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Dedications


To my late mother Dorothy Phipps I dedicate this book. Her passion for, and her ability to create romantic, elegant and timeless wedding gowns ignited my passion to research, explore and write about them.


To the memory of my mentor and dear family friend, Yvonne Wallhauser ‘Vivi’, who taught me everything I know about the art of the couturier and whose exquisite skills with a needle I can but dream to emulate.


And for Dad, who would have been so proud.


To all brides-to-be, for your excitement, giddy anticipation and eternal style we dedicate this book to you.
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Making vintage-style wedding dresses is a hugely exciting and fulfilling experience. Either for yourself or as a commission for someone else, making a wedding dress inspired by historic fashions and trends allows you to express yourself through timeless and elegant styles. This book explores the history of wedding wear, with instructions, patterns and photos; it looks at and celebrates the historic shapes, detailing and romance of vintage wedding gowns.
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1940s Utility Clothing Scheme wedding dress. (Photo: Tessa Hallmann Photography).




Weddings are amongst the most memorable and defining events of our lives. They conjure excitement, anxiety, anticipation and passion and allow the couple involved to indulge their imaginations in a manner and style of wedding that is befitting of their personal preferences and tastes. Whatever size of wedding you might choose, however elaborate or understated it might be, the most captivating visual element of most weddings is the bride. The bride’s dress will be the focus of much attention throughout the day, and it is because of this that vintage wedding styles still enthral and enchant given their timeless and classic appearance. Wearing a dress you have commissioned or made yourself will also add to the magic of your dress, providing it with a deepened level of meaning and personal attachment. An outfit you will cherish forever.


As a garment, the wedding dress is saturated with emotions and meaning. This dress is worn for an event that is still deemed one of the most significant in a person’s life, steeped in tradition and spirituality. The wedding as a construct is loaded with social expectations and religious significance for many couples, which demonstrates the importance that is placed on this garment. For many people, it will be the most expensive and significant outfit they will ever purchase, which is why they can spend so much time seeking inspiration and ideas from all around. Few other garments require or receive as much thought or consideration as the wedding dress does. As a unique garment, selecting or making the wedding dress or outfit is a rite of passage for the bride-to-be. Bridal outfits can tell you so much about the person who wore it, the society and culture in which it was made, and the economic context of the time.


To assist the maker, this book has explored the history and context of historic wedding styles, designers and ceremonies from each of the eras covered in this book. This is done to provide you with a good grounding for what you could achieve by using one of these patterns, why you might choose to wear a vintage inspired wedding gown, and how designers and the wearers of the time translated these styles.


This book sets wedding gowns in a historical context by exploring both the ready-to-wear bridal market and the role couture fashion houses played in the developing styles and status of wedding gowns. It will look at the importance of royal weddings (and the court dressmakers associated with these weddings) in influencing and inspiring prospective brides, and explore how the relationship between bridal fashion and high fashion has fluctuated over the decades. The vastly changing silhouette will be investigated through the periods covered, providing the reader with a clear understanding of how shape and silhouette have changed and how they might work with such silhouettes for their own dress.


The book starts with the heavily beaded tubular dress of the 1920s, designed to flatten the bust and increase the wearer’s movement and comfort, moving on to the slinky figurehugging bias cut silhouette of the 1930s wedding gown using fabric to highlight the contours of the female body in an elegant way. It then moves on to the sobriety of the 1940s utilitarian wedding outfit that was forced to ‘make-do’ with the fabric that was available, and dressing it up with perfectly rolled hair, and a glamorously made up face utilizing the burgeoning cosmetics industry. The extravagant and glamorous 1950s hourglass ball gown with a nipped-in waist and frothy skirt illustrates a return to the restrictive femininity of the corseted figure, that dictated the movement and shape of the wearer. The final decade covered in this book discusses the extreme change bridal attire went through in the newly liberated 1960s. From the loosening of clothes, the ditching of corsets and the development of the miniskirt, the 1960s made clear wedding dresses were evolving to push against the traditions of the ‘wedding’ in the form of the body skimming shift dress.


There are elements of wedding attire that remain a constant throughout the decades represented in this book; these are the accoutrements to the wedding dress such as the veil, train, bouquet and the headdress. They are also subject to adaptation and change given changing fashion trends and styles. The benefit the modern bride has is the huge variety of styles, shapes, fabrics and accessories they can call upon to create their ‘dream’ dress. By using historic styles and garments to inspire their contemporary counterpart, the most suitable elements can be chosen, ensuring the garment works for their figure, their taste and their budget. They can express their personal style in a unique way by referring to historic techniques or styles, or by even sourcing and wearing vintage accessories to finish the look.


The dresses included in this book are from the dress and textiles collection held at Southend Museums Service. This collection is vast and varied and includes examples of costume and accessories dating from the seventeenth century onwards. This collection also contains the largest and most comprehensive collection of swimwear in the country. The wedding dress collection is both diverse and dynamic, holding unique examples of wedding attire through the ages from c.1860 to the mid-1990s. These dresses were donated to the museum service and each has a unique story of its own to tell. Given their unlimited access the authors have been able to get up close and personal with each dress explored in this book. By using original garments, the authors have been able to look at these dresses in a different way, investigating the ways in which they were made and how these historical techniques and patterns could be adapted and applied to contemporary dress making. The book begins with the 1920s and moves through to the 1960s. Each decade contains two examples of wedding dresses that can be reproduced or reinterpreted. This provides a good variety of historic shapes, styles and designs to choose from, whilst also focusing on garments that can be translated to contemporary tastes and figures.


The patterns are taken from original wedding dresses, with each dress being carefully measured and the patterns scaled down accordingly; the scale is indicated on each individual pattern. Each pattern is annotated, and grain lines, gathers, balance marks and the original garment measurements are clearly indicated. It must be noted that the original garments were made to fit the individuals who originally wore them, and therefore the patterns are for guidance and inspiration and should be adapted as necessary. Seam allowances have not been included, so this must be considered when laying out and cutting the pattern pieces. Step-by-step instructions for making each dress are complemented with close-up photographs of historical details and decoration to assist the dressmaker. Historical information on wedding wear during each era also provides context for the reader, and a variety of helpful hints and tips on fabrics, trimmings and finishes accompany each dress chapter providing the reader with confidence in their ability to undertake the project. The patterns are aimed at accomplished home dressmakers, or for the reader to bring to a professional seamstress.


The beauty of making your own vintage-inspired wedding dress is the freedom you have in doing so. You have the option to add or take away details as you see fit, and you can indulge your bridal inspirations and influences through your choice of fabrics, materials and embellishments. You can explore and learn historic dressmaking and stitching techniques, providing you with a better understanding of what they did, and why they did it.


With some time and patience, you can create your own vintage wedding dress treasuring and enjoying it for years to come, and potentially creating your very own family heirloom.


How to Use This Book


The dress patterns in this book have been carefully measured and are accurate to within approximately 1.2cm (½″). The measurements are nonstandard, as each dress was bespokemade for the individual bride who wore it and so for guidance they have been compared to current sizing standards as much as possible. It is always good practice to take accurate measurements of the individual for whom the dress is being made and it is also advisable that any measurements are taken with the type of foundation garment that is to be worn in mind. The historical silhouettes reflected in the patterns may require adapting for the modern body shape.


All the patterns are fully annotated with a scale clearly visible on each. Some patterns will have two differing scales to work with, as many of the dresses have very long or full skirts and so it was necessary to scale in this manner to fit the book. It will be clear which patterns this applies to.


Measurements and quantities are given in both metric and imperial sizes to suit individual preferences. The patterns all consist of more than one sheet and this is clearly identified at the top of each pattern page. The patterns are for guidance and will require re-sizing to individual measurements and it is worth taking the time to study the pattern, instructions and the images of the original dresses, which show their construction in more detail. It may, in some cases, be beneficial to create a toile before the actual dress is cut, to allow adjustments and adaptations to be carried out.


The patterns do not have seam allowances incorporated and so this must be allowed for when laying out the pattern pieces. Approximate fabric quantities, based on the cut and sizes of the original dresses accompany the instructions and are for guidance purposes only. It is always prudent to err on the generous side with fabric quantities.


The patterns have been aimed at the experienced seamstress, but the instructions that accompany them have been written in as clear and concise a manner as possible, in order to encourage the home dressmaker with a good, general knowledge of sewing techniques. Some of the patterns in this book may appear to be more complicated than they actually are, but by meticulously ordering the pattern pieces and carefully following the step-by-step instructions, creating the perfect vintage wedding gown is very much achievable.




LIST OF ABBREVIATIONS ON THE PATTERNS


CF – centre front


CB – centre back


SS – side seam


SH – shoulder


SG – straight grain


LH – left hand


RH – right hand




Style Guide


Get to know yourself and your shape. You must do some self-analysis before making or buying your wedding dress, as it is essential to get to know what works well for your figure and your shape, before choosing a style. Your wedding is not the best place to exhibit a ‘new look’, but to utilize and promote all your best qualities and more importantly to feel comfortable and at ease. If you are not naturally traditional or formal then why wear something traditional and overly formal? The uniqueness of your wedding allows you to showcase you and your partner as a couple, who you are and what you are about, so there is no need to do anything other. It is your day.


Trying a few dresses on, to get an idea of the right shape for you, is the best way to assess where to start. It does not have to be the perfect dress – or even one you like in terms of its material and decoration – but if the shape is right you can gain an insight into how you look and feel. You may decide a traditional ‘dress’ is not for you and a two-piece would feel more suitable to your style. The dresses in this book could be adapted to different shapes, but the vintage detailing could be carried through to the final piece. Sourcing vintage fabrics or accessories would also allow you to take one of these original patterns and make it your own.


It would be advisable to know your budget and stick to it. When you fall in love with an outfit or wedding dress, the notion of the budget tends to disintegrate; however, it is important to set aside money for your outfit if you feel it is an important element of your wedding day. The beauty of making your own garment or having it made by an experienced dressmaker is that it provides you with more flexibility. If necessary, you can pare back certain elements, using different fabric or details in order to stick to your intended budget. Even if money is not a factor in your decision, having a clear budget gives you a better scope for finding and choosing your garment, as the parameters of a budget narrow down your choice. In a world of options, it is sometimes useful to know where to start.


Having an idea of your limits is also positive in helping you decide what type of wedding dress or outfit you envisage yourself wearing. Religious restrictions, your mode of wedding transport, and the location of your wedding may all affect the type of dress you will choose. You want to be comfortable and confident in your garment.


The White Wedding Dress


Quintessentially bridal in western cultures, the white wedding dress has endured the test of time. The white wedding dress encapsulates a romantic nostalgia for many women. For some, wearing white marks a new phase in their relationship and carries a transformative effect that signifies a new chapter.


Like today, publications or newspapers were hugely important in disseminating information and inspiration, promoting the white wedding dress and its bridal function. From 1790 to around 1810, white was the dominant colour for both women’s fashion and their bridal wear. Both evening and daywear was predominantly white, which ensured the wedding dress quickly followed suit. Fabrics such as sheer muslin were highly fashionable, along with very light silks, fine cottons and linen. The sheerness of such fabrics required the woman to wear an under-dress that could be either white or coloured to show through the over-dress.


The popularity of a silver and white wedding dress among the aristocratic dominated until the 1820s. The feature of versatility was also a popular feature of the nineteenth century, allowing women to repurpose or wear these garments again, which also led to the longevity of the colour white given its re-use. In the early nineteenth century, wedding dresses were described in fashion periodicals as exceptionally elaborate with highly decorative features such as trimmings, lace, flounces and bows.


The wearing of a white wedding dress was dramatically popularized after Queen Victoria opted to wear a white dress for her wedding to Prince Albert in 1840. This led to white being a popular choice for any young respectable woman getting married for the first time. Queen Victoria’s decision to wear white led to this colour becoming the norm for most women who could afford such fabric. Although worn prior to this date, this dress cemented the colour into popular culture.


Queen Victoria’s dress was made was made from a white silk satin fabric and embellished with lace. Victoria decided to use Spitalfields silk from London and Devon-made Honiton lace, in order to support domestic commerce by using only British-made materials. Her economic consideration was also demonstrated by her re-wearing of pieces from this garment in later years. She repurposed the lace from her dress throughout her life and she even wore it for her Diamond Jubilee fifty-six years later. Rather than wearing a crimson robe of state signifying her position within the monarchy, she chose to wear a white satin court train edged with orange blossom, and wore a Honiton lace veil fixed to her head with a wreath of orange blossom.


The other accessories such as orange blossom wreaths to decorate the head, ensuring the ensemble was notably bridal, enhanced this white dress further. Orange blossom was the most distinguished floral adornment within a bridal outfit during the nineteenth century. Sprigs and wreaths of this flower symbolized both virtue and fertility. These flowers, although available in Britain, were often made from wax, cotton or paper.
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• Style 1 - 1920s Silk and Tulle Lace Wedding Dress
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(Photo: Tessa Hallmann Photography).
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Back of 1920s silk and tulle lace wedding dress. (Photo: Tessa Hallmann Photography).
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Side view of 1920s silk and tulle lace wedding dress. (Photo: Tessa Hallmann Photography).
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Close-up view of side bow on 1920s silk and tulle lace wedding dress. (Photo: Tessa Hallmann Photography)




The 1920s were a time of dramatic social and political change. People were now living in a developing consumer society. From coast to coast the same goods were purchased, due to the nationwide advertising campaigns now commonly employed and the evolution of chain stores. The most lifechanging aspect of the roaring Twenties was that women gained some unprecedented freedoms. Millions of women worked in white-collar jobs and could afford to participate in the burgeoning consumer economy. The increased availability of birth-control devices such as the diaphragm made it possible for women to have fewer children, and new machines and technologies like the washing machine and the vacuum cleaner eliminated some of the drudgery of household work.


Styles


The 1920s wedding ceremony was an elaborate and exciting celebration. With such devastating losses during the First World War, there were limited numbers of surviving men of marrying age, making marriage the most important and significant event in a woman’s life. Her wedding dress played a crucial role in this event. Wedding dress styles in the inter-war years followed in the footsteps of evening dress fashions rather than those of daywear. This shift towards favouring eveningwear styles was a gradual occurrence that started in the Edwardian era. It became more evident after the First World War as daywear was becoming more androgynous and practical given the diminished resources. The 1920s saw the gradual shortening of hemlines, with kneelength wedding dresses becoming more popular and eventually commonplace. Although certainly shorter than skirts had been seen before, these hemlines never reached the dizzying heights of their daywear counterparts. The short skirts associated with 1920s daywear reflected the emancipation of women at this time, aligning more closely with their newly active, sporty and independent lifestyles. The shortened hemlines also symbolized the greater freedoms women gained with their sexuality; it was no longer deemed outrageous and overt to show off one’s ankles and lower legs – it was now fashionable. Clothes now needed to be looser fitting, and practical to allow for greater movement and freedom. This was in contrast to the decadent and glamorous styles found in 1920s eveningwear and subsequently wedding wear.
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Back shoulder detail of 1920s silk and tulle lace wedding dress. (Photo: Tessa Hallmann Photography).
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Front arm detail of 1920s silk and tulle lace wedding dress. (Photo: Tessa Hallmann Photography).




These glitzy and dazzling evening dresses were designed for the hedonistic lifestyles of a generation who grew up during the oppressive and dominating war years. These years had restricted their fun and freedom. They sought relief from destruction and grief in nightclubs, impromptu parties and with casual and frenzied socializing. The clothing and fashions associated with such a lifestyle were decadent. Although this new generation rejected their elders’ formal and considered social regimes, they did adhere to the traditional rites of passage when it came to marriage, however, with this being the ultimate goal for most women at this time. To ensure the bride looked and felt romantic and elegant, embellishment was vital.


Shades of white and cream remained a prominent colour of choice for the 1920s bride; however, other colours were emerging as popular alternatives. Metallic lamés and laces, and pale gold and shell pink fabrics were fashionable, adding an element of glamour and sophistication to the 1920s wedding dress.


Medieval and imitation oriental styles were hugely influential at the beginning of the century, after designers such as Lucille found much inspiration from these styles and themes. Lamé lace, velvet and tulle became greatly favoured fabrics to incorporate into wedding wear. As the decade moved on, the dominant style of wedding dress was tubular, and sometimes took the form of a tabard with a matching underdress. This tubular shape and straight line was emphasized by the addition of a transparent beaded or embroidered overdress or tabard, highlighting the straight lines of the loose-fitting silk satin dress beneath. Beading and embroidery were commonly incorporated decorations, which represented the decadence of the era, and ensured bridal wear was distinctive from daywear.


Royal Weddings


The press coverage of royal weddings in the previous decades allowed a small but tightly controlled glimpse into the lives of the aristocracy. Although covered, it ensured there was still an air of mystery and intrigue surrounding such an event. The wedding of Princess Mary, daughter of George V, to Henry, Viscount Lascelles in 1922 received an unprecedented amount of popular media coverage. Sketches and descriptions of Princess Mary’s gown were released to the public, something that was very unusual practice for a royal wedding. The gown was designed by the popular fashion house and court dressmaker Reville. The princess opted for a typically 1920s gown, medieval in style with a low waist; the underdress was made from silver fabric, with a square neckline that was edged in silver lace. The overlay dress was made from white marquisette with a U-shaped neckline, edged in silver and embroidered with pearls and crystals in an intricate design of leaves and roses. This gown hung from the shoulders like all 1920s dresses; however, around the waist was a girdle of twisted silver fabric decorated with pearls. Honiton lace lent by Queen Mary had been made into a collar at the back of the dress, which ran down each side of the dress to the edges of the court length train. The impressive train of this dress was 4 yards long and was suspended from the shoulders, embroidered with emblems of the Empire, while the train was thrown back over a crown of orange blossom. The bride wore a family tiara made from three strands of silver, on which the orange blossom rested.


Stylistic Influences


The influence of design trends such as Art Deco was visible in all aspects of design during this time, including bridal wear. Originating in Paris through the International Exposition of Modern Industrial and Decorative Arts, the Art Deco movement came to dominate design over the next two decades. The movement reached its peak in popularity during the 1920s in Europe; however, it continued to dominate in the United States throughout the 1930s. Other modern movements in art and design, such as Cubism, Constructivism, Futurism and the ‘Primitive’ arts of other cultures, influenced the Art Deco style. This style was created by intertwining highly distinctive patterns of geometric and angular forms and shapes.


The simplicity of the 1920s Art Deco dress was the perfect starting point for more elaborate cubist-inspired embellishment. Non-figurative crystal beadwork and appliqué embroidery caught the light, enhancing the impression of movement when the wearer walked or danced. This type of decoration replaced the more traditional passementerie, or braid style edging of the Edwardian era wedding gown.


Designers of the time such as Coco Chanel were redefining the female wardrobe with styles that represented the new physically active, liberated and determined woman. With the relaxed and pared-down simplicity of Chanel’s style, it was only to be expected that she introduced the shortened skirt. Women were now unshackled from the physical confines of the Edwardian corset, and released from the high boned collar. The jazz age encouraged women to revel in this liberation and freedom, something that can be seen in the dropping of waistlines and necklines. The flapper dress and the flapper bride represented the fastpaced spirit of the new jazz age, and the aesthetic that came with it. Streamlined and modern, these new ‘looks’ rendered 1920s fashion unrecognizable to the trends of the previous decade.


Publications such as Harper’s Bazaar and Vogue captured and celebrated this ‘new woman’. The term ‘flapper’ came from the fashion for college girls to wear untied galoshes, which flapped around when they walked, hence the term flapper. As the embodiment of this brave new world, these girls pushed back against convention to expose their knees and rouge their earlobes, all the while smoking, drinking and enjoying life. With the hemlines of daywear rising from the ankle to above the knee, wedding skirts followed suit.


Even with this new found freedom symbolized by the short hemlines and loose-fitting tabard dresses, there was still an adherence to the aristocratic ritual of having an extended court train attached to the shoulder. The train was commonly transparent, or included a transparent window in the centre panel, allowing the audience to glimpse at the bride as she walked down the aisle.
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