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A Long-trained Muslin Dress. About 1800.
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INTRODUCTION to the DOVER EDITION

The birth of Dress Design (retitled Historic English Costumes and How to Make Them for this edition) was unique. The book’s author, Talbot Hughes, was not well known as a writer, nor was he a noted historian. Rather, he was a popular painter. His interest in historic fashions emerged because of his art; in an effort to recreate historical subjects as accurately as possible, he began collecting clothing suitable for his models to wear as costumes. Being a prolific artist, his collection grew quickly.

It’s important to remember that this was at a time when historic costumes were rarely collected and even more rarely seen as valuable. No doubt Hughes’ investment in his “props” was minimal. Nonetheless, Hughes had an appreciation for these garments, and with time, thought them important enough to not only write about, but to make sure they were displayed first at Harrods, and then permanently in the Victoria and Albert Museum in England.

The V & A began collecting historic garb in 1844, only seven years after Queen Victoria took the throne. Although museums around the globe had been collecting the (mostly ceremonial) clothing of royalty for some time, the V & A was the first to gather clothing worn by commoners. Their criteria? The apparel had to be “artistic.” (At this time, clothing was considered far too frivolous to be studied as a part of social history. Nonetheless, the museum’s first catalog of fashions confessed the collection gave “a peep into the private female life in ages gone by.”)

Much was made over Hughes’ donation to the V & A, and in an issue of The Connoisseur, writer Philip Gibbs lavished attention on what he seemed to have felt was an entertaining piece of history.

“It was my privilege to see the collection under the guidance of Mr. Talbot Hughes himself,” Gibbs wrote, “and in the company of the well-known artist, who for many years of his life had gathered these costumes together as a labour of love, I was able to examine their beauty, to handle their texture, and to study the historical evolution of dress in a delightful way.

“For Mr. Hughes knows each costume, and each precious piece, with the knowledge of love. The spirit of the artist was fired with enthusiasm for the beauty of line and colour revealed by these dresses, in which the ghost ladies of the past arrayed themselves so daintily or so grandly, or with such simplicity, as fashions changed with the passing centuries. But Mr. Hughes is also a great student of costume, and is so familiar with the differences of cut and style, of decoration and texture, that, with one glance at a bodice or a petticoat, a jerkin or an embroidered coat, a slashed sleeve or a turned-up cuff, a jewelled stomacher or a satin muff with purfled trimmings, he knows within a year or two the date when it was worn in the streets of life...

“The artist will find here a treasure-trove of models for his historical pictures, not taken from the theatrical property room, but from old houses where they were worn by the real characters of history in the long ago. The lady of fashion will find here the same spirit of beauty with which she now clothes herself, as it was expressed through centuries of womanhood, and as it revealed and advanced the loveliness of fair women who have gone into the ghost-world, but whose gowns still seem to hold the fragrance of their charms, and to be touched by the spirit of those who wore them. Men of the modern world will sigh with envy at the glory of their predecessors, who were not victims of stovepipe trousers and bowler hats, but who vied with their womanhood in elegance and splendour. Students of history will learn from this collection how the great characters of the past must have looked when they walked in the flesh from Whitehall to St. James’s, or sat among the wits in the Fleet Street taverns, or played their card games at Almack’s or White’s, or whispered of plots or scandals in Kensington Palace, or bowed to the beauties of the Merry Monarch’s court under the trees of the Mall.”

The V & A’s pamphlet for the collection notes that “the historical study of English Costume has never received more serious attention than at the present time...It is therefore highly important that a representative collection, tracing the history of national costume from the earliest times of which examples are obtainable down to recent years, should be accessible to students and the public. The collection of costumes in the Victoria and Albert Museum includes examples of great interest and value, but it is recognised as far from complete. The addition of Mr. Talbot Hughes’ extensive collection to this nucleus will not only form a series far more representative and varied, but will extend the range of periods which it covers, by bringing it down to Mid-Victorian times.”

With such knowledge, Hughes eventually came to write Dress Design—at a time when histories of costume were far more rare, and accurate details about historic fashion were not often mentioned.

Hughes chose rather sketchy illustrations for Dress Design, which may seem surprising given the detailed nature of his paintings. But in fact these sketches serve as an excellent way to help costume students and general readers look beyond fussy details and take note of the overall shape and outline of the fashions. As students of costume history know, it’s with the silhouette of a garment that any inquiry into its history must begin.

Too, there are treasures to be found in these sketchy illustrations. For example, it’s not often you’ll find drawings of the quilted designs of period petticoats, but Dress Design offers them in enough detail they could easily be copied by a modern seamstress.

Too, Hughes’ text, though it covers a broad spectrum of epochs, provides fuller details on trimmings and other particulars.

Nonetheless, Hughes—and the author of Dress Designs’ introduction, William Richard Lethaby (an architect who helped influence the Arts and Crafts and early Modern movements in his field)—fall into the traps of their era. The volume is colored with the prejudices of the early 20th century. Repeatedly, styles are declared ugly, while others are praised. Not coincidentally, the styles most praised are the ones after which the fashions of the author’s own era are based. That is, they are most like the simple, sleek lines of the teens and 1920s.

Yet Dress Design was ahead of its time in other ways. For example, through Dress Design, Hughes was the first to publicly research historic fashion by examining construction and sewing patterns. Later, other important costume historians would follow Hughes’ example, paving the way for a better understanding of not just the aesthetics of each era, but also it’s tools and skills.

Indeed, the patterns and black and white photos in Dress Design are the book’s greatest treasure. They aren’t as detailed as those you may find in modern costume books, but this is only because they are drawn with the experienced pattern maker in mind. They show the basic shape of garments—with an accompanying scale—but don’t go into great detail. Again, however, they do an excellent job of giving the costumer, the student, or the general reader not only a good look at the lines of each period, but of the basic construction used in that time frame. From these patterns, any experienced dressmaker can recreate an accurate costume.

Dress Design‘s photographs of authentic period costume on contemporary women are also unique and helpful. Although Hughes concedes the hairstyles shown on the models aren’t historically accurate, this does not detract from the historic garments. And while the models’ heavy makeup isn’t authentic either, it’s rare to find early photos that show historic costumes in such beautiful detail.

Historic costumes on live human beings are generally frowned upon today (because antique garments are extremely fragile and it’s all-too easy for models to harm them). Yet these models (even with their dark lipstick and eyeliner) offer an excellent glimpse at what these garments looked like on real, live human beings.

And in this way Dress Design gives us the basics about what historic costumes are all about: How were they constructed? How were they worn? And what do they tell us about the people who created and donned them?


USING THE PATTERNS

There are several ways to use the patterns in the book. Perhaps the easiest for an experienced dressmaker is to take a basic sewing pattern in the correct size (called a “basic fitting shell” or “sloper”) and alter it by eye, carefully noticing the nuances of Hughes’ patterns.

Another easy method is to use an opaque projector. Inexpensive (though not always terribly practical) projectors may be purchased at craft stores for this purpose, or you might try borrowing an industrial model from a school. Place the pattern on the projector, and paying attention to its scale (which is given in inches), project an enlarged image onto a wall until it is the pattern is the correct size. Then trace the pattern onto large sheets of paper and use as you would any other pattern.

It’s important to realize that none of us has (I hope!) worn a corset from our early teens, or eaten the less healthy diet of our ancestors. Therefore, our bodies are shaped differently than bodies of the past. So even if you enlarge a pattern according to your intended wearer’s bust measurement, for example (as is recommended for dresses and blouses), you may still need to alter the pattern so it fits her well in other areas, like the shoulders and waist.

If you’re unfamiliar with altering a sewing pattern to fit individual measurements, it’s an excellent idea to read up on the topic. Here are a few tips to get you started:


To Adjust Width:

To fit most modern bodies, you’ll need to make changes in the pattern’s width. To determine how much extra width is necessary, subtract actual body measurements (including ease and seam allowances) from the corresponding pattern measurements. For example, if the intended wearer’s waist measures 25 ½ inches and the pattern measurement is 19 inches at the waist, you need to enlarge the pattern by 6 ½ inches at the waistline.

Now, divide the amount you must enlarge the pattern (in our example, 6 ½ inches) by the number of bodice or skirt pattern pieces. (For our example, let’s say you’re working on a skirt with four pattern pieces; therefore, you’ll divide 6 ½ by 4.) This tells you how many inches to enlarge each separate skirt piece. (In our example, 1 ½ inches.)

Slash the pattern pieces as illustrated and spread in a triangular fashion. Place a piece of paper behind the slashed section and tape it into place.

To subtract width from the pattern, make a tuck in the pattern pieces, as shown, and redraw the cutting and seam lines.




To Adjust Length:

If the garment needs adjustments in length, either to shorten or elongate, either fold it (if it’s too long) or slash and spread it (if it’s too short), as explained above.




Points to Remember:

	Allowances for facings, closures, and seam allowances are not included in these patterns, and must be added before you cut out your garment.

	Carefully label all pattern pieces and transfer any construction markings to the full-sized pattern.

	If a corset and other period undergarments are to be worn with the garment, body measurements must be taken in these undergarments. Fittings should also take place with the underwear that will be worn under the finished garment.

	Always remember that when you’re adjusting pattern pieces you must allow for wearing ease. If you do not, your finished garment will be skin tight. As a general rule, add about 1/2 inch ease to waistlines and about 2½ to bustlines.

	Because there is no standard body type, testing and perfecting the pattern in muslin before cutting into fashion fabric is strongly advised.


Kristina Seleshanko
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Slash and spread to enlarge pattern.
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Fold to reduce pattern.












PREFACE

The designing and making of Costume is a craft—sometimes artistic—with which we are all more or less concerned. It is also, in its own way, one of the living arts, that is, it is still carried forward experimentally by experts directly attached to the “business.” It has not yet been subjected to rules of good taste formulated by Academies and Universities; but when Inigo Jones, the great architect, was asked to make some designs for fancy dress, he based them on the Five Orders of Architecture, and ponderous fancies they were.

If we look for the main stem of principle on which modern Costume develops, we seem to find it in the desire for freshness, for the clean, the uncrushed, and the perfectly fitted and draped. Probably a modern lady’s ideal would be to wear a dress once, and then burn it.

A correlative of the ideal of freshness is the delight in perfect “cut,” and the rapidly changing fashions are doubtless conditioned in part by the desire for the new and unsullied. “ Novelty ” is a guarantee of newness.

In such ephemeral productions it would be vain to seek for certain fine types of excellence which were once common when dresses were not so lightly cast aside. So it is necessary that we should understand what the ruling principle is, for it is one which will not be set aside at the bidding of well-meaning reformers. I will only venture to say that it would be desirable to make the attempt to separate in some degree the more constant elements of dress from those which are more variable. It will seem a pity to more than outsiders that a “well-dressed” person need wear so little which deserves to have been made by human hands, and nothing which deserves to be preserved. Fine laces and jewels are allowed to be antique—could not the circle of such things be a little broadened? A properly groomed man carries about on him literally nothing worth looking at. We might surely look for a watch-chain with some delicacy of handiwork—something beyond mechanical reductions of iron cables. Fine buttons might conceivably be made to go with the studs, or be made of crystal, amethyst, and silver or gold. Women might allow of the transfer of fine embroidered applications from one dress to another, or make more use of clasps and the like. I am confident that when it is pointed out, it will be felt as a shortcoming that no part of a fine lady’s dress need now be too good to throw away. Although the present volume is cast into the form of a history, it is also intended to be a book of suggestions; and the hope is held that modern dressmakers may refer to it as much as, or more than, those who are interested in dress from the historical point of view.

In any case the author’s accurate knowledge of the facts, and his many bright sketches—which are often drawn from examples in his own remarkable collection —make the present volume an admirable handbook of English Costume. The more technical “patterns” which are included amongst the illustrations will be found most valuable to all who wish to go deeper than the first glance reveals.

W. R. LETHABY.

1913.
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INTRODUCTION

THE subject of Historical Costume covers such a multitude of detail that a volume on each century could be written, with hundreds of illustrations. Thus it is, most works on costume are expensive and bewildering; but I hope this small practical handbook will be a useful addition to the many beautifully illustrated works which already exist.

I have divided the matter into centuries and reigns, as far as possible, in this small work, besides separating male and female attire, thus simplifying reference. A special feature has also been made, of supplying the maker or designer of dress with actual proportions and patterns, gleaned from antique dresses, as far back as they could be obtained; and I am much indebted to the authorities at the Victoria and Albert Museum for the permission given me to examine and measure their unique specimens; also to Mr. Wade, Mr. G. G. Kilburn, Mr. Duffield, Mr. Box Kingham, Mr. Hill, Mr. Breakespeare, and others, for their valuable assistance with interesting specimens. I have used outline drawings in the text, as being more clear for purposes of explanation. The dates given to the illustrations are to be taken as approximate to the time in which the style was worn. Many of the photographs have been arranged from my own costume collection, which has made so much of my research simple, reliable, and pleasant. I am also happy to state that before the final revision of this book I have heard that my collection of historical costumes and accessories will, after a preliminary exhibition at Messrs. Harrod’s, be presented to the Victoria and Albert Museum as a gift to the nation by the Directors of that firm. Thus the actual dresses shown in these plates will find a permanent home in London, and become valuable examples to students of costume. The coiffures in the collotype plates are not to be judged as examples, for it would have consumed far too much time to set up these figures more perfectly, but all the bonnets, caps, and accessories given are genuine examples.

In a book of this size, one cannot go into the designs of materials, &c., which is a study any earnest student would not neglect, but in this connection I would draw attention to the comparative colour density and proportion of designs chosen for various effects.

It has been my endeavour to arrange a greater variety of the forms which make up the characters of each period, and also to give a wider knowledge into the footwear, or details of the footwear, than is usual in most costume books.

In a review of the styles I would not press any choice for building new designs, as I believe in close individual research and selection, which may utilise many interesting features from costume settings even in periods which are almost scorned. I believe the purest beauty is found in the simple forms of dress and decoration settings from the 12th to the 15th centuries, schemed to the natural proportions of the figure. The grace of line and movement is often aided by the short train, which can be so happily caught up in many ways; the slight drag of the train always keeps the front clear in outline, besides showing the movement of the limbs. Length of fall in the material was desired, the figure creating its own folds with every turn, but a belt was often placed rather high under the breast. There is little reason with nature of fine form to make dress into sections by a corset waist. A long, lithe, complete curve in outline —much happier unbroken, except by the girdle—is certainly the most artistically useful conception, not breaking the rhythm (as does the harder belt), while it also induces much beauty in lifting and arranging the drapery. The long falling sleeve also has the same qualities, giving a greater fullness of shape, a variety of colour (by a difference of lining), with a winglike motion, besides softening the angle of the elbow.

I think the next garment for high esteem is the chasuble-shaped tunic (with or without sleeves). Falling cleanly from the shoulders, it stops at a charming length for the skirt to take up the flow of line. The delightful effect of partly-laced or clasped sides was not missed by the ablest designers. How refined, too, was the character of decoration of the old period! The art of concentrating effects is seen to perfection, retaining the breadth of shape and length unbroken. Jewelled embroidery of fine enrichment was wrought on the borders, neck settings, square corners, the girdle, and the clasps. The preciousness of effect was truly appreciated by the enclosing of the face in the purity of white lawn and zephyr-like veilings; the circlet and the long interlaced plaits and charming nettings were all tastefully schemed. Has woman ever looked more supreme through all the centuries of extravagant styles and distortions ? I believe not: but I have come to the conclusion that, at whatever period of seeming insanity of style, the woman of fine taste can overcome all obstacles by her individual choice and “set up,” and has really always looked fascinating.
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