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Georgian
Fashion

The eighteenth century has been called ‘the age of revolution” and in
Georgian dress we find evidence of various revolutions — technological,
political and social. Fashion served as both a driver of change, and as a
barometer of what was happening in the wider world.

This exhibition uses portraiture to tell the story of fashionable dress in
Britain, from the accession of George | in 1714 to the death of George
IV in 1830. The first room provides a chronological introduction,
charting the transformation of styles, silhouettes and fabrics, and building
up a layer-by-layer picture of what the Georgians wore. The later rooms
take a thematic approach, revealing what fashion reveals more broadly
about life in Georgian Britain.

During this period, the fundamental materials used to construct items of
dress were the same as in previous centuries, and dothing remained a
valuable commodity, prized for its raw materials more than for the way in
which it had been cut, pinned and sewn together: The process by which
textiles were transformed into dothes was undertaken entirely by hand,
the invention of the sewing machine being many years away. Raw materials
were expensive, so scraps of material were pieced together and garments
were skilfully constructed in ways that allowed them to be easily adapted
as fashions changed.

Portraits are an invaluable source for understanding the fashions of the past.
While some artists depicted dress with great accuracy, others modified
it in portraits for artistic effect. Comparing two-dimensional images with
three-dimensional garments is illuminating, helping to determine how
dress has been adapted when portrayed in paint. Moreover; examining
real dothing reveals details of construction and marks of wear invisible

In portrats. In contrast, visual images demonstrate how clothes were
combined and padded, and how they changed the wearer's deportment.
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Fashion
and Society

In previous centuries it had been royalty and the aristocratic

elite who had generally set fashions, which were then imitated

and interpreted by the lower ranks. In a reversal of this, during

the eighteenth century fashionable society started to look to the
practical dress of the lower classes for style inspiration. The most
influential tastemakers were increasingly those lower down the

social scale, while the court became associated with fossilised styles of
dress rather than cutting-edge fashion. Although court dress provided
a sense of continuity with the past and created a brilliant spectadle, it
rarely set fashions for the future, its details governed by conventional
rules of etiquette. And whereas some members of the royal family
were interested in new clothing trends, others preferred styles that
were well-established and familiar:

The rising importance of commercial locations for entertanment and
socialisation, such as assembly rooms, coffee houses, pleasure gardens
and theatres, allowed the latest styles to be shown outside the
traditional court setting. The birth of a specialised fashion press spread
the most up-to-the-minute trends more quickly and widely than ever
before. At the same time, industrial innovations to the production

of textiles, as well as to the related processes of dyeing, printing and
bleaching made fashionable fabrics cheaper and more accessible to a
broader cross section of society.
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Dressing

Children

The eighteenth century witnessed an important philosophical

shift in the attitudes towards childhood. In 1693 John Locke had
proposed the idea that children are born as ‘blank slates) a break
with the Puritan concept that children are innately sinful and
require salvation through instruction. Building on this, Jean-Jacques
Rousseau identified childhood as a unique period of freedom and
happiness, emphasising the importance of allowing children to play

and experience the natural world.

This fundamental shift in perceptions had a significant impact on the
styles of dress worn during childhood and infancy. From the 1/750s,
the practice of swaddling infants became Iincreasingly unfashionable,
criticised by both physicians and philosophers for hindering movement
and growth. New transitional styles of clothing were introduced

for boys, which extended the stage of childhood and provided a

comfortable and practical alternative to adult dress.

Children’s clothing sometimes foreshadowed more informal styles
of adult dress that later became popular and may have played a role
in encouraging their acceptance. The chemise gown for women,

for example, was constructed in much the same way as a child’s
frock, while the trousers adopted by boys in the |//0s provided a

blueprint for those worn by men twenty years later.
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Hair

Throughout much of the eighteenth century, most men shaved off

their real hair and replaced it with a powdered wig. This was linked
to ideas about health and cleanliness as hair was thought to spread
infection and lice. A wig also provided a far more convenient
option than having to style the hair, because it could be removed
at night and sent to the hairdresser to be reset regularly. A variety
of wig styles were worn throughout the century, and it was not
uncommon for a man to own several wigs for different occasions.

At the beginning of the eighteenth century even the cheapest wig
cost around £3, the equivalent of more than £400 today. They
were therefore expensive luxury items in a man's wardrobe and
a clear indication of status and wealth. Over the course of the
century, however, wigs became cheaper and much more widely

accessible, making them an essential component of respectability.

It is a common misconception that full wigs were also worn
regularly by women. Instead the immensely tall and wide hairstyles
adopted in the latter half of the eighteenth century were almost
always created using a woman's own hair raised over pads,

sometimes with the addition of pieces of false hair.

For much of the century powder was extensively used by both
sexes. Derived from crops such as wheat and barley, powder
was Initially adopted for its absorptive qualities to remove grease.
Powder also made it easier to achieve elaborate hairstyles. It
was used in combination with pomade, an olly material derived
from rendered animal fat, which was combed through the hair to
remove impurities and act as a softening agent.
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Sporting Dress
and Anglomania

France was undisputedly the country with the most influence
on fashion across Europe for much of the eighteenth century.
However;, while the English admired French fashions, they
also prided themselves on a distinctive and self-consciously
cultivated national style. This was plainer and more informal
than that worn in France, with everyday dress increasingly
influenced by casual clothing worn for country sports such

as riding, hunting and shooting.

During the last quarter of the century a wave of Anglomania in
dress swept through Europe, which saw the influential French
fashion periodical Cabinet des modes announce in the November
| /86 edition that it was being renamed Magasin des modes
nouvelles, francaises et anglaises. The tight-bodied nightgown
(known In France as the robe a l'anglaise) became the most
popular style of dress for women in the 1/80s, and French women
also adopted English riding coats, calling them redingotes. French
men, too, adopted their own version of the English frock coat,
which had been inspired by non-elite working dress. According
to one observer, fashionable young gentlemen in Paris in [/92

look as if they will mount a horse any minute’.
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Making,
Cleaning
and Buying

Raw materials for fabric were derived from animal and
plants sources — wool usually from sheep, silk from the
cocoons of silkworms, linen from the flax plant and cotton
from the Gossypium plant. While the raw materials for
wool and linen could be produced in Britain, the climate
made the cultivation of silkworms and the growth of the
cotton plant untenable, and these raw materials needed to

be imported.

Elite dress was made bespoke for the wearer; and its
production involved numerous processes, each undertaken
by a different specialist: the silk for a dress might be woven,
sold, embroidered, sewn together and trimmed by a weaver,
mercer, embroiderer, mantuamaker and milliner; before it

reached the body of its owner:

Cleanliness in dress had long been considered an indicator of
underlying moral character, demonstrating good manners and
respect for self and others. While linen or cotton items could
be washed using hot water and harsh alkaline soaps, those

made from silk or wool needed to be spot cleaned instead.

The eighteenth century saw the development of shopping
as a leisure activity, with larger windows allowing

an attractive displays of goods. London shops were
considered the best in Europe, one visitor writing in 1786
that ‘It is almost impossible to express how well everything
is organised in London. Every article is made more

attractive to the eye than in Paris or any other town.’
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Mourning
Dress

Mourning dress has its origins in royal and aristocratic
convention, although it became increasingly widespread
during the eighteenth century. Serving as a demonstration
of affection for the deceased, mourning dress also reinforced
social status, indicating a knowledge of etiquette and the

wealth to acquire special clothing for the occasion.

Full public mourning for the entire population was required
after the death of a member of the royal family but was
relatively infrequent. By contrast, court mourning honoured
the death of a foreign ruler or their relative and was
common, with 44 instances recorded between 750 and
I767. It served an important diplomatic function, being a
conspicuous gesture of allegiance between countries. With
balls and social events suspended during these periods, the
impact of prolonged court mourning on the textile industry
was significant, and in recognition of this the duration of

mourning became shorter over the course of the century.

Mourning dress was split into first (deep) and second
mourning. Both were generally cut along the lines of
contemporary fashion, the main differences being in
the colour and type of fabric. First mourning dictated
that dress and accessories be matt black, with limited
ornamentation, while second mourning allowed greater
freedom. The widespread adoption of mourning dress
meant that matt fabrics such as bombazine and crape
were in high demand, with the city of Norwich established

as a particularly important centre of production.
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Dressed
for Battle

All the Georgian monarchs took a great interest in military clothing
even when they were not particularly interested in fashion, and
instigated various projects designed to systematise and record
military dress. In Britain the first official pattern uniforms were
formalised for both the army and navy during the reign of George |,

and subsequently revised under George lll and George V.

By the eighteenth century armour was rarely worn on the battlefield,
the thickness of metal required to defend against newly developed
firearms hindering mobility, and rendering it largely ineffective. Instead,
the eighteenth century saw an explosion in the popularity of uniforms,
reflected in increasingly formalised attire for military regiments across
Furope, as well as the rise of avilian uniforms for courtiers. Soldiers
jeining the lower ranks were provided with uniforms annually on

the accession date of the king, while uniforms for officers were
tallor-made to fit and paid for by the wearer: This allowed them the
opportunity to express how fashionable they were through subtle
differences in the quality of fabric and cut.

At the beginning of the Georgian period, the navy was not held

in such high regard as the army, with officers more often drawn
from professional or merchant backgrounds rather than the
aristocracy. In the 1740s, these attitudes started to change, leading
to greater equivalence between the two forces. Key to this was
the development of naval uniforms for officers. Unlike in the army,
official uniforms were not defined for lower ranks of seamen until
1857, although a system of selling ready-made clothing (‘slops’) on
board provided sailors with appropriate garments at a reasonable
price, and resulted in a recognisable style of dress frequently

represented in prints of the period.
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Rebellion and

Revolution

The symbolic power of clothing to demonstrate the beliefs and
values of its wearer means that dress has played a key role in
demonstrating loyalty or defiance during periods of political or
national turmoil.

The eighteenth century saw much warfare across the world.
Complex political and social factors resulted in shifting allegiances
and patterns of dominance. For the Hanoverian monarchs

the relationship with France was a fundamental concern, with
intermittent periods of fragile peace overshadowed by the threat
of invasion, protectionist foreign policy and the predictable
rivalry between neighbouring territories. Added to this were
complications inherent in the establishment and rule of overseas
colonies across an expansive geographical area, opposition to
the Acts of Union between England and Scotland and various
altercations with Spain, Holland and Denmark. It was a delicate

balancing act.

This section of the exhibition looks beyond the borders of England,
to highlight the role of dress in three episodes of particular
turbulence: the Jacobite Risings, the American Revolutionary War
and the French Revolution.
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Influences
from Afar

During the eighteenth century Britain expanded its global reach
through the combined arms of trade, travel and empire. At

the same time British people increasingly looked overseas for
iInnovative consumer goods and novel styles of dress. The influence
of clothing from afar often saw its earliest incarnation in Britain
during those moments when a form of ‘fancy dress’ was required,
notably while sitting for a portrait or attending a masquerade.
Flements of clothing sourced from different places gradually slipped
into everyday styles, where they were combined with established
fashions of the era, sometimes in an incongruous or inauthentic
manner.

Clothing worn across the Ottoman Empire (which in the
eighteenth century encompassed modern-day Turkey and
Greece as well as parts of northern Africa and the Middle

Fast) was a source of particular fascination. Textiles from other
regions (notably India and China) were also highly sought after
and imported to Britain in great quantities, where they influenced
the design and manufacturing techniques of domestically made
goods. The physical properties of fabric (light, non-perishable,
non-breakable) combined with its intrinsic value made it an ideal
trading commodity. The rich vocabulary used to describe dress
and textiles demonstrates how clothing took its inspiration from
across the globe, with components frequently transported many

miles before reaching the wearer.
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Walking Pictures

Masquerades were a popular form of entertainment throughout
the eighteenth century, presenting attendees with an opportunity
to adopt fancy dress and conceal their identity. Dress from other
countries provided one source of inspiration, another was found

by looking back at historical clothing worn in Britain.

Fashions worn at the court of Charles | during the 1620s and
1630s, which had been most notably represented in portraiture
by Sir Anthony van Dyck, were the most popular form of
historical fancy dress during the eighteenth century. Such “Vandyke
dress’ was adopted for both masquerades and portraiture — to
eighteenth-century eyes Van Dyck's portraits evoked a nostalgic
vision of Britain. In his account of a masquerade in 1742, Horace
Walpole noted, ‘There were quantities of pretty Vandykes, and
all kinds of old pictures walked out of their frames.’ By the early
nineteenth century, the Elizabethan era had begun to displace
the Caroline court as the historical influence of choice, while the
novels of Sir Walter Scott encouraged a fascination with medieval
knightly chivalry.

Over time details from historical dress were gradually integrated
into everyday clothing, a demonstration of the peculiar circularity
of fashion still evident today, as each season brings clothing with
echoes of the past. It also provides a timely reminder that to our
modern eyes, increasingly accustomed to seeing the Georgian
period represented on screen, what is now costume, was once
high fashion.
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