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“Linda Przybyszewski takes her readers on an imaginative journey through a largely forgotten universe of women writers in the twentieth century who wrote about the art of dressing well. The book is sprightly and well-written, and it suggests new directions for research in the history of fashion and of women. Przybyszewski offers useful critiques of the restrictive clothing of the nineteenth century, the sloppy clothing of the 1960s, the periodic infantilizing of women through dress design, and the increasing commoditization of products and pleasures. She mourns the loss of the elegance of the 1930s, when women looked both liberated and chic.”
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“This is an important work. In The Lost Art of Dress, dressmaker and historian Linda Przybyszewski skillfully delineates the rise of the Dress Doctors in the early twentieth century to their demise in the turbulent sixties. Przybyszewski excavated the lost texts of home economists and others who taught the art and science of dress through the application of five principles of art. Although Przybyszewski laments the decline of the teachings of the Dress Doctors during the 1960s, she sees their legacy in the recent rise of the craft of dressmaking and is encouraged by a renewed interest of Americans in the art of dressing well and with good taste.”
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To John,


who promised me a good time




INTRODUCTION


WANDERING THROUGH A USED BOOKSTORE YEARS AGO, I spotted a thick volume called Clothes for You. I’ve always been interested in fashion, so I pulled it off the shelf. It turned out to be a college textbook from 1954, but it was like no textbook I had ever seen before.


The book’s five hundred pages taught the art and science of dress, explaining that beauty in dress can only be achieved by applying the principles of art to clothing. These principles hold true no matter the season, the year, or the century. A woman can use them to choose the beautiful from whatever current fashions have on offer, and it won’t cost a fortune so long as she follows some basic rules of economics. If necessary, any girl can learn how to sew and create whatever she needs. The book’s message was artistic, logical, and democratic: knowledge, not money, is the key to beauty in dress.


The book aroused my curiosity on two counts. First, I’m a dressmaker from a long line of sewing women. One of my grandmothers could make anything her daughter pointed out to her in a shop window; the other left me her Singer Slant-O-Matic sewing machine, the very latest in high tech from 1952. My mother sewed and knit clothes for my sister and me when we were little. Sewing came in especially handy when I had to live on a low budget while earning my doctorate from Stanford University. Second, I’m a professor of American history. My first book was a biography of a justice on the United States Supreme Court. I may be the only historian to lecture at the Supreme Court in a suit that won a blue ribbon at a county fair.


Clothes for You inspired me to find out more about the art of dress. My hunt took me from the basements of bookstores to the archives of universities. I discovered that hundreds of books and pamphlets were written to teach the American woman how to dress for the twentieth century. Millions of girls read them in home economics classes and in 4-H clothing clubs.


The books were written by a remarkable group of women who worked as teachers, writers, retailers, and designers. They offered advice in classrooms, on radio broadcasts, at women’s clubs, and in magazines. They even enlisted the federal government in their efforts through the Bureau of Home Economics. I call these women the “Dress Doctors” after a story told by Mary Brooks Picken, the first among them.


Born on a farm in Kansas in 1886, Picken was a prodigy who could spin, weave, and sew by the age of five. At eleven, she made the layette of clothes and bedding for her newest baby brother. Widowed young, she supported herself by teaching dress design and sewing to everyone from the respectable young women at the YWCA to the female convicts doing time at Leavenworth Penitentiary.


A skilled woman physician turned to Picken for help, she recalled in 1918. The good doctor realized that people thought her less intelligent than she really was because she dressed so badly, but she had no idea what to do about it because clothes mystified her. So she asked Picken to “diagnose” her case. Picken examined the doctor and prescribed a professional wardrobe. When the doctor donned her new clothes, she noticed a marked difference in the way people viewed her. Her fellow doctors treated her with more respect. So did the hospital nurses who worked under her. People who had never before bothered to consult her professionally now made a point of doing so. She had been cured.
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“Do we not express ourselves through the clothes we wear as much as through what we say and what we do?” asked Picken.1


The makeover is a story as old as Cinderella, but the Dress Doctors reinvented it for the modern age. Picken’s doctor wasn’t trying to land a prince. She was struggling to succeed in a profession in which women were few and far between.


Picken eventually moved east and made herself into the most important authority on dress in America. She wrote dozens of books, including the first dictionary penned by a woman, The Language of Fashion. She helped found the Costume Institute, which is now part of the Metropolitan Museum of Art, and became the first woman to serve as a trustee of the Fashion Institute of Technology in 1951.


Picken and the other Dress Doctors took traditional ideas about beauty and art and used them to help American women to flourish in the twentieth century, an era they viewed as one of unprecedented opportunity for their sex. They considered art a spiritual force that encouraged an appreciation of the beauty of all God’s creation. They taught their students to study the Five Art Principles of harmony, rhythm, balance, proportion, and emphasis, and to observe them at work in famous paintings, such as Leonardo da Vinci’s The Last Supper. They explained that these same principles should be used in the design of clothing. Their aim was the creation of what they called “artistic repose,” the moment when the discerning eye takes in a design as a whole and finds it perfectly satisfying in color, line, and form.


The Dress Doctors followed the lead of the Arts and Crafts movement, which first blurred the distinction between what was beautiful and what was useful in the late nineteenth century. Any everyday object could be beautiful if it was suited to its purpose and designed according to the principles of art. Clothing fit the bill. By teaching dressmaking, the Dress Doctors made women into creators, not just shoppers. “Beautiful clothes should be part of contemporary art,” declared one Dress Doctor in 1925, “not beautiful clothes for the few, but beautiful clothes for everybody, and at a cost that all can afford.”2


The Dress Doctors were eager to prepare women for new roles in American life. World War I had called upon women to replace men in factories, while housewives learned to conserve food and clothing. Women gained new civic duties when the Nineteenth Amendment guaranteed them the right to vote in 1920.


Against this backdrop, the Dress Doctors identified Six Occasions for Dress—school, business, housework, sport, afternoons, and evenings—and explained which designs and fabrics were best suited for each. The girl at school wore tailored dresses that allowed her to focus on her studies. Sober colors and restrained lines were good for women working in business, while cheerful and washable housedresses suited women looking after their children and their homes. Outfits for sport allowed the athlete—another new, modern role for women—to move with strength and grace everywhere from the tennis court to the skating rink. Afternoons and evenings let a woman indulge herself in fragile fabrics and rich colors, whether she was a social butterfly headed out for the evening or a quiet homebody curled up with a good book. Gently but firmly, the Dress Doctors urged all American women to wear clothes that let them work efficiently and that brought the elevating power of beauty into their lives.


And such a wardrobe would not break the bank, because it need only be made up of a small number of beautiful garments. During the Great Depression, the Dress Doctors showed farmwomen how to recycle flour sacks into dresses. When World War II redirected the American economy to provide for the troops, the Dress Doctors explained how to cut down a man’s suit to make a woman’s suit. When the 1950s brought prosperity, the Dress Doctors explained how best to choose a dress from the multitude offered in department stores. And through it all, the Dress Doctors reminded the American woman that a few perfect outfits, assembled according to the art principles, and suited to the occasions of her life, were all that she needed.


The Dress Doctors also advised what suited a woman at different ages. The schoolgirl’s clothing, whether day wear or evening wear, remained simple in cut so that she could move her energetic body freely. The bright and playful colors she wore reflected her youthful energy and simplicity. Aging meant gains in worldliness. The Dress Doctors reserved for the woman over thirty the most complex dress designs and the subtlest color schemes. They explained how a woman can age with grace and dignity by using the right hues and fabrics.


The Dress Doctors offered solutions to perennial problems of style. They reminded their students that fad stands for “For a Day,” because that’s about how long it will last. Instead, they counseled avoiding the spectacular and the weird in favor of the beautiful. The Dress Doctors knew women must deploy the erotic power of clothing sparingly if they wanted to be taken seriously in other arenas of life. The businesswoman and the housewife required very different wardrobes, so no list of fashion “must haves” would suit them both. Instead of advising on trends that would soon be obsolete, the Dress Doctors taught the rules of good design. Armed with these truths, a woman in any era could determine for herself what was beautiful, while the lessons on budgeting from the same advisers kept her out of debt.


The art and science of dress was once a standard part of a girl’s education, but even historians have overlooked the Dress Doctors’ work. How were they forgotten so completely?3


The cultural rebellion of the 1960s undermined the Dress Doctors from all sides. The home economists among them had claimed a place at the vanguard of professional women in the 1920s, but now they seemed hopelessly old-fashioned as women demanded the right to work in all fields. When radical feminist Robin Morgan spoke at the annual meeting of the American Home Economics Association in 1972, she told the women in her audience, many of them teachers, that the best thing they could do for young women was quit their jobs. By the mid-1970s, funding for home economics programs in public schools was being slashed on the grounds that their classes encouraged sexual stereotypes. Ambitious young women turned to other professions.


The art principles also came under attack during the “Youthquake” movement of the 1960s. The Baby Boomers opted for shocking color schemes that created anything but the artistic repose espoused by the Dress Doctors. The sophisticated fashion models of the 1950s sometimes worked into their forties, but now the fashion world celebrated youth and youth alone. Clothing manufacturers abandoned what they called “Sophisticated Styling” in favor of “Young Styling” and “Youthful Styling,” because grandmothers and granddaughters were wearing the same dresses.


The results were not pretty. Jessica Daves, former editor of Vogue magazine, was herself a grande dame born in 1898. Taking in the state of fashion in 1967, she wrote, “The absurdity of a busty lady with a dowager’s hump and substantial legs appearing in the streets in a sleeveless shift, above the knees, is something horrible to contemplate.” The hallmark of Young and Youthful Styling—simplicity—led to the simplemindedness of garments like the dish-towel dress in the 1970s.4


The Dress Doctors may have been forgotten, but they deserve our attention. How valuable would this advice be today when American women are mired in credit-card debt, urged to shopping frenzy, and when the most common yardstick of attractiveness is who’s wearing the shortest dress? Many voices offer fashion advice today, but, unlike the Dress Doctors, they say little about overarching principles of style. In order to distill the teachings of the Dress Doctors of yore, I have collected and studied more than seven hundred books and magazines on dress and sewing. I have re-created vintage clothing from every decade of the twentieth century. I even made that dish-towel dress (not that I enjoyed it). I also mastered the art of millinery, because hats were once part of every woman’s wardrobe. This book explains what I have discovered.


Today, Americans are known for their sloppy dressing, but it was not always so. An Englishwoman who came to the States after World War II marveled at “the inherent good taste” of the American woman. But American women weren’t born with good taste. They learned it from the Dress Doctors. And we can learn it again.5
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Introducing the Dress Doctors


IN 1913, THE SECRETARY OF AGRICULTURE, David F. Houston, was worried about the decline in the number of Americans living on farms and determined to make rural life more “comfortable, healthful, and attractive,” so he sent out a survey asking farmwomen what the US Department of Agriculture might do for them. He got some surprising letters back.1


There were plenty of requests for plans for efficient kitchens and methods for banishing pests, but there were also letters that revealed how much American women hungered for beauty in dress. A girl would not be so eager to leave the farm, wrote a lady from Tennessee, if she could “really see that there is an art in the farm life, and that she can dress as prettily and have her home as neatly furnished as the city girl can.” A woman from Idaho thought that a pamphlet on “the art and appropriateness of dress” would be much appreciated. Who would answer these requests? The home economists, who soon found a headquarters at the USDA.2


Home economics got its first footing in the land-grant colleges created by the states under the Morrill Act of 1862, which granted federal lands to the states for them to sell in order to raise money to establish colleges of agriculture and mechanical arts. (This is what put the “A” and “M” in Texas A&M.) In a world that divided the sexes into separate spheres of activity, men got control over the worlds of agriculture and industry, while women were given the home. By 1905, thirty-six land-grant colleges had departments of home economics.3


Yet the USDA had always spent most of its efforts helping farmers with research and programs, and some thought that it was time to pay more attention to the profession of homemaking. As the American School of Home Economics put it in 1911, “we believe . . . that the upbringing of children demands more study than the raising of chickens.” The Smith-Lever Act of 1914 called for the USDA to cooperate with the states on public programs—called “cooperative extension work”—to bring instruction to farmers and farmwomen. Three years later, the Smith-Hughes National Vocational Education Act increased federal funding for vocational education, including home economics, which led to a 300 percent increase in the number of women teaching vocational skills over the next fifteen years. The first “Dress Doctors” began their careers at this time.4


Over the 1920s and 1930s, they rose in prominence. Lucy Rathbone and Elizabeth Tarpley, for example, started as adjunct assistant professors in the 1920s teaching home economics in portable shacks with paper-thin walls and leaky roofs at the University of Texas. By 1933, they had moved into a new Department of Home Economics building, a lovely Spanish Renaissance structure with a red-tiled roof and balconies. They worked there for decades. The congressmen who voted for instruction in home economics were thinking only of practical skills for the future wives and mothers of America, but the home economists themselves set their sights on the full breadth of domestic science and on careers for their students. Their leader was the remarkable Ellen Swallow Richards, who had studied chemistry at Vassar College and then discovered, upon her graduation in 1870, that no one would hire a woman to work as a chemist. She decided to continue her education and was admitted to the Massachusetts Institute of Technology. The men there treated her, as she reported, “very much as a dangerous animal.” Richards earned a bachelor’s degree in 1873, becoming the first woman to earn a degree from MIT, but the professors made it clear they would not help her earn a doctorate. That did not stop her from directing her energies elsewhere. She taught sanitary chemistry at MIT, wrote books on sanitation, and, in 1908, organized the home economists into a professional organization, the American Home Economics Association, which later became the American Association of Family and Consumer Sciences.5


Despite the domestic focus of their work, home economists did not see their field as limited. To them, a well-run home was essential to human health, happiness, and prosperity. By researching how best to run that home, they created a professional niche in a world that did not welcome career women. “The educated woman longs for a career,” wrote Richards in 1900, “for an opportunity to influence the world. Just now the greatest field offered to her is the elevation of the home into its place in American life.” Their scientific ambitions sometimes sparked criticism, as chemist Isabel Bevier learned when her program at the University of Illinois came under attack from farmwomen for not offering basic sewing classes. Yet such ambitions also explain why 303 of the 474 women faculty doing science at the leading American universities in 1960 were working in departments of home economics.6


Domestic science had a reach beyond the home that justified women taking part in public life. Everything that touched the home was of interest to home economists and became a specialty within their profession: truth in labeling, public sanitation, theories of child development, nutritional discoveries, architecture, and dress. Their earliest efforts reflected the spirit of the Progressive Era, circa 1900 to 1920, when many Americans believed that government could be reformed, even purified, and put to work to solve the problems of the day. Science could be brought to bear on everyday life. The home economists wanted to give the modern homemaker the knowledge she needed to keep her family safe from germs, poor nutrition, and shoddy goods, and to offer her the insights of business efficiency to make the most of her time and energy. Homemaking required knowledge of art when it came to designing homes, gardens, and clothing if they were going to be both beautiful and functional. The added challenge for clothing is that it should be comfortable to live in.


Home economists proved their value to the nation during World War I, when their scientific knowledge of fabrics and food became vital. Which fibers last longer under hard wear? What’s the best way to protect military bedding from mildew? What foods are most nutritious? How can they be preserved? The home economists were ready with the answers.


With the help of the home economists, the US Food Administration recruited some 750,000 women to help teach the rest of America’s women about food conservation. Their slogan became “Food will win the war.” The recruits got a pin, a badge, and a pattern for an apron. The white apron was named after Herbert Hoover, who was then head of the Food Administration. The Hoover apron’s claim to design fame was that it completely wrapped around your dress and protected it from spills, opening in the front with a large overlap. Since it could overlap it in either direction, you could wear it twice as long as a regular apron before it was too filthy to wear. It was practical, and sort of disgusting, but it became a popular design. Renamed “Hooverettes” or “bungalow aprons,” done up in perky prints with ruffles at the neck and sleeves, they were sold in stores as dresses over the next two decades.7


Having proven their value during the war, home economists got their own bureau at the USDA in 1923. Its first head was Louise Stanley, a PhD in biochemistry from Yale University, who soon became the largest employer of women scientists in the country. The Division of Textiles and Clothing at the Bureau of Home Economics hired two physicists, two chemists, a “cotton technologist,” two specialists in clothing design, and a dressmaker. Their chief was Ruth O’Brien, who had a master’s degree in chemistry from the University of Nebraska. O’Brien looked like a mild-mannered scientist, but beneath her large, round spectacles lay a dynamic personality that rose up in wrath at the suggestion that “girl chemists” learn how to type instead of aiming for jobs in laboratories.8


The bureau’s Food and Nutrition Division tended to get more press coverage than Textiles and Clothing—which makes sense, since botulism can kill you, while an ugly dress only makes you wish you were dead—yet the members of its staff were eager to prove their scientific chops. They put to use an invention created by Professor Wilbur O. Atwater, a specialist in nutrition, which he called the “respiration calorimeter.” It could calculate how much energy a person took in as food and how much energy they expended as activity. (Yes, Professor Atwater is the man responsible for your counting calories.) In 1896, he constructed a giant box and sealed a graduate student inside to determine how many calories he used studying and weight-lifting. Then Atwater put in a champion cyclist to see how long he could pedal a stationary bike on one egg. He appalled teetotalers by proving that alcohol was food by sealing a man in the box who lived on the stuff for six days.9


Ruth O’Brien’s question was more mundane: How much labor did a sewing machine save? They put a woman in the box and learned that she used six times as much energy using a treadle machine as she did sewing by hand but got fourteen times more work done. When she used an electric sewing machine, she managed to get sixteen times more work done using no more energy than hand sewing.10
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No wonder women had purchased these machines in droves the minute they had shown up decades earlier. Godey’s Lady Book, the most popular women’s magazine of the nineteenth century, called the sewing machine “The Queen of Inventions” and a “Household Fairy.” In 1858, the editor of a farm journal said he was sorry he’d ever written a column about sewing machines, because his office was flooded with letters from women demanding advice about which model to buy. One Anna Hope had written to a farm journal in 1857 arguing that women needed sewing machines as much as men needed new farm machinery. (One wonders if Mr. Hope had been acting mulish about such a purchase.) The cost of the machine had to be weighed against the time saved by using it and what a woman might do with that time. “Next to the gospel, I consider the general introduction of the Sewing Machine the best gift to woman,” she concluded. “For it gives her time to cultivate her own higher nature, and to devote herself more fully to the best interests of her children.” Some 98 percent of farm families and 92 percent of city folk owned a sewing machine by 1925.11


The home economists believed that the study of clothing required the sciences of physiology, psychology, hygiene, physics, chemistry, bacteriology, and sociology, not to mention history and economics, but they added art to that list for the same reason that Anna Hope praised the sewing machine: its ability to improve women’s spiritual lives.12


That art should be part of American lives was a shift in more ways than one. Early in American history, the artist was considered dangerous because he created a useless luxury, pandered to aristocrats, and ogled nude models; but by the nineteenth century, art seemed to have a potential as a teacher of morality, and even ministers saw the artist as imitating God’s own creative acts. Americans now identified art with spiritual concerns at a time when women were thought more naturally spiritual than men. At the opening of a fine arts college for women in 1889, a hymn proclaimed:


       God speaks in Art: all beauty, grace,


       And symmetry their models trace


       In His Perfections; there we view


       The Good, Beautiful, the True.13


No wonder the farmwomen longed for information on beauty in dress. The home economists were determined to satisfy their needs. One of the first of the Dress Doctors, Leona Hope, who taught at the University of Illinois, set the pattern in 1919 by writing an extension pamphlet called Fashion: Its Use and Abuse. The Chicago Tribune praised her as a “university apostle of sanity in feminine dress.”14 She followed up with pamphlets on artistic dress and color. The Dress Doctors directed their message largely at girls and women for two reasons. They assumed that boys would be trained in the art of dress by their mothers, and they knew that women’s dress veered into discomfort and goofiness far more frequently than men’s clothing.


Government became interested in teaching art as a way of improving industrial design and increasing profits for American industry in the late nineteenth century, but it was women who championed the movement to make art a part of everyday life so that all Americans could share in the spiritual benefits of beauty. William Morris of the English Arts and Crafts movement said, “Art should be no more for the few than liberty is for the few.”15


Morris, and the Americans who would create their own Art and Crafts movement, believed that the rise of mass industry had destroyed the vital link between the work of the mind and the work of the hand by setting factory workers to mindless, repetitive tasks. All people needed to both design and make. Dressmaking answered this need perfectly.


When the USDA began offering cooperative extension work in the 1920s, clothing clubs were far and away the most popular option. In 1932, more than 324,000 girls joined clothing clubs. Cooking came in a distant second, with only 193,000 girls. (The rabbit club attracted a mere 275.) Extension programs were segregated, but both black and white women were enthusiastic members of clothing clubs. Extension agents from thirty-nine states published more than 250 publications for clothing clubs by 1932. Even the weekly radio broadcast of the Farm and Home Hour featured tips on sewing clothing.16


Clothing clubs at 4-H taught skills year by year. When a twelve-year-old girl joined 4-H in Ohio in the 1940s, she got a storybook about Molly, also age twelve, who learned how to hem a tea towel only to have her dog, Scamp, make off with it. Not to worry. The towel was recovered and would be as good as new after a washing. By age seventeen, a clothing club girl was skilled enough to make herself a graduation or prom dress. The clothing clubs remained overwhelmingly popular for decades. Whatever the extension agents were selling, farm girls were buying it.17


In fact, all of America was buying it. “Every woman has to think of clothes,” said a New York City sewing club member in 1890, and no one wanted to pay too much for having them made up by a professional dressmaker. To earn the coveted rank of Golden Eaglet, a Girl Scout had to earn fourteen badges in the 1920s, including her Needlewoman Badge, which required her to make an apron, and her Dressmaker Badge, which meant making a dress or blouse.18


The home economists convinced the public that their work was valuable enough to be part of public education. By 1939, more than 90 percent of all but the smallest towns in America offered home economics programs in their schools, and 90 percent of junior-high-school girls were required to take courses. The Dress Doctors’ books were published by the major houses, such as J. B. Lippincott, Charles Scribner’s Sons, Funk & Wagnalls, Macmillan, D. C. Heath, Houghton Mifflin, and McGraw Hill, and they were so successful that they came out in multiple editions.19


The Dress Doctors came from all backgrounds and in all varieties. Women used the presumption that their sex had a claim on good taste to make themselves more valuable to manufacturers and retailers. That claim amounted to “cashing in on woman’s sphere,” as an advertising woman once put it. But most of the Dress Doctors sounded much less cynical.20


Some Dress Doctors came to the work by accident. Mary Schenck Woolman was born the daughter of privilege, but death and illness devastated her family. She was on the verge of bankruptcy when a fellow boarder’s request for her to review a sewing book led her to write her own. It revolutionized the teaching of sewing. Eleven years later, she was professor of domestic arts at Teachers College at Columbia University. Dorée Smedley was a middle-aged frump when the editors at Good Housekeeping decided to make her over in 1939. Pictures of the apparently younger, thinner, and more attractive Smedley stunned readers, who denounced her as a fake. She launched herself on a national lecture tour to prove that she was real and then wrote her own dress book for other middle-aged women.


Other Dress Doctors were trained in their fields. Elizabeth Hawes, a dress designer who apprenticed in the United States and Paris, made a name for herself by denouncing the myth that only the French could design beautiful clothes. Ruth O’Brien studied textile dyes, but her obsession was standardized sizing. (Yet her greatest achievement, a study of the measurements of nearly 15,000 American women, could not end the practice of vanity sizing.)


Some of the Dress Doctors wanted to inspire women, such as Grace Margaret Morton, who wrote like a poet. Others seemed keen on shaming them into dressing well, such as Mildred Graves Ryan, the author of Clothes for You. A former high-school teacher, Ryan never stopped scolding teenage girls about their bad wardrobe choices.


The Dress Doctors who were home economists created a professional network among themselves. They reviewed one another’s books, worked together on state and national committees, and saw one another at annual meetings. Because they were teachers, they thought about dress systematically and became prolific authors of dress textbooks.


Women trained outside of the field of home economics expressed many of the same ideas. Mary Brooks Picken, who ran her own fashion academy, learned her skills from her grandmother, from a neighbor, and from classes she took in Kansas City and then Boston. That Picken had no degree in home economics did not stop those who specialized in the field from using her books. Harriet and Vetta Goldstein were trained in art, taught applied art at the University of Minnesota, and did extension work. Many home economists came to rely on their book for their understanding of the art principles.


Sometimes a woman’s career blurred the lines between home economics, retail work, and industry. Bernice G. Chambers got a bachelor’s degree from Oregon Agricultural College, now Oregon State University. She then earned her master’s degree in textiles research from the University of Washington with the help of a Bon Marché Fellowship (named for its sponsor, the largest department store in Seattle). In exchange for its funding, the store expected Chambers to test its merchandise in the university’s textile laboratory. Chambers later moved to Washington, DC, to work as a textile specialist for the Bureau of Home Economics. She next taught fabrics, design, and fashion at New York University’s School of Retailing. She also worked in advertising, consulted for Dupont Rayon, and taught at Pennsylvania State College, now Pennsylvania State University. Along the way she wrote books on color and design in dress and home decoration, on selling fashion merchandise, and on choosing from among the many possible careers in the fashion industry.21


If the Dress Doctors were a kind of extended family, Mary Brooks Picken was the grandmother of the clan, someone whose vast number of publications meant that almost everyone referred to her work. An entire branch of the family settled on the prairie at Kansas State College, now Kansas State University, under Margaret H. Justin, the ambitious dean of home economics there for more than thirty years. When her faculty complained early on about a lack of good textbooks, she told them to write some, and they did.


Alpha Latzke got both her bachelor’s and master’s degrees at Kansas State, then led the college’s Department of Clothing and Textiles for twenty-four years, coauthoring book after book on dress along the way. Latzke was one of the spinster aunts of this large family. And for a woman, spinsterhood was often a prerequisite for a faculty position at a land-grant college in the early twentieth century. Any woman who married was usually fired.22


As in any family, there were a variety of temperaments. While Kansas produced industrious cousins, this family also boasted cheerful aunts like Dorée Smedley, who urged all middle-aged women to rejuvenate their lives, and cranky aunts like Mildred Graves Ryan. Elizabeth Hawes was the equivalent of that cool teenage cousin who wears black eyeliner, smokes, and makes cynical remarks. She wrote that high-school home economics courses, and later, art courses, had taught her nothing of value; she only learned to design clothes successfully by first spending several years trying and failing.


The distant cousins worked on fashion magazines and in the advertising industry and voiced the same core set of ideas. In fact, the Dress Doctors’ ideas were eventually expressed by prominent women such as First Lady Eleanor Roosevelt, who remarked in the depths of the Great Depression, “I have seen women who spend very small amounts on their clothes but who plan them carefully, frequently look better-dressed than women who waste a great deal of money and buy foolishly and without good taste.”23


Fashion is ever-changing, but the Dress Doctors’ advice transcends their own time and its now vintage looks. Their principles offer a way to achieve the art of dress today and into the future.
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Art


Principles for Beauty


THE US DEPARTMENT OF AGRICULTURE issued a great many scorecards to ensure fair judging of the entries at hundreds of county and state fairs held across the country each summer. There were scorecards for judging butter and beef cattle, swine and sweet potatoes.


In 1927, the department issued a new scorecard that looked a little different from the others; it distributed its 100 points among a number of categories, including the following:


[image: Fig. 3: Part of the Woman’s Institute’s remarkable chart of daytime color combinations.]


This was a scorecard for a Dress Revue, not a stock pen. It was designed for use by the judges of the work produced in the clothing clubs, the most popular clubs that the USDA organized for women and girls. With such a scorecard, the women working at the Bureau of Home Economics hoped to establish standards for “economical, becoming, and healthful apparel.” They also wanted to end squabbles among judges and clothing club leaders over such vexing questions as whether an entry of colored underwear should be marked down in favor of one made in demure white.1


Centuries earlier, the rulers of Renaissance Europe had passed sumptuary laws to make sure it would be easy to distinguish at a glance a duke from an uppity merchant, or a respectable matron from a professional whore. The USDA never went quite so far, although some Americans would not have minded if it had. One Arkansas woman wrote the department in 1914 to insist that there ought to be a law to stop American women from dressing like “disreputable Parisian women.” Instead, the women who ran the Bureau of Home Economics, and their sisters-in-arms at the nation’s colleges, high schools, and junior high schools, embarked upon a campaign of persuasion in dress that would reach into practically every American home.2


Their campaign blended women’s old responsibilities with the new opportunities opening up to them in the twentieth century. The nineteenth century had seen women as the guardians of religion and morality, two realms that were closely linked to an appreciation of art. In the new century, science entered the domestic realm in the name of healthier and more efficient living. Plus, women had gained the vote in 1920, launching them more fully into public life.


Helen Binkerd Young, a graduate of the Cornell University architecture program as well as an instructor in its Home Economics Department, wrote, in an extension pamphlet on household furnishings for farmwomen, that if a woman could “learn to see the relation between orderliness of arrangement and tranquility of the soul, between confusion and nervousness, between harmony of color and harmony of mind, between honesty of form and directness of thought,—then she will have realized the essential meaning of art in daily life.” The words “tranquility,” “harmony,” and “calm” reflected the religious and moral responsibilities of nineteenth-century women, while “order,” “organization,” and “discipline” reflected the new twentieth-century interest in modern efficiency and activity.3


Young was writing of home planning and decoration, but her beliefs were shared by the Dress Doctors. Beautiful, efficient, and thrifty dress was the natural extension of a calm, well-ordered mind and promoted such qualities. And it improved a woman’s chances at success. As one Dress Doctor explained in 1931, “the consciousness of being well dressed strengthens self[-]confidence, gives poise and courage to do greater things, [and] provides a keener wit, tact and resourcefulness.”4


The Dress Doctors had great ambitions for their well-dressed sex in the modern age. Most of their students would marry and devote their lives to raising children, yet home economics textbooks stressed that the “the average woman” proved her good citizenship by looking after her family and paying attention to civic life. A book put out in 1936 by a team of home economists working in the Cleveland public schools featured pictures of prominent women, including Jane Addams, who worked to improve the lives of the poor and change the politics of Chicago, and Ruth Bryan Owen, who, having come into the public eye by being the daughter of the famous politician William Jennings Bryan, in 1928 became the first woman sent to Congress by a southern state. The final words of the 1936 textbook were taken from one of the most popular poems written during World War I, “In Flanders Field,” by John McCrae, a Canadian doctor. The Cleveland authors sent off their students with a call to action.


       “To you . . . we throw


       The Torch: Be yours to hold it high!”5


Go, girl!


In a book for junior-high home economics courses put out the same year, a chic woman in a fur-trimmed coat is pictured standing in a voting booth, pondering her choices. Style and civic engagement, the authors seemed to say, are never at odds. This theme continued to be emphasized in later student texts. One book, published in 1963, explained that by dressing well, a woman could gain “a basic sense of security and self-respect” that would release her “from the tensions caused by concern about her appearance.” She would then be free “to give her full attention to more vital matters, for herself and for the welfare of others.” Dressing beautifully was satisfying in itself, because the human soul and eye craved beauty, but it was also a means to a more work-a-day end.6


And what of that squabble over whether colored underwear should be marked down if it showed up in a clothing club contest? The Bureau of Home Economics declared that such apparel was acceptable so long as it was “dainty, serviceable, and forms an inconspicuous foundation for the outer clothing.” The USDA rule on underwear is just one example of the art principles applied to dress. And the two women who distilled these principles into one handy and influential volume could be found teaching at the University of Minnesota.7


WHEN TIME MAGAZINE SENT A REPORTER to Minneapolis to interview Harriet and Vetta Goldstein in 1941, he treated them like a pair of dotty great aunts. No wonder. The sisters were white-haired spinsters who lived with their mother. Their appearance wasn’t going to inspire any fashion trends. Harriet, the older and taller of the two, always wore dark maroon, Vetta navy blue. Their dresses were high at the neck and decorated with a pin at the throat. They wore sturdy, sensible oxfords and large black hats that looked a little too big on them.


For some three decades, however, the sisters had lectured together at the University of Minnesota on the decorative arts. They were so close a pair that they finished each other’s sentences. Whenever Vetta got excited while talking about a painting during class, she would do a little dance back and forth in front of her desk without even knowing it. When they traveled to Europe, the sisters jotted every expense down in a book, even the price of the postcards they sent home to Mother. So it is not surprising that the magazine reporter who met them in their apartment was a little patronizing. “To University of Minnesota home economists,” he wrote “their prim, judicious maxims are cultured pearls of wisdom.”8


The Goldsteins were actually astonishing. First-generation Americans born to a Jewish couple from Poland who ran a general store in a small town in Michigan, both sisters had earned degrees in art. Harriet first attended the Art Institute of Chicago, and then both sisters went to the New York School of Fine and Applied Art, which later became Parsons School of Design. Harriet started teaching at the Art Department at Minnesota in 1910, and Vetta joined her four years later.


Students said that they were never the same after studying with the Goldsteins. The sisters’ enthusiasm was contagious. Their evident happiness with their lives and their work inspired wonder among the young women. The spiritual satisfaction the sisters took in a beautiful object also fascinated their students, who yearned to dedicate themselves to life in the same “whole-souled way.”9


The Time reporter had come to see the sisters on the occasion of the publication of the third edition of their one and only book: Art in Every Day Life. It was the only book they ever wrote because it was the only book they ever had to write. Published in 1925, it made them, so the reporter admitted, “the Emily Posts of domestic art and decoration.” The University of Chicago, which once boasted one of the country’s finest home economics departments, recommended it as an excellent student text. Every decade, the sisters came out with a new edition—four in all, the last in 1954. Every textbook on dress that followed that first edition borrowed from Art in Every Day Life, and every generation of American girls growing up during this time had their ideas on color and design shaped by it. Their book was “a bible to home economics classes from Maine to the Middle West.”10


The sisters took several ideas from the Arts and Crafts movement and turned them to their own use. Like John Ruskin, the nineteenth-century English art critic, they thought of art, spirituality, and nature as intertwined. They believed that good taste was based on the order and beauty found in God’s creation and reflected our highest ideals. Everyone could see that God had created an ordered universe, the Goldstein sisters believed, but to fully appreciate and imitate its beauty through art, one needed a trained mind. They would train women’s minds. In dress, for example, “honesty and sincerity” were “the outward expression of one’s ethical standards,” the Goldsteins taught. Good dress design was “genuineness, as against imitation,” so not even the smallest note should be false. Buttons should actually button something shut, for example, not fool you into thinking they did.11


Honesty was a common theme in discussions about dress. An appreciation for a Dress Doctor who had written a best-selling book read: “She believes in sincerity in clothes as she does sincerity in conversation or in writing.” This is why the Dress Doctors believed that dressing children properly—in simple, beautiful, and comfortable clothing—helped “to improve the disposition, to cultivate genuineness, and to establish ideals.”12


The notion that the design of an item could affect the ideals of the people using them had played out throughout the history of fashion. Think of the American Revolution, when homespun clothing made by the Daughters of Liberty signaled their independence from Britain. American suffragettes on parade usually wore white, a color that symbolized purity and the argument that women—the morally superior sex—needed to clean up politics by gaining the vote. Young working women wore clothing—sometimes ladylike, sometimes something tougher, such as overalls—to express their self-respect and sisterly solidarity when they struck for higher wages.13


The link between design and ideals was being played out elsewhere in the early twentieth century as well. Modern furniture designers rejected the folderol of the eighteenth century, a time when inlays of rare colored woods had been used to make a table, for example, misleadingly appear to be festooned with tassels and garlands and seashells. The Shakers of the nineteenth century were rediscovered and praised for their simple, unadorned, honest designs. Modern architects pointed out the incongruity of putting up English Tudor homes in Chicago, and Frank Lloyd Wright came up with a truly American style, the Prairie Style. The modern ideal of good design was linked to honesty and authenticity whether the topic was buttons or bricks.


The Goldstein sisters were encouraged by Ruskin’s argument for why people should “get rid” of the idea that decorative art was a degraded form of art. Was not the ceiling of the Sistine Chapel decorated by Michelangelo? The logic worked in both directions. A student must realize, explained Harriet Goldstein, that “the art of a fine painting . . . is just the same expression that she finds . . . in a beautiful dress.” Think of the body as a canvas, the fabric as the oil paints, urged another pair of Dress Doctors, and the woman’s personality as the idea “to be given visible form” through clothing.14


Mary Brooks Picken urged women in 1918 to “take the matter of dress seriously and conscientiously,” just as we do “reading matter for the development of the intellect.” Jane Loewen, a milliner who taught at the University of Chicago, made the same comparison in 1925: “It is just as stupid to dress your body in ugly clothes as it is to fill your mind with cheap and ugly literature.”15


Like the Goldstein sisters, John Ruskin and fellow designer William Morris had held that art was necessary to a happy and fulfilling life. Ruskin and Morris preached that the hand (the worker) and the head (the designer) should be one and the same person. Morris lived what he preached. He mastered many hand techniques before he set to designing tapestries and fabrics in his workshop. Yet, as with so many movements started by men to free the world from some oppression, the Arts and Crafts movement did not do much to free women. Women were not really welcomed as designers; they were usually set to work making products designed by men.16


The Dress Doctors put both design and creation firmly into the hands of women by teaching the art of dress and the craft of sewing. Two Kansas State teachers echoed Morris in 1935, writing: “The average person of today is said to be shorn of the opportunity for creative artistic expression that characterized the age of the craftsman.” Clothing was happily the one remaining opportunity for creativity available to women, they pointed out, even if men’s clothing had become deadly dull. The Dress Doctors delighted in discovering and encouraging female talent. One told the story in 1913 of a young girl who appeared at school in a gingham dress “so beautifully cut and made” that her teacher asked her where it had come from. It turned out the girl herself had designed and made it. The teacher arranged for her to take a specialized course in dressmaking at a technical high school to prepare her for a career in dress design.17


Of course, not all women sew, and the Dress Doctors knew this. Early in American history, many women who did not have a talent for sewing had their clothing made by professional dressmakers. Men’s ready-to-wear lines developed long before women’s, however, because military uniforms drove the manufacture of men’s clothing on a large scale. As women’s ready-to-wear clothing improved—before the 1910s it was considered so awful that it was the last resort of the poor—it became clear that more women would be buying their clothing rather than sewing it themselves or hiring a dressmaker. The shift to ready-to-wear clothing was helped by changes in fashion. In the early 1900s, styles moved away from the tight Victorian hourglass gowns, which only fit properly when they were custom-made, to a looser silhouette. By 1914, women were buying more ready-to-wear than men.18


Choosing combinations from among the myriad offerings of America’s great department stores still offered women an opportunity for artistry. Harriet and Vetta Goldstein wrote: “The clerk who chooses the right hat and dress for a customer has done a piece of work that calls for much the same kind of knowledge as the man who designs and paints a picture.” Although sometimes Dress Doctors noted that some women seemed to have an “innate feeling” for design, their message was ultimately democratic: every woman could be an artist. Armed with knowledge, “whatever fad or fashion may come, we can at least select the best of what fashion offers us.”19


All we have to do is learn the principles that artists have relied upon for centuries. Harriet and Vetta illustrated their books with fashions from the past in order to emphasize that neither time nor place can alter the principles governing beauty in dress. A floor-length medieval robe with sweeping sleeves may no longer be the fashion, but it remains beautiful if it follows the art principles.


THE DRESS DOCTORS DREW UPON THE WORK of two important American art teachers, Arthur Wesley Dow and Denman Waldo Ross. Dow taught at the Pratt Institute and then at the Teachers College at Columbia University. He was a founding member of the American Home Economics Association and spoke on the “Household Arts” at its first convention in 1908. Dow turned the art education program at Teachers College into the most important of its kind in the country. His book on composition, which came out in 1899 and went through twenty editions, clearly had an impact on the Dress Doctors. Like them, Dow thought of art as “a way of life, of doing, of thinking, of feeling, of making choices, of living in a fine way.” He studied art from all over the world, especially Japan, and came up with his own system of principles.20


The other important art teacher, Ross, taught at Harvard University, where he worked out what he called a “theory of pure design” in 1907. Ross denied that he could define “the Beautiful,” but he was sure that he knew where to find it: in the order found in pure design.21


The Dress Doctors took their ideas, reworked them into the Five Art Principles—harmony, rhythm, balance, proportion, and emphasis—and applied them to dress.


As a glance around any college campus will prove, studying the principles of art changes how a person dresses. While the law faculty members in their neat, dark suits appear ready to testify before Congress, and the Romance language professors dress with a certain je ne sais quoi, it is the art historians whose subtle color schemes, unusual accessories, and artfully groomed heads draw admiration. There is one exception to this rule: art historians who study ugly things. If a professor’s specialty is the life and work of an old man from Alabama who made murals out of carburetors and teaspoons, no one looks to her for fashion tips. For the rest of us, there are the Five Art Principles.


The Dress Doctors’ art principles restored what historians call “the unity of truth,” an idea that took a blow in the nineteenth century. Once all of creation seemed to be ordered according to the same God-given rules; now modern science—Darwinian evolution, geology, archaeology—challenged those centuries-old beliefs. In the hands of the Dress Doctors, the biology of the eye, the psychology of the human mind, and the principles of art agreed on beauty in dress and appealed to something deep within the human spirit. The spiritual implications were muted but clear early on. The Goldstein sisters, for example, liked to tell their students that when they strove for good taste, they must remember that “good” is only one letter away from “God.” But such spiritual ideas disappeared over time, and the emphasis on science became more pronounced. As one Dress Doctor put it, “art is founded upon definite principles as understandable and applicable as the principles that govern the different forms of science.”22


The art principles capture truths sensed even by people who have never heard of them. As one Dress Doctor put it, “most people are more discriminating than we give them credit for being; if they do not quite know how to describe the ideal they cherish . . . they know a monstrosity at sight.” For any woman who has realized that a certain outfit looks terrific, the principles will tell her why it does. For anyone who has looked over a friend’s outfit and thought, “It just doesn’t go,” the principles will help her figure out exactly what went wrong.23


The Goldstein sisters evaluated student outfits before the class as a whole during a lesson on “Becoming Costume.” One day a young woman stood before them in an outfit that hurt their eyes and broke several of the rules set out in their book. They could educate the poor girl later; for now they were determined to say something nice: “The blue in your blouse exactly matches the blue in your eyes,” Vetta told her sweetly. “You may sit down.”24


HARRIET AND VETTA GOLDSTEIN LIKED TO SAY that harmony, the first art principle, was like a strong family resemblance. All the different parts of an outfit need to look as though they are related to one another. Harmony requires some consistency. Even someone who has not learned the art principles will be jarred by the lack of harmony in design, the Dress Doctors told us, because our desire for it is innate. “A unified harmonious whole . . . is insisted upon inexorably by the mind,” explained one dress textbook in 1935. “Complete satisfaction is not possible without it.” Another author added, “Nothing is superfluous in such a design,” and “nothing could be omitted without destroying the effect.” Harmony satisfies both the eye and the mind.25


A family resemblance does not mean uniformity, however. If every element repeats the same color or shape, the design will be monotonous, even a little strange. That is why women in the 1980s who thought they would look taller and thinner if they wore the same exact shade, be it pumpkin or plum, from head to foot ended up looking like flight attendants on a spaceship. In order to achieve harmony, the larger elements making up any design need to be alike, said the Dress Doctors, but the smaller elements should vary. A little variety prevents a harmonious design from becoming a boring design. Too much variety, and the family resemblance will be lost altogether.26


And harmony, they said, has four elements—shape, texture, idea, and color. Each of these elements needs both that family resemblance and a little variety.27


The shape of a garment expresses harmony by following the lines of a living, moving human body. The lines of the body are naturally beautiful and its movement naturally graceful, so any clothing that impedes that movement is, by definition, ugly. “No dress can be really beautiful which in any way hampers action,” explained designer Elizabeth Hawes in 1942. Of course, shape must accommodate what a woman wants to do. “Tennis is one thing, and drinking cocktails is another,” said Hawes. Hawes herself liked to design with her feet up on a table, so she preferred loose trousers when working in her studio. When clothing restrains the body or gets in the way, it requires its wearer to use up more psychic and physical energy, which amounts to as much as a 10 percent decrease in efficiency, according to one early calculation.28


The two important violations of the principle of harmony of shape in the early twentieth century were corsets and high, pointy shoes. Fashion had once asked women with 26-inch waists to squeeze themselves into 20-inch corsets. Dress reformers asked women to rethink this fashion. Elizabeth Stuart Phelps, a best-selling novelist and crusader for dress reform, asked in 1877: “Could your father or your husband live in your clothes? . . . Could he conduct his business and support his family in your corsets?” Like men, women should be able to move freely in their clothes, said the Dress Doctors.29


Reform and shifts in fashion brought welcome changes. The 1920s brought a far looser fashion silhouette than the Victorian hourglass, and with it much relief. The Dress Doctors celebrated an end to the days when the corset’s tightly laced stays rendered woman a “weak, faint, and frail creature.”30


Shoes continued to be a problem for the Dress Doctors, and they still are. World War I asked women to take on men’s jobs in factories when men went off to war, and women went off to help as nurses, ambulance drivers, and canteen workers, all of which prompted talk of getting rid of high heels. The YWCA required its war workers to wear so-called walking shoes, shoes with flat heels. The Y’s head of physical education explained that study had proven that “a woman couldn’t work, or walk, or have perfect health or a happy, cheerful disposition and wear high heels.”31


Helen Goodrich Buttrick, a University of Chicago home economics graduate who went to work at Michigan State, argued in 1923 that pointy shoes and high heels handicapped women. “Fashion has caused women to compress their feet into shoes having soles anywhere from one-quarter to three-quarters of an inch narrower than the foot. . . . Not only this, but the foot is tilted forward and the whole ankle and instep thrown into an abnormal position by a high, narrow heel, and the toes are compressed into a point.” Pointy shoes produce bunions, corns, enlarged joints, and overriding toes. In fact, Leona Hope of the University of Illinois had estimated, in 1919, that half of the young women in her classes had “hopelessly enlarged big-toe joints” from wearing high heels. Armed with X rays, the Dress Doctors at the USDA explained that women were crippling themselves.32


As career women, they hated the idea of women teetering their way into the work world. Women wasted energy and made themselves inefficient with such shoes. “If you want to be graceful, to work with fine freedom and to stand without tiring,” wrote an adviser in the Girl Scout magazine in 1927, “don’t mistreat your feet. Give them their chance to carry your body well.”33
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Fig. 1: The Dress Doctors from Kansas State University used this USDA X-ray machine to prove to women that “Toe Room Means Toe Health.” USDA


Nine years later, two other home economists trained at Chicago were wondering why women were still mincing along in high heels with pointy toes. They decided it was because women misunderstood the nature of beauty. “They say that the narrow, pointed shoe has more slender lines and graceful proportion than the low-heeled, broader-toed shoe,” they wrote. “But what is the standard by which we can judge true beauty in clothing design? The lines and proportion of the human body are beautiful, and clothing must not contradict those lines and proportions if it is to meet the first requirement of well-designed clothing.” A high, pointy shoe destroyed the grace and freedom of a woman’s stride. “If you watch closely you will see the ankle wobble unsteadily as a step is taken,” said the same authors. Women wobbling unsteadily were unable to move confidently, and they wasted effort staying upright that they could have used to get something important done.34


Fashion editors agreed with the Dress Doctors. We think of the 1950s as the decade of the stiletto heel, but Vogue’s longtime editor-in-chief, Edna Woolman Chase, who helped to shape fashion tastes from her desk at Vogue from 1914 to 1952, advised against high heels or open-toed shoes on city streets. She spoke instead in favor of something “smart, comfortable, and with a medium heel.”35


Yet today’s fashion magazines are still giddy about shoes. The otherwise practical advice offered in O magazine—large bag, cropped jacket, gray trousers—is marred by insanely high heels on a platform pump. A feature on business wear in Marie Claire magazine in 2012 warns us, “When in doubt, stick to 3.5 inches or less.” But television regularly features women running law firms, dissecting corpses, and chasing down bad guys in 4-inch heels.36


In a 2011 article for the Wall Street Journal, a fashion reporter condemned women for tottering tipsily down the street on high heels, then offered this strange solution: “I’m almost always in heels between 3 and 4 inches high—except when I have to walk more than a block.” She changes into flats that she carries around in her purse when she has to walk more than a block.37


If you cannot walk more than a block in your shoes, they are not shoes; they are pretty sculptures that you happen to have attached to your feet. You could hang them from your wrists for all the good they are doing you in terms of locomotion. Better to put them on a shelf and admire them from afar. Remember Elizabeth Stuart Phelps, who asked, in 1877, “Could your father or your husband live in your clothes?” Well, could he live in your shoes?


Since hats are no longer fashionable, women’s most frivolous urges have to be channeled somewhere, and shoes it is. But the idea behind a shoe for streetwear was support and protection, according to the Dress Doctors. It’s a mean world out there; women need all the support and protection they can get. People will shoulder you on the sidewalk; sometimes you have to run for the bus.38


The most famous violation of the harmony of shape, however, was the “hobble skirt.” It debuted in June 1910 and has been a byword for bad dress design ever since. A real hobble is a kind of soft handcuff used on horses to let them move around a bit but not roam. The hobble skirt did the same thing to women: it ballooned outward below the waist, narrowed at the knees, and was tightest at the ankle. “‘The Hobble’ Is the Latest Freak in Woman’s Fashion,” trumpeted a New York Times headline. The subtitle told the true story: “Skirts Are So Tight Around the Ankle That Locomotion Is Impeded and Speed Is Impossible.” The paper printed pictures to accompany the story and declared: “These are not exaggerated at all. The skirts really look like this.” Women were spotted in hobble skirts trying to hop across Fifth Avenue. Facing death by oncoming traffic, they yanked their fashionable skirts up to their knees (a shocking thing to do in 1910) and made a run for it. A Frenchman wrote a dance tune called “The Hobble Skirt Walk.” A one-step, of course.39


The Times seemed pleased to report that summer that a hobble-skirted woman had fallen flat on her face in front of the casino at Newport while alighting from her electric runabout. A girl trying to hop over a mud puddle from a curb fell and broke her ankle. Then, the worst happened: a Miss Ida Goyette, eighteen years of age, wearing a hobble skirt, stumbled while crossing a bridge over the Erie Canal. She fell over the low railing and drowned.40


But death could not discourage the fashionable. By 1914, a similarly crippling number was dubbed the “eel skirt.” According to one Dress Doctor, it, too, required “a piteous makeshift of walking.” Slitting the skirt up the side made the tight, unyielding style ugly, but endurable, she said.41


Clothing this tight is “nothing short of disability,” according to the Dress Doctors. No woman should allow her clothes to disable her, yet many did and do. Looking back from 1936, one author shook her head, writing, “It seems impossible that we should deliberately choose to wear clothing which makes it difficult to step into a street car, to dance, even to walk naturally, yet in 1913 we wore such skirts.” Another reminded her readers how they had laughed at women trying to move about in hobble skirts. “Do you suppose they gave a thought to design principles when selecting such garments?” No, they did not.42


But neither do we when we wear the hobble skirt’s descendant—the straight skirt—as a short history of the skirt will show. In the 1920s, skirts were so straight and so loose that their sex appeal was limited to the lack of real underwear. With only camisoles and tap pants beneath, or a combination, called “step-ins,” these dresses were most revealing when a woman moved and the fabric pressed against her body. Belts slipped down to the hipline, the only place where the dress was fitted to the body. Tight at the hips, the dress must have given a rhythmic “sha-boom” each time a woman took a step.


Typical 1920s skirts had only two virtues: they offered large, flat areas, which allowed for impressive beaded designs; and their loose fit, in fringed versions, made it possible to dance the Charleston with wild abandon. Elizabeth Hawes blamed these “shapeless bags” on the same “buncombe, hokum, and stupidity” that led to the Crash of 1929. But because 1920s dresses fell straight from the shoulder, often had pleats, and stopped at the knee, they left a woman’s legs plenty of room to move.43


In the 1930s, skirts got longer for both day and night. Some say this illustrates that the fashion cycle and the stock market move in tandem. When times are good, hems go up; when times are bad, they drop. What the drop in skirt length in the 1930s really illustrates is that women can get tired of showing off their knees, especially when it requires wearing a shapeless sack.


French designer Jean Patou gave women a push in the new direction. After he looked around a drawing room of short-skirted women, he decided he could take no more and designed a collection with longer skirts. As the models showed the new designs within his spacious showrooms on the Place de Vendôme, he got the first reaction from his clients: “All the women are squirming about in their chairs tugging at their skirts. Already they feel démodée!” Skirts dropped to the lower calf and were always worn with a bit of a heel. Sometimes they were cut with a charming set of gores (a slice of fabric from the waist to the hem) that flared out around the lower edge and gave a flirty swish as a woman walked. Wealthy women lined up to buy Patou’s creations, and the rest got tips from sewing books and women’s magazines on how to add tiers of chiffon to their short dresses to lengthen them, and how to lop off the top of a dress and add a longer skirt in a new print fabric, with a tie-scarf and belt to match.44


The skirts of the 1930s were fitted through the hips, though they had some room to move, with flares below, but a version of the straight skirt did appear during the decade as an evening gown. Mary Brooks Picken disapproved of it heartily. It was “usually slashed to the knee to make walking possible,” she said.45


By the late 1930s, skirts for daytime had shortened a bit again, moving to just below the knee. The new skirts were often gored and pleated. During World War II, the War Production Board froze American women’s skirts at the then-fashionable length with its Order L-85. In order to limit the fabrics used by civilians, manufacturers were told that skirts for a woman with 38-inch hips could be no wider than 65½ inches around and no more than 28¼ inches in length. Soon home dressmakers were under the same order. As stultifying as it may seem, it was an optimal shape for the times. Gasoline and rubber were rationed during World War II, so more women did their errands on foot and by bus. Flared skirts hemmed just below the knee let them move easily.


It was Christian Dior who lengthened skirts 8 inches after World War II. France was free of the Germans, Americans were free of L-85, and Dior wanted to bask in the luxurious abundance of fabric. “We were leaving a period of war, of uniforms, of soldier-women with shoulders like boxers,” he recalled of the old look. True enough. Take almost any women’s suit pattern from the war years, do it up in dark blue, and you have a WAVE officer. Take almost any day dress pattern, do it up in white, and you have an army nurse. But Dior had something else in mind for women. “I turned them into flowers, with soft shoulders, blooming bosoms, waists slim as vine stems, and skirts opening up like blossoms,” he later wrote.46


Dior’s day dresses allowed a woman’s legs plenty of room to move, but they were anything but serviceable. They flared as wide as 27 feet at the hem. His dinner dresses could take 40 feet of fabric. One remarkable concoction of a ball gown in 1950 was made out of layer upon layer of mauve and white silk netting—80 yards in all. Looking back at her own girlhood stints as a bridesmaid in New Look gowns, one historian of fashion celebrated the pleasure of wearing a dress spun from gossamer. Padding around the hips made the skirts flare wider and the models’ waists look smaller. Waist-cinchers increased the effect.47
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