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"Muartha & [ dined yesterday at Deane to mect the Powletts &
Tom Chute, which we did not tail to do,—Mrs, Powlett was at
onee expensively & nakedly dress'd;—we have had the satisfac-
tion of estumating her Lace & her Musling & she said too little

toy aftord us much other amusement. —

TIH'H JaNe AvsTes, writing to Cassandra 8-9 January 1801, delivers one
of the many characteristically pithy assessments of fashion that fll her cor-
respondence.

Jane Austen’s lifetime saw some of the most radical changes in fash-
ons and styles in history. At the time of her birth in 1774, it was still per-
missible for tashionable men to wear elaborately embroidered colored silks
and velvets, lace, wigs and pertume. Elegant ladies of the time wore wide
hoop skirts (origmally called panzers), also lavishly decorated, and tall, elab-
orate, powdered coiffures. By the time of Austen’s death in 1517, all this
would completely change: women were wearing relatively simple, high-
walsted gowns, bonnets, and shawls, and men had Targely abandoned
bright colors and laces tor a more austere style of clothing that is the
ancestor of the modern sit. This was also a period in which the choice of

styles, accessories, even fabrics —the choice of lace and muslin, for exam-

PERSIASIONG WA



ple—often had specttic social and political connotations. Despite all of this,
Austen rarely goes into the specifies of fashion in her novels: her letters,
by contrast, are tull of witty relerences to changes i fashions and personal
tastes, her own and other people’s. Although Austen otten portrays fash-
lon-consciousness as o sign o loohsh or trivolous behavior in her novels
(with a few revealing exceptions, as will be discussed below), she was as
concerned with cutting a fine figure as evervone else.

One reason for the many reterences to fashion in Austen's letters s
that, in a sense, people were closer to fashion then than they are now. The
making, purchasing, and care of clothing were different in Austen’s day
than they are in our own. Certin items, like bonnets or cloaks, could be
i:-uup"ht rumi_\,‘-m:u e, hut o most cases, necessary materials were |:ltI‘L']|;1hL'ti
at o lincn draper’s shop and the garments would be made at a tailor’s or
dressmaker’s shop (in Austen’s time, the old-fashioned  term “nmantua
maker” was still m ouse), or by tamily or servants at home. Even small
provincial towns had some sort of haberdasher's shop (ke Ford's in
Emma). Changes i fashion tended 1o be made by famous arbiters {royal-
ty, the aristocracy, and the leaders of high society) rather than by celebri-
ty fashion designers. Austen hersell was not above emulating the Prince of
Wales's current mistress, as she wrote to Cassandra in December 1795: 71
have changed my mind, & changed the trimmimgs of my Cap this morn-
g .. & L think e makes me look more like Lady Conyngham now than
it did belore, which s all that one hives tor now” (18-19 December),
Fashion perniodicals, such as Hewdelofls Gallery of - Fastion,  Ackermann’s
Repository of  Arts or La Belle Assemblee, had just hegun to appear, though
people usually learned about the latest fashions from friends or relatives
London. When Mr. and Mrs, Gardiner arrive at Longhourn in Prede and
Projuedice, Mrs. Gardimer's first duties are “to distribute her presents and
deseribe the newest fashions™ (154},

The changes i fashion that spanned Austen’s Tiletime were, to o very
great extent, due to British mtluence. For most of the eighteenth century,
France was considered the arbiter of tastes and styles, because of the cul-
tural dommance of the royal court at Versmlles. Later in the century,
thanks to favorable trade relations and cultural exchanges between Brivan
and France, "Anglomania™ took hold, not only in France, but elsewhere on
the Furopean continent as well The inport of continental fashions hid
always been eyed with skepticism, it not scorn, by many people i Britain.

Particular objects of ridicule were the members of the Macironi Club,
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tounded n 1764 by a coterie of hyper-fashionable British males to promote
continental foods and fashions 1 Britain. The extravagant “Macaroni
style” (mentioned i the sonye “Yankee Doodle”™ in order to ridicule the rag-
tag: American Revolutionary troops) was the last burst of frivolity in male
dress betore the onslaught of understated elegance considered to he appro-
]ﬂ'i.'llrI}' “masculine” [miil}'_

Pamers ornginated at the beginming ol the cighteenth century and
became gradually wider, becoming so wide by the 17708 that it was nec-
essary tor Ldies to go sideways through doorways. This extreme horizon-
tality was balanced by an extreme verticality in the headdress. The hair-
style was created by stifferang the haie with anunal fat, combing it over a
pad, addimg curls of Filse hair as needed, and covering the whole with a
powder usually made from flonr, Fortunately, the powder was perfumed,
particalarly since such a cotffure was too complicated to undo at night, and
had to be maintined over a period of weeks, it not months! Such head-
dresses might be, in France at least, topped with what were called poufs i
la corconstance: headdresses with topical illusions, such as model ships or hot
arr halloons, but ostrich teathers were the preterred style.

During the 1750s, a simpler type of garment lor women, called a
“round gown, T was developed i Britain and then became popular in France
as i robe g langlarse. This was worn over several layers of petticoats, as well
as pads (called “rumps”), to achieve the desired bell shape for the skirt. Such
aogown wis worn withouwt hoops, although corsets, usually stiffened with
whalebone stays, were still worn. The towering cottfures ol the 1770s were
replaced by aowide stracture of lightly powdered curls, which tor outdoor
weinr would be crowned by a wide-brimmed steaw hat with Jarge plumes,

As for male clothimg, not only dud the styles begin to change, but the
weal physique also underwent o transtormation trom the potbelhied figure
of the carly eighteenth century to a shimmer look. Silks and velvets gave
way to cloth swis, Tace was gradually replaced by hinen, and brass battons
replaced gold or jeweled ones: Tt was the simpler clothing worn in the
country by the aristocracy and gentry of Great Britain that provided the
mspiration tor a new way of dressing, The equation o the country with
torthrightness and virtue and the court or city with artihice and corruption
wits @ commonplace, but it dcquired o greater popalarity among educated
FLuropeans i thus period beeanse ol the writings of the philosopher Jean-
Jacques Ronsseun The Britsh landed gentry, hiving oft of and closer to the

laned, were thought to embody this adeal vis=i-vis their decadent continen-
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tal counterparts, Plain brown or blue suits were expressive ot this “natur-
al” look, as was the broad-brinmed hat covered with beaver tur, which
origanated i North America. Americans, both Native Americans and
colonists, seemed to have bypassaed the corruption of Europe altogether,
and were considered to be generally good models of Rousseanst “Naoble
Savages.” The beaver hat was the perfect example of what might he called
"Quaker Chic.” Women also began to favor hghter cotton or linen fabrics,
preferably in white, a4 color that could also symbolize purity and simplici-
ty, s well as having other sociapolitical connotations,

Muslin, a general term for a variety ol Light, washable cortan muate-
rials, was the favored fabric. The best muslin came trom India, particular-
Iy from Madras, and was imported into Forope by the British Fast India
Company. Later, the British were able to produce similar materials them-
selves, although already in the eighteenth century, there was some dis-
comtort about usimg slave-produced cotton trom the Americas (as we know,
Austen touches rather vagaely on the issoue of slavery in Mansfield Park).

Certinly the most famous discussion of mushin in an Austen novel
oceurs ine Northanger Abbey (Byrde 62-65) and e s worth quoting in tull:

They  were mterrupted by Mrs. Allen:—"My  dear
Catherine,” sand she, "do take this pin out of my sleeve; [ oam
afrad 1t has torn a hole already; [ shall be quite sorry it it has, for
this iy a favorite gown, though it cost but nine shillings a vard.”

“That is exactly what 1 should have guessed it madam,”
said Mr. Tilney, looking at the muslin.

‘Do you understand muslins, sir?”

"Particularly well; T always buy my own eravats, and am
allowed 1o be an excellent judge; and my sister has often trust-
ed mie in the choice of a gown. 1 bought one tor her the other
day, and it was pronounced to be a prodigious bargaim by every
[mf}-' who saw it | gave but hve .Hhi”iﬂ;_{ﬁ i _\,';mi bor i, amdd a
true Indian mushn”

Mrs. Allen was quite struck by Ins genius, “Men com-
monly take so little notice of those things,” said she: "1 can
never get Mreo Allen to know ohe of my conns trom another,

You must be a great comtort to your sister, sir.

‘I hope T am, madam.”

“And pray, sir. what do you think of Miss Morland's

oown?
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"I s very pretty, madam,” said he, gravely examining it

"but | do not think 1w will wash well; 1 am afrind 1t will fray.”

“How can you,” said Catherine, laughing, be so—" she had
almaost said, strange.
‘I am quite o your opinion, sir,” replied Mrs, Allen: “and

so | told Miss Morland when she bought it”

“But then you know, madam, muslin always turns to some

account or other; Miss Morland will get enough out of 1t for a

handkerchiet, or a cap, or a cloak.—Mushin can never be said

to be wasted. T have heard my sister say so forty times, when

she has been extravagant in buying more than she wanted, or

careless in cutting it to picces.” (28-24)

There are several significant issues to note in this passage. First, muslins
could be quite fragile, and were available in a wide variety of grades (esti-
mation againt), Sceond, even someone well-to-do like Eleanor Tilney would
reuse fabric, and even work on her own clothes. Third, and most impor-
tant, Catherme s right; as Austen heroes go, Henry Tilney is “strange”
mdecd. Not only 1s he witty and charnnng in ways that are more usually
to be tound only m the unworthy anti-heroes of the other novels
(Willoughby, Wickham, Frank Churchill)s he is also the only one who
“understands mushins. Try o imagine Darcy or Mr. Roightley "gravely
examining” anyone's muslin, whether sertously, or i jest, which s what
Henry Tilney is probably doing. The only other Austen “hero” who comes
close is the dandified Edward Stanley in Catherine or the Buoer (1792), who
takes halt an hour to powder his hair and change his shoes (218) Stanley's
only real hewr inoan Austen novel s the despicably vain and shallow Sir
Walter Klhot.

Similarly, Catherme Morland 1s the only Austen heroime one can
imagine losing sleep over what to wear to a cotillion ball (N4 73) (although
this is the occasion when Austen chooses to remind her readers, in a some-
what tongue-in-cheek manner, that “"Dress 1s at all umes a trivolous djs-
tnction,” and also intorms us that Catherine is intelligent enough to know
better). Catherme also finds that Henry's great coats and capes contribute
to his sexual alluve (1567). In general, Northanger Abbey is the most “fashion-
conscious” of the completed novels. Is it because Northanger Abbev is, like
Cutherme, an early work, and a work that Austen did not revise later? Of
course, this s only speculation, but could there have been more references

to specific fashions in Elinor and Marianne or First Impressions, which were
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later removed when Austen vevised them for publication? Was Austen
awire, even then, that oo many specific references to momentary fads
would date the novels too quickly?

Convenience was another reason for the mercasing simphoity i dress
beginning m the 17805, Dry cleaning was not imvented until the nnddle of
the nineteenth century, and did not become commonplace until the twen-
ticth. In Austen’s time, a silk dress that got dirty was essentially ruimned
The tabries that started o become fashionable from the 17808 onward
(muslin and other cotton fabries, linen, lawn) were much casier to care for,
which was part of their appeal. Nevertheless, given the absence of modern
apphiances, the care and mantenance of clothing sull meant much work for
the servants i upper- and middle-class households. As carher cighteenth-
century styles came to viewed as blowsy, tawdry and prone to dirt, clean-
liness became the tashion. Recall the Bingley sisters” contempt for 1hza-
heth's Hlli:il}_‘.’ ]‘n'ltit'mll l,'_f“!" 3.

This English mode ot dressimg spread 1o the Earopean continent. Tts
refreshing assoctations with the sunpheity of country hite & o Rousseuan
colncided with a burst of "Anglomania.” a fascmation with anything British
that had begun carlier in the century with the popularity of the sentimen-
tal novels of Samuel Richardson. In turn, the French developed from this
a simpler chemise dress based on the garments worn by Frenchwomen in
the West Indian colomes, and hence called robes a fa Créole. "These were
one-piece shitts with drawstring waists that were then usually covered hy
a sash. The style made its way back to Britaim, and was at first worn only
i intormal circomstances at home, and referred to as “undress™; but it became
hgh fashion under the influence of the trend-setting Duchess of Devon-
shire, who was apparently the first to wear such garments “in public.”

This was the dress of Sensibility, the cult of emotional immediacy,
virtuous candor and natural simplicity. Tt was reinforeed in fashion by the
vogue for sentimental accessories, such as nnature portrats and Tockets
containing locks of hair, both of wineh figure as plot deviees in Sense aned
kﬁrf’!.ﬂ_\'a’.r‘llf.ff.{'l.-'. Such o "look™ became the [1]'1'“*!‘[‘{1] hi_‘y‘l[‘ even of the !:_._;'.lum*ll ol
France, Marie-Antomette, i keepimmg with her Tonging for a carcefree rus-
e life. This garment, sometnnes referred to as a gawlle, sometimes as o
chemitse  la Reme, was also in the Lighter muslin and linen materials that
hiad become popular in Britain, The Queen, who had formerly been aceonsid
of bankrupting the country and setting a bad example through her extrav-

agance inodress, was now castigated for not appearing with sutlicient royal
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digmity: what was she trying o do, ruin the Lyon silk industry? Tronically,
as we shall see, these simpler styles would also be emblematic of populist
sentiments in France during the Revolution, when such items as silk, vel-
vet and lace seemed suspiciously reminiscent of the old royal regime.

One positve effeet of this Sensibility in dress was the change in chil-
dren’s elothing at just this period. Until the middle of the cighteenth cen-
tury, it was usual to dress children as mimature adults, complete with
corsets, buckled shoes, and powdered hair or wigs. It was Roussean who
helped to popularize the idea of childhood as an age of innocence and can-
dor which had to be carefully nurtured. (Relatively) non-restrieting cloth-
g like trousers tor bovs or simple, uncorseted shifts tor girls embodied
this new ideal. Long, unpowdered, and often unkempt hair became associ-
ated with youthfulness and would even acquire dangerously subversive
connotations in Britain atter the outbreak of the French Revolution.

Powdered hair would, in turn, connote political conservatism. There
were situations inowlneh haie powder was sull de riguenr—tor servants in
the grander houses, for example, on very special occasions, a custom which
continued mto the twentieth century, This phenomenon of having servants
dress in outmoded styles 1s not an uncommon one in the history ol dress,
And for the grandest servants of all—courtiers— hair powder was worn
by men until the 18208, Similarly, tor women, the paniers or hoops con-
tinued 1o be essential for court dress even alter they had gone out of fash-
ton. This s also a common occurrence in the history of dress; what was
once fashionable becomes “tossihized™ for official purposes, connoting his-
tory and continuity rather than novelty and change.

Hoops, in fuct, continued to be worn by ladies attending “Drawing
Rooms™ at court until the death of King George T in 1820, and the absurd
combination of the now-fashionable high-waisted look and the unwicldy
hoops wis not lost on cartoonists and satirists. Louis Simond desceribed the
full-dressed lady at court as resembling “the foetus of a hippopotamus in a
brandy bottle” (qtd. Arch £5). Besides, women no longer used to wearing
paniered skirts had lost the knack of getting around in them. In one of
Austen's tavorite novels, Belido, by Maria Edgeworth (1801), the world-
ly Lady Delacour, just returned from a Drawing Room, ridicules the “hoop
awkwardness” of other Tadies: “There's my friend Lady C—; in an elegant
undress she passes tor very genteel, but put her into a hoop and she looks
as pittable a figure, as much a prisoner, and as little able to walk, as a child

m a go-cart.” Other, kinder commentators appreciated the sense ol tradi-
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tion that the hoops had acquired. The LIS Mimister to the Court of St
Taomes, Richard Rush., compared ofhicial dress to “beautiful arehitecture the
hoops the base the plume the pimnacle. Like old English buildings and
Shakespeare . . . Tthe hoop | tricmphed over criticism™ (Arch k=47). De-
spite: such affectionate prase, however, the hoops disappeared after 1820,
The “plume” that Rush reters to, namely ostrich teathers, did not; remnants
of the Targe plumes so favored i the 17705 and 17808, these in turn became
“tossilized,” and were worn by ladies ar the Britsh Court until 1949,

As T have mentioned, clothing and hairstyles had specific political
symbolism during the French Revoluton. Curiously, the English style st
wis consicdered appropriate tor the authorities of the Revolutionary gov-
criment, thanls to 1ts Rousseauist connotations of virtue and dignity. The
rank=-und-hle revolutionaries, however, wore workimg=class trouscers, and so
were reterred tooas the sans-culoties (literally “the breechless ones™). Also
important was the boaunet rouge or Phrygian cap once worn by freed slaves
moancient Rome, and now otten referred to as the “Liberty bonner.” The
wearing of the tricolor cockade, symbaol ol the Revolution, was made com-
pulsory by Liw. In general, it was far from prudent in these circumstances
to- be seen wearing silk, lace, velver, or anything that might refer o the
old regime.

The period of the Divectory that fallowed the fall of Robespierre saw
the retarn of an interest in dress and Tuxury, with the addition of more
styles 1o express more varted political Teanings, The most extravagant
male dandies, the erovables (“mcredibles™) showed their support tor the
abolished monarchy by wearing powdered wigs, bicorne hats, knee-breech-
es with sillk stockings, and pumps: Republicans, on the other hand, pre-
ferred low round hats, pantaloons, and boots (Ribeweo 115} By the nme of
Austen’s maturity, trousers or pantaloons would lose their radical conno-
tations, but konee breeches were sull considered e riguenr tor formal
CVENING Wear.

For women, clothing simplitied even further, and in this the way was
led by the mervedfewses (Tmarvelous” temale dandies) Like the hipple styles
ot the 19608 and the punk look of the 19705, these fashions began as shock-
mgly daring innovations, but would eventually influence more “main-
stream’” looks, The fashionable waistline had by this time risen so high that
dresses were belted just under the breasts, The dresses had become hghter,
chinging, and, tor the merveilenses at least, who often wore no undergar-

ments, daringly revealing. Similarly, hairstyles became shorter and closer
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ter the head, usually tightly curled; this was inspired in part by the way the
hatr of those condemned to be guillotined had been cut before execution.
An equally ghoulish popular accessory was a red ribbon around the neck,
i imitation of the cut made by the guillotine blade.

This look, vanously relerred to today as Empire or Regency, actual-
ly began carlier than the actual time periods ol those regimes (1804-15 and
15 11-20, respectively). [t coincded with the contemporary renewal of
nterest i Ancient Greece and Rome, and it does resemble in some ways
the garments of those civilizations. There were practical problems with
these new styles, however: the loss of the capacious pockets of eighteenth-
century dresses necessitated the carrying ol a separate handbag, the reti-
cule, usually small and round and carried by a string, There was a great
deal of anxiety about the light, clinging materials: the anonymous author
ot The Myrror of Graces (1511) complained that "Our "Enghish] autumnal
evenings [combined” with .. . our gossamer apparel, have already sent
many of my young lemale acquamtance to un['u'llul_v graves, causing
“rheumatisms, palsies, consumptions, and death” (Regency Etnpuette 41-16; 76),

Clinging muslin dresses were also thought to be body-revealing to
the point of decency, particularly in combination with a plunging neck-
line (this s probably what Austen means when she describes Mrs. Powlett
ias Cexpensively & nakedly dressd™) In Austen’s yt.mthﬁli work A Caollection
ry’" Letters {_I”.—'HHE'!'IQL the drroginl Lml_\-' Grreville (a4 prototype of Lady
Catherine de Bourgh) tells "A young Lady in distress'd Circumstances™
“You young Ladies who cannot olten ride in a Carriage never mind what
weather you trudge i, or how the wind shews your legs™ (1590)." These
concerns led to the mtroduction of shawls, which could be made of mate-
vlals as wide-ranging as mushin, wool, or cashmere. The shawl was also
considered to have classical antecedents, sinee it bore a strong resemblance
(at Teast in form) to a type of wrap called a palla that was worn by women
i ancient Rome.

Certain atems of clothmg were, however, very much of their time.
Outerwedar garments meluded  the spencer, a long-sleeved jacket that
extended only to the rmsed waistline. Worn by both men and women, i
was named for the 2nd Earl Spencer, who, according to one version of the
story, cut off the coattails of his jacket after wagering that he could invent
4 new fashion. For colder weather, there was the pelisse, a skirt-length
overcoat, otten lined and trimmed with fur, which orviginated in Hungary
as o part of military dress. Bonnets became fashionable, essentially small-

er versions of the striow hats of the 17805, but now pulled in to frame the

PERSUASIONS Wi 24



face, Bonnets, like shawls, would become staples of Fennnine dress until at
least the middle of the nincteenth century,

Men's clothing went through a similar process of simphification. The
most inHuential hgure o this development was George Bryan "Beau
Brummell (1775-1%10) Brummell introduced an even more pared-down
version af the eloth suit, even us he discouraged the wearing ol wigs, hair
powder, silk, and Tace, all formerly staples of the ishionable male ward-
robe. The height ot Brummell's imfuence i Britmn was between about
Ls00 and his leaving tor exile in France in 1816, but the mfluence ot his
masculine sartorial style was protoundly mbuential m Britain and on the
Contiment.”

The Brommell “look™ was based on the contrast between the dark
colors of the cutaway frock coat (usually dark blue or dark green) and the
crisp whiteness ol the shirt and cravat (necktie), The hrest things the
Bennet sisters ean see of Bingley are his blue coat and black horse (PP 4)
The very banality of this fashion choice heightens the humor of the situa-
tion: it is like a group of voung women today being able to learn no more
about a prospective suitor than that he was wearing jeans. Collars and era-
vats, invariably white (Brummell once said that s seeret was “clean linen,
plenty of it, with country washing”), were starched and tied so high that
the wearer could not help but look down his nose at the rest ol the world.
For similar reasons, Brummell typically carried a spyglass, pretending to
he near-sighted in order to avoud people he wanted to “cut” (snub). The
white shirttront would be set ot by a bufi=colored winstecoat. Conservative
knee breeches, usually also butt-colored tor daytime. were worn with white
stockings. Tight-fitting pantaloons were also fashionable; these were held
together by straps tastened under the instep to ensure unwrinkled smooth-
ness. Short, highly polished “Hessian™ boots or, for evening wear, black
pumps with plaimn buckles completed the efect of understated eleganoe.

This was a style based on clean, uncluttered lines, and 1its emphasis on
the torm of the body made it i its way, as “classical”™ as the clinging tem-
mine fashions of the same period. Cleanliness of person was also impor-
tant, and so perfume for men went out of fashion as well; Brummell be-
lieved that it one Kept oneselt clean and wore clean clothing, perfume was
unnecessary. Brummell's genius, if you will, was twolold: he developed
masculine equivalent to the female Neoclassical style of dress; and he was
able to tuke certain fashion choices {e.g., pantaloons versus knee breeelhies) ol
of the political arena and move them nto the realm ot the purely aesthetic.

In aworld of IHH'!'IE_‘.HHIIH;-_';]\' sober male dress, the only real alternative
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was the glitter of military dress uniforme This was an age of almost con-
stant wartare (something which 1s not easy to glean from reading Austen’s
novels, as we know), and it may be difficult to realize how ulnquitous ml-
ary dress was. Bright colors (including the red coats so heloved of Ritty
and Lydia Bennet) and gold braid were not only dashing and glamorous,
but also practical: it was essential to be able to distinguish friend from foe
amul the smoke of the battleficld, Tt wias not until the 18608 that khaki
(the twerm derves from the Persian word for dust or ashes) was used by
the British army in India to provide camouflage (Leavitt 1200, Soldiers and
tastnonable civilians had this much i common: a “classical” emphasis on
the torm of the body, thanks especially to buckskin or ¢lk skin breeches.
This exaggeratedly masculine appearance was reinforced by the reappear-
ance ob facial hair—something that soldiers had worn throughout the
cighteenth century, but which tashionable men had not worn since the
middle of the seventeenth, Tt is not so big a step from these moustaches
and favory (or sideburns, as they were later called) to the full beards of
Vietorian patriarchs.

The reason tor the prevalence of military dress i early nineteenth-
century  lurope  was, of course,  the imperial  ambition  of Napoleon
Bonaparte. When he crowned himselt Emperor of the French in December
804, Napoleon, s Family, and court all wore costumes of unparalleled
magntheence, designed by the painter Jean-Baptiste Isabey. This splendor
had both an cconomic purpose and a political one. Napoleon was deter-
mined to revive the French economy by resuscitating the luxury industries
that had been so damaged during the Revolution. At Napolcon's court, the
wearing of Lyons silk was not simply (to use Thorstein Veblen's later
phirase) “conspicuous consumption”; it was a patriotic spur to the French
cconomy. For the Briush, by contrast, muslin was not only less ostenta-
tous, but also, because of its associations with British commercial interests
in India, o patriotie statement of a ditferent kind.

Politically, Napoleonie pomp and glitter were designed to impress the
world and to justify the new regime. Tt is a commonplace that Napoleon
looked 1o Greece and (especially) Tmpernal Rome tor inspiration; but his
court'’s costumes and unitorms o fact borrowed from a variety ol tradi-
tions: the Middle Ages and Renaissance, as well as the pre-Revolutionary
royal regime. Court oflicials wore plumed hats and capes that were remi-
mscent of seventeenth-century styles, along with pre-Revolutionary knee-
breeches, The Empress Josephine and her ladies combined  elaborately

cmbrondered versions of the high-watsted "neoclassical” dress with six-
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teenth-ventury style slashed-and-putfed  sleeves; spiky collars stmilar to
those made fashionable in the varly seventeenth century by Marie def
Medici, consort of Ring Henrt IV; and long sleeves going up to the knuek-
les that have a late Gothic look to them (Ribeiro 160) Josephine was
instramental in the development of the so-called stvle troubadonr, the proto-
Romantic interest in the Middle Ages.

Within a few years, the overwhelming elassical influence of the turn
of the century would be diluted by reterences to medieval and Renaissance
styles. The “Mediel collars” would be replaced by sixteenth-century style
rufls. The enormous popularity of the writings of Sic Walter Scott led to
a tashion tor Scottish plaids and tartans, which many modern historians
now helieve to have been an invention of cighteenth-century textile mian-
afacturers, but which, of course, at the time were assumed to have ancient
historical  precedents (Trevor-Roper). These amital  tendencies to
Romanticism became more expheit atter the fall of Napoleon, when the
restored monarchies looked back to their dynastic roots, and sensitive souls
found conselation for the decarmess of the present inoa glamorouns anl
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Beginning about 1520, agimn under the imtluence of the Romantic
movement, bliack became fashionable for men, especially for evenig wear,
providing an even more dramatic dark=md-light contrast. Bean Brommell,
now i exile i Franee after having oftended the tuture king George 1V,
deeply dishiked this style, which e said made men look ke magpies. At
first, this was a look associated with dindies and poets, paracularly when
mvolyving exageeratedly lngh collars and padded or boned waisteouts that
gave an expansive, broad=chested loolk. Har might be arranged moa {care-
fully composed) illusion of swaggering untidiness, called - French acoup
de vend (“gust of wind™) styles The whole eRect was one ol Romantic
(spectfically Byronic) excess paradoxically combined with o kKind of simister
cleganee. Gradually, however, the black-and-white look became standard,
its austere cut and somber colors evoking solid middlesclass vespectubility.
Thus, the modern male suit was born, and thisostyle would ehange rela-
li‘k'n']_ﬂ.' little over the YUars.

While wiale costume reached a relatnve stasis, female clothing con-
tinued its process of elaboration. By dhout 1830, the waisthine  would
complete its descent to s "natural” position. Skirts hegan o acquire a bell-
shiape onee again, which would very gradually evolve into the huge crino-

slecves becamee

lines of the 18508 and 1860s. mpress _14m~|1|||11v':- putfe

larger, reintoreing the dlusion o @ narrow wilst FEnrstyles hecame even
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more elaborate, culminating in the so-called “Apollo knots.” As men were
hecoming more exaggeratedly "masculine” - appearance, so women were
looking more “teninine,” thus paving the way for the fashionable polarity
ol the Victorian era.

To call the period of Jane Austen's hifetime a “transitional” one in
terms of dress and fashion would be almost to underestimate its impor-
tance. All periods of fashion arve in a sense transitional, as cach age tries
toembody its 1deals of beauty and elegance in ever-changing styles. But
certainly, the pertod 1775-1817 was one of most extraordinary transtor-
mation; by the end of it, tashionable people looked completely different
trom the way they had appeared at the beginning, That Austen does not
go into much detatl about these changes in her novels s, in its own small
way, as remarkable as her avoidance ot such major historical events as the
Napoleonie Wars. As with the specific historical events o’ her nme,
Austens avordance of the momentarily fashionable only serves to make her

novels the thmeless masterpieces that '[I'It'_"l,.’ are.t

NOTES
b gratetul o Julier MeMaster for bringing this passage to my attention,

2 T he I!n]lnwln_:_[ chiscussion as el aindebted to Ellen Moers, The ”.Hm_",' Brammell to Beertodm,

Laomdon ard New York, 1960, 185-49%

Ao The Best complete diseussion of this entiee 1ssue renims Penclope Byede, Jane Austen
Fashion: Fashon and Needlework o the Warks of Fane Austen {Ludlow: Excellent Press, 19990,
Ths isca revisin] edhnon ol “}-‘T'Llr."h A Frovndons Dastenction, Fashion amd Needlezoord o the Warks

ol Jane Austen, Bath, 1979
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