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Design Details

This dress is made in the style of 1824, but there are many 
more considerations that went into its design than merely the 
historical date. Of course the date is important; the general shape of 
fashionable clothing changed a lot over history. But within the bounds 
of fashion, historical people dressed differently depending on their 
wealth, the place where they lived, and the event they were dressing 
for – just like modern people! So all of those factors had to be 
considered.

This dress is for a middle class lady from conservative New 
England. As far as fashion was concerned, people in Massachusetts 
didn't adopt new trends right away. The religious tradition started by 
the Puritans valued seriousness and piety, and many people worried 
that new fashions would be seen as frivolous. This dress would be 
well-suited for the wife of a minister or merchant. Such women had to 
strike a balance between being too fashionable (and thus not a serious 
person) and being too out of date (and thus not educated in the affairs 
of the world). The dress's somber color and simple silhouette appease 
the desire for respectability, while the general silhouette stays abreast 
of current fashion.

Too Fashionable Too Out of Date
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The dress is meant to be worn in the daytime, for activities like 
light housework and receiving guests. It isn't a dress for dirty tasks, 
because the fabric is not easy to wash, but it's suited for the daily tasks 
of a woman with some means. The dark color will cover some dirt in 
an emergency. The long sleeves follow the established fashion for 
modesty, which said that women ought to wear long sleeves during the 
day, but might wear short sleeves (and lower necklines) for evening 
parties and dancing.

Day Dress Evening Dress

This dress must belong to a woman of some wealth, because it 
is made of silk. Silk was a popular dress fabric, but because it requires 
special care and sometimes reacts badly to water, it wasn't a good 
fabric for dresses that would see a lot of wear and tear. The color also
suggests wealth. Although black is a good color to camouflage dirt, in 
the days before chemical fabric dye it was very hard to keep black 
fabric looking black. When washed or exposed to light, it would 
slowly fade, sometimes to grey, but more often to odd shades of blue 
or brown. Such discoloration, along with other visible signs of wear, 
was not admired by people in the 1800s. They thought that the state of 
a person's clothes reflected the state of their soul (to some extent), so 
clean, well-maintained clothing was an important mark of 
respectability. It's easy to imagine how that could make life harder for 
poor people.
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But of course this dress also reflects the fashions of the 1820s! 
Differentiation according to wealth and station occurred within the 
framework of what was fashionable. In the 1820s fashion was in the 
middle of a long transition, from column-like shapes in 1800 to a 
more hourglass shape in 1840.

1800 1820 1840

In 1824, the fashionable waistline was at the bottom of the 
ribcage, higher than the natural waist. Two-part sleeves, with a puff at 
the shoulder and a long sleeve covering the arm, were still worn by 
some people, but they were on their way out (such sleeves were most 
fashionable in the 1810s). The skirt was pretty smooth, and flared 
from the waist to the hem in a generally triangular shape. Fashionable 
ladies often added lots of fancy trim around the bottom of the skirt to 
help it stick out stiffly. Necklines, which had been very low ten years 
before, were rising towards the collarbones. During the day, many 
women would wear a kind of dickie under their dresses to fill in the 
area around the neck. They could also tuck a handkerchief in around 
the neck instead. In addition to being more modest, these accessories 
prevented the dress neckline from touching the skin, thereby 
protecting it from sweat.

Dickie Handkerchief Tucked In
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A dress like this would have been worn with lots of underwear: 
a chemise or under-dress, which had short sleeves and a knee-length 
skirt; a corset, which mostly acted as a back-brace and posture aid 
(rather than to change the shape of the body); and at least one 
petticoat, an underskirt which often had ruffles or padding around the 
bottom to help it hold the skirt away from the legs. 

Chemise Corset

Petticoat Drawers

Ladies also sometimes wore drawers, which were like 
bloomers, except that they didn't have a crotch seam! With all these 
layers, it was easiest not to have any closed panties that needed to be 
removed to use the toilet. There wasn't much of a need for panties, 
though, because there were so many layers on top covering everything 
up.
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Construction Details

The main fabric of the dress is black silk taffeta. This fabric is 
stiff and does not wrinkle easily (and when it creases it is easily ironed 
smooth). This makes it a good choice for a highly structured dress 
such as this. However, the fabric is also quite thin, and because the 
fashionable shape needs the skirt to stand out stiffly, the fabric cannot 
do the job on its own.

Therefore, the entire dress is flatlined in plain beige cotton. 
Flatlining means that all the pieces of the dress pattern were cut out of 
black silk and also out of cotton. Then the matching pieces were sewn 
together with long temporary stitches, so that when the dress was 
constructed the double layer of fabric would behave like a single 
layer.

matching pieces

stitched together temporarily

This kind of sloppy temporary stitching is called basting. It can 
be left in the fabric or removed after the dress is sewn together. In this 
dress, it is still there in some places and has been removed in other 
places.
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The dress is sewn together with a very small running stitch. 
This is the simplest kind of stitch. To form it, the needle goes up and 
down through the fabric, while always advancing forward along the 
line to be sewn. This stitch looks like a dotted line.

side view

top view

Every few inches, the running stitch is interrupted with a 
backstitch. Disrupting the pattern like this makes the seam stronger. 
To form the stitch, the needle goes down through the fabric in a place 
behind where it has been before, and then continues advancing 
forward. This stitch looks a lot like a running stitch, with smaller 
spaces between stitches. Because the stitches on this dress are so 
small, it is hard to find the backstitches amongst everything else.

side view

top view

The stitches on this dress are very small. Very accomplished 
historical seamstresses might stitch as many as 20 stitches to the inch, 
but on something as bulky as this dress, that would be overkill. Such 
excruciatingly tiny stitches are best suited to lightweight things like 
handkerchiefs and blouses. The stitches on this dress are really smaller 
than is absolutely required to hold the dress together, especially along 
the vertical seams of the skirt, which are not likely to be strained by 
the wearer.
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The seams of the bodice have very thin piping inserted into 
them. Piping is both a trim and a strengthener. It is made of some kind 
of thin cord or yarn which is folded into a strip of the dress fabric. 
This makes a thin folded strip with a ridge inside the fold. On this 
dress, that cord is two strands of crochet cotton.

cords fabric strip stitched

The piping is sewn to one piece of the bodice, so that the ridge 
faces towards the center. Then that bodice piece is sewn to the next 
piece, so that the piping is caught between them.

step one

piping sandwich

and done!
This emphasizes the presence of a seam, like an outline, 

enhancing the style lines of the dress. It stiffens the seam a bit, which 
helps a structured bodice like this one keep its shape. And it also 
strengthens the seam, because inserting the piping adds several more 
layers of stitching to the seam.

The piping on this dress is much smaller than modern piping. 
In the nineteenth century it was fashionable to use very tiny piping, 
sometimes so small that it only looks like a fold of fabric.
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The dress has puff sleeves, above the slim lower sleeve. These 
can be tricky to keep fluffed up, because the extra volume of fabric 
which creates the poof likes to sag down the arm. To prevent this, four 
shorter fabric tapes were sewn into the inside of the sleeve to hold it 
up.

cut-away view

top view

Another possibility is to make a thin fitted sleeve that is 
attached inside the puff sleeve, which performs the same function as 
the tapes. And yet a third option, which became most popular around 
1830, was to stuff little round cushions (full of feathers or net fabric) 
into the sleeves to keep them very perky and full.

with fitted sleeve with a cushion
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To make clean edges along the bottom of the dress and the 
ends of the sleeves, the fabric is folded over and stitched to itself. This 
is called a hem. Because this dress is actually made out of two layers 
of fabric treated as one, the stitches holding these hems in place are 
made to go through only the inner layer of fabric, so that they don't 
show on the outside.

the fold 3 / 4 view stitching

On the neckline of the dress, the edge is curved. This makes it 
hard to fold the fabric over, so instead of a regular hem, this edge is 
finished with a binding. A binding is a separate strip of fabric that is 
sewn to the edge of the main dress, and then folded over to the inside 
– this additional piece of fabric is shaped so that it will fold over 
smoothly to the inside.

the strip

sewn on

cross-section
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The stitch used to attach the hem and the binding is called a 
whipstitch. This means that instead of going up and down in a line, the 
thread wraps around the edge of something. In this case the thread 
goes down through the brown layer of fabric inside the dress, and 
comes up through the edge of the folded-over hem or binding. By 
repeating this process, the thread eventually is wrapping around the 
edge of the hem while also attaching it to the inside of the dress.

front view

3 / 4 view
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