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xiii

Euro-American world. We make no attempt to survey the 

vast topic of historic costume in all parts of the world. Our 

purpose is to present a survey of Euro-American dress rather 

than an infinitely detailed picture. At the same time, it is 

our intention to make that picture as complete as possible 

within the limitations of space. Thus, another key change 

to this edition is introduction of global dress through a new 

Global Connections boxed feature, which demonstrates 

cross-cultural interactions of dress and clothing.

FEaTurES

The consistent organization and parallel contents across 

chapters provide a systematic way for students to read and 

learn the information. Each chapter contains the following 

features.

Timeline
The one-page chapter chronologies of previous editions 

have been expanded in this edition to full-spread, illustrated 

timelines, which coordinate with six themes that appear 

in the chapters: fashion and textiles; politics and conflicts; 

decorative and fine arts; economics and trade; technology 

and ideas; and religion and society. Illustrations from the 

chapter-opening timeline appear again at relevant points in 

the chapter, drawing clear connections to chapter topics and 

adding depth to the chapter.

Chapter Organization
We must view the dress of each era within the context 

of the period. To assist readers who may have a limited 

background in history, a brief summary of the major 

historical developments related to the chapter is provided 

both in the chapter opener pages and in the text.

Clothing is a part of the basic equipment for everyday life, 

and so each chapter makes note of some of the important 

aspects of the lives of the people of the time. Where the arts, 

specific individuals, events, or societal values can be seen to 

have influenced styles, they are discussed. The technology 

and economy of the production and distribution of fabrics 

We are delighted to present the sixth 

edition of Survey of Historic Costume, now 

celebrating its 25th anniversary as a best-

selling textbook for the study of fashion history. We are 

pleased to introduce new co-author Sara B. Marcketti, 

Associate Professor at Iowa State University, who has 

taught History of European and American Dress and 

Twentieth Century Dress History courses since 2005 

and is an associate director of the university’s Center for 

Excellence in Learning and Teaching. She brings a wealth 

of scholarship, knowledge, and teaching experience to this 

edition. Marcketti is delighted to join esteemed Professor 

Emerita Phyllis Tortora in this revision. This edition is 

supported by a new multimedia resource—STUDIO: 

Survey of Historic Costume—which provides a digital study 

tool directly related to the content of the book, including 

online self-quizzes with results and personalized study 

tips, flashcards with definitions and image identification, 

chapter videos and images, maps, a timeline, and activities 

to help students master concepts and improve grades.

NEW TO ThIS EDITION

One goal of this edition is to refine the historic content 

and help students draw connections between themes 

and dress history. We have decreased the length of part 

openers and made chapters a more manageable length. 

A new Chapter 20, The New Millennium, places greater 

emphasis on major fashion events of this century, making 

this book as current as possible and more relevant to the 

study of fashion today.

In addition to streamlining and updating the text for 

2014, this edition includes two new features. Decorative and 

Fine Arts tables of previous editions have been incorporated 

into new, illustrated chapter-opening timelines. Each 

timeline spread quickly orients the student in the era’s 

history, including political, economic, social, technological, 

decorative and fine arts, and cultural events.

Survey of Historic Costume is a basic text for readers 

who need an overview of the history of costume in the 

P r E F a C E

9781628921670_txt_app.indb   13 11/25/14   5:38 PM



xiv Preface

Global Connections
Global Connections is a new boxed feature that illustrates 

how items from one culture have influenced another. 

Usually, items will relate to influences on Euro-American 

dress, but in a few examples readers will see the influence 

traveling in another direction. The photographs are of items 

that originated or were in use during the time periods 

discussed in each chapter. Our objective in these features 

is to make readers aware that no culture, present or past, 

is without some connections to other cultures around 

the globe. By showing images and physical objects that 

demonstrate cross-cultural influence, students are able to 

holistically understand the ways in which the world has 

influenced Western dress.

Contemporary Comments
Each chapter includes at least one box in which comments 

from contemporary sources on some aspect of clothing 

are reproduced. These quotations are intended to provide 

readers with a flavor of the attitudes toward clothing that 

individuals of the period held as well as contemporary 

descriptions.

Modern Influences
This feature appears throughout the book and depicts a 

recent fashion that has been influenced by some aspect of 

dress from the period surveyed in that chapter.

Notes and References
A list of references used by the authors is placed at the end 

of each chapter.

Terminology
Historic costume reference books and materials 

(particularly for some of the early periods where actual 

records are confusing, contradictory, and scarce) show 

marked differences in terminology and content. We have 

attempted to present as accurate a summary as possible and 

one that we hope is free from the tendency to present largely 

apocryphal stories of the origins of styles as fact. When such 

material is introduced, it is clearly labeled as questionable 

or as legend.

In this text, the terms clothes and clothing are 

synonymous and mean wearing apparel. Dress is a general 

often influence dress; therefore, changes in technology for 

the making of cloth and items of dress, and in the economic 

systems of production and distribution, are noted. As the 

fashion industry becomes more complex, changes in its 

organization and function are stressed.

After the setting has been delineated, specific styles 

of each period worn by men, women, and children are 

described. Organization and contents are parallel in 

all chapters, and all elements of dress, ranging from 

undergarments to accessories, are included for every period. 

In this way, a rather detailed picture of costume can be 

provided even within the space limitations imposed on a 

single volume. Each chapter concludes with a summary of 

the themes evident in the dress of the period.

Illustrations
The history of dress is in major part a visual history. In this 

sixth edition, 90 percent of the photographs are full color, 

with black and white reserved for important illustrations not 

available in color.

Readers need depictions of costume from original source 

materials not only to understand unfamiliar terms, but also 

to supplement the general, survey approach of the text. The 

captions of the illustrations not only identify various parts 

of the costume and provide the contemporary names for 

elements of the styles, but also identify the aspects of the 

pictures that provide supporting evidence to the costume 

historian of the nature of costume in this period. The 

material in the captions of illustrations is as important as 

the contents of the book and should be read as carefully as 

the text.

Tables
Survey includes both illustrated and descriptive tables. 

Illustrated tables summarize material briefly and effectively. 

These are usually line drawings based on primary source 

materials. We have chosen to use clean line drawings 

without color, because these can often provide a clearer idea 

of the structure of the item than a photograph. Illustrated 

Tables depict important accessories, footwear, and headwear 

that were predominant during the period, and Visual 

Summary Tables show clear line drawings of the fashionable 

silhouettes and details of the period. Types of descriptive 

tables include those listing names of style, influential 

designers, and fashion influences from the period.
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term that includes not only garments and accessories, but 

also aspects of personal appearance that can be changed, 

such as grooming, and management of parts of the body 

such as hair, manipulation through piercing, decoration 

by tattooing, or addition of cosmetics and fragrances. Style 

is the predominant form of dress of any given period or 

culture. Styles may persist for very long or shorter periods 

of time. The term fashion is used synonymously with style 

after the latter part of the medieval period. It implies styles of 

relatively short duration. Costume is used as a synonym for 

dress by those who work in the museum field and by many 

scholars who study historic dress. Some scholars prefer the 

use of the word dress, because to many people, costume means 

dress used in the theater, in dance, or for masquerade.

Several tools have been provided for readers. Many of 

the words for items of historic costume are not English 

terms. Where the pronunciation of these terms is not 

obvious, a phonetic pronunciation of the word is provided 

in parentheses just after the word. The index is organized so 

that it can be used as a glossary of terms. Terms printed in 

boldface type are defined within the text; the page numbers 

printed in bold type immediately after these words in the 

index are the pages on which these words are defined or 

explained.

Bibliography
A bibliography at the end of the book lists some of the many 

books written about historic costume. This bibliography 

does not include books dealing with techniques of theatrical 

costuming or sociocultural aspects of dress.
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Survey of Historic Costume  
Student Study Guide

ISBN 9781628922349 | Sold separately on 

www.BloomsburyFashionCentral.com

This student study guide is designed 

to help students effectively navigate Survey 

of Historic Costume and provide a tool that 

enables students to identify, synthesize, 

and retain the text’s core information. Following the chapters 

of the textbook, the Student Study Guide includes chapter 

objectives, key terms, historic snapshots, chapter summaries, 

chapter quizzes, image-analysis exercises, garment analysis 

worksheets, glossary of key terms, and a fashion garment 

guide—a “mini” dictionary identifying basic garment 

terminology with illustrations. By providing a consistent 

approach to all of the chapters in this text, the guide provides 

a vehicle that enhances the journey students will take through 

time and place, making the study of historic costume 

accessible, memorable, and exciting.

Instructor Resources
Now easily accessible through www.BloomsburyFashion 

Central.com.

• Access to all STUDIO content, eBook versions of Survey 

of Historic Costume, 6th Edition, and Student Study Guide

• Image library with every illustration and photo from the 

book

• PowerPoint slides for each chapter

• Test Bank including multiple choice, true/false, and essay 

questions for each chapter with answer key

• Instructor’s Guide including sample syllabi and units 

based on the timeline in the book, chapter objectives, 

discussion questions, additional research projects, 

assignments, and information about sources of video 

materials that complement and amplify this book and 

web sites that provide information about costume, as 

well as suggested teaching strategies and evaluative 

techniques

Survey of Historic Costume 
This new multimedia resource provides a digital study 

tool directly related to the content of Survey of Historic 

Costume. Consisting of online self-quizzes with results and 

personalized study tips, flashcards with definitions and 

image identification, chapter videos, world maps, a timeline, 

and much more, Survey of Historic Costume STUDIO will 

enhance learning, aid in instruction, and may result in 

better long-term retention for students.

STUDIO access cards are offered free with new book 

purchases and also sold separately through Bloomsbury 

Fashion Central (www.BloomsburyFashionCentral.com).

Student Resources
• Watch chapter videos that bring historic costume topics 

and concepts to life.

• Study smarter with online self-quizzes featuring scored 

results and personalized study tips.

• Review concepts with flashcards of terms/definitions 

and image identification.

• Learn context with a comprehensive timeline spanning 

the ancient world to present day, including key moments 

in fashion and textiles, politics and conflicts, decorative 

and fine arts, economics and trade, technology, and 

religion, plus the evolution of silhouettes over time.

• Enhance geographic knowledge with world maps 

showing the ancient world and modern world.

• Browse the Fashion Designer Index for an alphabetized 

list of key designers with brief bios.

• Branch out with links to fashion museums, costume 

collections, and online resources.

N E W  O N L I N E  S T u D E N T  r E S O u r C E S
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date is Vogue History of 20th Century Fashion. For information 

about fashion designers, Who’s Who in Fashion, fifth edition, 

by Holly Price Alford and Anne Stegemeyer, was invaluable.

Underclothing has been thoroughly illustrated and 

explored in the books by C. W. Cunnington, Nora Waugh, 

and Elizabeth Ewing. Waugh’s work is especially helpful 

in its inclusion of quotations from the literature of various 

periods concerning different types of undergarments. For 

some specialized material in the area of bathing costume, 

Claudia Kidwell’s monograph was useful, as was the work 

she and Margaret Christman did on American ready-to-wear.

The works of François Boucher and Millia Davenport 

should be noted for their wealth of illustrative material 

drawn from sources from the various periods, although we 

recommend that readers approach these books armed with 

a magnifying glass.

A number of scholars have explored the many complex 

changes that fashion has undergone in the 20th and 21st 

centuries. We note particularly the work of Ted Polhemus, 

Amy de la Haye, and Cathie Dingwall on “style tribes”; 

Diana Crane’s insightful work on the contemporary fashion 

system; and Valerie Steele’s corpus of work.

Books on subjects related to fashion and fashion design 

in the recent past have proliferated. There are too many of 

excellent quality to list them.

Having begun by citing some of the books to which we are 

indebted, we also acknowledge libraries that were especially 

helpful from the first edition to this edition: the Costume 

Institute Library of the Metropolitan Museum of Art; the 

Pierpont Morgan Library in New York City; the research 

library of the New York Public Library; the Queens College 

Library; the Port Washington Public Library; the library 

of the Fashion Institute of Technology; Alderman Library 

and Darden Graduate School of Business Administration 

Library, University of Virginia; the Charlottesville branches 

of the Jefferson-Madison Regional Library; the Westchester 

Public Library system; and the libraries of Westchester 

Community College and Iowa State University.

Some individuals also deserve special recognition. Two 

whose work is still an integral part of this book are no longer 

living. Keith Eubank, co-author from the first to the fifth 

No person, even after a lifetime of study, can be expected to be 

knowledgeable in all aspects of historic costume solely on the 

basis of his or her own research. Fortunately, there are many 

individuals whose specialized work has been invaluable in 

the preparation of a broad survey of this type. It is important 

that these sources be given special acknowledgment. Readers 

who are interested in any of these periods may wish to consult 

these sources.

Elizabeth Barber’s books on prehistoric textiles, the books 

of Mary Houston and Lillian Wilson on costume of the ancient 

world and the more recent work on Egyptian dress of Gillian 

Vogelsang-Eastwood and Judith Sebesta and Larissa Bonfante 

on Roman dress added new information. Larissa Bonfante’s 

illuminates Etruscan costume and related Greek styles.

For the medieval period, Joan Evans’s work on costume 

of the Middle Ages and the fine handbook by Phillis and 

Cecil Willet Cunnington were invaluable. Eunice Rathbone 

Goddard’s work on French costume of the 11th and 12th 

centuries also provided useful information, as did works 

by Francoise Piponnier and Perrine Mane, and Desoree G. 

Koslin and Janet E. Snyder. A recent addition to scholarship 

about the Middle Ages that is helpful in understanding 

the beginnings of fashion change is Sarah-Grace Heller’s 

Fashion in Medieval France.

Elizabeth Birbiri’s fine study of Italian Renaissance 

costume provided not only detailed information but also a 

wealth of excellent illustrative materials, as did the work of 

Jacqueline Herald. For the 16th through the 19th centuries, 

the several volumes of handbooks on costume by the 

Cunningtons, and that by Phillis Cunnington and Alan 

Mansfield for the 20th century, were among the most useful 

of the materials cited. Not only were they a superlative 

source for detailed information, but they were also a helpful 

tool for cross-checking conflicting information.

For menswear of the 20th century, the Esquire Encyclopedia 

of 20th Century Men’s Fashion was by far the most useful 

secondary source an author or researcher could find, with 

its wealth of detailed information quoted directly from the 

fashion press and its many illustrations from the periods 

covered in this book. For women’s fashions in the 20th 

century, probably the most extensive reference prepared to 
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1

ThE OrIGINS OF DrESS

Beads are possibly the most plentiful examples of 

dress from early periods. According to Dubin (2009), 

the oldest beads found so far are those in Sikul Cave in 

Israel on Mount Carmel. These beads, made of shells, 

have been dated to 108,000 BCE (Dubin, 2009). 

Other examples from c. 36,000 to 28,000 BCE show 

beads strung in quantity on something like a cord or 

animal sinew, quite possibly onto garments and head 

coverings now long disappeared.

From the post–ice-age or the Upper Paleolithic 

period, approximately 35,000 to 12,000 years ago, 

stylized depictions of humans have been found in 

sculpture; statuettes; incised figures on bone, horn, 

and antler; and incised and painted art in caves or 

on rocks. Although many of the sculpted statuettes 

(c. 25,000 BCE) are unclothed, some of them appear 

to be wearing elements of dress that were most likely 

made from fibers (Barber, 1991). Hairnets, caplike 

headgear, string skirts, and bands above and below the 

breast and around the back are visible (see Figure 1.1).

Archeologists have concluded that the headgear in 

particular appeared spirally hand woven, made much 

in the way a basket might be. The string skirt was 

made by tying cords made from twisted plant fibers 

with loose or frayed ends to another cord that formed 

a belt. The bandeaux appeared to be made by twining, 

and its parts were probably sewn together at the 

points where they intersected (Adovasio, Soffer, and  

Page, 2009).

Additional excavations have presented evidence 

of textile weaving in the form of textile imprints on 

unfired and fired clay fragments. Archeologists have 

reported that the textile imprints, dated at between 

ChaPTEr ONE

Introduction

FIGurE 1.1 This Venus of  Willendorf statuette appears to be 
wearing headgear or hairnetting. Dated to c. 24,000–22,000 
BCE, it was discovered at a Paleolithic site in Austria in 1908. 
(HIP/Art Resource, NY.)
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2 CHAPTER ONE Introduction

extant shoes. For example, a weakening of small toe 

bones found in 40,000-year-old human fossils has 

been cited as evidence of early shoe use (Trinkaus and 

Shang, 2008). Based on visual and artifact evidence, 

humans most probably wore dress made from fur, 

skins, and fibrous materials held together in some 

type of textile construction (Tortora, 2015).

There are places in the world where clothing is not 

essential for survival, and yet most cultures use some 

form of dress. Psychologists and sociologists have 

suggested four basic motivations for wearing clothes: 

decoration, protection, modesty, and status. Of these 

four reasons, decoration is generally acknowledged to 

be primary.

Most cultures use dress to denote status, but this 

function probably became attached to dress after 

clothing first came into use. Just what constitutes 

modesty differs markedly from society to society, 

and what is modest in one part of the world may be 

immodest in another. Modesty, too, may have become 

associated with dress after its use became widespread.

Protection from the elements is needed, it would 

seem, for survival, but humans seem to have had their 

origins in warm, not cold, climates. Furthermore, 

shelter and fire also provide warmth, and people from 

29,000 to 24,000 years ago, exhibit variations in the 

size of interlacings and in the weaves used. This led 

them to speculate about possible end uses, including 

woven garments. These imprints were found near 

eyed needles, some of which archeologists believe are 

too small to have been used on hides, arguing that 

“this likely reflects working on woven textiles and/or 

embroidering rather than conjoining animal hides” 

(Soffer, Adovasio, and Hyland, 2000, 514).

The oldest actual textile fiber archeologists have 

discovered dates to about 30,000 years ago. The 

flax fibers discovered in a cave in Georgia, a country 

at the crossroads between Europe and Asia, appear 

to have been twisted in complex ways, indicating to 

archeologists that the fibers had been spun (Kvavadze 

et al., 2009). Perhaps used for cording, clothing, 

and basketry, the fibers were dyed in a color range 

including yellow, red, blue, violet, black, brown, green, 

and khaki.

Sandals and slip-on shoes have been found from 

c. 8,300 BCE at the Arnold Research Cave in Central 

Missouri (see Figure 1.2). The specimens include 

varying materials, styles, and construction techniques 

(Kuttruff, DeHart, and O’Brien, 1998). The wearing of 

shoes, though, is almost certainly older than the oldest 

FIGurE 1.2 Leather footwear constructed in moccasin style discovered at the Arnold Research Cave in central Missouri. 
The shoe, dated to 8,300 BCE, includes grass lining. (University of Missouri Museum of Anthropology.)
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cloth and would therefore impose certain restrictions 

on the shapes of garments that could be constructed.

Once people learned to spin yarns and weave 

fabrics, these techniques were employed to make 

clothing. Before the advent of manufactured fibers 

in the 20th century, only natural materials were 

available for use. Each of these had inherent qualities 

that affected the characteristics of fabrics that could 

be made from it. Some materials such as barkcloth, 

which is made of the inner layer of the bark of trees, 

are relatively stiff; other fibers such as cotton, wool, or 

linen are more flexible.

People in isolated regions were limited to the use 

of local materials. Trade between regions brought 

materials from one part of the world to another. 

Silk was little known in Europe until the Romans 

imported it from India and China around the 

beginning of Christianity. Cotton does not grow in the 

cool northern climate of Europe, so it was not until 

after the Crusaders imported limited quantities of 

cotton fabrics from the Near East that cotton cloth was 

known in medieval Europe.

The word costume tends to be used in museums 

and by historians who study what people wear. The 

word dress has been defined quite precisely as anything 

that individuals do to modify the body, anything they 

attach to the body, and anything they place around 

the body (Eicher and Roach-Higgins, 1992). As used 

in this text, the words costume and dress are generally 

synonymous.

Dress is generally constructed by either draping or 

tailoring. Draped dress is created by the arrangement 

around the body of pieces of fabric that are folded, 

pleated, pinned, or belted in different ways. Draped 

clothing usually fits the body loosely. Draped garments 

were probably developed after people learned to weave 

cloth.

By contrast, the use of skins or leather likely led 

to the development of tailored dress. In tailored 

garments, pieces are cut and sewn together. They fit 

the body more closely and provide greater warmth 

than do draped garments; hence, they are more likely 

to be worn in cool climates. Draped garments are 

various geographic areas have differing responses to 

the temperature of their surroundings.

Another type of protection may be related to 

the origins and functions of dress: supernatural 

protection, or protection against spiritual dangers 

that are thought to surround each individual. Good-

luck amulets and charms are worn in most cultures. 

Aprons used to protect the genitals from physical 

harm and from witchcraft may have evolved into skirts 

or loincloths in some areas.

The reasons for believing decoration to be a primary, 

if not the most primary, motive in human dress are 

compelling. Although using dress as protection 

against the elements and evil spirits is not universal, 

decoration of the human body is. There are cultures 

in which clothing as such does not exist, but there are 

no cultures in which some form of decoration does 

not exist. The logical conclusion is that decoration 

of the self is a basic human practice. Dressing the 

body may have grown out of this decoration of 

the self; protection, modesty, and status may have 

been important motivations for the elaboration and 

development of complex forms of dress.

LIMITaTIONS TO ThE DESIGN  
OF GarMENTS

As with any medium, the design of clothing is subject 

to limitations. Garments have some functional aspects. 

Except for costumes that have only a ceremonial 

purpose, the wearer must be able to move, to carry the 

weight of the garment, and, often, to perform certain 

duties while wearing the clothing. The duties assigned 

to an individual have a direct influence on the kind of 

dress he or she can wear. Affluent men and women 

with servants to do the work of the household are 

able to dress in one way, while the servants dress in 

costumes more appropriate to the labors they perform.

There are other limitations as well. Although paint 

and ornaments alone can serve as the prescribed dress 

in some cultures, more complex dress evolved in most 

societies. Early human may have used skins. The 

draping qualities of skins are different from that of 
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4 CHAPTER ONE Introduction

when that period is viewed retrospectively. For this 

reason, although each chapter will touch on many 

themes, a final section of each chapter will summarize, 

highlight, and discuss some of the themes that stand 

out for that period.

Individual humans rarely live in isolation but 

gather together in social groups. The interactions 

of individuals living together and communicating 

on many levels have strong influences on how 

people dress. Social life, social class structure, 

social roles (including those related to gender), 

and changes or patterns in social behavior (what 

modern terminology might call lifestyles) comprise 

one set of important themes in the study of dress. As 

these themes play out, many of the functions of dress 

are evident.

Functions of Dress in the Social Context
Throughout history, clothing has served many social 

purposes. It has been used to differentiate between 

the sexes and to designate age as well as occupational, 

marital, and socioeconomic status, group membership, 

and other social roles that individuals played.

Designation of Gender Differences

One of the most fundamental aspects of dress in 

most societies is that custom decrees that the dress 

of men and women be different. These differences 

reflect culturally determined views of the social roles 

appropriate to each sex. No universal customs exist 

that dictate the specific forms of dress for each gender. 

What is considered appropriate may differ markedly 

from one civilization or one century to another. From 

the Late Middle Ages until the 20th century in western 

Europe, for example, skirted garments (with a few 

exceptions such as kilts) were designated as feminine 

dress, and breeches or trousers, as male dress.

Understanding the part clothing plays in reflecting 

gender-related issues requires some knowledge about 

relationships between the sexes in a particular cultural 

context. Costume historians have explored the topic 

of gender and dress, paying attention to the complex 

and intricate interplay of attitudes toward gender roles 

more characteristic of warm climates. Some costume 

combines elements of both draping and tailoring.

Technology has had an important impact on dress. 

Some regions developed spinning and weaving 

skills to a far greater extent than did others. Many 

of the changes in dress that came about in Europe 

and North America after the 18th century can be 

directly or indirectly attributed to such developments 

as mechanized spinning and weaving, the sewing 

machine, and the emergence of the American ready-to-

wear industry. The resulting mass production probably 

helped simplify styles and speed up fashion changes.

Costume is also limited by the mores and customs 

of the period. The word costume derives from the 

same root as the word custom. Persons who violate the 

dress customs of their culture or even those of their 

socioeconomic class are often considered to be deviant 

or asocial—perhaps even mad. George Sand, a French 

female writer of the 19th century who dressed in men’s 

clothing, was considered to be decidedly eccentric; 

later women such as writer Radclyffe Hall in the early 

20th century used masculine dress to express sexual 

identity (Marcketti and Angstman, 2013). Even in the 

postmodern world of “anything goes,” there still exist 

norms of dressing, particularly within subgroups.

COMMON ThEMES IN COSTuME 
hISTOry aCrOSS TIME

A theme, in the sense that the word is used here, is “a 

recurring or unifying subject or idea” (Webster’s New 

World Dictionary, 1988). One can identify many themes 

related to dress. Although the ways in which various 

themes emerge, develop, and have an impact on dress 

differ from period to period, a thematic approach to 

the study of dress may facilitate the comparison of 

historical periods and aid in understanding how and 

why styles developed and changed.

In the pages that follow, specific themes are 

identified and discussed. These themes are printed 

in small capital letters so that they will be readily 

identifiable. The themes that emerge from what is 

known of costume in any period are often most clear 
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Marital status may be indicated by customs of dress. 

In western society, a wedding ring worn on a specific 

finger signifies marital status. Among the Amish, an 

American religious group, married men wear beards 

while unmarried men do not. For many centuries, it 

was customary for married women to cover their hair, 

while young unmarried women were permitted to go 

without head coverings.

In some cultures or during some historical periods, 

certain types of clothing have been restricted to 

individuals of a particular rank and social and economic 

status. These restrictions were sometimes codified 

into sumptuary laws, which restricted the use of, or 

expenditures on, luxury goods such as clothing and 

household furnishings. During the 14th century in 

England, those who worked as servants to “great men” 

were required to limit the cost of their clothing, and they 

were not permitted to wear any article of gold or silver, 

embroidery, or silk (Scott, 1975). In ancient Rome only the 

male Roman citizen was permitted to wear the costume 

called the toga, which identified his sociopolitical status.

Identification of Group Membership

Dress is also used to identify an individual as belonging 

to a particular social group. A uniform or insignia 

may be adopted formally by that group and kept for 

its members alone, as in the uniforms of fraternal 

groups such as the Masons or Shriners or religious 

groups such as the Amish of today or the Puritans of 

the 17th century. At other times, group identification 

is demonstrated by an informal kind of uniform, such 

as those adopted by adolescents who belong to the 

same clique or the zoot suits worn by certain groups 

of young people during the early 1940s.

Ceremonial use of Clothing

Ceremonies are an important part of the structure 

of most societies and social groups. Designated 

forms of dress are frequently an important part 

of any ceremony. Sociologists speak of rites of 

passage, ceremonies marking the passage of the 

individual from one status to another. Often these 

require wearing designated garments. Specific 

and the dress of men and women (Kidwell and Steele, 

1989; see this publication for a lengthy exploration of 

the topic of gender and dress).

Designation of age

Sometimes clothing serves to mark age-associated 

changes. In western Europe and in European 

settlements in North America, for example, boys and 

girls often were dressed alike in their earliest years, but 

once they reached a designated age, a distinction was 

made between the dress of boys and girls. In England 

during the Renaissance, this stage was celebrated in a 

ritual called breeching, when a 5- or 6-year-old boy was 

given his first pair of breeches.

Age differentiation may, as in the preceding 

example, be an established procedure, but it is often less 

a ritual than an accepted part of the mores of a society. 

Throughout the 19th century, for example, younger 

girls wore shorter costumes than their adolescent 

sisters. During the 1920s and 1930s, wearing knickers 

marked a stage of development between childhood 

and adult life for many young men.

Designation of Status

A uniform or a particular style of dress frequently 

designates occupational status. In England, even 

today, lawyers wear an established costume when 

they appear in court. Police officers, firefighters, 

postal workers, and some of the clergy are but a few 

of those whose dress may identify them as members 

of a particular profession. Sometimes the uniform 

also serves a practical function, as, for example, the 

firefighter’s waterproof coat and protective helmet or 

the construction worker’s hard hat.

Dress designating occupational status is not 

limited to a uniform. For many years, particularly 

during the 1950s and 1960s, men employed by certain 

companies in the United States were required to wear 

white shirts with ties to work. Colored shirts were 

not permitted. Young lawyers who, on first entering 

the practice of law, went to a menswear store and 

requested “a lawyer’s suit” found that the salespersons 

knew exactly what they wanted.
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a classless society. For example, the political leaders 

in the African Ashanti tribe once wore distinctive 

dress marking their special status. Any subject who 

wore the same fabric pattern as the king was put to 

death. In contrast, the costume of American political 

leaders does not differ from that of most of the rest of 

the population. The political distinctions between the 

two cultures—one an absolute monarchy, the other a 

democracy—are mirrored in their clothing practices.

Other aspects of social organization may manifest 

themselves in dress. The garments worn by religious 

leaders may distinguish them from worshippers or 

may show no differentiation. The roles of men and 

women may be distinctly identified by dress (as in 

some Islamic countries that require women to be 

veiled). Alternatively, when the social roles of men 

and women are not clearly defined, there may not be 

sharp distinctions in the customary dress of the sexes. 

For example, since the 1920s in Europe and North 

America, women have been free to wear trousers, a 

garment previously nearly exclusively reserved for 

men (Waugh, 1964).

The Historical Context
Most writings about historic dress provides modern 

readers with some context for the period in which 

costumes were worn. In this text, the introductory 

section of each chapter, “Historical Background,” 

establishes that context. Within the historical 

background of each period, one of the recurring 

themes is politics, a term that refers to government. 

Governments and political leaders often have a 

strong impact on the lives of individuals under their 

influence and can affect clothing styles either directly 

or indirectly. Such political influences may range from 

laws restricting the wearing of actual items of dress or 

regulation of clothing-related industries to the desire 

of individuals or groups to imitate clothing worn by 

a charismatic political leader. Examples of the impact 

of politics on dress include the banning of imported 

Kashmir shawls by Napoleon in the early 19th century, 

the revival of interest in homburg hats that followed 

President Eisenhower’s wearing of this hat to his 

costumes exist in modern American society that 

are considered appropriate for weddings, baptisms, 

burials, mourning, and graduation. Other ceremonies 

that serve to strengthen the community, called rites 

of intensification, may involve special clothing. For 

example, when the bicentennial of the founding of 

a town is celebrated, townspeople often dress in the 

costumes of the period of the founding of the town. 

Many significant moments of life are accompanied by 

wearing culturally specified ritual dress.

Enhancement of Sexual attractiveness

Clothing is also a means of enhancing sexual 

attractiveness. In some cultures this is quite explicit, 

with clothing focusing attention on women’s breasts or 

men’s genitals. In many periods women have padded 

dresses to make the bosom appear larger or have 

worn dresses with very low necklines designed to call 

attention to the breasts. At other times the waist, the 

hips, or the legs have been emphasized. James Laver 

(1950), a well-known costume historian, believed that 

fashion changes in women’s dress were a result of 

shifting erogenous zones. His theory was that women 

uncovered different parts of the body selectively in 

order to attract men; for example, as men became used 

to seeing more of the breasts, this area lost its interest 

and power to excite and therefore was covered while 

another area, such as the hips, was emphasized.

Laver also suggested that sexual attractiveness 

might lie in other aspects of dress. Men in modern 

western society, he said, are considered attractive 

when they appear affluent and successful.

Clothing as a Means of Social 
Communication

The foregoing discussion of the functions of dress 

leads to the conclusion that dress serves as a means of 

communication. To the person who is knowledgeable 

about a particular culture, dress is a silent language. It 

tells the observer something about the organization of 

the society in which it is worn. It discloses the social 

stratification, revealing whether the society is one with 

rigid delineations of social and economic class or is 
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automobile, which probably encouraged the wearing 

of shorter skirts by women.

As has been noted, dress can be a form of 

communication, but it is also the subject of 

communication. Information about dress can 

be transmitted through a variety of media of 

communication. Over the centuries, the media 

by which information has been transmitted have 

changed. The impact of those changes on dress is 

another theme to be explored. Photography, motion 

pictures, and television can be cited as examples of 

19th- and 20th-century media that both communicated 

information about dress and also influenced it.

Cross-Cultural Influences
In an article suggesting new approaches to the teaching 

of history of costume, Jasper and Roach-Higgins (1987) 

reminded us that unless we include the historical 

traditions of Asia, the Near East, Africa, and North and 

South America before Columbus, we are studying the 

history of western costume. Throughout the history of 

western dress, influences from other parts of the world 

have appeared. When explorers, traders, soldiers, 

tourists, and immigrants visited regions new to them, 

the local practices contrasted with those of their own 

culture. As one of the most visible manifestations 

of culture, dress immediately draws the attention of 

strangers, just as the dress of the visitor commands the 

attention of those being visited. Judgments are made on 

both sides of this cultural divide, and when an element 

or type of dress is viewed as attractive or interesting or 

useful, it may be subsequently incorporated into the 

dress of local residents or visitors. For example, a new 

style might appear after the invasion of one country by 

another, or a new fiber or fabric might come into use 

after trade opens between countries. When historical 

documents and illustrations are available, they may 

provide quite specific evidence about how, why, and 

where an influence or a new style originated. Some 

influences are subtle; others are obvious.

Roach and Musa (1980) called styles that incorporate 

components from several cultures mixtures. Erekosima 

and Eicher (1981) suggested the term cultural 

inauguration, or the popularity of fashion designer 

Charles Worth in the mid-1800s after Empress 

Eugénie began wearing clothes he had designed.

Unfortunately, another common theme in history is 

conflict, often the cause of wars. Warfare may restrict 

access to the raw materials needed for apparel, or it 

may produce the opposite effect: Through exposure 

to other societies, new materials and ideas can be 

introduced, resulting in the expansion of apparel 

alternatives. For example, nylon disappeared from the 

consumer market during World War II, when it was 

diverted for use in wartime equipment; the trench 

coat, an item of military dress, was adopted after World 

War I; and following conflicts in the Middle East from 

the 1990s onward, camouflage was worn.

Another important theme in history is economic 

events, which include trade. Economic events may 

be the result of political policy or may be shaped 

by unexpected occurrences, such as disease or the 

discovery of valuable natural resources. Such themes 

were evident when the Depression of the 1930s 

was accompanied by a shift from ornate, decorative 

clothing to more subdued styles, or when the opening 

of the silk trade with China by the Romans by the end 

of the first century BCE made this fabric available to 

the upper class Romans.

Another theme closely related to economics is 

the production and acquisition of textiles and 

apparel. Textiles are the raw materials from which 

many elements of dress are created. This theme 

is quite literally woven throughout the history of 

costume. One dramatic example from the 19th and 

early 20th centuries is the development of mass 

production of clothing in the United States, which 

made possible the modern fashion industry.

The theme of technology is often related to the 

production of textiles and apparel. Technology may 

also have an impact on such areas as transportation, 

communications, or the production of consumer 

goods, each of which, in turn, may influence dress. 

Examples range from the invention of the sewing 

machine, without which mass production would 

have been impossible, to the development of the 
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humans to their physical environment) may emerge as 

themes that are evident in dress. Examples can be seen 

in preferences for tailored clothing in cold climates 

and draped clothing in warm environments, or in 

contemporary avoidance of fur by some consumers as 

a means of protecting endangered species.

Clothing as an Art Form
Expression through the arts is rooted in a particular 

culture and historical period. Conventions or 

customs determine the form and content of art in 

any given period. Although the human impulse 

toward expressing feelings through art is universal, 

the specific expression of an era is determined by a 

complex mixture of social, psychological, and aesthetic 

factors often called the zeitgeist, or spirit of the times.

The artists or designers of a given period all 

experience many of the same influences; therefore, it 

is not surprising that different art forms from the same 

era may display similar qualities. These similarities may 

occur in the decorative motifs that are used; in scale, 

form, color, and proportion; and in the feelings evoked 

by works of art. This phenomenon is certainly true of 

clothing, and likenesses between dress and architectural 

forms, furnishings, and the other visual arts are often 

pointed out. Writers speak of the visual resemblance 

of the tall, pointed headdresses of northern European 

women of the Late Middle Ages to the tall spires of 

Gothic cathedrals. The elaborate trimmings applied to 

Victorian women’s dresses have been likened to some 

of the decoration applied to Victorian furniture. The 

spare, straight lines of early modern architecture and 

the work of cubist painters are seen as related to the 

straight, somewhat square lines of women’s clothing in 

the 1920s, clothing that is frequently ornamented with 

art deco designs similar to those used in architecture 

and interior design of the period. The result may be 

expressed as yet another theme for examination: the 

relationships between costume of a particular era 

and developments in the fine and applied arts.

The modern apparel industry assigns the role 

of creating new design ideas to fashion designers. 

Some designers are exceptionally innovative, 

authentication to identify the process “whereby 

elements of dress of one culture are incorporated 

into the dress of another” (48). Usually the culturally 

authenticated style is changed in some way. Only 

rarely are entire garments adopted. The steps in 

cultural authentication, according to Erekosima and 

Eicher, are selection of an item of dress from another 

culture, characterization of the item by giving it a 

name, incorporation of the item into its possessions by 

a particular group, and transformation of the item by 

making some changes from the original.

The fashion designer who incorporates ethnic 

styles into fashionable garments is participating in 

cultural authentication of the styles that inspired the 

design, just as the fashionable ladies of the Empire 

period did when they “borrowed” Middle Eastern 

turbans for their headdress in the early 19th century.

Many cultures and ethnic groups have contributed to 

and influenced all aspects of life in the western world. 

The study of historic costume can sometimes provide 

a visual representation of some of these multicultural 

contributions. Hence, the theme of cross-cultural 

influences in dress grows out of recognition that 

western society, or any one country or other political 

entity within that society, cannot exist in isolation. As 

cultures come into contact with one another, there is 

a reciprocal infusion of new ideas, and much of this 

cross-cultural material is culturally authenticated, 

resulting in styles that are mixtures. Examples of 

cross-cultural influences are present in almost every 

period: the introduction of tunics to ancient Egypt from 

abroad, Middle Eastern influences on Renaissance 

dress, and Chinese influences on American fashions 

after President Nixon visited China in the early 1970s. 

For this reason, each chapter that follows includes 

a discussion of specific dress items from around the 

world that were influenced by or contributed to western 

clothing practices of the period.

Geography, the Natural Environment,  
and Ecology

Factors such as geographic location, the natural 

environment, and ecology (the relationship of 
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a feature of 20th- and 21st-century clothing styles. 

It is also a characteristic of western dress, the dress 

prevalent in western Europe and Euro-America since 

the Middle Ages.

Although acceptance of a style by a large and 

influential part of the population is characteristic 

of all periods, frequent change of these styles is not. 

Although occasional exceptions can sometimes be 

observed in earlier periods, it is generally agreed 

that fashion as a pervasive social phenomenon first 

appeared in western Europe in the Middle Ages. The 

precise date when fashions began changing more 

rapidly is debated, but it is clear that by the 15th century, 

style changes were occurring at least every several 

decades instead of taking a hundred or more years.

Scholars who have investigated fashion as a social 

phenomenon agree that for fashion change to occur, a 

society must have sufficient affluence for a reasonably 

large number of people to participate in the fashion 

process, a class structure that is open enough to allow 

movement from one social class to another, and a 

means of communication of fashion information. The 

history of western dress in the Middle Ages and later is 

a history of fashionable dress worn by affluent people.

As a social phenomenon, fashion is a theme 

integral to all periods after the Middle Ages. This 

focus on fashionable rather than utilitarian dress is 

particularly true of the centuries preceding the French 

Revolution, which began in 1789. Little documentation 

of the clothing worn by the poor existed in earlier 

times. Their clothing was worn until it was no 

longer serviceable. Their portraits were not painted, 

and they rarely appeared in other art works of these 

periods. For the 19th through 21st centuries, far more 

evidence of costume for all levels of society has been 

preserved, particularly from the documentation of 

daguerreotypes, photographs, the moving image, and 

the Internet (Severa, 1987; Tortora, 2015). Then, too, 

a far wider proportion of the population was wearing 

fashionable dress. Recent scholarship has shed some 

light on the dress of slaves, of the rural and urban 

poor, and of others who by necessity or by choice did 

not follow fashion.

generating exciting new ideas that the public finds to 

be in keeping with the current zeitgeist. When this 

happens, a designer may help move current fashion 

in a new direction, a theme that might be called the 

relationship between costume and the work of 

individual artists and designers. Examples of such 

influential designers include Paul Poiret before World 

War I, Gabrielle Chanel in the 1920s, Madeleine 

Vionnet in the 1920s and 1930s, and Christian Dior in 

the post–World War II period.

At the same time, clothing offers the designer 

or the wearer a medium of expression with its own 

forms and techniques. The lines, textures, colors, 

proportions, and scale of fabric designs and the 

shapes of garments can and have varied enormously 

at different times and in different places throughout 

history. Ideals of human beauty change with changes 

in the zeitgeist. Often individuals use clothing to 

attempt to conform to the physical ideal of human 

beauty at a particular time.

Another theme in historic costume grows out of 

the tendency for dress to play a role in revivals of 

interest in earlier styles. This phenomenon of deriving 

contemporary styles from those of an earlier time 

period may result from factors such as a culturewide 

interest in ideas or art of an earlier period, from the 

popularity of films or books, or from political events. 

Whatever the cause, revivals in clothing styles have 

been especially notable over the past two centuries and 

deserve attention. For this reason, each chapter closes 

with a discussion of how and where the styles of the 

period under study survived and were later revived.

The Phenomenon of Fashion  
in Western Dress

The word fashion is often used interchangeably with 

the words costume, dress, and clothing. Fashion is 

more precisely defined as a taste shared by many for 

a short period of time. Although fashion as a social 

phenomenon is not limited to clothing (it can be 

observed in such diverse aspects of modern life as the 

design of automobiles, houses, or furniture; in literary 

styles; and in vacation destinations), it is very much 
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