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VERVIEW
The Gilded Age began in 1870 and ended between 1900 -1915, 
ŘŜǇŜƴŘƛƴƎ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ƘƛǎǘƻǊƛŀƴΦ LǘΩǎ ŀƭǎƻ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜŘ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ ά[ŀǘŜ 
±ƛŎǘƻǊƛŀƴ 9ǊŀΣέ ŀŦǘŜǊ ǘƘŜ ¦YΩǎ ǉǳŜŜƴ ǿƘƻ ŘƛŜŘ ƛƴ мфлмΦ ¢ƘŜ DƛƭŘŜŘ 
Age was funded by the second phase of the Industrial 
Revolution, which introduced new manufacturing, 
transcontinental railroads, standardized time zones, new types 
of working and middle classes, new labor movements, and 
household electricity. Finally, an increasing number of women 
began work in factories and the service sector, and the 
ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ǎǳŦŦǊŀƎŜ ƳƻǾŜƳŜƴǘ ǘƻƻƪ ƻƴ ƴŜǿ ǎǘŜŀƳΦ

Thanks to the Industrial Revolution, wealth and leisure time 
(generally) increased. Vaudeville, sports teams, and 
consumerism proliferated.

And new millionaires like the Vanderbilts, Astors, Carnegies, and 
Rockefellers built summer mansions for lavish parties.

The Breakers, Newport, Rhode IslandVictorian America: Transformations in Every Day  Life (1876 -1915) by Thomas J. Schlereth

The Industrial Revolution in World History (4th Edition)  by Peter N. Stearns

Newport Mansions , The Preservation Society of Newport County

https://www.newportmansions.org


IMPLE
conspicuous waste of goods is effective and gratifying as far as 
it goes; it is good prima facie evidence of pecuniary success, and 
consequently prima facie evidence of social worth. But dress 
has subtler and more far - reaching possibilities than this crude, 
first -hand evidence of wasteful consumption only. If, in addition 
to showing that the wearer can afford to consume freely and 
uneconomically, it can also be shown in the same stroke tha the 
or she is not under the necessity of earning a livelihood, the 
evidence of social worth is enhanced in a very considerable 
degree. Our dress, therefore, in order to serve its purpose 
effectually, should not only be expensive, but it should also 
make plain to all observers that the wearer is not engaged in 
any kind of productive labor Φέ

 -  Thorstein Veblen, The Theory of the Leisure Class (1899)

The Rise of Fashion: A Reader , edited by Daniel Leonhard Purdy



ERE VICTORIANS 
ALL SKINNY?

Firstly, Victorian photographers frequently retouched their 
photos to paint a waist smaller or cover blemishes, and women 
used necklines and 1890s gigot sleeves combined with ruffles, 
petticoats, and bustles to create a pronounced hourglass shape. 
Paintings and photos have already been edited for us.

We can measure garments to determine size. Costumer Jennifer 
Rosbrugh notes that corsets were worn with a 2 -4" lacing 
gap/reduction, so a 22" corset fit a 24 -25" waist, a modern size 0. 
Plus-size fashion historian KennaSews has listed 900+ garments 
with 25 -50" waists, up to a modern 26W or 28W. While some 
women tightlaced, it was frowned upon and not the norm.

Finally, museums limited by what was stored for generations. 
Fabric was expensive, so garments were often altered for new 
trends or to fit another family member. Plus size is historical.
ǿExtant Garments Waist Measurement Resource (25 ǌ/64cm+) (900+ garments!) ǢȀKennaSews

ǿVictorian Photoshop: How Altering Waist Sizes Affects Modern Perception of Body Diversity ǢȀ XÀăÍÀěĢ×ė FêěĢĉėĹ

ǿDispelling the Myth of the Itsy Bitsy Teeny Weeny Waist ǢȀ Historical Sewing, Jennifer Rosbrugh

ǿSize GuideǢȀ Adrianna Papell

Photo of First Lady Julia Dent Grant (1876)

Credit: Brady -Handy photograph collection , Library of Congress

https://sewingwithkenna.wordpress.com/2019/07/31/waist-measurements-resource-25/
https://sewingwithkenna.wordpress.com/2019/07/31/waist-measurements-resource-25/
https://sewingwithkenna.wordpress.com/2019/07/31/waist-measurements-resource-25/
https://sewingwithkenna.wordpress.com/2019/07/31/waist-measurements-resource-25/
https://www.lancasterhistory.org/victorian-photoshop-how-altering-waist-sizes-affects-modern-perception-of-body-diversity/
https://historicalsewing.com/dispelling-the-myth-of-the-itsy-bitsy-teeny-weeny-waist
https://www.adriannapapell.com/pages/size-guide


American fashion (August 1899), 

Credit: The Jno. J. Mitchell Co., The Library of Congress

ǿ1870-1879ǢȀ ǿ1880 -1889ǢȀ ÀăÓ ǿ1890 -1899ǢȀ ~ç× @Àěçêĉă FêěĢĉėĹ ~êĂ×üêă×, Fashion Institute of Technology

ǿ̄ êÍĢĉėêÀă ^×ăȂě ~ħĸ×ÓĉǢ ~ÀêüÍĉÀĢěǢ @ĉėĂÀüĳ×Àė AħêÓ×ǢȀ ¯êăĢÀâ× 2ÀăÍ×ė

ǿ̄ êÍĢĉėêÀă ^×ăȂě @Àěçêĉă FêěĢĉėĹ ÀăÓ ,üĉĢçêăâ AħêÓ×ǢȀ ¯êăĢÀâ× 2ÀăÍ×ė

ENSWEAR
aŜƴǎǿŜŀǊ Ƙŀǎ ŎƘŀƴƎŜŘ ƭŜǎǎ ǉǳƛŎƪƭȅ ǘƘŀƴ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎΣ ōǳǘ ǘƘŜ 

Gilded Age was the beginning of Black Tie and White Tie.

DŜƴŜǊŀƭƭȅΣ ƳŜƴΩǎ ŦŀǎƘƛƻƴ ǿŀǎ άƳŀǊƪŜŘ ōȅ ǎƻōǊƛŜǘȅ ŀƴŘ 
ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀǘŜŘΦέ aŜƴ ŎǊƻǇǇŜŘ ŀƴŘ ǇŀǊǘŜŘ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƘŀƛǊΣ ŀƴŘ Ƴƻǎǘ ƳŜƴ 

sported a muttonchop or trim mustache. In the evening, men 
wore a black double -breasted tailcoat with matching double -
breasted waistcoat and a white bowtie. In the 1880s, a single -

breasted dinner jacket with black tie was introduce as a less 
formal option; this was later known as the tuxedo. 

The difference? The black tailcoat was close - fitting, and the 
ǘǳȄŜŘƻ ǿŀǎ ŀ άǎŀŎƪ Ŏƻŀǘέ ǘƘŀǘ ƘǳƴƎ ǎǘǊŀƛƎƘǘ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ǎƘƻǳƭŘŜǊǎΦ 

Both were worn with a waistcoat. 

Note that trousers, which usually had a stripe on the outer 
seam, were worn high - rise at the natural waist until the 1960s.

https://fashionhistory.fitnyc.edu/1870-1879/
https://fashionhistory.fitnyc.edu/1870-1879/
https://fashionhistory.fitnyc.edu/1870-1879/
https://fashionhistory.fitnyc.edu/1870-1879/
https://fashionhistory.fitnyc.edu/1880-1889/
https://fashionhistory.fitnyc.edu/1880-1889/
https://fashionhistory.fitnyc.edu/1880-1889/
https://fashionhistory.fitnyc.edu/1890-1899/
https://fashionhistory.fitnyc.edu/1890-1899/
https://fashionhistory.fitnyc.edu/1890-1899/
https://vintagedancer.com/victorian/victorian-mens-formal-wear-with-modern-clothes/
https://vintagedancer.com/victorian/victorian-mens-fashion-history/


CCESSORIES

Arrangement in Flesh Colour  and Black: Portrait of Theodore 

Duret (1883), by James McNeill Whistler, Met Museum

ǿAccessories Make the (Victorian) Man ǢȀ Aė×ÀĢ×ė +ÀĹ ė×À ,ĉěĢħĂ×ėě AħêüÓ

ǿ̄ êÍĢĉėêÀă ^×ăȂě @Àěçêĉă FêěĢĉėĹ ÀăÓ ,üĉĢçêăâ AħêÓ×ǢȀ ¯êăĢÀâ× 2ÀăÍ×ė

Here are some accessories that might help you travel to the 
Gilded Age.

ÅTop hat
ÅMonocle or pince  nez, framed in gold
ÅFormal white tie or (slightly less formal) black tie
ÅSignet or wedding ring
ÅStick pin (small, simple, and elegant)
Å.ƻǳǘƻƴƴƛŝǊŜ
ÅHandkerchief, sometimes monogrammed
ÅLeather or silk wallet kept in the inside jacket or coat 

pocket
ÅPocket watch
ÅWhite gloves, removed while eating
ÅOak or ebony cane
ÅSpats
ÅWaistcoat

https://gbacg.org/finery/accessories-make-the-victorian-man/
https://vintagedancer.com/victorian/victorian-mens-fashion-history/


OMENSWEAR
Wealthy women in the Victorian/Gilded Age did not work, so 

they had different clothes for each social requirement.

ά¢ƘŜǊŜ ǿŜǊŜ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴǘ ŘǊŜǎǎŜǎ ŦƻǊ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴǘ ǇŀǊǘǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ Řŀȅ 
and different activities. The option to buy cheaper clothes 

made this vast variety possible, although only to women of a 
certain income level. There was the the  dressing gown, the 
morning dress, the day dress to receive visitors, the visiting 
dress to go visit, the afternoon dress, the walking costume, 

the carriage dress (ensemble for drives in open carriages, 
riding habits, dinner & evening toilette, ball gowns and the 

Full-5ǊŜǎǎ ǘƻƛƭŜǘǘŜ ŦƻǊ ǾŜǊȅ ŦƻǊƳŀƭ ƻŎŎŀǎƛƻƴǎ ŀǘ ŎƻǳǊǘΦέ 

This era introduces the Tea Gown, a looser house dress worn 
by a married woman to entertain her friends at afternoon tea, 

and new sportswear for sports like tennis or bicycling. Note 
ǘƘŀǘΣ ŀǎ ƛƴ ŀƴȅ ŜǊŀΣ ǎƻƳŜ ǿƻƳŜƴ ōǊƻƪŜ ǘƘŜ άŦŀǎƘƛƻƴ ǊǳƭŜǎΦέ

The Young Ladies Journal Triple Paris Fashion Plate (Feb 1887), 

The Victoria and Albert Museum

ǿVictorian Era (1837 - 1901)ǢȀ 6ĔĉÍçě ĉá @Àěçêĉă

ǿVictorian Dressing Gowns & Tea Gowns: A Brief Overview ,Ȁ FêěĢĉėêÍÀü w×ĳêăâ

ǿIf Clothes Could Talk: The Social History of the Tea Gown ǢȀ ^ÀėĹüÀăÓ ,×ăĢ×ė áĉė FêěĢĉėĹ ÀăÓ ,ħüĢħė×


