections to basic skirt.
  F =    waist = 6 1⁄8 inches  hem = 18 3⁄4 inches
  Each SF =   waist = 4 inches  hem = 8 5⁄8 inches
  Each SB =   waist = 2 1⁄2 inches  hem = 11 inches
  Each B =   waist = 3 1⁄2 inches  hem = 19 inches
Dress altered for pregnancy. Waist measurements not reliable. 
See sketch of basic skirt for dimensions below hips.

129 THC 1987.24.1   1878
Silk taffeta 18 inches    waist = 24 3⁄4 inches   hem = 89 3⁄8 inches
Basic skirt has five gores.
  F gore =   waist = 7 1⁄4 inches  hem = 17 1⁄4 inches +
             godet of 2 1⁄4 inches
  RSF gore =   waist = 3 1⁄2 inches  hem = 17 1⁄4 inches+  
         godet of 2 1⁄4 inches
  Each B piece =  waist = 3 inches  hem = 17 1⁄8 inches
  LSF gore =   waist = 2 1⁄4 inches  hem = 17 3⁄8 inches+  
          godet of 4 1⁄8 inches

130 THC x76.53.279  c 1878-79
Silk dobby 19 inches    waist not measured   hem = 82 3⁄8 inches
This specimen was selected because its bodice showed the change from center front clo-
sure to side closure.
The gores were not measured.

— 
 
 

CU 54    c 1879-80
Heavy rep of silk/wool 19 1⁄2 inches  waist = 25 inches  hem = 85 inches
  No gores

137 THC 80.54.2    c 1882
Silk taffeta 21 inches   waist = 25 inches   hem = 76 3⁄8 inches
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134 CU 41    c 1886
Silk taffeta 21 1⁄8 inches   waist = 24 1⁄2 inches   hem = 87 1⁄8
Waist measurements of gores taken 1 1/2 inches below waistline.
  CF gore =   waist = 9 1⁄4 inches  hem = 20 1⁄4 inches
  Each S gore=   waist = 6 3⁄4 inches  hem = 20 1⁄4 inches
  B =    waist = 7 inches   hem = 26 3⁄8 inches
     (includes 7 deep darts)  (godet of 3 x 11 1⁄2  
         inches on each side)

135 
 

CU 35    c 1887
Silk taffeta 21 3⁄8 inches   waist = 21 3⁄4 inches   hem = 92 5⁄8 inches
Basic skirt has five sections.
  CF gore =   waist = 8 inches  hem = 17 inches
  R gore =   waist = 7 inches  hem = 15 7⁄8 inches
  LS gore =   waist = 6 inches  hem = 15 7⁄8 inches
  Each B gore =  waist measurements included in side gores
         hem = 21 7⁄8 inches  
          on each side

136 CU 43    c 1888
Silk taffeta 21 3⁄8 inches   waist = 22 inches   hem = 81 1⁄2 inches
Basic skirt is not gored. Dress has two overskirts.

139 THC 78.140    October 1888
Cotton 24 1⁄2 inches    waist = 25 inches   hem = 92 3⁄8 inches
The cotton lining is attached to the faille skirt at the side seams making it impossible to 
accurately measure the waist.

140 
 
 

CU 120    c 1891
Silk taffeta 16 1⁄4 inches   waist = 22 1⁄2 inches   hem = 165 inches
Basic skirt is seven sections of taffeta with gores in between each section.
  F =    waist = 8 1⁄4 inches  hem = 18 3⁄4 inches
  RFS =   waist = 3 1⁄4 inches  hem = 18 3⁄4 inches
  LFS =    waist = 3 inches  hem = 18 3⁄4 inches
  Each SB =   waist = 3 inches  hem = 13 1⁄8 inches
  Each B =   waist = 1 inch   hem = 19 inches
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144 THC 83.154.4   June 1896
Silk satin 22 inches    waist = 25 inches   hem = 189 1⁄2 inches
  F =    waist = 4 inches  hem = 20 inches
  Each SF =   waist = 4 1⁄2 inches  hem = 19 inches
  Each S section =  waist = 2 7⁄8 inches  hem = 23 1⁄2 inches  
         (includes piecing)
  Each SB =   waist = (included in cartridge pleats) 
         hem = 31 1⁄2 inches  
         (includes godet)
  B (not gored) =  waist = 6 1⁄4 inches  hem = 21 1⁄2 inches
     across cartridge pleats 
   

145 
 

CU 16    1897-97
Silk taffeta 19 inches    waist = 24 1⁄4 inches   hem = 115 inches
Five gored sections in basic skirt of taffeta.
  F =    waist= 5 5⁄8 inches  hem= 16 inches
  Each S=   waist= 7 1⁄4 inches   hem= 17 3⁄8 inches
     (includes darts)
  Each B =   waist = 2 1⁄8 inches  hem = 16 5⁄8 inches

146 CU 89    c 1897
Silk satin not measured   waist = 26 3⁄4 inches   hem = 151 1⁄4 inches
  CF =    waist = 6 inches   hem = 38 1⁄4 inches
     (3 inches on each side)
  Each SF =   waist= 3 1⁄4 inches  hem= 10 inches
  Each SB =   waist = 6 3⁄4 inches  hem = 23 3⁄8 inches
  RCB gore =       hem = 23 1⁄4 inches
      (includes godet of 3 1⁄2 x 14 1⁄2 inches)
  LCB gore =       hem = 23 inches
      (includes godet of 3 x 13 1⁄4 inches)
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141 CU 49    1892-93
Silk satin 22 inches    waist = 23 1⁄2 inches   hem = 113 5⁄8 inches
  F not gored =  waist = 12 5⁄8 inches  hem = 21 3⁄8 inches
  LS =    waist = 2 3⁄4 inches  hem = 19 1⁄2 inches + 
         godet 15 3⁄4 inches
  RS =    waist = 4 1⁄16 inches  hem = 19 inches + 
         godet 15 inches
  Each S gored =  waist = 4 1⁄16 inches  hem= 22 inches

142 
 

CU 18    c 1893-95
Silk bengaline 24 3⁄4 inches   waist 24 3⁄4 inches   hem 162 inches
Skirt has six gored sections plus four godets.
  F =    waist = 8 3⁄4 inches  hem = 21 5⁄8 inches
  Each SF =   waist = 4 3⁄8 inches  hem = 21 1⁄4 inches + 
         godet, about 4 inches
  Each SB =   waist = 2 1⁄4 inches  hem = 22 1⁄4 inches + 
         godet of 3 3⁄4 inches
  B =    waist= 2 3⁄8 inches   hem = 23 inches
     (large box pleat of 10 1⁄8
     inches pleated down to 2 3⁄8 inches)

143 THC 43.44.1    October 1895
Silk taffeta - no selvedges; widest piece is 22 1⁄2 inches
     waist = 29 1⁄2 inches (bodice 26 1⁄2 inches) 
         hem = 93 1⁄4 inches
All five sections of the skirt are gored
  CF =    waist = 4 3⁄8 inches  hem = 22 1⁄2 inches
  Each S =   waist = 3 7⁄8 inches  hem = 14 3⁄4 inches
  RB =    waist = 5 5⁄8 inches  hem = 13 inches
  LB =    waist = 11 3⁄4 inches  hem = 23 1⁄8 inches +  
         5 1⁄8 inch godet
This wedding dress was recut from a dress of the 1870s (or possibly the late 1860s). The 
dimension of the waistline is unreliable because the present skirt has been let out across 
the front. Although the measurements for the right side of the skirt are recorded there are 
small differences in dimensions of right side and left side sections.
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147 CU 108    1897-99
Cotton poplin 30 1⁄4 inches   waist = 24 7⁄8 inches   hem = 179 7⁄8 inches
  CF =    waist = 6 1⁄4 inches  hem = 19 7⁄8 inches
  LSF =    waist = 3 5⁄8 inches  hem = 21 3⁄8 inches
  RSF =   waist = 3 5⁄8 inches  hem = 20 7⁄8 inches
  LSB =   waist = 2 3⁄4 inches  hem = 20 1⁄8 inches
  RSB =   waist = 2 3⁄4 inches  hem = 20 3⁄8 inches
  Second LB =   waist = 1 3⁄8 inches  hem = 23 1⁄2 inches
  Second RB =   waist = 1 3⁄8 inches  hem = 23 3⁄4 inches
  B =    waist = 4 inches  hem = 30 inches

148 CU 17    c 1898-99
Silk taffeta stripe 21 1⁄2 inches  waist 24 1⁄4 inches   hem = 132 5⁄8 inches
Skirt has three sections: only the front is gored; the sides and the back are joined as one 
piece.
  F =    waist = 6 1⁄2 inches  hem = 18 3⁄4 inches

149 CU 111    c 1898-1900
Silk taffeta 19 1⁄8 inches   waist 26 1⁄2 inches 
         hem of foundation skirt 126 5⁄8 inches
This skirt illustrates a new concept in design, but the foundation skirt is still in the conven-
tional design.
  CF =    waist = 10 inches  hem = 17 5⁄8 inches
  Each S =   waist = 5 1⁄2 inches  hem = 18 1⁄2 inches
  Each B   waist = 2 3⁄4 inches  hem = 36 inches
The front and side hems were measured 25 inches down from the waistband. 
The back was measured 36 1⁄2 inches down from the waistband.
       hem of the visible skirt =180 inches
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Large paper photo. The oldest girl wears a gored skirt, possibly 
made of camlet, a sturdy mohair and silk fabric that does not 
crease readily and holds its form well. Ca 1868-1870.  98.075

Collection of Susan Greene
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SInce the first edition of this book, a great 
many more scholarly publications have 
appeared in the fields of costume studies, 
museum studies, material culture, and so 
on. A few very pertinent additions have been 
made to this bibliography, but do check the 
libraries and other bibliographies. 

In 2000 the Internet was still primitive. It 
now offers access to many primary resources 
otherwise beyond reach, as well as many 
useful web sites, blogs and bulletin boards. 
However, the student must be aware that 
information offered in the open range of 
undisciplined cyber space must be regarded 
with an extra measure of researchers' cau-
tion. 

   x  SWG
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