




Tradeoffs... 
 

ne of the things that attracted me to the Victorian era at a young age (and no doubt long before I even knew 
there was a “Victorian era”) was... the clothes.  As a child, I looked forward eagerly to the day when I might 
step out in hoop skirts.  What could possibly be more elegant?  When I got home from school, I couldn’t wait 

to “dress up”—we had a small collection of elegant gowns, mostly of unknown origin, though I think a couple 
were the prom dresses of my older sisters.  And since at least one of those sisters had grown up in the 50’s, I also 
had a small supply of puffy “poodle-skirt”-type petticoats.  If you put two or three of those under a prom dress, it 
almost looked like a hoop skirt! 
 It was a great disappointment to realize that hoop skirts, crinolines, and evening gowns in general (by this 
time my tastes were more Ginger Rogers than Victorian) were probably not going to be a big part of my future.  
Or even a small part!  By that time, of course, I had come to learn of corsets and other instruments of torture, and I 
certainly wasn’t sorry that I wouldn’t have to cope with those.  But sometimes I still sigh over the lack of hoops 
(the wearable kind) in my life. 
 Reading Victorian magazines that cover a sizeable span of late Victorian history gives me a somewhat 
different perspective on Victorian fashion, however.  It reveals the tradeoffs that the Victorian woman had to 
make.  There’s a reason why we don’t have hoop skirts today, and it’s not just because “tastes change.”   
 It’s because it’s pretty darn impossible to ride a bicycle in a hoop skirt! 
 And the bicycle—as I’ll explore in another editorial down the road, so to speak—was perhaps the most 
significant factor in the emancipation of the Victorian woman.  Before the bicycle, a woman relied upon horse-
drawn transportation to get about—and if one had a coachman and a footman to help one into one’s coach, hoops 
weren’t a problem.  If I could rely on being driven about town by a chauffeur, I could probably get away with 
them today.  (At least as long as I stayed in the car and that car had darkened windows...)  But the bicycle meant 
individual,  personal mobility—and the hoops had to go.  In fact, ultimately, the skirts had to go.  The corsets were 
already on their way out; fainting was becoming unfashionable.  Knowledge, independence, and the ability to 
work for a living were on their way in—and these two “fashions” were simply not compatible. 
 Now, I don’t regret the emancipation of the Victorian woman.  If it weren’t for my Victorian sisters-in-hoops, 
I wouldn’t be writing this editorial today.  I wouldn’t have gone to college, I wouldn’t have worked for a living, I 
wouldn’t have my own career, and I certainly wouldn’t be writing editorials about Victorians on a thoroughly 
modern computer.  So I do thank those ladies for trading their hoops for college degrees. 
 But... isn’t it typical that we look back with such nostalgia on the very things that our ancestors gave up for 
the sake of progress?  Victorian Americans, for example, were suckers for anything that smacked of good old-
fashioned “old-country” nobility or royalty.  An editorial in Godey’s bemoans the trend among nouveau-riche 
Americans of the day (the 1860’s) to seek coat of arms as if they were British aristocrats.  And Americans were 
bilked by the score by people posing as down-on-their-luck European nobles. (Think, for a moment, of the Duke 
and the Dauphin in Huckleberry Finn—such scams were as common then as deposed Nigerian nobility who want 
to personally give you their fortunes are today.)  Americans who built an entire society on the concept of equality 
and the notion that nobody was better than anybody else simply based on their ancestry came to worship the idea 
of the born noble.  They continued to draw the line, however, at actually being governed by “nobles”! 
 And so I think a great many of us modern, emancipated ladies secretly sigh over the fabulous fashions of the 
past.  Those gorgeous gowns, those flowing skirts, those graceful silhouettes—such elegance is lost to us forever. 
Plenty of people are conducting their own small revivals of Victorian, and one women even published a diary 
about her experiments in wearing a corset.  But most of us are aware—with a combination of joy and a bit of 
nostalgic sorrow—that we’re the beneficiaries of a trade-off: elegance for emancipation.  Just as Americans as a 
society had to choose between the romance of titles and the challenge of freedom, woman had to choose between 
gowns to die for and a life to live for.  It was a good choice. 
 But I am still considering adding some puffy petticoats to the back of my closet... 
 

—Moira Allen, Editor 
editors@victorianvoices.net 
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