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  HISTORY OF 20TH CENTURY FASHION


  Fashion in this century has ceased to be the private domain of the wealthy. The era when such names as Worth, Paquin and Schiaparelli could dominate has given way to one where style and ‘look’ can be taken from a host of various sources: designers and manufacturers, department and chain stores, popular culture or the streets.


  This new edition of a standard reference work looks behind the scenes for an understanding of the social, economic and technical changes that have caused this revolution. It is a story of fashion shocks: two world wars, the impact of new fibres and manufacturing techniques, and the succession of youth explosions: mini skirts, punk, sportswear and environmentally-conscious fashion. The narrative is based on research into the history of couture houses, retailers and manufacturers and the author’s experience and contact with the fashion business.


  The first edition of this hook established itself as required reading for all those interested in the development of the fashion business. There are other books on contemporary dress, but this account gives particular weight to the commercial organisation of the industry; from designer and textile manufacturer right through to the consumer. This completely revised edition brings the story up to the 1990s with new text, illustrations and colour plates.


  Jacket illustrations: Front: Chanel Suit 1991. courtesy of Rex Features. London: Bock: from the Paquin and Worth collections of drawings at the Victoria and Albert Museum.


  A BATSFORD BOOK


  Elizabeth Ewing, who died in 1986, wrote widely on fashion as well as theatre and drama. Her books included Everyday Dress, Dress and Undress and History of Children’s Costume.


  Alice Mackrell who has updated the text, and written the new chapter for this edition is a fashion historian specialising in the history of fashion plates . She is the author of Shawls, Stoles and Scarves, Paul Pairet and Coco Chanel, all published by Batsford.
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  Acknowledgments to the Second Edition


  In preparing this history I have been generously helped by many people who have been actively concerned with fashion during the period of great change and expansion with which it deals. To all of them I am deeply grateful. In addition I have been greatly indebted to the staffs of the London Library, the Victoria and Albert Museum Library, the London College of Fashion and Clothing Technology Library, and the Museum of Costume, Bath.


  For this, the Second Edition, further invaluable help has been given by many of today’s representatives of various areas of fashion, especially by Penelope Byrde, Keeper of Costume at the Museum of Costume, Bath, with regard to illustrations; Piers Milligan, on punk fashion; and finally by Timothy Auger and Richard Reynolds, my editors. To all these my sincere thanks.
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  299  Sporty outfit symbolic of the early 1990’s


  300  Suit, Spring 1989 (Ralph Lauren)


  301  ‘Prairie look’, Spring 1989 (Ralph Lauren, London)


  302  Fashion sketches, 1990/91 (Robert Best)


  303  Evening dress (Solonge)


  304  Day outfit, Autumn/Winter 1990/91


  305  Cashmere, Spring/Summer 1991 (Hanae Mori)


  306  Biker clothes, Summer 1991 (Ogan/Dallal Associates)


  307  Hooded anorak, Spring 1990 (Restivo Sport)


  [image: ]


  1  Fashion dictated by High Society–1900
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  1 Edwardian sunshine for the few, but change in the air, 1900–1909


  1


  Within the span of this century fashion has changed in everything but name. What had always been the special preserve of the privileged few has become the happy hunting ground of all. Long-treasured traditions of hand craftsmanship, with their slow, infinitely patient methods of making-up, which put fashion out of reach of most people, have in the main been superseded by large-scale manufacture primed with growing expertise and catering for all sections of the consumer market. Fashion now pours off the production lines of innumerable substantial factories and is being reproduced with the technical know-how of a modern work force that numbers hundreds of thousands in nearly every leading Western country and far beyond. Fashion is a vast industry – in New York, the world’s largest city, it is the largest of all. In Paris, for centuries the centre of fashion creation, haute couture rubs shoulders with an ever-expanding ready-to-wear trade even within the enclaves once sacred to the jealously guarded elegances of la mode. Fashion is no longer dictated by High Society ; as often as not it is triggered off and swept into favour by the anonymous but compulsive force of this or that section of the masses. It is news. It moves under a constant floodlight of publicity.


  How this has happened and what events and people have been the main contributors to it is a story that has no parallel from the past. It would be against all reason if there were. ‘Fashion is the outward and visible sign of a civilisation, it is part of social history’, says Amy Latour in Kings of Fashion. The civilisation and the social history of the twentieth century have swept right out of the context of previous times. The new look that science, industrial development, technology and social and economic changes have given to nearly every aspect of daily life has rubbed off on fashion which, as one of the arts mineurs, has always held up its own mirror to life, reflecting not only basic attitudes and their changes but also playing on lesser variations with something like the momentary flicker of sunlight on water. It is doing all this today, but, in addition, its structure and even its entity have progressively changed in a way that has no precedent.
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    2  A Mirror to Life in 1903

  


  


  Fashion, unless we are going to be very anthropological about it, dates from the time when, about 1300, people in the Western world stopped wearing the various kinds of loose hanging or draped robes which, with little basic change, had served them as clothing all over the world through practically all civilisations, and began to wear fitted clothes. These immediately showed signs of acquiring a history and almost a life of their own. They changed continually, though at varying rates of speed, borne along by an impetus whose source has been the subject of endless enquiry and speculation. The trouble is that no one’s findings have ever wholly satisfied anyone else. Fashion was not. Fashion came; could it also go?


  To start with, and for a considerable period, fashion applied equally to the clothes of men and women. In medieval, Tudor and Stuart times and even for much of the eighteenth century man was often the proud peacock who outshone the contemporary lady. But in more recent times fashion has come to be generally accepted as applying to women’s dress and this is the meaning to be given to it here – although the trend of the recent ’sixties and the present ’seventies threatens to reverse use and wont and dazzle the world again with male and female – and, for good measure – unisex fashions.


  One immutable feature of fashion up to this century was that it was dictated from the top. The ruling classes – which meant the Court or some aristocracy of rank or wealth – made fashion. They were its accepted, unquestioned leaders, and from them it spread downwards. The descent was usually fairly slow and it never reached anything like the whole of the community. Fashion was a minority movement. When William Hazlitt said in an essay on the subject: ‘Fashion is an odd jumble of contradictions, of sympathies and antipathies. It exists only by its being participated among a number of persons and its essence is destroyed by being communicated to a greater number,’ he stated what was true in the early nineteenth century. The very meaning of fashion implies freedom to follow it and for the majority of people such freedom did not exist in Hazlitt’s time. If a fashion spread to the masses it would not be at their choice and would therefore not be a ‘fashion’ any more. A century and a half later Dr. Willett Cunnington made this point when he said: ‘So long as there is not a free choice of style of dress, we cannot correctly speak of a “fashion” at all.’ But at this time, 1951, he continued: ‘Fashion is established only when adopted by the millions, instead of by the hundreds.’ Free choice then existed for all. Sir Cecil Beaton, speaking for the ’seventies, sums it up more succinctly : ‘Fashion is a mass phenomenon, but it feeds on the individual.’ There must be personal originators and when they are followed you have fashion.


  Today, accordingly, fashion is for all. Couturiers, speciality shops, department stores, boutiques, chain stores and multiples all offer fashion. In contrast to the past the biggest and the less expensive outlets are even on occasion the most fashionable. It is difficult to realise that at the start of this century millions of women, including a considerable proportion of middle class ones, had no means by which they could follow fashion without endless trouble and contrivances and waste of time. But the writings of the time show that it was so. The spread of fashion, and its availability, moved pace by pace with the emancipation of women, but both moved slowly and laboriously.
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    3  La Belle Epoque, 1905

  


  
    [image: ]


    4  ‘Extravagance was the prevailing mood of Society’. 1900
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    5  The daunting elaboration of her toilette. 1900

  


  


  At the start of the twentieth century there was little surface indication of any change in the traditional pattern of fashion for the few. Never had fashion as an expensive, class-conscious spectacle had such a heyday. In France it was la Belle Epoque and the name was a tribute to the fashions which flourished there in an extravagance of silks and satins, ribbons and laces, flowers and feathers and jewels, making Paris more than ever before the Mecca of fashion for all the world. America, closely linked with Europe since colonial days, followed Paris closely, with the more wealthy of the fashion-seekers selecting their wardrobes on personal visits, while many others followed Paris’s lead through the acquisition of original models or copies obtained from there by the top flight of ‘little’ – or not so little – dressmakers in their American home towns.


  In Britain the Gay Nineties were being followed by the Establishment-style gaiety and splendour of Edwardian days. The shining, almost theatrical allure which was part of this neardecade finds no more apt symbol than the fashionable lady. ‘Extravagance,’ says Alison Adburgham, ‘was the prevailing mood of Society, with mature and triumphant womanhood the focus of all glory, laud and bonheur.’ That it was the calm before the storm gives the period in retrospect a lingering, nostalgic quality that is hard to resist. ‘Edwardian high society,’ J. B. Priestley comments, ‘added a little chapter, and surely . . . the last, to the myth of the lost Golden Age.’ And he is no dreamer.


  Fashion was securely controlled by the rich and socially eminent among the upper classes and by those who had achieved wealth and the limelight of either fame or notoriety, plus the copious leisure that being in fashion still demanded. Fashion was a badge of social status and its devotees regarded it with high seriousness and full absorption. Fantastic, elaborate, shaped as nature never made her, the fashionable Edwardian lady is infinitely beguiling in the aplomb and serenity with which she carries off the daunting elaboration of her toilette. Those immense, yard-wide hats, laden with plumes and feathers or with basket-loads of artificial flowers ; those rustling, frothing bell-shaped skirts that swept the ground; that giddy confusion of ribbons, lace, embroidery, frills, jewels and beads at every point all contributed to fashion’s mighty overspill. Clothes like these were to disappear about 1908 – for what we call the Edwardian age really started before the end of the nineteenth century and was in eclipse before the end of Edward VII’s reign. Nothing like these fashions has been seen since then, nor is it likely to be, but she was blissfully unaware, the Edwardian lady, that hers was a sunset song and that, even in her own time, she was becoming an anachronism.
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    6  Dressed for the country. 1901
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    7  Formality for the country weekend. 1904

  


  


  The fashionable world, to which she belonged, revolved round the Court which, under the new King, had an importance unparalleled since then. It included new elements which contributed to its luxury and elegance. Beautiful and wealthy American women, most of whom had married into the British peerage, were brought into prominence by the King, among them Lady Ribblesdale, Lady Granard, Lady Cunard, Lady Curzon (Mary Leiter), Lady Astor and Consuelo, Duchess of Marlborough (later Madame Jacques Balsan). There were also some notable figures in Court circles who were interlopers from finance and even trade, but they all played the game according to the traditional code. This covered nearly every facet of daily life. It enjoined great formality and immense luxury in women’s dress and also demanded close attention to being in the height of fashion and to wearing the correct clothes on all occasions. On the famous week-end country visits, which were a feature of high life, the fashionable lady would change her dress, with all its accessories, five or six times a day. And no outfit should be seen twice during one week-end. Several trunks and immense hat boxes were normal luggage for these visits, with, of course, an attendant lady’s maid to manoeuvre the panoply of fashion for its high priestess – or victim.


  This was the inescapable ambience of fashion and the blueprint of all who aspired to it in the early years of this century. The clothes for the top ladies of the time came from many dressmakers. Paris was, however, dominant. ‘It was the fashion to be dressed by Paris couturiers Worth, Redfern and Callot,’ declared American Vogue, and London thought likewise. The hypnotic spell Paris cast on the fashion scene was all-embracing. Paris was a magic word. ‘Paris model,’ ‘copy of a Paris model’, these and similar phrases were echoed beguilingly wherever fashion was mentioned. London was, however, beginning to sustain a cluster of outstanding dressmakers who were flourishing in their own right and, though many of them depended upon Paris’s lead, some of them were challenging the time-honoured monopoly and were themselves to become international figures. Though many of the most elegant Englishwomen shopped regularly in Paris, there was also developing a patriotic trend to buy British. This was given a lead by Queen Alexandra, both during her reign and previously as Princess of Wales. ‘For patriotic reasons she dressed chiefly in London,’ says Georgina Battiscombe in her life of the Queen, ‘where her favourite dressmaker was Redfern, but occasionally she allowed herself a shopping expedition to Paris. There she would patronise Doucet, then a great name in the world of fashion, also the lesser known Fromont, of the Rue de la Paix.’ She had also been known to buy from Worth.
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    8  Queen Alexandra, last Royal fashion leader, in 1905

  


  


  Queen Alexandra was a lifelong maker of fashion – the last Royal lady and indeed the last great lady to achieve this eminence and to give fashion a leadership and quality it has lacked ever since. She was a magnificent figure. In 1909 Lady Oxford described how ‘the Queen, dazzlingly beautiful, whether in gold and silver by night, or in violet velvet by day, succeeded in making every other woman look common beside her’. She was ‘lovely and gracious, ineffably beautiful’, and, again, ‘slender, gracious and beautiful’. She was then 64. Where fashion was concerned Queen Alexandra was also, like other great ladies of her time, a leader with a mind of her own. Of her Coronation attire she wrote to Sir Arthur Ellis: ‘I know better than all the milliners and antiquaries. I shall wear exactly what I like and so will all my ladies. Basta!’


  This royal explosion of defiance was in key with the past, when great ladies would dictate to their chosen dressmakers and on occasion turn their private inspirations and ideas into fashion. But it was also in key with a certain relaxation of rigidity and solemnity which was making itself felt in fashionable life as the twentieth century got under way. ‘In this new sunshine did the metamorphosis of taste take place overnight, I wonder?’ queries Sonia Keppel in Edwardian Daughter. ‘Suddenly,’ she recalls, ‘all Victorian furniture, ottomans, antimacassers &c all disappeared, with Turkey pile, dismal reps. In came chaises-longues, papier maché chairs, lace curtains, midget tables, nebulous colours. . . . Whereas, in Queen Victoria’s reign paterfamilias predominated and male taste prevailed, now in King Edward’s reign, the deification of the feminine was re-established.’
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    9  A perpetual summer. 1905
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    10  The S-shaped corset, introduced in 1900, claimed to follow the natural lines of the figure

  


  


  This deification meant that more attention was given to fashion, which also developed a number of new characteristics. Stiff satins, plush, damask, tweed and rigid materials in general went out with other Victoriana, and in came a froth of chiffons and laces, net and ninon, soft faille, tussore, crêpe de Chine, mohair and cashmere. Strong, emphatic or sombre colours were superseded by sweet pea and sugar almond delicacies of tone. Frills, beading, ribbons and trimmings of all sorts ran riot over the fashionable clothes of the time. ‘The upper classes of Europe had succeeded in establishing for themselves a perpetual summer, and this fact was reflected in women’s dress,’ says James Laver of this time. And where the upper classes led others were by now trying hard to follow.


  While the elegant, leisured Edwardian woman was setting the fashion scene with these light and airy dresses she was, however, wearing under them a corset that was anything but light and airy and which gave her one of the most extraordinary and constricting shapes that exist in fashion’s annals. The famous ‘S’-shaped figure of the time was the result of a new corset introduced in 1900. It was invented by a Frenchwoman, Mme. Gaches-Sarraute, who had studied medicine and whose aim was to create a foundation garment which would benefit the health of women by removing the extreme pressure exerted on the waist and diaphragm by the prevalent style of corset. This came high up on the bust and had a curved front busk indented at the tightly laced-up waist. The new design had a straight busk, began lower down on the bosom, which it released, and extended more deeply over the hips. It was named the Health Corset, and it should have lived up to its name, but unfortunately the idea went wrong. The fashionable Edwardian lady did not want to follow nature. The corset was laced up tightly over the large, mature Junoesque curves that were fashion’s ideal, for the age of a mature king was also the age – the last – of the mature woman. This corset forced the bosom forward and thrust the hips back, thereby producing what became known as the ‘kangaroo stance’ as well as the ‘S’ line. The fashionable shape therefore consisted of a large, overhanging bust, augmented, if nature was sparing, by a heavily frilled or even boned camisole or bodice, which even, on occasion, included handkerchiefs used as stuffing. The blouse or dress top was pouched lavishly over this. The forward flow of the bosom and the tight waist were counterbalanced by a majestic sweep of curving hips and derrière, outlined by a bellshaped skirt, a shape new to fashion. The effect was as if the top of the lady was a foot ahead of the rest of her. The skirt fitted closely to the figure to below the hips, then flared to the ground, usually trailing on it and even by day sometimes completed by a train. Various kinds of clips were used to keep it off the ground out of doors.
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    11  A large, overhanging bust. 1903
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    12  Hats were perched on top of elaborate hair styles, 1906. These were devised for motoring, travelling, walking and for elegant occasions respectively

  


  The general pattern of formal fashion changed very little between 1900 and about 1908. A great many clothes were worn – chemise, corset, corset cover, drawers, a flannel petticoat, one or more cotton petticoats and, to be really elegant, a silk one over all. Large, forward-sweeping hats balanced the rear projection of the figure. Hair was puffed out and built up over pads inserted along the front of the head. These were known as ‘rats’ and persisted through the first decade of this century and to some degree after that. The back hair was drawn up and supported by combs. Hats were perched on this contraption of hair-styling and secured to it by means of long hat-pins, often with elaborate jewelled or enamelled heads, which speared the hat to the hair. Often they had lethal projecting points which menaced anyone who approached the wearer too closely.
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    13  Spring fashions, 1906, for walking

  


  


  Fashionable hats could be enormously expensive, as much as 50 guineas being not unusual, but the costly ostrich feathers, aigrettes, osprey feathers and other feathered or floral embellishments would be transferred from one hat to another. Hats were always worn, for sport and even by children at play. Other elaborate items contributed to the fashionable toilette. Chief of these were ostrich or marabou boas and stoles and, for colder weather, long fur stoles and large pillow-shaped muffs. Parasols were part of the summer ensemble: ‘Women of fashion require many parasols during a London season,’ says a fashion writer of 1902. Jewellery was worn in great profusion and was a costly item. But a signpost for the future appeared in the Illustrated London News when, in a fashion article in 1904, it drew its readers’ attention to the Parisian Diamond Company’s artificial jewellery, which could be invaluable ‘for the succour of those whose worldly wealth will not extend to the limitless thousands that modern fashion desires to spend on pearls and diamonds alone’.


  The epitome of elegance at this time and for many years to come was the tea-gown. It was to become a garment of mystery to future generations, but it symbolised the vanishing world. ‘In our own drawing rooms,’ rhapsodises Mrs. Eric Pritchard in The Cult of Chiffon in 1902, ‘when the tea-urn sings at five o’clock, we can don these garments of poetical beauty.’ The tea-gown is also ‘this garment of mystery which can be a very complete reflection of the wearer’. Going into details, she describes ‘the ideal tea-gown of accordion pleated chiffon, lace and hanging stoles of regal furs’. Gwen Raverat, writing of the same time, recalls that her mother ‘was in her glory in a tea-gown’. Susan, Lady Tweedsmuir describes her cousin Hilda Lyttleton’s appearance ‘wearing tea-gowns made by the Italian dress designer Fortuny, whose fanciful but lovely dresses were all the rage in these days. He made for her long straight garments of artfully pleated satin, held at neck, wrists and waist by strings of small iridescent shells.’ Lady Diana Cooper remembers that, about the time when she ‘came out’ in 1911, ‘the ladies dressed for tea in trailing chiffon and lace, and changed again for dinner into something less limp’. Top stores also specialised in tea-gowns. Debenham & Freebody said in a 1908 catalogue: ‘We have made a special study of Rest, Boudoir and Tea-Gowns, and have now in stock a wonderful variety of these dainty and useful garments. These gowns are our own exclusive design, and are made in our own workrooms from materials that we can thoroughly recommend’. Marshall and Snelgrove in colour catalogues of the same period illustrated some spectacular tea-gowns. There was, for instance, ‘Clytie’, which was created in ivory satin, veiled with shadow lace, with a narrow insertion of Wedgwood ninon, finished with tiny vieux rose buttons. The coat effect, in a rich quality painted gauze ribbon and ninon to tone. Price 15[image: ] guineas.’ ‘Delphine’ was another prized design, ‘in satin with tunic of silk, voile and guipure lace, made to order 15 guineas’. The tea-gown lingered on. In spite of the new outlook and new way of life which resulted from World War I, stores still featured it in 1919 and through the ’twenties, though by then it was being replaced by the afternoon gown and the cocktail dress, symbols of a new and different world.
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    14  Tea gown in black satin and chiffon, 1901

  


  


  2


  The suggestion that there was hope for those who wanted to be in fashion but could not keep up with it on the scale set by its accepted wealthy leaders was being made increasingly in the ‘glossy’ magazines of the early nineteen-hundreds. Keeping up with fashion had become a matter of considerable concern to a substantial and growing section of the female members of the rising, prosperous middle classes and also of anxiety and neardespair to the not-so-wealthy elements of this group. Living up to one’s ‘position’ was terribly important. Ways of achieving the fashionable look on a shoe-string budget were a major preoccupation. The fashionable Edwardian lady was, unknown to herself, the tip of an iceberg of which the huge base was beginning to be visible and significant as the fashion followers increased.
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    15  The tea gown lingered on—this 1916 version is in silk crepe and lace, with embroidery

  


  


  The foundations upon which Edwardian fashion flourished and also one important means by which it was being extended had been laid in the previous half-century in Paris, but paradoxically, by an Englishman, Charles Frederick Worth. He was to Paris fashion what the Emperor Augustus was to Rome. He not only built a brilliant fashion empire of his own but also, although he may not have foreseen all the consequences, he put fashion on a new basis which led in the direction of fashion for all and he opened the way for the immense changes and developments which were to come.


  Worth was born at Bourne, in Lincolnshire, in 1825, the son of an unsuccessful lawyer, and after starting work at the age of 12 in a local draper’s shop, he went to London as an apprentice at Swan and Edgar’s small, elegant shop in Piccadilly, where he served behind the counter, selling shawls and dress materials. In 1845 ambition took him to Paris where, at the fashionable Maison Gagelin, he was soon selling fabrics and also cloaks and mantles – the ‘confections’ which were among the first steps towards ready-made women’s fashions. In 1858 he set up his own dress house. Paris fashion design, then mainly in the hands of undistinguished women dressmakers, had lapsed from the distinction it had achieved earlier in the century, under the régime of Leroy, and had come to consist mainly of ringing the changes on one or two basic styles in innumerable small ways. Worth’s genius for original design and his flair for elegance led to spectacular success. He became the favourite dressmaker of the Empress Eugénie, who was the fashion leader of Europe during the Second Empire. Soon nearly every crowned head and other ‘royals’ from all over Europe, together with women of fashion from a host of other countries, especially and in growing numbers, from America, were making a visit to his handsome and luxurious showrooms a regular routine part of every visit to Paris. Improbably, even Queen Victoria was at times dressed by Worth, though she could well have been unaware of it. Jean Paul Worth, son of Charles Frederick, and, with his brother Gaston, successor to the business, said: ‘We made many a dress to her measurements, and sold it through English dressmakers.’ That was a recognised procedure in fashion at the time.


  In 1864 Worth was employing over 1000 workers and as he continued to advance it was evident that ‘an immense luxury industry had been created for which Worth was largely responsible’. It was, of course, at this time an industry only in size – the sewing machine, which had become a practical reality in 1851, had no significant effect on his craftsman’s methods and mass production was as remote as the moon from what he was doing. By virtue of the scale of Worth’s activities, however, fashion was being given a new status and dimension and was being extended in a way that was to lead logically to interpretation in commercial rather than individual terms.


  The great step by which Worth set on foot the revolution in fashion was his production of models not only for private customers, as in the past, but also for sale to top dressmakers and eventually, as the making of fashion developed, to manufacturers and big stores in France, England and, above all, in America, for copying purposes. Towards the end of his long career this side of his business became the dominating one. By the later years of the nineteenth century he had laid the foundations of the new concept of fashion as big business which was to develop in the twentieth century and had established Paris Couture as its fountainhead.


  Worth also introduced mannequins, many of them English, to show his clothes to private clients, shop buyers and dressmaker copyists, instead of using the ‘dummies’ hitherto customary for this purpose. This was a major step in fashion presentation. There was, however, nothing like the later mannequin parade, and these early model girls are reported as having invariably worn tight-fitting, high-necked, long-sleeved black garments under the fashions they displayed. Much later Balmain, in My Years and Seasons, stated that at the beginning of this century mannequins showing evening dresses still wore cover-up garments of this kind. It was not seemly for them to be gowned like the aristocrats of fashion.


  All in all, Worth was the first great fashion tycoon. He lived up to his name ‘The King of Fashion’ and the Second Empire was rightly called the Age of Worth. He lived royally, entertained lavishly, travelled in a private wagon-salon and presented his clothes (the first ever to be produced on a scale that merited the description ‘collection’) in a drawing-room atmosphere of great elegance. He lived until 1895, active to the last, and left his two sons to carry the name of Worth with undimmed glory well into the twentieth century. The impetus of his achievements in fashion not only contributed to its contemporary brilliance but also, as other new factors began to operate, helped to carry it, during the next century, into the life of every woman, whatever her age, class or way of life. ‘The boy from Lincolnshire beat the French in their own acknowledged sphere,’ said the Times in a leading article when he died on March 10, 1895. ‘He set the taste and ordained the fashion of Paris and from Paris extended his undisputed sway all over the civilised and a good deal of the uncivilised world. He knew how to dress woman as nobody else knew how to dress her.’
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    16  Fashions at a Paris Exhibition, 1907

  


  


  By the turn of the century Paris fashion, largely due to Worth, had attained a structure recognisably like that of haute couture in more recent years. A considerable number of fashion houses had come into being and were flourishing in a Paris which was drawing more and more visitors from all over Europe, Britain and America. In addition to the wealthy and leisured, the great middle classes were now enjoying the pleasures of ‘gay Paree’ and among its entertainments were its splendid exhibitions. The great one held in 1900 was a landmark in fashion, because it included a section in which a series of tableaux showed the latest elegancies of fashion. All the leading dressmakers of the day took part – Doucet, Paquin, the Callot Soeurs, Redfern and Worth among them. Mme. Paquin, who was the President of the Fashion Section and who had opened her House in 1891, was the first successful woman in haute couture. She numbered Royalty among her customers and by the beginning of this century had set up a branch in London, where Redfern had started his career and where Worth was already established. By 1902 she was advertising her establishment at 39, Dover Street, Mayfair and announcing ‘each creation original and produced in Paris and London simultaneously’. Later she also opened branches in Buenos Aires and Madrid. Her contribution to the 1900 Exhibition consisted of a wax figure of her supremely elegant self wearing a beautiful dress. Worth showed a series of fashion tableaux, with figures wearing appropriate ensembles for various occasions. This venture was another indication of the growing interest in fashion among the public and so successful was it that police had to be called in to control the crowds.


  Another important sign of the widening attention being given to top fashion and a new means of spreading it lay in its close connection with the Stage at the close of the nineteenth and the early part of the present century. The Stage began to take the place of Society as a fashion-setter. ‘In the nineteen hundreds,’ says Barbara Worsley-Gough in Fashions in London, ‘the stage reached its fashionable apotheosis. It was the focus of social interest, and its leaders had usurped the leadership of fashion which had been held by the great ladies. Photographs of actresses vied with photographs of the professional beauties in public esteem. Soon they ousted them completely. Fashions in clothes, in hairdressing, even in mannerisms, were set from the stage.’ As far more people attended plays than could ever see the Society beauties and study their clothes fashion was widely disseminated. ‘The first night of a play had become a fashionable function which both the frivolous and the serious sets attended. Actors and actresses were welcomed, sought after, cultivated, envied. Royalty approved of them. In fact almost everyone in Society did.’ To round off the picture, some of the professional beauties, like Lily Langtry and Mrs. Wheeler, became professional actresses.


  Leading actresses were dressed with great magnificence by top couturiers, both on and off the stage, and immense public interest was taken in what they wore, especially in the drawing room comedies and romantic plays, which were so popular at this time. But, in addition, historical plays were presented in contemporary fashionable dress, even if the settings were as remote as ancient Rome. So important was stage costume of this kind considered to be that leading newspapers and magazines published detailed reports of the clothes worn on the stage along with their criticisms of the play itself. Eleanora Duse’s biographer records that she was dressed by Worth for 30 years, until her death in 1924. Sarah Bernhardt, though she created some of her own spectacular fashions herself, also went to Worth. Réjane was dressed by Doucet.


  Among the most elegant and fashionable actresses of the early nineteen-hundreds was the American Maxine Elliott, a leading figure on the stage in the U.S.A., Britain and Europe and a star noted not only for her beauty and glamour but also for her supreme fashion-sense. Some of her sumptuous stage toilettes are described in her biography, written by her niece, Diana Forbes-Robertson. In September 1903, starring in a fashionable comedy, ‘she would first step upon the stage in a creation of heliotrope chiffon velvet with a chemisette and hanging oversleeves of lace, topped by a large black hat with sweeping ostrich feathers, a black fox stole round her shoulders, and a black fox muff carried lightly upon one forearm. A white satin ball dress draped in classic style with silver trimmings would be the high point in the second act. The clothes were fresh from Paris.’
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