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A Brief History of Fashion, 1770 to 1905

In a house with as long and active a history as the Wayside, with so many periods being 
reenacted, it is useful to have some idea of the general trajectory of fashion history. Knowing the 
evolution of fashion helps put each individual period's clothes into a bigger context – and it can be an 
interesting reflection of Euro-American history in general.

Of course this brief overview only covers Euro-American fashion, and specifically the kinds of 
things one might find in America and her greatest influences, England and France. The text describes 
the broad trends in shape and cut, with period fashion illustrations to assist. The pictures depict high 
fashion - what the rich and fancy aspire to wear – so they're not a totally accurate picture of middle-
class fashion from New England. Think of this overview as the briefest introduction to general trends.
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Men's fashion 1770-1905

Men's fashion through this period shows the development of the men's suit as we know it today. 
In the 1770s, men wore breeches, waistcoat, and coat – all three of these have pretty different shapes 
than their modern equivalents, and way more decoration than men's clothes commonly do nowadays.

However, by the 1840s, the man's suit of clothes already looked recognizable (if longer and 
more closely fitted), because of two changes in the early 1800s – the arrival of long pants, and the 
growing preference for simpler colors and decoration.

These changes are sometimes attributed to Napoleon's preference for military dress, although 
fashion changes are never really one person's doing. In any case, long pants to protect the leg and 
relatively little decoration were common in military uniforms from the early 1800s, and interest in  
nationalism and imperialism (as represented by the military) led to an interest in the shapes and styles 
of military dress in civilian fashion. After this innovation, menswear remained surprisingly consistent 
throughout the 1800s; while the shapes of collars and tails changed, along with what color was in 
fashion for vests, the essential form of vest, pants, and coat remained.
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Men's Fashion in the 1840s

Men's Fashion in the 1860s

Men's Fashion in 1905
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Women's fashion 1770-1905

Throughout this whole period women wore long sleeves and long skirts, with stiffened 
undergarments. However, the silhouette changed constantly, if slowly, with waistline and bust changing 
height and shape, and skirts changing length and width. In the 1770s, one important hallmark of the 
fashionable shape was the “stays”. This boned undergarment is kind of like a corset, but instead of 
shaping the body into an hourglass, it created a smooth front around the bust and a conical shape to the 
torso. This meant that the front of the dress had a firm structure to shape around, and many fashions of 
the time feature a smooth front section. Skirts were ankle-length, and poofy, with a more poof on the 
hips and backside. By making the hips wider, the skirts actually made the waist look smaller in 
comparison. Most women relied on this trick instead of trying to make their waists physically smaller 
with their undergarments.

Fashion took a detour in the early 1800s – hips and waist briefly went out of fashion in favor of 
a column shape (well, a column with nicely supported bust at the top). This huge change may have 
happened because the American Revolution and the French Revolution coming one after the other at  
the end of the 1700s shook up society and made people feel like they could try things that were totally 
different from the old way. However, as the political situation settled down fashion went back to a 
curvier silhouette.

1780 1790 1800      1810      1820 1830
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By the 1840s the fashionable shape was definitely a bit curvy, with a proper corset underneath. 
Dresses had a low waistline with a point in front, while shoulder details made the top of the dress wider 
– these two design features worked together to make the waist seem small in comparison to the 
shoulders. Corset design wasn't good enough yet to change the body's underlying shape very much, so 
visual tricks were still in. Skirts were bell shaped and getting always wider.

In the 1860s the bell shaped skirt got to its most extreme size, thanks to technological 
advancement. The invention of spring steel led to the creation of the hoop-skirt, which could replace 5 
or more petticoats to create a huge skirt without weighing down the wearer. This huge skirt of course 
made the waist look tiny in comparison, although some fashionistas were starting to take advantage of 
new corset technology to squeeze their waists smaller. The bodice of the dress might have some trim 
and decoration to balance out the hugeness of the skirt, but simple dresses were in – partly in 
fashionable solidarity with the troops. The Civil War defined the decade in the United States, and 
Europe had just finished with the Crimean War – both brutal conflicts that left people feeling somber.
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Skirt shapes changed a lot in the end of the 1800s, becoming thin, and then growing and losing 
bustles, which was a structure which gave lots of volume to the backside of a dress. In the 1890s, a 
growing health and fitness craze led many ladies to do away with peculiar skirt shapes in favor of a 
simple cone. There was also growing concern about the health effects of corsets, as it became more 
fashionable to lace them very tightly. This led to innovation in corset shapes and materials, although the 
actual change in health outcomes is unclear (especially because most women didn't lace their corsets  
too tightly, and thus didn't actually need that particular intervention).

      1870    1875           1880 1885   1890      1895

Fashions in 1905 favored a cone-shaped skirt, worn with a bodice or blouse with volume in the 
front, a style called the pigeon breast. This was worn over a new style of corset called the S-bend, 
which encouraged both the bust and the backside to stick out a bit. Many women padded both of those 
areas to get a more noticeable effect. The preference for blouses with skirts, often with matching 
jackets, reflected the exploding number of women working outside the home, whose fashions were 
influenced by the men's suit (since, after all, that's what most people thought of then they thought of a 
“worker”).
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What did they wear to achieve those fashions?

In all periods, both men and women started with a plain linen or cotton shirt (for women, called 
a shift or chemise). This garment (or something like it) was the chief undergarment from the middle 
ages right through the end of the 1800s. It's job was to protect the body from scratchy or uncomfortable 
clothes and also to protect over-garments from the skin's oils and sweat. With both bodies and clothes 
washed much less often than we do in modern times, it was important to have many (seriously, 6 to 10) 
of these easily-washed shirts, which could be changed frequently to preserve hygiene. The pattern 
pieces which make it up are all rectangles and triangles, so it is easy to fit the pieces together when 
laying them out on the fabric. This means it is easy to minimize fabric waste, especially when cutting 
out large numbers of shirts (seriously, 6-12 at a time!). The shirt is white, since white is the easiest 
color to wash (because it is safe to bleach).

In the mid-1800s, some farmers and laborers started wearing blue or checked shirts to do work 
in, because practical and non-bleaching soap was widespread (which had not been true before 1800). 
Because “underwear” (as in, covering the crotch specifically) was uncommon until the late 1800s, a 
man's shirt typically had long tails which would tuck into the pants and around the areas which modern 
underwear would cover. Starting in the 1860s and 70s, many men wore drawers, which were pretty 
similar to modern boxers, but a bit longer and with a drawstring instead of elastic waist.

Starting in the 1820s, some women supplemented their chemise/shirt with drawers to cover the 
legs, but these were not like men's drawers or modern bloomers – they had no crotch seam, so the lady 
could go to the bathroom without having to take them off completely! The seams of the undergarments 
were usually stitched towards the outside (“inside out”) so that, when a corset was laced over it, the 
seams wouldn't dig into the lady's body. In many cases the neck of the chemise was either very wide or 
fitted with a slit and buttons in front to facilitate breastfeeding.

With their shirt, everybody wore long stockings and shoes. These were roughly gender neutral 
in the 1770s, but after that men's socks got shorter and their shoes simpler, while women kept their long 
stockings and varied shoes shapes.

From here the layers differ for men and women.

For Gentlemen:
1) Over their shirt, men first put on their pants (or breeches, in the 1700s). In the 1800s, many men held 
their pants up with suspenders instead of a belt. This ensured the pants couldn't creep down and expose 
a bit of shirt in between the pants waistband and the bottom of the vest.
2) Next came the vest, or waistcoat. This was often the most fancy part of an outfit; only a small 
section would show at the front, so the waistcoat could be totally plain except for one very fancy front 
section, a great choice economically. The vest's shape, collar, and color changed with fashion.
3) Next, neckwear. In the 1770s, a neckerchief or cravat was most common, which is more like a 
bandanna or a fashion scarf than a tie. Later in the 1800s, this was supplanted by floofy ascot ties, and 
then by straight ties similar to the ones we know today. Someone who was doing serious labor would 
usually wear a much looser tie, which often functioned like a bandanna to catch sweat and protect the 
shirt neck from getting worn due to friction.
4) Last came the coat. The tails and collar styles of this are the biggest indicators of fashion changes for 
men. Not wearing a coat was considered very informal – one could do it while working very hard, or in 
the presence of the family, but when going to town or church or visiting the coat was basically required. 
Laborers often wore much less fitted coats than gentlemen. One of these was the sack coat, a very 
informal working-man's coat from the 1860s - the direct ancestor of the modern suit jacket!
5) To finish it off, accessories. Different shapes of hats came in and out of fashion. Men who could 
afford them wore pocket watches with a chain that attached to one of the vest's buttonholes (so it's 
harder to steal).
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For Ladies:
1) In all periods, the next garment after the shirt was the corset (called stays in the 1700s). This acted 
like a bra and a back brace, and according to preference also like spanx or a waist trainer. It supported 
the bust, and caused the torso to stay in an upright posture. Slouching is possible, but pretty 
uncomfortable. Most women wore these close-fitting, but not incredibly tight, since they had 
housework and things to do and needed to have room to breathe. 

Corsets (worn safely) don't limit the body's movement too much. They can make bending at the 
waist difficult. In addition, the close fit around the torso can make sudden jumps in activity or 
prolonged vigorous exercise very uncomfortable. The muscles around the lungs and stomach are 
working in an enclosed space, so they need a bit more time to adjust to exertion. On the other hand, a 
good corset can actually be helpful for some tasks that require leaning over or lifting, because it 
provides back support.

It was considered most respectable for women to wear some kind of corset, even if it wasn't 
changing the body's shape much. As with a lot of things in the Victorian period, a lack of corset was 
associated with sexuality and thus some generic badness. As you can imagine, this added to the troubles 
of poor women, who couldn't afford a good undergarment or might work at serious physical labor 
which cannot be accomplished in a corset (like mining).
2) In all periods the next layers were petticoats. Depending on the fashionable skirt shape these could 
just be a plain gathered skirt, or they might have special features. The most obvious example of that is 
the hoop-skirt, which is a basic petticoat but with metal hoops in it to make it stick out much farther.  
Another example is the extra wide yoke waistband on many 1840s petticoats, which helps make the 
fashionable low waist of the period by shifting the fullness of the petticoat's pleats down a little.
3) After the petticoats comes the dress. With the help of the right shape of petticoats and corset to 
support it, this item creates the fashion of any given period.
4) To finish it off, accessories. While ladies were expected to cover their hair in a semi-religious 
manner during the 1700s, the 1800s saw a gradual shift away from that, with little white caps for 
married women which got smaller and sillier until they disappeared entirely in the 1860s. Hats were 
worn outside (over the little white cap if there was one) which sometimes served to shield the face from 
the sun but gradually got tinier and tinier until the role of sunshade was taken over by parasols. Ladies 
also added collars and cuffs to their dresses, which protected the neck and wrists from wearing out, and 
could also be used to fill in wide necklines during the day (showing skin was reserved for the evening, 
usually).
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Hair Completes the Style

When putting together a historically accurate outfit, the choice of hairstyle makes a big difference in  
the overall authenticity of the look. This is often the first aspect of historical accuracy to be set aside by 
Hollywood and by average people, because we're used to our modern ideas about flattering the face, 
and find period hairstyles look really strange when we look in the mirror. However, putting effort into 
the hairstyle to go with an outfit always makes a difference - the average member of the public will  
know it looks more historical, even if they probably won't be able to say why.

So here are some hair tips! There are period images to illustrate the fashions of each period, as well as 
advice for creating a simplified versions, given modern hair and minimal hairstyling experience.
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1770s

Men wore their hair mid-back length throughout the 1700s. In the 1770s most regular guys tied 
it back in a simple ponytail, with the front of the hair combed straight back so there wasn't a parting. 
Most people didn't powder their hair daily, especially here in the colonies.

Short haired modern men should brush the hair generally away from the face. Aim not to have a part; 
the style is to brush the hair off the forehead.

Long haired modern men should tie the hair back with a ribbon or a piece of string. It takes some 
practice to get a ribbon to stay the way hair elastics do – try wrapping it around the ponytail several 
times before tying (or hide a modern hair elastic under the ribbon).
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Women wore their long hair in updos which concentrated volume on top of the head. Think 
about Marie Antoinette's hair, and then imagine a much smaller version. Regular ladies didn't powder 
their hair very much.

Nearly all women wore a cap of some 
kind on the head. While wealthy women might 
perch a wee lace doily atop their impressive hair, 
average ladies usually wore a proper cap which 
actually covered a fair bit of the head. The 
presence of the cap is great for us, because it can 
hide all manner of period inaccuracy and bad hair 
days.

Short haired modern ladies should brush the hair straight back from the hairline, and pin it in place so it  
won't fall forward. If the top hair is long enough to make a little poof over the forehead, definitely do 
that (you can use the same poof instructions as the long haired girls – just pin the hair behind the 
padding). Don't worry about little short bits of hair sticking randomly towards the back of the head. Just 
pop a cap on over it and you're all set!

Long haired modern ladies should pull the hair straight back into a pretty flat bun on the back of the 
head – no parting in the front, and no little tendrils hanging in front of the ears. Then add a cap!

You can also try a slightly more involved style which looks a bit more historical. This requires a little  
practice.

Part the hair from ear to ear over the top of the head. Put all the hair in 
the back section into a bun.
The front section will be used to make the poof. One easy way to give it 
some volume is to stuff it with socks. I chose a pair of socks, folded 
together, which approximately matches my hair color. Comb all the hair 
in your front section straight forward over the face and set your sock-pad 
on there, centered above the forehead.

Separate the hair that's hanging over your face into three sections. Take 
the center section and bring it up over the center of your pad. Bobby-pin 
it firmly in place behind. Take the long tail of the section which is 
hanging down and wrap it around the bun which you made previously. 
Pin.

Take one side section and bring it up and diagonally across the poof. This 
should hide one end of the pad (it may take some adjusting). Pin this 
section down behind the poof and wrap the tails around the bun. Pin. 
Repeat for the other side section.

Add a cap and you're all set!
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1840s

Men wore their hair a little shaggy during the early 1800s. Transcendentalists in Concord especially 
liked the wild look! The hair was parted softly on one side, often with a bit of volume on the top of the 
head.

Short haired modern men should part the hair on one side and let it be a bit fluffy in the center. Try to 
get a part without totally plastering the hair with gel. Hair wax or pomade might work a bit better, to 
get a part while still preserving the hair's volume.

Long haired modern men should part the hair on one side and tuck the hair behind the ears. Hair that's 
longer than shoulder length should be worn loose – older men who'd grown up with long hair in the 
1700s often wore it that way.
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Ladies wore their long hair in a variation of a simple bun on the center back of the head. The hair was 
parted in the center and smoothed down over and below the ears. Little white caps were pretty 
unfashionable by this point, especially for young women.

Short haired modern ladies should part the hair in the center and smooth it down on both sides. The 
center part is critical! Tuck the hair behind the ears and add a bobby pin in a color that matches your 
hair behind each ear.

Long haired modern ladies should start by parting the hair in the center. You can then gather all the hair  
into a plain flat bun on the back of the head, but it's pretty easy to do a more period hairstyle.

Part the hair from ear to ear, so that theres two front sections 
on either side of the center part and one large back section. 
Make the back section into a bun in the center back of the 
head.

Take one of the front sections. Smooth it down over the ear and sweep it back and up around the bun 
and pin. Repeat with the other front section

Here's another cute look to try. Instead of smoothing each front section into a swoop, pull it a bit 
forward and braid it down in front of the ear. Loop this braid under the ear and pin it over the bun in the 
back
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1860s

Men wore the same kind of side part as they had worn in the 1840s, but the hair was a bit shorter and 
less romantically voluminous.

Short haired modern men should part the hair on the side. Use just enough gel to be sure it'll stay in 
place.

Long haired modern men should part the hair on the side and tuck the hair behind the ears. The lengths 
of the hair should probably be worn loose – this style is pretty out of fashion, but in Concord you can 
likely get away with it.
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Ladies wore their hair in a style quite similar to the 1840s. The bun sits right at the nape of the neck,  
and is bigger, while the swoops over the ears merely cover the ear's tip, instead of the whole ear.

Short haired modern ladies should part the hair in the center, tuck the hair behind the ears, and set a 
bobby pin behind each ear.

Long haired modern ladies should part the hair in the center and do a modified 1840s bun. Check out 
the difference in positioning of the different elements of the hairstyle.

1860s

vs

1840s

The initial bun sits much lower in 1860s, right at the nape of the neck. Ideally the bun should be bigger, 
but that's usually done by adding extensions. The swoops over each ear cover just the tip of the ear 
instead of the whole ear. Then the 1860s swoops go down around the bottom of the bun, instead of 
clearly looping up over the top of the bun.
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1905

Men wore their hair in the same old side part, even shorter than before and much smoother. Hair gel 
and pomade were very fashionable.

Short haired modern men should part the hair on one side and smooth it down all over with copious 
amounts of gel. A slightly wet look is fine, but “just stepped out of the shower” is too far.

Long haired modern men should part the hair on one side and smooth down with gel. Long hair was not 
in fashion, so its probably best to tuck the hair behind the ears and pull it into a low ponytail.
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Ladies wore their hair in romantic poofs. Big fluffy rolls encircled the head, with soft fluffy buns on the 
very top of the head.

Short haired ladies can part their hair in the center or off to one side (a new development!). Bobby pin 
the hair behind the ears.

Long haired ladies should aim for a soft bun at the very top of the head with any parting you like (or 
none). The easiest version of this is the “tamed messy bun”.
Start by making a standard messy bun right at the top of your head – make a ponytail, then on the last 
time you wrap the hair elastic don't pull the hair through all the way, thus forming a loop.
Pull the loose tail of the ponytail through the loop, and smoosh it all down to your head, pinning with 
lots of bobby pins. This should be more contained than most modern messy buns, and should form a 
soft fluffy disc that isn't super tall.

Here's a more complicated style, for those who like a challenge. This one definitely takes practice.
Draw a circular parting around the top of your head, and use the central section to make a small bun
Next comes the poof – again my preferred volume pad is a sock, this time a longer sock. Lay the sock 
just below the bun, around the back of the head. Bobby-pin the ends of the sock in place.
Now, the fiddly bit. Draw the loose hair from around the edge up and over the sock, and wrap it around 
the bun (and pin). I usually start at the center front hairline, twisting the hair gradually into a rope, so 
that the twist runs along the top of the sock, with hair coming into it by pulling up over the sock. I 
make two twists, each running from center front to center back and wrapping around the bun.

This is quite fiddly – it is a simple concept but takes practice and patience. Once you master it, you can 
try making a full circle poof, with a second volume sock over the front of the head.
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Tips for curly or natural hair
These hair descriptions apply most easily to “average victorian” hair – white people hair with perhaps a 
bit of a wave in it but not very tight curls. While there are fashionable period hairstyles with curls, these 
are all intended to be man-made curls, either pincurls or curling iron curls. (They're left out here 
because they require preparation and special tools.) So what's a curly haired person to do? For the most 
part these folks historically tried to follow the general shape of fashionable hair – how high the bun is 
on the head and where the parting is, in particular. If the natural curls aren't particularly tight, girls in 
particular can comb gently through the curls and take advantage of the ensuing volume to make really 
large buns following the same hair methods. Volume was definitely fashionable throughout the 
victorian period – straight-haired girls often added false hair to amp up their style. For those with much 
tighter curls, or natural black hair in general, a bit more creativity is called for. The most fashionable  
choice was to mold the hair into approximately the same style lines as white hair, except that the styling  
methods are necessarily different.

1840s

1860s

1905

Both men and women might also wear a short uniform afro style, or a nearly shaved style. Black 
women sometimes wore headwraps as well. All these styles were sometimes associated with slavery 
(especially on women) because they didn't “assimilate” to prevailing white fashions, although free 
blacks wore them as well. All these styles became less common in the late 1800s, in favor of looks 
which followed the general lines of white fashion.
Especially if you're portraying a specific person, you'll want to look for images that can inform your 
hair choices, since many historical people of color wore very distinctive looks.

Madam CJ Walker, 1903 Frederick Douglass, 1847 Harriet Tubman, 1885, with her  
    signature headwrap
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Tips for Beating the Heat

It can be unpleasant to wear proper historical clothing when it's very hot. Historical people did live 
through hot times with all their layers but their summers were not usually as hot as ours, and they were 
used to wearing many layers, starting from childhood. This poses a problem for modern reenactors. The 
easiest solution is simply not to wear historical clothing when the forecast calls for 100 degree weather,  
but sometimes events can't be rescheduled due to heat. So what to do? Here are some tips.

Sit, stay in the shade, and drink plenty of cold water. Also, be sure to eat enough, and get plenty of 
sleep – the body deals best with extreme weather when it is already in good shape.
Take breaks.
Carry a fan, and use it.
Stuff wet paper towels inside the collar and cuffs of your outfit. Splashing the face and neck with cold 
water is also good.
Ladies be sure to wear the hair up. Luckily most historical styles will do!
Ladies can kick off their shoes. This is NOT historical in most cases, but if you sit with your legs 
tucked under your dress no one will be the wiser.
Ladies can leave out a petticoat. This doesn't always help – sometimes the petticoat actually keeps the  
dress's skirt away from your legs and improves airflow, so try it both ways.
Men can take off their coats. This does look more informal – in reenacting settings this is sometimes 
appropriate and sometimes not. They might also roll up their shirt sleeves, which is even more 
informal.

Here's an important don't: Don't leave out the shift or shirt when getting dressed. Although it is 
tempting to reduce the number of layers, the reward is very little given all the clothes going on top – 
and if it's hot, you'll be sweating more, and you'll need that layer in there to protect your body and your 
clothes from each other.

Know your limits. Stop and change back to your own summer gear if you feel bad!
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Dressing Tutorials

All the Queen of Birds ensembles are different sizes. You can tell which pieces are meant to be worn 
together because there will be a square of the dress fabric sewn in next to the size label. Match all the 
pieces that have the same dress fabric! Or mix them if you're feeling lucky.
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How to put on the 1770s ensembles

1) Start off wearing underwear and a low necked sports bra or other soft bra (no foam 
cups!). You can add shorts or a camisole if you like.
Put on the shift.

2) Step into the beige petticoat so 
that the two slits are at either side. Center the 
back half of the skirt in the back and tie its ties at 
the center front in a bow. The waist ties of the 
skirt should sit on your natural waist, which is 
usually at or above your bellybutton. 
Repeat for the petticoat front – center the front 
half of the skirt on the front, and tie in the back.

3) Put on the colored skirt in the same manner.

4) Put the dress on like a jacket. Stuff the sleeves of the shift into the sleeves of the dress.
Pull the two halves of the dress front together in the center. Fold one side over the other so that the line 
where the halves meet is running down the center of the body. Pin the two halves of the front together 
using straight pins running vertically.

Tip: When inserting the pins, start by 
coming down from the outside through all 
the layers. Then rock the pin back up to the 
outside. Lastly, stick the very tip of the pin 
through just the topmost layer of fabric, so 
that the pointy part is in between the layers 
and less likely to stab you. This takes a 
little practice.
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How to put on the 1840s ensembles

1) Start off wearing underwear and sports bra or other soft bra (no foam cups!). You can 
add shorts or a camisole if you like.
Put on the shift.

2) Step into the beige petticoat so that the opening is at the center back.
Pull the drawstring til the waist of the skirt fits nicely, then tie in a bow. The drawstring of the skirt sits 
at your natural waist, which is usually at or above your bellybutton.

3) Put on the dress and stuff the sleeves of the shift into the sleeves of the dress. Most of the dresses 
have a center back opening.
First close the large hook at the waist of the dress. Then close all the hooks and eyes up the opening.

3b) One of the dresses has a front opening. This closes in the same way but it looks different. The hook 
that closes the waist of the dress is far over to one side. The hooks which close the front opening are 
basically the same as for a back opening dress.
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