




After a Fashion 
 

ecently my sister declared that she had purged her closet of “nearly 100 items of clothing.”  Now retired, she 
decided she didn’t need  to keep her “working clothes,” of which she had a large supply, because as a teacher, 
she told me, “ you don’t want to show up wearing the same thing two days in a row or even in the same week.” 

 My sister’s closet came to mind when I read this issue’s “Etiquette of Mourning” and its recommendations 
for a suitable “closet” of attire for a widow in her first year of mourning.  According to this article, an “ample” 
wardrobe would be two dresses, one mantle, a jacket, two bonnets, twelve collars and cuffs, one petticoat, four 
pairs of hose, and 24 handkerchiefs (12 special, 12 everyday).  For... a year. 
 Many of us are drawn to Victoriana because of the gorgeous fashions.  A typical Demorest might have 18-20 
pages dedicated to fashion, with page after page of beautiful illustrations.  The majority of Godey’s nonfiction 
pages are devoted to fashion.  British magazines tended to have somewhat smaller fashion sections; conversely, 
there were other  magazines, such as La Mode or Bon Ton, that focused entirely on fashion. 
 And yet... in 1882, Collier’s Cyclopedia states that two dresses was an “ample” wardrobe for an entire year. 
What’s with all these fashion pages, if the typical Victorian woman has no more than two dresses in her closet? 
 One key lies in remembering that these sections were not “catalogs” or “ads.”  We ladies of the 21st century 
are accustomed to seeing catalogs of clothing, or fashion supplements that tell us where to buy.  Ooh, there’s a 
charming morning gown of gray taffeta... just the thing... I’ll order it today and wear it to tomorrow’s party. 
 Victorian fashion pages aren’t catalogs; they’re suggestions.  “Off the rack” clothing didn’t exist. So if you 
saw that perfect morning gown, you didn’t send for the dress; you sent for the pattern.  (Demorest actually began 
as a fashion publication designed to market Madame Demorest’s paper dress patterns.)  If you were well-to-do, 
you went to your dressmaker (or had her come to you), showed her the picture, chose the fabric, and waited for 
the dress to be made for you.  If you weren’t, you’d order the pattern, visit a dry-goods store to choose a fabric 
that would be attractive yet durable, and sewed the gown yourself.  Possibly by hand. 
 Imagine sewing those incredible dresses... By 1860 the sewing machine was just catching on.  By the 1880’s 
it was in many homes, but a great deal of the work still had to be done by hand. That’s a lot of stitching.  So 
perhaps it’s not so surprising that if you wanted that fashionable morning dress, it would be the dress you wore 
every morning, for the better part of a year.  If you were well off, you probably had a couple of dresses for 
summer and a couple of warmer ones for winter.  Many Victorian women, however, made do with the same dress, 
morning and afternoon, summer and winter—with a spare “Sunday best” gown if they were lucky. 
 Another thing that hadn’t been invented yet was polyester (which some of us might consider a good thing).  
Better-quality gowns might be made of wool, silk or taffeta (as well as fabrics most of us have never seen today, 
such as “bombazine” or “Parmatta”).  Less expensive gowns might be made of cotton or calico.  Most could not 
be simply popped into a wash-tub when they got dirty.  They needed to be sponged, aired, and pressed.  One did 
one’s best to remove spots and stains and mend tears.  When a gown became too worn or soiled to be respectable, 
a budget-wise alternative was to take out the seams, turn the fabric “inside out,” and sew it up again.  
 But what about all those trunks of clothing that went with the Victorian lady when she traveled?  Surely they 
held more than two gowns!  Of course, if a woman could afford to travel, she could probably afford more than one 
dress—and in high society, one might indeed travel with gowns for morning, afternoon, dinner, evening, riding 
and more.  If one traveled abroad, one was also packing for months, not days. 
 Now, as for my own closet, if I purged 100 items of clothing, the remainder would be still be “ample” by 
Victorian standards, if not my own.  But as I looked at my rather dull selection of (mostly Walmart) offerings, it 
occurred to me that if I added it all together, I probably had very little more actual fabric in my closet than that 
typical Victorian woman with her two dresses.  A Victorian gown might require 8-12 yards of fabric, with another 
4-5 yards for the petticoat; a mantle or cloak might be 4-5 yards more.  That’s not counting collars, cuffs, 
underthings, crinolines, and, of course, those hankies. I suspect my entire wardrobe might fit fairly easily into a 
Victorian travel trunk, with room to spare!  
 Much as I admire Victorian fashion plates, I confess that I’d far rather have a bit more variety in my closet—
including clothes that can be popped in the washer each week, and clothes that can be discarded without guilt if 
they wear out or if I simply don’t like them anymore.  And I never have to worry about fitting into my corset...
  

—Moira Allen, Editor 
editors@victorianvoices.net 
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