
		
			
				fashion

			

		

		
			
				1930s

			

		

	
		
			
				Published in 2021 by Welbeck

				An imprint of the Welbeck Non-Fiction Limited, part of Welbeck Publishing Group,

				20 Mortimer Street, London W1T 3JW

				First published in 2011 by Fiell Publishing Limited and in 2015 by Goodman Fiell

				Text copyright © Charlotte Fiell and Emmanuelle Dirix 2021

				All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronically,

				mechanical, photocopying, recording or otherwise, without the prior permission of

				the copyright owners and the publishers.

				A catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library

				Editorial: Katie Meegan

				Design: Katie Baxendale

				Picture sourcing: Charlotte Fiell & Clementine Fiell

				Production: Marion Storz

				Preface text: Charlotte Fiell

				Introductory text: Emmanuelle Dirix

				Captions & Biographies: Emmanuelle Dirix & Charlotte Fiell 

				Cover illustration: Francesca Waddell /Lipstick of London Ltd

				Printed in Dubai

				ISBN 978-1-78739-889-4EISBN 978-1-78739-890-0

			

		

		
			
				1930s

			

		

		
			[image: ]
		

	
		
			
				fashion

			

		

		
			
				1930s

			

		

		
			
				The Definitive Sourcebook

			

		

		
			
				Charlotte Fiell

				Introduction by Emmanuelle Dirix

			

		

		
			
				[image: ]
			

			
				[image: ]
			

			
				[image: ]
			

			
				[image: ]
			

			
				[image: ]
			

			
				[image: ]
			

			
				[image: ]
			

			
				[image: ]
			

			
				[image: ]
			

			
				[image: ]
			

			
				[image: ]
			

		

	
		
			[image: ]
		

		
			[image: ]
		

	
		
			[image: ]
		

		
			
				The 1930s was truly the ‘Golden Age of Glamour’, and this was nowhere more emphatically expressed than in the realm of women’s fashions. Despite the backdrop of the Great Depression and the ensuing hardship and poverty that were a daily reality for many, the fashions of the 1930s generally expressed a sense of luxurious elegance. During the decade, in order to adjust to the prevalent mood of austerity, Parisian haute couture houses started to create less expensive yet still extremely stylish garments, while the ready-to-wear market expanded, thereby increasing the democratisation of fashionable garments. For the most part women’s clothes from this period of financial deprivation exuded a definable ‘glamour’ that contrasted with the stark economic realities of the era.

				This new glamorous look was driven by the ascendance of Hollywood and its studio system. The silver screen with its emotionally charged dramas and musical extravaganzas offered ordinary women a much needed form of escapism and allowed them to lose themselves for a couple of hours in an aspirational and dreamlike world of sexy sophistication. And, of course, female moviegoers were seduced by the slinky, enticing satin fashions worn by their favourite movie stars and desired to emulate such style. Importantly, the popular movies of the day suggested that personal transformation was achievable regardless of class and in addition helped to codify a standard of contemporary beauty, which was more body-conscious than that of the 
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				Actress Dolores Costello wearing a floral print crêpe dress with matching wrap, photographed by Fred R. Archer. Warner Brothers press photograph, 1930s.

			

		

		
			
				previous decades. This was articulated in the graceful figure-hugging gowns of the day and the softer, more feminine silhouette that ultimately came to define Thirties fashions.

				This benchmark-setting publication seeks to explore and define this fascinating contrasting age of glamour and poverty, in publishing over 500 original photographs and exquisite illustrations that reveal the astonishing variety of styles that were produced not only by Hollywood’s trend-setting costume designers and the influential Parisian haute couture houses but also by department stores and mail-order catalogues. In addition, the introductory essay contextualises the prevailing socio-economic and political forces of this period in relation to its fashions. It is hoped, therefore, that this volume will not only allow a rediscovery and reappraisal of the work of many long-forgotten designers and illustrators, but that by bringing to light the hardships suffered by the average 1930s woman, and the glamorous lives led by the women they idolised, it will also help bring a broader understanding of Thirties fashion.

				By comprehensively documenting the sleek, curvaceous silhouettes, beautiful detailing and impeccable tailoring of 1930s fashions this landmark publication should prove to be an invaluable source of information for fashion historians, whilst also providing a rich seam of inspiration for fashion designers, vintage collectors and, of course, all fashion lovers.
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				For the majority of the decade curves were de-emphasised and silhouettes flat and straight. Only towards the end of the decade did hemlines come down and the waistline return to its natural position. However, the overall image and indeed beauty ideal of the Twenties had been one that glorified youthful shapes. The 1930s would present something quite different: a much more mature, elegant and what could be described as a more feminine silhouette and look. 

				This more womanly appearance is often ascribed to the changes brought about by the Great Depression – the clear signal that the Jazz Age party was over. However, closer study reveals that this look was not so much a break with the past as a clear progression from the changes afoot in late 1920s fashion. The flat, almost cubist silhouettes of the early Twenties developed into more figure-hugging shapes in the second half of the decade. By 1927–8, dresses once again followed the natural contour of the body and clung closely to the hips, owing to the insertion of diagonal waist panels. The waistline, which had been absent in the opening years of the decade and which had later reappeared (albeit dropped a few inches), returned more or less to its natural position by the end of the decade. Hemlines (which slowly and progressively crept up, reaching their highest point in 1925–6) dropped again in 1928, often through the addition of floating panels at the back and side of skirts and dresses. So even before the Crash, the main features of what we now remember as a typical 1930s silhouette were already in place. 

				This is not to say that there is nothing original or worthy of study in terms of 1930s fashion. Quite the opposite – it is exactly the fact that the longer, more feminine and glamorous look was already established prior to the Depression that is so interesting. Usually in times of economic downturn a more restrained 

			

		

		
			
				Thirties Fashion

				The Great Depression & Thrifty Fashions

				The 1930s is neatly framed by two major world events: the 1929 Wall Street Crash and, 10 years later, the outbreak of World War II. In fashion terms, the 1930s often does not get the attention it deserves as it is falls between the follies of the Jazz Age and the horrors of the war. These two periods have been widely studied and discussed for very different reasons – the former as an era of excess, the latter as one of austerity – and the decade that separates them is often only noted as a period of transition. This approach misses the many changes and innovations that took place, and leaves us with an incomplete view of the fashions of the time. 

				The 1930s, one could argue, began with and was indeed characterised by the 1929 Wall Street Crash, the largest collapse of the stock market in American history. It plunged America into the Great Depression and had traumatic ramifications worldwide. The resulting economic downturn contributed to the rise of European authoritarian regimes and, before the decade was out, Europe once again found itself embroiled in conflict. Because the foundations of World War II were laid in the Thirties it is often seen in an almost wholly negative light, with the world spiralling into ever-darker places as the decade wore on. However, the 1930s was also a time of glamour and modernity, as well as the ‘age of streamlining’ in design. Even at the time it was identified as the ‘design decade’, and heralded the rise of design consultancy as a profession within the realms of consumer products. It also saw a proliferation in new technologies such as television, Kodak colour film, Technicolor cinema and intercontinental aviation. 

				The Twenties had been the decade of liberation. Women had gained serious economic, social and political advances and these were reflected in their freer, less fussy, modern wardrobes. Fashions of the 1920s were simplified, comfortable and young. 
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				approach to fashion can be observed, especially in terms of hemlines. Shorter garments use less material and are therefore cheaper – this makes perfect economic sense. It would be logical to assume that hemlines rose in the 1930s, but they did nothing of the sort until its closing years. One could also have expected fashions to be more restrained and conservative against this backdrop of rising right-wing politics; again, however, logic and history collide, as decadent glamour ran riot. This is what is so intriguing about a fashion study of the 1930s – it allows us to see that whilst fashion may be inextricably bound up with culture, the way it influences and is influenced by the world is neither obvious nor overtly logical. To understand fashion one not only has to look at the culture that produced and consumed it, but one also has to be able to ‘read’ the garments themselves. Only then may we grasp how, what on the surface seems completely illogical, is in fact the most rational thing in the world.

				This sourcebook presents a collection of photographs and fashion illustrations that, viewed in the right context, clears up any question marks we might have over how and why fashion developed in the way it did. More than just an overview of the fashions of the 1930s, this sourcebook represents the socio-historical context that enabled the styles of the time to emerge. But back to its beginnings … Black Tuesday, October 29, 1929. As the 1930s began, Americans had not yet grasped the full extent of the disaster, though the signs were all around. The autumn 1930 Sears Catalogue decreed, ‘Thrift is the spirit of the day. Reckless spending is a thing of the past.’ Soon the effects of the Wall Street Crash would leave few untouched. First in America and soon in all Western industrialised nations, unemployment soared and hardship proliferated. Individual nations did what they could to curb the economic downturn 

			

		

		
			
				(the US saw the introduction of Roosevelt’s New Deal, for example, which provided some relief for impoverished families), but nevertheless the Depression lasted the entire decade, as did high unemployment figures. 

				This harsh economic situation was a stark contrast to the previous decade, which had been a time of wealth and excess – although it needs to be remembered that in the Roaring Twenties many people still lived below the poverty line and in dreadful conditions. This is often forgotten when looking at contemporary fashion images. Ultimately, it needs to be remembered that fashion is not about reality – it’s about elitism. Fashion is also bound to the imaginary with its fixation with the perfect body and its obsession with ever-changing ideals of beauty. Just as today few of us have the means to dress in the designer fashions displayed on the pages of upmarket fashion ‘bibles’, not many people in the Twenties and Thirties were able to afford it either. Instead what we see is the newest, the ‘best of’ and the most fashionable, something reserved for those with economic power. Having said that, just because the most elite of these garments were reserved for the privileged few, doesn’t mean they had no impact in wider fashion terms.

				Working Women & Their Wardrobes

				The 1920s had seen advances both in the design and production of clothes, and this had allowed a much wider audience to engage with ‘fashion’. The simplification of cut, the emergence of reasonable quality off-the-peg garments and the invention of new materials had all contributed to a democratisation of fashion. This trend continued in the 1930s as ready-to-wear companies grew 
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				A pale blue printed dress with a pleated half-skirt panel, shown with a matching white coat. Der Bazar, 1935
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				and improved alongside a burgeoning market.Furthermore, owing to the political and subsequent economic advances women had managed to secure in the 1920s, many more were able to enter employment and secure a wage, gaining financial independence for themselves. 

				This 1930s working woman was, as it were, an ‘all grown up version’ of the 1920s flapper. Indeed the look of the Thirties is quite often described as womanly as opposed to Twenties fashions which were more gamine. The Twenties stereotype of the boyish flapper with her angular bob, sack dress and cloche hat was replaced in the Thirties with that of a slender but curvaceous woman in a glamorous calf-length dress with a permed bob, à la Carole Lombard. But just as the flapper is a rather limited stereotype, so is the glamorous 1930s silver screen siren. In fact, there were many other facets to the fashionable woman’s wardrobe. 

				Whilst the key features of the Thirties look were established in the late 1920s and were, as mentioned, a progression rather than a radical change, it is fair to say that (probably) due to the global economic crisis, fashions of the Thirties presented a more conservative approach to design and silhouette changes; that is to say, they were less radical and much slower paced than those witnessed in the previous 10 years. That is not the same as saying the fashions were conservative; to use such an adjective is problematic as it means there must be a comparison made – conservative in comparison to what? Twenties fashion possibly, but then how can one quantify conservative? Too often retrospective fashion histories that have the benefit of hindsight judge from the vantage point of now, and whilst that perspective offers many benefits, it is also in danger of interpreting a historic period based on a comparison with contemporary norms, morals, interpretative ideas and value systems. 

			

		

		
			
				To the contemporary eye, the Thirties fashions may appear more conservative – certainly the spectacular heavily embellished eveningwear of the early 1920s seems rather extravagant compared with the more restrained elegant evening gowns of the 1930s – but at the time most women wouldn’t have judged this decoration or lack of it as conservative or otherwise. They were interested in ‘fashion’ per se; how radical it was never entered the equation. Having said that, fashion never stands still; change is part of its nature, and this cycle of change speeds up and slows down, but it never comes to a full stop. The conservative aspect of 1930s fashion lies simply in the slowing down of that cycle, but as in the 1920s, change was continual. It was just less dramatic – a depression is never a good time for experimentation.

				The Feminine Silhouette

				In terms of silhouette this meant that the waist would remain in its natural place for the duration of the decade, being more and less emphasised depending on the garment rather than a specific time frame – though it became more clearly ‘nipped’ from 1933 onwards. The natural waistline was accompanied by the highlighting of an empire line in the form of bolero jackets, capelets, shrugs and seams just below the bust. Skirt length also remained more or less steady until the final years of the decade, being calf-length for daywear and often floor length for evening dress. Upper skirt yokes appeared for the first time, designed in a v-shape extending from one hip to the other. Skirts were often layered, tiered or ruffed, and at the bottom they tended to be pleated, panelled or gathered. This accentuation of the waist and the hemline combined with the popularity of the bias cut created a contoured silhouette with a focus on the hips. 
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