
RABANNE, PACO Paco Rabanne (1934– ) was born
Francisco Rabaneda y Cuervo in Pasagès de San Pedro in
the Basque region of Spain. His family fled to France in
1939 after his father was captured and executed by Fran-
cisco Franco’s troops. Rabanne studied architecture at the
École nationale supérieure des Beaux-arts in Paris from
1951 to 1963. In 1963 he won an award at the Biennale
de Paris for an inhabitable garden sculpture, which was
exhibited at the Musée d’art moderne de la ville de Paris.

Early Career
Rabanne’s drawing skills made it possible for him to en-
ter the world of fashion as early as 1955; indeed, to fi-
nance his architecture studies, he regularly supplied
drawings of handbags for Roger Model and shoes for
Charles Jourdan until 1963. In 1959 Women’s Wear Daily
published seven sketches of dresses signed “Franck Ra-
banne.” Though this was the first time the designer’s
name appeared in public, he chose “Franck” because the
number of letters in the first and last names totaled a
lucky thirteen. (He did not begin using the name Paco
professionally until 1965.) These dresses bore the imprint
of the style of Balenciaga, whose work was familiar to the
young Rabanne through his mother, a former chief seam-
stress in the master’s workshop in San Sebastián in Spain.

Rabanne put his artistic gifts and the skills of his fam-
ily to good use between 1962 and 1966: together they
hand-produced unusual buttons and embroideries for the
houses of haute couture. His clients at the time included
Nina Ricci, Cristóbal Balenciaga, Maggy Rouff, Philippe
Venet, Pierre Cardin, and Hubert de Givenchy.

In 1965, Rabanne’s creation of oversized rhodoïd jew-
elry in various geometric forms and bright colors brought
him his first major commercial and media success. It also
established one of the principles of his style: the use of
rigid divisible materials held together by metallic rings
or rivets.

Paco Rabanne’s first show took place on 1 February
1966 at the Hotel George V. This collection, which the
designer called “Twelve Unwearable Dresses in Con-
temporary Materials,” was worn by barefoot models
parading to the sounds of Pierre Boulez’s Le marteau sans
maître, which Rabanne chose to reflect modernity and to

shock the audience. It was a veritable fashion manifesto
and helped to establish Rabanne’s reputation as a revo-
lutionary. On 21 April 1966, the dancers of the celebrated
Parisian cabaret, the Crazy Horse Saloon, presented Ra-
banne’s collection of beachwear made of rhodoïd disks
or leather. The dancers modeled the unconventional
clothes in the form of a strip tease, creating another scan-
dal. Rabanne also set up his workshop in 1966 at 33, rue
Bergère, with a black décor accented with industrial scaf-
folding and bicycle seats for chairs.

Experiments in Design
Following the example of contemporary artists who had
given up the traditional media of paint and canvas, Paco
Rabanne chose to base his fashion experiments on a sys-
tematic challenge to the art of cutting and sewing. His
work was characterized from the beginning by a com-
plete rejection of traditional couture techniques in favor
of the exploration of unusual materials and methods of
assemblage.

Rabanne followed up his experiments in rhodoïd with
garments made of metal, making metal something of a dis-
tinctive signature. He used it from one collection to the
next in all its forms: disks and rectangles normally used to
make protective aprons for butchers, coats of mail, ham-
mered plates, aluminum jerseys, or elements of jewelry or
decoration used as modified ready-mades. This work led
Coco Chanel to call him “the metal worker.” Rabanne
readily acknowledged that the recycling of ready-mades
was very much in the tradition of the dadaists, such as his
acknowledged master Marcel Duchamp.

He experimented with other materials, whether pre-
viously unknown to fashion or reimagined and redirected
from their original purposes. Among Rabanne’s most no-
table creations were: paper dresses, which were presented
in his collections in 1967, 1988, and 1992; molded cloth-
ing known by the name of the patented Giffo process, in
which all the individual parts, including the buttons and
pockets, were molded in a single block (1968); designs
made from knitted fur (1967); and several made entirely
of buttons (1970), wood (1977), coconuts (1993), or laser
discs (1988). Far from being incidental, these experiments
were developed according to a rigorous artistic and ide-
ological perspective. In the process, they helped to free
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the art of clothing design from its strictly utilitarian con-
text, and they inspired many other designers to adopt
their current positions.

The innovative and nonconformist character of Ra-
banne’s work was recognized in avant-garde artistic cir-
cles. The gallery owner Iris Clert exhibited Paco
Rabanne’s creations in 1966 among those of other artists
she supported, like Lucio Fontana. Salvador Dalí referred
to his young compatriot as the second Spanish genius for
his Unwearable Dresses collection. Rabanne’s clothes
also appealed to such 1960s icons as Brigitte Bardot and
Françoise Hardy. It was also in this period that the cin-
ema made the most frequent use of his dresses, so sin-
gular in appearance and so photogenic.

Other Activities
In the 1960s and 1970s Rabanne was in great demand as
a costume designer for theatrical productions and ballets
as well as films. His many noteworthy contributions to
the cinema include: Two or Three Things I Know About
Her, directed by Jean-Luc Godard (1967); The Adventur-
ers (Les aventuriers) also known as “The Last Adventure,”
directed by Robert Enrico (1967); Two for the Road, di-

rected by Stanley Donen (1967); Casino Royale, directed
by John Huston (1967); and Barbarella, directed by Roger
Vadim (1968).

In addition to Rabanne’s work in costume design, he
produced a series of sophisticated perfumes. Calandre,
launched in 1969 by the Spanish company Puig (which
bought out Paco Rabanne in 1986), has proven to be one
of the most successful contemporary fragrances. Subse-
quent fragrances have sold well also. Rabanne’s perfumes,
as well as his numerous licenses for other products around
the world, have made it possible for the designer to con-
tinue his fashion experiments without suffering unduly
from the low profit margins of haute couture.

In 1999, Rabanne decided to put an end to haute
couture activity, while the ready-to-wear sector that he
had developed since 1990 experienced new growth, par-
ticularly with the arrival in 2000 of Rosemary Rodriguez
as the head of Rabanne’s creative studio. Rodriguez has
developed several collections in harmony with the very
particular stylistic grammar of Paco Rabanne.

On the occasion of Rabanne’s thirtieth anniversary
as a designer, the first retrospective exhibition of his fash-
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Paco Rabanne with several of his designs, 1977. Rabanne was famous for creating strikingly unusual clothing from unlikely ma-
terials such as plastic, paper, and various metals. © JAMES L. AMOS/CORBIS. REPRODUCED BY PERMISSION.
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ions was presented in 1995 at the Musée de la Mode in
Marseille, followed in 1996 by the bilingual publication
of the first monograph devoted to his work.

Paco Rabanne has been involved since the late 1980s
in several artistic projects beyond the confines of fash-
ion, including the production of Mira Nair’s film Salaam,
Bombay! The film was awarded the Caméra d’Or at the
Festival de Cannes in 1988.

In 1991 Rabanne published his first book, Trajectoire.
He has since written several other works of reflection on
mystical subjects and practices.

See also Balenciaga, Cristóbal; Extreme Fashions; Givenchy,
Hubert de; High-Tech Fashion;  Paper Dresses; Paris
Fashion; Perfume; Theatrical Costume.
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RAINCOAT A raincoat is a functional, lightweight
single- or double-breasted waterproof coat, worn as pro-
tection from the rain. One of the most typically British
of men’s coats, it was created when Scottish chemist
Charles Macintosh patented a waterproof fabric in 1823
and his name has become synonymous with the raincoat
ever since. A raincoat, which is closely related to the rid-
ing mac in cut and color, should be cut large enough to
fit over a suit, with a one-piece raglan sleeve (or with set-
in sleeves and broad shoulders to accommodate wide-
shouldered jackets), Prussian collar, and metal eyelets
under the armpits to allow the arms to breathe.

History
Although not all outerwear needs to be waterproof, up
to the turn of the nineteenth century the majority of out-
erwear on the market could not repel water unless specif-
ically treated with oil. There had been many attempts to
waterproof fabric effectively in the early part of the nine-
teenth century, but the actual method discovered by
Charles Macintosh in the early 1820s was in fact intended
for use for tarpaulin. He described his patented material
as “‘India rubber cloth,” whereby the texture of hemp,
flax, wool, cotton, and silk, and also leather, paper, and
other substances may be rendered impervious to water
and air. It was made as a “sandwich” of two pieces of ma-
terial surrounding a core of rubber softened by naptha.

Macintosh warned tailors that the coats sewn from
this material (without special precautions) would leak be-
cause of needle holes, but the “India rubber cloth” was

deemed such a success that tailors hurried to try to use
it nevertheless. After some time Macintosh was forced to
open his own shops to make coats with properly water-
proofed seams in order to protect his reputation. His tar-
tan-lined rubber cloth coat with fully sealed seams
remains the iconic raincoat. However, because tempera-
ture always rises in the rain and because rubberized cloth
is nonporous, the raincoats were liable to make the body
perspire when worn. London manufacturer George Spill
discovered a solution to this by inserting metal eyelets
under the armpits; such eyelets continue to be used in
many raincoats.

During World War I, Thomas Burberry devised a
weatherproof coat for the officers in the trenches, made
of a fine-twilled cotton gabardine that was put through
a chemical process to repel water while allowing the fab-
ric to breathe. The “trench coat” was not totally water-
proof, but was effectively water resistant under most
weather conditions and the raglan sleeves, which allow
for ease of movement, as well as the gabardine fabric used,
became the norm for waterproof coats of later years.

Basic styles of raincoats have changed little since
World War II, but raincoats for both men and women
started being offered in a wide range of colors, in contrast
to the older tans and grays that once were the only col-
ors available. Advances in fiber and fabric technology, in-
cluding surface treatments of fabrics, have made modern
raincoats more water-repellent than ever before.

Although men and women in the early twenty-first
century rely on cars, trains, and buses to protect them on
the way to work—and the raincoat remains a business
overcoat—the raincoat remains as popular a form of pro-
tection from the rain as it was when it was first conceived.

See also Outerwear; Rainwear; Umbrellas and Parasols.
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Tom Greatrex

RAINWEAR The primary function of rainwear—out-
erwear including raincoats, trench coats, mackintosh
coats, rain slickers, rain parkas, and even oilskin coats—
is to protect the wearer from the cold, rain, and sleet

RAINWEAR
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while preventing penetration of moisture to whatever is
being worn underneath.

Unlike most coats and jackets—which are usually ap-
propriate for a particular occasion—rainwear manufac-
turers have to respond to the functional needs of the
wearer: the classic case of form following function. But
although fashion is often a secondary consideration when
it comes to rainwear, most rainwear items nevertheless
are also expressions of style.

History
The original mackintosh raincoats dating from the early
1820s were of a fairly crude construction and awkward
appearance. The “India-rubber cloth” designed by the
Scottish chemist Charles Mackintosh, consisting of two
layers of cotton cemented with a layer of rubber, was not
originally intended for outerwear at all, but instead was
developed to waterproof tarpaulin.

The mackintosh concept was seized upon by tailors,
even though problems arose as needle holes greatly de-
creased the material’s ability to protect against the rain.
Mackintosh eventually developed a process to seal the
seams, and his name became synonymous with rainwear.
Even as late as 1900 almost any raincoat was referred to
as a mackintosh.

In the first decade of the twentieth century, many
raincoats were still being made of rubber, and were cut
long enough to reach a man’s ankles and made in either
single- or double-breasted styles.

World War I
The biggest development in the rainwear category came
with the need to provide an all-weather coat to the offi-
cers serving in the trenches during Word War I. The Lon-
don firm of Burberry owned the patent to a fabric of fine
cotton gabardine that had been chemically processed to
repel rain in order to protect shepherds and farm workers
in wind-swept rural England. Although the Burberry cloth
coat had been used by some officers during the Boer War
(1899–1902), it was not until 1914 that the brand would
receive the approval of the British war ministry.

More than 500,000 Burberry coats were produced
for the war effort, and these “trench coats,” as they would
become known, very quickly became the official coat of
Allied fighting men. Characterized by its shoulder tabs,
a collar with storm flap, and D-shaped rings on the belt
(to which pieces of a military kit, such as a water bottle
or hand grenade, could be attached) the trench coat was
produced by Burberry as well as by the London firm
Aquascutum—each featuring its company’s distinctive
house-check lining.

Hundreds of thousands of trench coats have been
sold in the early twenty-first century, but they are more
likely to be worn by someone ready to do battle on New
York’s Wall Street or in London’s Square Mile than on
the muddy fields of the Somme or Ypres. Versions of the

trench coat have graced the catwalks of Yves Saint Lau-
rent, Giorgio Armani, Chloe, and Moschino. In 2004, the
original trench coat was still an Aquascutum and Burberry
staple item, one that seems to epitomize British style for
many American and Japanese consumers. It thus has been
highly successful as a piece of military attire as well as a
stylish, practical, and iconic piece of clothing.

Post–World War I
By 1928, the rainwear of choice had become the French
aviation coat. Similar to the trench coat, a French avia-
tion coat was most frequently double-breasted with
raglan sleeves, and was often cut in gabardine lined with
oiled silk and lined with a plaid wool to ensure the coat
was both warm and dry. Like the trench coat, the avia-
tion coats also had belted waists as well as straps of gabar-
dine at the ends of the sleeves and would become known
as an all-weather coat.

During the 1930s, there was a trend toward a wider
skirted, looser hanging style of coat. This was in fact ex-
cellent for keeping rain from the body, taking into ac-
count that the gabardine from which it was constructed
was only water-repellent rather than waterproof. In 1934
Men’s Wear explained: “A coat is like a tent. An ordinary
tent of canvas will not leak in a driving shower, as long
as you do not scrape the underside. Touch the underside
and the water will begin to seep through instead of shed-
ding off. The same principle applies to a loose fitting
coat” (p. 27). Oiled silk and cotton raincoats and rubber
ponchos also began to make an appearance at the time.

Not a great deal else changed in rainwear fashions,
leaving aside color trends (it was fashionable to wear
white raincoats in the 1930s, for example, and instead of
blocks of color, different shades and tones were em-
ployed) and occasional changes in the typical length of a
raincoat, until the 1953 introduction of a raincoat made
from 50 percent cotton and 50 percent polyester. The
London Fog, as this coat would become known, was the
first on the market that was both water-repellent and
washable. It was originally brought out as a single-
breasted raglan and as a double-breasted trench coat, with
a third style (a single-breasted belted trench coat with
zippered sleeve pocket) added later.

The Peacock Revolution, born in Carnaby Street in
the 1960s, would see many women’s-wear designers cross
over to the menswear realm, and inevitably their influ-
ence was noticed in rainwear. The Sherlock Holmes-
esque raincoat with cape made a reappearance, as did
houndstooth raglan coats. With the vogue for highly
shaped suits, raincoats with wide Napoleon collars and
flared lines soon appeared. At this time, and during the
1970s, the raincoat graduated from being a solely func-
tional item to fashion “must have,” something that has
continued well into the twenty-first century with
Burberry and Aquascutum raincoats and trench coats be-
ing fashion essentials almost 100 years after they were
first conceived.

RAINWEAR
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See also Outerwear; Raincoat; Umbrellas and Parasols.

BIBLIOGRAPHY

Amies, Hardy. A, B, C of Men’s Fashion. London: Cahill and Co.
Ltd, 1964.

Barnes, Richard. Mods! London: Plexus Publishing Limited,
1979.

Byrde, Penelope. The Male Image: Men’s Fashion in England
1300–1970. London: B. T. Batsford, 1979.

Chenoune, Farid. A History of Men’s Fashion. Paris: Flammar-
ion, 1993.

De Marley, Diana. Fashion for Men: An Illustrated History. Lon-
don: B. T. Batsford, 1985.

Keers, Paul. A Gentleman’s Wardrobe. London: Weidenfield and
Nicolson, 1987.

Roetzel, Bernhard. Gentleman: A Timeless Fashion. Cologne:
Konemann, 1999.

Schoeffler, O. E., and William Gale. Esquire’s Encyclopedia of
20th Century Fashions. New York: McGraw-Hill, 1973.

Wilkins, Christobel. The Story of Occupational Costume. Poole:
Blandford Press, 1982.

Tom Greatrex

RAMIE Ramie (pronounced Ray-me), one of the old-
est textile fibers, comes in two forms. Boehmeria nivea is
also known as white ramie or China grass. It has been
cultivated in China for thousands of years under the name
zhuma. Boehmeria nivea (var. tenacissima) is also known
as green ramie or rhea.

Properties of Ramie

Advantages. Ramie fibers come from the stems of the
plant. They are harvested just before or right after the
flowers bloom by cutting near the roots. The stems are
processed in a manner similar to that used for trans-
forming flax fibers into linen fabrics. The ramie stems go
through the following steps to produce fibers suitable for
spinning: (1) decortication—breaking up the hard outer
bark to create long ribbons of bark and fiber; (2) degum-
ming—immersing the fiber in caustic soda and heating
in a closed container; and (3) washing and drying.

Producers of Ramie
The leading producers of ramie include China, Taiwan,
Korea, the Philippines, and Brazil. Ramie is also produced
in India, Thailand, Malaya, Queensland (Australia), Mau-
ritius, the Cameroons, West Indies, Mexico, the southern
states of the United States, and in south Europe.

Uses of Ramie
Ramie fibers were used for burial shrouds in ancient Egypt
and ancient China. They have been used for centuries in
Korea for the hanbok, Korea’s traditional costume.

Ramie has for the most part been used in the coun-
try in which it was produced. In the 1970s a loophole in

the Multifiber Arrangement (MFA) allowed ramie fiber
to be exported without import restrictions as long as at
least 50 percent of the fabric was made of ramie. This
encouraged the use of ramie in blends and contributed
to its popularity in the 1970s and 1980s. The MFA was
modified in 1986, thereby closing the loophole.

In the twenty-first century, ramie, either in blends
or alone, is used for a wide range of clothing: dresses,
suits, sportswear, and underwear. Other uses include gas
mantles for lanterns, ropes, nets, fire hoses, table linens,
filter cloth, upholstery, straw hats, and sewing thread.

Care of Ramie Textiles
Since ramie used for apparel is most often blended with
other fibers, the care of the fabric can vary. Fabric made
from 100 percent ramie may be machine washed, ma-
chine dried, and ironed at high temperatures. Dry clean-
ing (if safe for the dyes and finishes used) is best at
preserving the color, shape, and wrinkle-free appearance
of fabrics made of ramie fibers.

See also Fibers; Korean Dress and Adornment; Shroud.
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RATINE. See Yarns.

RAYON Rayon, acetate, and lyocell are all regenerated
cellulose fibers. They originate from chemical treatment
of natural materials. The materials most often used are
cotton fibers too short to spin into yarns or wood chips.
The Federal Trade Commission establishes generic cat-
egories of fibers for regulation and labeling purposes.

RAYON
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The generic classification “rayon” includes several vari-
ants. Viscose rayon is the most common form. A variation
of viscose, high-wet-modulus rayon was produced in 1955
with trade names of Avril and Zantrel as a modification
to generate high strength, reduce elongation, and im-
prove washability of rayon. Cuprammonium rayon is sub-
jected to slightly different processing. U.S. cuprammonium
production ceased in 1975, but it is still produced in Japan
(FiberSource Web site; Kadolph and Langford 2001).

Acetate has its own generic category, which also in-
cludes a variant, triacetate. Triacetate is a manufactured
cellulosic that is similar to acetate but limited in pro-
duction and usage. (Collier and Tortora 2000). Lyocell
was given its own classification by the FTC for labeling
purposes, but it was also designated as a sub-classification
of rayon.

Rayon, the earliest manufactured fiber, was first
patented in 1855 by the Swiss chemist Georges Aude-
mars. It was called “artificial silk.” Sir Joseph Swan, an
English chemist, was inspired by Thomas Edison’s in-
candescent electric lamp to experiment with extruding
Audemars’s cellulose solution through fine holes into a
coagulating bath in order to create filaments for the elec-
tric light. His fibers were used in Edison’s invention as
well as for an 1885 exhibition of textiles his wife cro-
cheted from his new fiber. “Artificial silk” was also ex-
hibited at the Paris Exhibition in 1889 by the French
chemist Count Hilaire de Chardonnet who is known as
the “father of the rayon industry” because he built the
first plant for commercial production of “Chardonnet
silk” in Besancon, France.

The French chemist Louis-Henri Despeissis patented
cuprammonium rayon producing what he called “Bem-
berg silk” as early as 1908. A British silk company, Samuel
Courtaulds and Company, Ltd., began production of a
rayon known as viscose rayon in 1905 and by 1911 helped
start American Viscose Corporation in the United States
(FiberSource Web site; Encyclopaedia Britannica 2003).
Some researchers theorize that getting access to the sci-
ence of producing rayon was such a benefit for the United
States that it contributed to American involvement in
World War I (Clairmonte and Cavanagh 1981).

The invention of acetate was rapidly followed by
commercial production, as early as 1910. In Switzerland,
Camille and Henry Dreyfus created acetate motion pic-
ture film and toilet articles and during World War I built
a plant in England to help the war effort with cellulose
acetate dope for airplane wings. The Dreyfus brothers
were invited to build an acetate plant in Maryland to pro-
vide cellulose acetate dope for American airplanes. The
Celanese Company began commercial production of ac-
etate fiber in 1924. Both rayon and acetate garments were
available to consumers by the 1920s. Confusion between
the two fibers was partially due to the Federal Trade
Commission designating both as rayon. This was not cor-
rected until 1953 when rayon and acetate were given sep-
arate generic fiber classifications.

Cellulosic manufactured fibers reached peak pro-
duction in the 1980s with a market share of 21 percent.
Fiber was produced in North America, Europe, and Asia.
By 2002, Asia had become the leading manufactured fiber
producer with 65 percent of the market and cellulosics
had dropped to 6 percent of fiber production (Fiber-
Source Web site). Given that polyester production soared
while cellulosics dropped, it seems that polyester became
accepted as the most optimal “artificial silk.”

Lyocell, developed as a “better” manufactured cellu-
losic, may be fundamental to reinventing enthusiasm for
manufactured cellulosic fibers. Introduced to the U.S.
market in the early 1990s, lyocell is sold under the trade-
mark Tencel by Tencel, Inc., and by the Austrian pro-
ducer Lenzing AG as Lyocell by Lenzing. Promoted as a
designer level apparel textile that is more environmentally
friendly than rayon, lyocell promotions tended to down-
play association with rayon and focused on being a new
textile with considerable potential for comfort and aes-
thetic appeal.

Producing rayon, acetate, and lyocell fibers. Although
each manufacturing process has technical differences and
variations in the steps, the basic procedure for the man-
ufacture of rayon and lyocell begins with wood chips or
cotton linters. These materials are treated with chemi-
cals and subjected to various treatments, depending on
the end product. Eventually these materials are reduced
to a cellulosic solution. This solution passes through spin-
nerets, patterned after the small holes that silkworms use
to extrude silk filament, and dries to become mostly pure
cellulose filaments.

Wood pulp or cotton linters are also used in pro-
duction of acetate, however, as a result of the chemical
treatments, the fiber produced is no longer pure cellu-
lose, but rather a form called cellulose acetate. As a re-
sult, the characteristics of acetate differ from those of the
purely cellulose fibers. Acetate was the first thermoplas-
tic fiber, a fiber that will soften and melt when exposed
to high levels of heat (Kadolph and Langford 2001).

In the manufacture of lyocell, chemicals can be re-
covered and recycled, making lyocell one of the most en-
vironmentally friendly fibers to produce. Rayon and
acetate involve considerable potential for hazardous
chemical by-products. Efforts have been made to recycle
chemicals and minimize environmental impacts, but the
strict environmental pollution regulations in the United
States have led many American manufacturers to discon-
tinue rayon production.

Characteristics of rayon, acetate, and lyocell textiles.
Rayon and lyocell have high absorbency, low heat reten-
tion, and soft, non-irritating surfaces that make them com-
fortable next to the skin in warm weather. Both can also
be manipulated to emulate the aesthetic character of cot-
ton, wool, silk, and linen. Additionally, lyocell has the ca-
pacity to simulate the aesthetics of silk, suede, and leather.
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By contrast, acetate has more heat retention and less ab-
sorbency and is subject to static electricity build-up.

Viscose rayon and lyocell tend to be produced as sta-
ple (short) fibers and thereby have a textured surface that
softens light reflectance. Acetate fibers are typically pro-
duced as filament fibers, and as a result acetate is more
successful in simulating the luster and body of silk in such
fabrics as taffeta and satin. Both rayon and lyocell dye
easily although color will fade over time and with abra-
sion. Acetate was difficult to dye and subject to fading
until synthetic solution dyes were developed to solve this
problem. Acetate now is produced in a wide color range
and color stability is good when fabrics are exposed to
sunlight, perspiration, air pollution, and cleaning. Acetate
is dissolved by fingernail polish remover containing ace-
tone and is damaged by extended exposure to sunlight.

Unless it is the high wet modulus type, rayon has
poor durability and resiliency. Rayon and acetate perform
better if dry-cleaned than if laundered because they are
weaker when wet. Acetate also has poor abrasion resis-
tance and is sensitive to chemicals. While rayon may
shrink or be distorted after laundering unless given spe-
cial finishes, acetate is dimensionally stable. Lyocell is
much stronger when wet than rayon or acetate and is
considered to have good durability and dimensional sta-
bility. Resiliency is better than either rayon or acetate.
Lyocell can be successfully washed by using the gentle
cycle and can be pressed with a warm iron. Wrinkle-
resistant treatments do not greatly affect strength. Ly-
ocell has potential to fibrillate, which results in a fuzzy
appearance on the surface. This is beneficial for a tex-
tured surface but makes the fabric subject to abrasion
damage. New variations developed to lower fibrillation
contribute to the versatility of this promising textile. Ly-
ocell is often manufactured in microfiber (ultrafine) form
to enhance the extremely soft feel and drape.

A major concern with acetate is its reaction to heat
and to fire. While acetate wrinkles easily, it fuses and
melts if ironed at high temperatures. Acetate also burns
readily, as do all cellulosics, but spits molten pieces while
burning that melt and fuse to the skin. Acetate is mildew
and insect resistant. (FiberSource Web site; Kadolph and
Langford 2001; Collier and Tortora 2000).

Rayon, acetate, and lyocell in fashion across time. Early
in the twentieth century, rayon and acetate were both ex-
plored as an economical alternative to silk. The market-
ing of both fibers became confused as acetate was first
sold as a form of rayon labeled “acetate rayon.” Follow-
ing World War I, which temporarily disrupted fiber de-
velopment, consumers experienced problems with
shrinkage and distortion of rayon and the thermoplastic-
ity of acetate that had to be addressed. World War II dis-
rupted access to silk fiber. Manufacturers in the United
States used this opportunity to expand the market for
rayon and acetate, allowing them to be accepted as new
fibers rather than silk substitutes.

New fibers competed with rayon and acetate in the
postwar period. While consumers enjoyed their low cost,
unpredictability of performance was a deterrent. Use of
manufactured cellulosics has declined. The large market
share of polyester in the 2002 market leads one to assume
that the aesthetic of silk is still important, but better per-
formance than either rayon or acetate tend to provide has
become a higher priority (FiberSource Web site).

Lyocell may be an exception to this downward trend.
Manufacturers have been careful to differentiate lyocell
from rayon. As a new fiber, it has a cachet of novelty and
designer level taste that fits well with fashion. Recently,
the versatility of Tencel lyocell is being expanded
through new finishing processes that expand options for
the aesthetic character of the final textile or garment
(American Fiber Manufacturer’s Association). Having the
aesthetic of cellulosics with better performance and the
aura of being good for the environment may help lyocell
become the manufactured cellulosic of choice.

Common rayon, acetate, and lyocell textile uses. Rayon
is used for a range of apparel as either 100 percent rayon
or blended to create blouses, dresses, suiting, sport shirts,
work clothes, slacks, and accessories. Interior products
are also frequently blended and primarily include uphol-
stery, draperies, slipcovers, bed coverings, and table-
cloths. High wet modulus rayon tends to be used in
knitwear and lingerie. Nonwoven applications for rayon
are also extensive due to its high absorbency. These in-
clude cosmetic “cotton” balls, industrial wipes, reusable
cleaning cloths, disposable diapers and sanitary products,
and medical surgical materials. High tenacity rayon can
be used for tire cords and other industrial products (Col-
lier and Tortora 2000; Kadolph and Hollen 2001; Fiber-
Source Web site).

Acetate fiber is primarily used for linings and also
special occasion apparel, such as taffeta, satin, and bro-
cade wedding and prom dresses. It is commonly found
blended with rayon in interior textiles, such as antique
satin or brocade draperies, textured upholstery, and bed-
spreads and quilts. Acetate is used for cigarette filters.

Because it is nearly twice the price of rayon, lyocell
has been targeted primarily to upscale apparel, such as
business wear, dresses, slacks, and coats. Recent innova-
tions resulting from the Tencel Inc., Intellect research
program has moved lyocell into more formal wear, such
as men’s suits. Lyocell is also being seen in lingerie,
hosiery, and casual wear. Interior uses include upholstery
and draperies. Lyocell can be blended with cotton, wool,
linen, silk, nylon, and polyester, a broad range of possi-
bilities for combining fiber characteristics. New modifi-
cations have made production of lyocell knitwear optimal.
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READY-TO-WEAR The textile and apparel industry
constitutes the largest global manufacturing employer
with approximately 200 nations involved in production
resulting in $313.5 billion in trade during 1996. Of this
amount, $163.3 billion was derived from apparel, the
tenth largest trade category in the world. The apparel in-
dustry comprises many small but interrelated firms. Mak-
ing garments to sell as ready-to-wear is labor intensive
but to initiate production requires less capital investment
and less advanced technology than many other busi-
nesses. Women constitute the majority of the labor force
worldwide and have found apparel a continuing source
of employment throughout history. These factors have
made the business of ready-to-wear clothing of particu-
lar importance to the economies of developing nations in
the twentieth and early twenty-first centuries, and to en-
trepreneurs in many earlier eras.

The illustrated chart shows the relationships of the
many associated firms involved in the production of all
price levels of ready-to-wear. In the modern industry,
these firms are located in many different parts of the
world. Thus production emphasis is now placed on the
coordination and logistics of each aspect of the process.

There are four aspects of ready-to-wear with historic
antecedents that remain important businesses in the
twenty-first century. The most common is the specula-
tive production of fashionable garments to be sold at 
retail as described in the chart. Secondly, commissioned
garment production, for example military uniforms, dif-
fers from speculative production in the nature of finan-
cial risk because there is no need to sell at retail. Thirdly,
the used-clothing market has traditionally been a ready-
made clothing source for the poor. However, the enor-
mous growth of used clothing as a viable and expanding
business in the late twentieth and early twenty-first cen-
turies is notable for the breadth of its market, which
reaches almost all socioeconomic levels through resale
and thrift shops as well as auctions. Due in part to the
relaxation of standards of dress, in part to popular cul-
ture and in part to affluence in the last quarter of the
twentieth century, used clothing is an important sector
of the current ready-to-wear market. Firms that provide
services for international trade via shipping and logistics

constitute a fourth important and profitable aspect, es-
pecially because of the decentralization of the modern in-
dustry.

Pre-Industrial Ready-to-Wear: Speculative
Production
Speculative production began in antiquity with garments
and accessories traded internationally. For example,
ready-to-wear was part of ancient Babylonian business
life as recorded on clay tablets dating from 1400 to 1200
B.C.E. A merchant there wrote to his associates to in-
struct them to open his warehouse, take out garments
from his sealed chests and from the chests of garments
returned to him by another merchant. He instructed
them to “Write your tablets as follows: they have taken
so-and-so many garments from the chest, so-and-so
many from the regular deliveries have not been received,
so-and-so many are from the garments returned to me—
and send all the tablets to me” (Oppenheim, p. 85).
These instructions are not unlike inventories taken in
modern industry.

Speculative production requires capital investment
and the ability to assume the risks inherent in recouping
investment through the sale of merchandise at a profit.
In the pre-industrial era such production included useful
but semi-fitted garments. After 1350, as clothing became
more fitted, shirts and accessories such as collars, hair
nets, hats, and gloves became the primary kinds of prod-
ucts traded. In Renaissance Florence, embroidered de-
tachable sleeves could be purchased ready-made and were
also exported. London customs records for the second
half of the sixteenth century show gloves from Belgium,
Spain, and Italy imported by the gross; hair nets, straw
hats, and caps from France by the dozen; as well as knit-
ted nightcaps, gloves, stockings, and petticoats. Sixteenth-
century London silkwomen, who processed imported raw
silk from Italy into thread, could weave ribbons and other
trimmings to make silk accessories which they sold in
their own shops along with imported silk items, such as
hair nets, netted neckwear, and netted sleeves. Elsewhere,
women did most of the work of making small accessories,
and such products were ordered and sold through men’s
trade guilds.

Pre-Industrial Ready-to-Wear: Commissions and
Donations
Commissions were given for the provisioning of armies,
household retainers, or charitable donations. In ancient
Rome records indicate that garments were produced in
factory-like settings with perhaps 100 workers, and that
some early form of mass production outfitted the Ro-
man legions. Commissions also feature in later European
religious rituals and charitable donations. For example,
in the annual Maundy Thursday foot-washing ceremony,
Elizabeth I of England (1533–1603) provided a woolen
gown, a pair of shoes, and a smock—mass produced at
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her expense—to as many women as equaled the years of
the queen’s age. In another sixteenth-century example,
a wealthy citizen of Nuremberg, Germany, provided in
his will of 1577 that each year on 31 October, 100 poor
men would be provided with a coat, waistcoat, and
trousers of black wool, a black hat, a white linen shirt,
and a pair of shoes. This particular donation continued
until 1809 and required two master tailors and their jour-
neymen to use specific patterns, standard measures, and
materials purchased from specified vendors, require-
ments similar to practices in twenty-first century ready-
to-wear. Wealthy individuals might also provide in their
wills for mourning clothes to be made and given to
mourners at their funerals.

Pre-Industrial Ready-to-Wear: Used Clothing
By far the most widespread and common source of ready-
to-wear clothing in the pre-industrial era was the used

clothing market. Throughout Europe records beginning
in the Middle Ages document dealers in used clothing,
often women, who supplied many in the lower socioeco-
nomic levels for whom new clothing was too expensive.
Used clothing dealers sometimes rented stalls in market
areas designated for their trade, or simply sold their wares
on the streets. A retail guild including dealers in second-
hand clothing was organized in Florence, Italy, in 1266.
The necessity for having used clothing available is ap-
parent in the following examples from Nuremberg, Ger-
many, in 1509 where a new coat given to a servant girl
by her employer was equal to 56 percent of her annual
income, and the fabric provided for a servant’s coat and
trousers was 148 percent of his annual wage. Some mem-
bers of the upper classes also purchased used clothing,
most of which was acquired by dealers at estate sales.
During plague years, when there was fear of infection,
used clothing markets were closed.
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New York tailors, circa 1890. Around the turn of the century, many arriving immigrants with tailoring skills found work pro-
ducing clothing in New York City, the center of the American ready-to-wear industry. © HULTON-DEUTCH COLLECTION/CORBIS. REPRO-
DUCED BY PERMISSION.
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Pre-Industrial Ready-to-Wear: International Trade
International trade in ready-to-wear garments and acces-
sories increased as other regions of the world opened to Eu-
ropean business in the sixteenth century. By the seventeenth
century some larger ready-made garments, such as the
banyan or Indian gown for men, and the mantua for women,
were imported to Europe. Both were T-shaped garments
similar to caftans, and were considered informal dress.

The first merchant ship to fly the flag of the United
States, The Empress of China, sailed for the Orient in 1784.
Its cargo of Virginia ginseng was traded at Canton,
China, for porcelains and soft goods including ready-
made umbrellas, 600 pairs of ladies’ mitts; six pairs of
ladies’ satin shoes, more than 250 pairs of men’s satin
breeches, and a large number of textiles. On the second
voyage in 1786, the ship returned with similar wares that
included more than 600 pairs of satin breeches. These
cargos were consigned to merchants who advertised the
contents up and down the east coast of the United States.

Bristol, England, had more than 200 merchant houses
trading internationally by the late eighteenth century, ex-
porting felt hats, worsted caps, stockings, hosiery,
footwear, and wearing apparel such as canvas frocks,
trousers, shirts, jackets, and drawers. As part of the slave

trade, this kind of ready-made clothing was traded in
Africa to buy slaves and sold in America and the West In-
dies to provide clothing for slaves. Similar ill-fitting loose
clothing was provided for sailors and was known as slops.

Early Industrialization of Ready-to-Wear in the
United States
Merchant tailors, long prevented from making clothing
on speculation because of guild restrictions and lack of
capital, began to work in mass production during the
nineteenth century. Systems of standardized and pro-
portional measurements enabled them to make better fit-
ting ready-to-wear at more affordable prices. The
introduction by 1820 of a tape measure marked in inches
made more standardization possible. Statistics kept for
soldiers in the American Civil War helped determine how
men’s measurements could be better adapted for mass
production. Ebeneezer Butterick’s 1863 patent for the
sized paper pattern provided increased standardization
for women’s garments. During the first half of the nine-
teenth century, mass produced ready-to-wear clothing
was almost exclusively for men. Only mantles and cloaks
with little fit were produced for women.

In the early years of industrialization, labor costs re-
mained cheaper than fabric, with women and boys doing
much of the sewing by hand at home while the pattern
making, cutting, and inspection of finished goods were un-
der the supervision of the tailor in his shop. At the end of
the nineteenth century, immigrants met the growing need
for labor. Many arriving with tailoring and dressmaking
skills found work producing ready-to-wear in New York
City, the center of the American ready-to-wear industry.

Early Industrialization: The Sewing Machine
The first technological innovation impacting industrial
garment making directly was the sewing machine. Fol-
lowing developments by Elias Howe and Isaac Singer
among others, Nathan Wheeler and Allen B. Wilson
made and marketed a machine clothing manufacturers
found efficient because it allowed fabric to feed evenly
on curved seams. The sewing machine made possible the
piecework concept of factory organization where each
step was performed by a different person, eliminating the
need for skilled workers.

Steam-powered sewing machines in factory work-
rooms were used from the early 1850s to produce men’s
shirts and collars, and were then adapted for the pro-
duction of suits for men and boys. Overcoats of heavy
cloth could be sewn by machine in three days instead of
six by hand. The business of women’s cloaks and man-
tles as well as crinolines and hooped petticoats was 
improved by the use of the sewing machine, and conse-
quently these items became cheaper when ready-made.
Women’s fashions using braids and trimmings increased
as machines made the application easier.

Improvements to the sewing machine continued,
with 7,339 patents for sewing machines and accessories
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Model of Shannon Rodgers-designed dress, 1973. Rodgers
would skillfully select an element of haute couture design and
incorporate it into several ready-to-wear fashions. © CONDÉ NAST

ARCHIVE/CORBIS. REPRODUCED BY PERMISSION.
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granted between 1842 and 1895. Technologies for cut-
ting and pressing were the last fundamental industrial
processes to be developed. The most successful mecha-
nism for cutting multiple layers of cloth arrived in 1890,
and the modern pressing machine was developed in the
first years of the twentieth century.

Clothing Distribution after 1850
The nature of clothing distribution changed in the sec-
ond half of the nineteenth century with the creation of
department stores in large urban centers in Europe and
North America. With these stores came greater variety
for the consumer and the advent of advertising to influ-
ence choice. Department stores appeared in the early
1850s, and, by the end of the century had become enor-
mous architectural wonders that encompassed many
kinds of merchandise including ready-made garments for
men, women, and children. Although these large stores
offered products through illustrated catalogs, their focus
was on the urban population.

In the United States, Aaron Montgomery Ward es-
tablished a mail-order business in 1872 offering to fur-
nish “Farmers and Mechanics throughout the Northwest
with all kinds of Merchandise at Wholesale Prices.” Sears,
Roebuck and Company followed in 1893. By 1920,
Ward’s catalog had grown from a single sheet to 872
pages, and Sears’ 1921 edition was 1,064 pages with the
first 96 pages devoted to women’s clothing, followed by
40 pages for men and boys. In addition to illustrated cat-
alogs, women’s magazines, first appearing in Europe at
the end of the eighteenth century, proliferated through-
out the nineteenth century. Initially limited fashion cov-
erage focused on illustrations featuring the latest fashions,
their materials and colors, and sometimes the providers.
By the end of the nineteenth century, more pages were
given over to product advertisements.

Speculative Production of Ready-To-Wear as a
Mature Industry
By the 1920s mass production and mass merchandising
were fully integrated into the ready-to-wear industry.
The focus of advertising had shifted from declarations of
quality to exhortations urging readers to keep up with
fashion, and from an emphasis on men’s wear to one on
women’s wear. This gave impetus to the modern indus-
try’s strategy of rapid fashion change. The women’s
ready-to-wear industry in the United States became con-
centrated in New York City between Sixth Avenue and
Ninth Avenue from 35th Street to 41st Street, where 65
percent of the women’s garment workers were employed
by 1940. The proximity of manufacturers to labor and
suppliers as well as associated businesses gave New York
firms the flexibility to react quickly and efficiently to
changing fashions. Employment in the domestic Ameri-
can apparel industry peaked in 1950 at 1.4 million.

Jerry Silverman, Inc., a manufacturer of women’s
better dresses, organized in 1959, provides an example of

typical production processes. In 1970 Silverman sold
dresses at wholesale from $39.75 to $89.75 to about 3,000
stores nationwide, where they cost the consumer from
$70 to $175. Not including CMT (cut, make, trim) con-
tractors, the firm employed about eighty people. Shan-
non Rodgers, the firm’s designer, had his name on the
label, an unusual acknowledgment when most designers
working for manufacturers remain anonymous.

To develop a concept for his ready-to-wear line in
a given season, Rodgers went to Europe to view collec-
tions. The industry in the United States usually depends
on Parisian fashion ideas, especially for silhouette and
color. However, the complex and detailed French haute
couture (fine, luxurious made-to-order clothing) cannot
be directly copied for ready-to-wear garments intended
to fit thousands of consumers. Rodgers was skilled at tak-
ing single elements of a haute couture design, for exam-
ple, a skirt detail, a neckline treatment, or a sleeve style,
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Used goods sold in open-air market. People sort through used
clothing at this outdoor market in Kenya in 2000. Because of
the poor economy and resulting widespread poverty, this type
of business forms an integral part of Kenya’s informal econ-
omy. © AP/WIDE WORLD PHOTOS. REPRODUCED BY PERMISSION.
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and incorporating them into various garments, getting
perhaps six ready-to-wear ideas from a single haute cou-
ture garment. These trips also gave Rodgers ideas for fab-
ric choices that would give the finished garment the
texture, volume, and movement he envisioned.

After sketches for the line were completed, fabrics and
trimmings were purchased and a sample produced in com-
pany workrooms. Once the sample had been approved, it
was sent to the pattern maker, graded into various sizes,
and sent out to be duplicated for fashion show and show-
room use. The Silverman fashion show for retail buyers
and the fashion press usually featured about 100 different
styles. Initial orders from buyers were confirmed after ap-
proval from the stores they represented. The success of
the business depended on the quantity of confirmed or-
ders and timely delivery—first of the fabrics and trimmings
for production and then of the finished garments to the
stores—as well as keeping production costs minimized.

Outside contractors cut the garments, bundled the
pieces of each individual dress, and sent the bundles to
machine operators for sewing. After sewing, the garments
were finished, pressed, and returned to the Silverman
Company for a final quality check and proper labeling.
Labels included the firm’s label, “Shannon Rodgers for
Jerry Silverman,” the union label, fiber content and clean-
ing instructions, style and size, and the store label and
price tag.

Next came the firm’s promotion and advertising to
prepare customers for the new season. Once the finished
garments had been shipped and received by the store, re-
tail display, promotion, and advertising began. The sales-

person and the customer at the point-of-sale completed
the business process.

U.S. Ready-to-Wear Production in the Late
Twentieth Century
By the early 1960s, manufacturers in the United States
began to look for cheaper labor costs and production fa-
cilities off-shore. This resulted in a decrease in domestic
apparel employment to 684,000 by 1999. It also resulted
in a new focus on the logistics of coordinating off-shore
production facilities where each part of an ensemble
might be manufactured in a different country but is ex-
pected to reach the stores as a complete look. Modern
communication and transportation make this kind of de-
centralized production process possible. Another signif-
icant change in late twentieth and early twenty-first
century ready-to-wear is the importance of marketing
strategies to product development.

Procedures associated with a retailer acting as man-
ufacturer, or jobber, for merchandise bearing the store’s
private label, offer an instructive comparison with mid-
twentieth century processes. In the 1990s, beginning at
least 15 months in advance of the arrival of the garments
in the store, the design director, color specialist, and prod-
uct merchandisers would consult color and textile services
and view collections in Europe and America. Fabric spe-
cialists and product merchandisers then shopped for yarns
and textiles at major textile trade fairs. The initial line
concept including color, mood, theme, silhouette, fabrics,
and key components was presented to the product man-
agement team. The design team planned their internal
strategy and refined the line concept before they joined
the product merchandisers to make a final presentation to
store committee members and management. Samples
were reviewed and target prices agreed to before trips
abroad to select contractors. Five months before the prod-
ucts were due to be shipped, the line was finalized and
contracts signed. The products reached the stores six to
eight weeks from the shipping date.

In order to track production at distant sites and cut
costs even further, some mass-market firms use video-
conferencing and other sophisticated technologies to
send and receive information, thereby insuring product
quality without the need to travel to the producer. As the
time frame for fashion changes in ready-to-wear becomes
more compressed, communication technology becomes
more essential to success.

Conclusion
Innovations in transportation, communication, and tech-
nology have been major forces for change throughout the
history of ready-to-wear clothing production. Addition-
ally, rapid fashion changes have influenced the modern ap-
parel industry by compressing the production timetable.
However, the production of ready-to-wear apparel has
been consistently labor intensive, leading modern manu-
facturers to seek lower labor costs by repeatedly moving
production facilities. Challenges faced by the industry in
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Women sew clothes at a textile mill. Women constitute the
majority of the labor force in the apparel industry throughout
the world. © BROWNIE HARRIS/CORBIS. REPRODUCED BY PERMISSION.
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the early twenty-first century remain similar to those faced
in earlier eras, particularly in the area of speculative pro-
duction where the customer must be inclined to purchase
at a price that yields a profit to the manufacturer.

See also Fashion Industry; Seventh Avenue; Sewing Machine;
Sweatshops.
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RECYCLED TEXTILES Textile recycling is one of
the oldest and most established recycling industries in
the world, yet, few people understand the industry and
its myriad players. Textiles have been recycled since the
eighteenth century when the Napoleonic War caused
virgin wool shortages and required that wool fibers be

garneted into new yarns. Even though the textile in-
dustry has been utilizing used fibers for at least 150
years, the markets for recycled textile fiber continue to
evolve.

The textile recycling process functions as a multi-
faceted system that occurs along a pipeline of inter-
related constituents that not only turns pre- and post-
consumer waste back into fiber, but also is extracting
new fiber from domestic waste. Specifically, PET (poly-
ethylene terephthalate), the chemical substance from
which some polyester is made, is reclaimed from plastic
soda bottles. Although recycling is politically correct and
ecologically friendly, 4–6 percent of landfills are com-
prised of recyclable textile products since discarded
clothing and textile waste fail to reach the recycling
pipeline, primarily because consumers do not understand
the recycling process. The Council for Textile Recycling
reports that the per capita consumption of fiber in the
United States is 67.9 pounds with over 40 pounds (59
percent) per capita being discarded per year. Of coun-
tries where statistics are available, the United Kingdom
deposits the highest percentages (90 percent) of textile
waste to the landfill, compared to 65 percent from Ger-
many, 30 percent from Denmark, and 20 percent from
Switzerland.

A Global Problem
Western consumption patterns encourage excessiveness
that leads to a negative impact on global sustainability.
By implementing textile recycling, global sustainability
increases. Two important issues regarding the global na-
ture of textile recycling include: (1) textile waste is cre-
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Recycled Textiles: Source, Usage, and Benefits

Source

Wearable post-consumer clothing

 
Non-wearable post-consumer clothing

Polyester/cotton manufacturing waste

Shoddy mungo

Linters

Fiber waste

Recycled PET

Usage

Export to less developed countries
Disaster relief
Vintage collectibles

Wipers
 

Feedstock for engineered plastics

Insulating pads 
Bedding
Blankets

Cotton felts

Paper pulp
Hi-density composite
Fibrous composites
Laminated composites
Particulate composites
Concrete filler material

Fleece outerwear
Carpets

Primary Benefit

Cost
Charity
Premium resale

Cost
Ecological

Energy savings
Cost
Relative weight
Abundance of materials

Cost
Durability

Cost

Low water absorption
Does not release harmful chemicals

Thermal properties 
Environmental
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ated and disposed of on a global scale, and (2) much of
the used-clothing market is located in developing coun-
tries where annual wages are sometimes less than the cost
of one outfit in the United States. For many people in
developing countries, it is necessary to be able to receive
used clothing surplus from industrialized nations. Simp-
son (1996) reports that nearly 34,000 tons of used cloth-
ing is sent to Africa annually. Because not all countries
allow the importation of used clothing, black markets
have risen as goods move across borders to meet market
demands.

The three primary areas for processing of reclaimed
apparel are Prato, Italy; Dewsbury, United Kingdom;
and, more recently, India. These processing centers ob-
tain used apparel from all over the world, sort items based
on color and fiber content, mechanically reduce the ap-
parel back to a fiber state, then reprocess into new yarns
and end products.

The Process of Recycling Textiles
The range of markets for used textile fiber varies from
vintage collectibles; to used clothing exported to less de-

veloped countries, to industrial uses. Traditional sources
of textile waste come from three different sources:

1. fiber, yarn, and fabric processing
2. sewn products manufacture
3. discard at the end of its useful life

Textile and cutting wastes at the manufacturing level
are considered pre-consumer waste and are easier to re-
cycle because the fibers, dyes, and finishes are known and
in like-new condition. Post-consumer waste is of uncer-
tain origin and has a wide variance in quality and condi-
tion, making it more difficult to recycle. Ongoing
research and development focuses on the problem of pro-
cessing used, mixed fibers.

Most post-consumer textiles are collected by charity
organizations, but it is impossible for charities to utilize
all of the collected clothing so they sell the balance to rag
graders. Approximately 500 textile recycling companies in
the United States are responsible for diverting 775,000
tons of post-consumer textile waste from the landfills.
These “rag sorters” sort used clothes for export, wipers,
and fiber and fabric manufacturers (Council for Textile
Recycling 1997). Although textile-recycling processors

GLOSSARY OF TECHNICAL TERMS

Clippings: Waste generated from a sewn-products cut-
ting room.

Cream: Goods in like-new condition that have not been
circulated in the consumer market.

Deadstock: A product that is not useable or saleable.

Garnet: To separate fabric into the fibers from which it
is made by using a machine with needlike teeth that
pull the fabric apart.

Mill Overruns: Anything made for first quality but not
used, e.g. overproduction.

Mungo: Fibers extracted from woven garments. Fibers
obtained by this method are very short and must be
mixed with longer fibers to enable successful spin-
ning.

Needlepunch wipers: Wipers manufactured from textile
waste products.

PET: Thermoplastic polyester based on polyethylene
terephthalate, i.e. recyclable plastics.

Post-Consumer Textile Waste: Textile waste from the
home.

Pre-Consumer Textile Waste: Waste produced from
manufacturing processes.

Rag Sorter: A company that grades post-consumer tex-
tile waste based on product, condition, or material
content.

Reworkable waste: Waste from the manufacturing
process that can be fed more or less directly back
into the process.

Shoddy: Fibers produced from knitted garments

Soft waste: Waste from the manufacture of garments and
yarns, mixed with new fiber by spinners to produce
cheaper yarns.

Textile MRF: A facility that grades and sorts post-
consumer waste.

Vintage Used Clothing: Reused clothing that has become
fashionable or has collectible value.

Wipers: Squares cut from any cloth or material used to
clean or polish.

Some of these glossary terms specific to the textile
recycling industry have been adapted from the Council
for Textile Recycling Buyers Guide and Directory,
Bethesda, Md.: Council for Textile Recycling, 1995.
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have historically purchased their inventory by weight from
charity surplus, they have recently begun to expand their
base of suppliers by helping municipalities develop curb-
side and drop-off textile collection programs. Almost half
(45 percent) of the collected goods are recycled as sec-
ondhand clothing, typically sold to markets in developing
countries. Thirty percent is used for the wiper industry
and another 26 percent are converted to new raw mate-
rials used primarily as stuffing or insulation pads

See also Polyester; Secondhand Clothes, Anthropology of;
Secondhand Clothes, History of; Textiles and Inter-
national Trade.
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REENACTORS Reenactors, referring to themselves
sometimes as “living historians,” are individuals who pub-
licly recreate historical events and eras by donning his-
torical dress and emulating period behavior. For most it
is a hobby or pastime, occurring among all age groups and
genders in varying locations around the world. People in
the United States can be found reenacting the European
medieval era, the American Revolutionary War, the early
1800s westward expansion, World War II, and other
events. In the early 2000s the most popular era, judged
by the frequency of reenactments and number of partic-
ipants, is the American Civil War.

REENACTORS
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Women sorting recycled textiles. Textile recycling companies sort through clothing for fabrics that can be reclaimed for indus-
trial use and those that can be sent to needy people in developing countries. PHOTOGRAPH TAKEN BY JANA M. HAWLEY, TAKEN IN PRATO, ITALY.
REPRODUCED BY PERMISSION.
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The best reenactors carefully craft the persona of in-
dividuals from the past. They refer to this activity as cre-
ating an “impression.” To develop a credible impression
reenactors must be authentic, which is indicated by the
closeness to which a reenactor approaches exact replica-
tion of the “historical personage, place, scene, or event
from the past” (Handler and Saxton, p. 243). Serious reen-
actors invest a great deal of time researching their histor-
ical impressions to ensure authenticity. In fact, achieving
authenticity in reenacting is viewed as an “index of per-
formance competence” (Turner, p. 127). Those who mas-
ter authenticity are admired by their fellow reenactors, and
those who do not are frequently ridiculed by their peers.

Replicating period material culture is an important
necessity for achieving authenticity. In other words, dress
and accessories must give every appearance of being from
the past. For the sake of authenticity reenactors spend
considerable time and money buying and/or creating cos-
tumes congruent with their historical personae. For ex-
ample, a first-rate Civil War uniform, including trousers,
jacket, shirt, underwear, shoes, and hat can cost several

hundred dollars. In addition, accessories such as a mus-
ket, military leathers, and bedrolls can push the entire in-
vestment to well over one thousand dollars. Great care
is taken to ensure that historical anomalies are not ap-
parent in the reenactor’s kit or ensemble. Some even go
so far as to count the number of thread stitches per inch
in a garment’s construction. “The objects of reenactment
become deeply treasured emblems of identity . . . The
form these objects take is guided by a collective aesthetic
. . . of painstaking detail and accuracy ” (Turner, p. 126).

Why Do People Reenact?
Much of the scholarly literature on reenacting is focused
on reenactor motivation. Allred regards reenacting as a
postmodern “flight from an age of isolation and frag-
mentation into an age of community and shared ideals”
(p. 7). Handler and Saxton also place reenacting in post-
modern context, suggesting that “practitioners seek . . .
an authentic world . . . to realize themselves through the
simulation of historical worlds” (p. 243). Hall postulates
that reenacting is a postmodern, nostalgic impulse in re-

REENACTORS

93E N C Y C L O P E D I A  O F  C L O T H I N G  A N D  F A S H I O N

American Civil War reenactors. Serious reenactors spend great amounts of time and care in assembling their costumes. Au-
thenticity is the key, and often participants will pay hundreds of dollars to get every detail correct. © KEVIN FLEMING/CORBIS. REPRO-
DUCED BY PERMISSION.
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sponse to social, political, and economic turmoil of late
capitalism. Turner sees reenacting as a public expression
of self where the sense that reenactor’s make of the past
form “themes [for] self-examination” (p. 134). “For some
[reenacting] is a political statement, for others an affir-
mation of cultural identity . . . individuals discover the
themes that apply to themselves and their lives” (p. 130).
For example, Belk and Costa find reenactors challenging
a “number of American values such as reverence for na-
ture, frontier as freedom, individualism, materialism, and
statusless egalitarianism” (p. 32).

Confederate Civil War Reenacting
Most Civil War reenactments are local/regional affairs,
taking place in park-like settings, attracting reenactors
from the host state and surrounding region. Several hun-
dred reenactors representing both Confederate and Fed-
eral armies typically participate together in an event.
Throughout the year, a handful of national reenactments
are also staged, where several thousand reenactors might
convene. Most reenactments commemorate a specific
Civil War battle; however, unlike the actual war, the
events are generally conducted on weekends, with the ar-
rival of the reenactors on a Friday evening. They quickly
and efficiently establish separate Confederate and Union
camps, characterized by an expanse of canvas tents and a
multitude of cook fires. It is not unusual to see horses
and cannons, representing cavalry and artillery. Separat-
ing the two military camps is usually a civilian camp, con-
taining nonmilitary reenactors and sutlers who supply the
reenactors with their “period” material needs. Saturday
and Sunday activities entail military drills and staged bat-
tles. Other activities during the weekend might include
a period religious service, recruiting rally, and military
ball. By late Sunday afternoon, the reenactors break camp
and return to their everyday lives.

There are many reasons why Confederate reenactors
participate in the hobby. Strauss has identified several key
motivations: a love of Civil War era history, an oppor-
tunity to play a role “larger than life,” social bonding,
and perhaps most disturbing, some reenactors express
discontent with the outcome of the Civil War and the
resultant erosion of white hegemony in the United States.
Consider the reenactor from Michigan, whose eyes
burned with intensity when he said, “I do this because I
believe in what they believed in . . . my ancestors fought
for the Confederacy” (Strauss 2001, p. 150).

Why would unhappy white hegemonists couch them-
selves within the hobby of Confederate reenacting? Be-
cause expressing whiteness, a subtle form of racism,
publicly in a more overt manner can be problematic. In
the United States overt racism is a stigmatic behavior, and
to avoid stigma, Confederate reenactor expressions of
whiteness are embedded within the pageantry of a widely
accepted public pastime. In essence, Confederate reenac-
tors are able to veil their protestations symbolically and
keep them politically correct and publicly palatable.

Of all the elements used by Confederate reenactors
to project themselves and their sense of whiteness, the
importance of appearance in the form of dress cannot be
overemphasized. Without the uniform, there would be
no reenacting. The uniform is used to step into charac-
ter and to drape history over the shoulders of the reen-
actor. Without the uniform, the stage upon which history
is replayed evaporates, and without the reenactor’s stage
the projection of the white self in a publicly palatable
manner becomes virtually impossible.

See also Military Style.
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RELIGION AND DRESS The interaction between
religion, culture, and dress is fascinating. Dress can be a
window into the social world, which is bound by a tacit
set of rules, customs, conventions, and rituals that guide
face-to-face interaction. To many religious organizations,
clothing is an important symbol of religious identifica-
tion. However, for most groups, the regulation of per-
sonal appearance goes beyond clothing. The term dress
as it is used here includes clothing, grooming, and all
forms of body adornment. Dress also includes behaviors
related to the control of the body, such as dieting, plastic
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surgery, and cosmetics. Holistically, then, dress functions
as an effective means of nonverbal communication. Ideas,
concepts, and categories fundamental to a group, such as
age, gender, ethnicity, and religion, help to define a per-
son’s identity that is then expressed outwardly through a
person’s appearance. Both individual and group identity
is projected through dress because people use self-
presentation and self-promotion to visually present iden-
tity that is congruent with their belief systems.

The Sacred and the Secular
Where religion is concerned, clothing can be divided into
two categories often referred to as the sacred and the sec-
ular (or profane). In some instances, what is treated as sa-
cred is merely a garment that has important cultural
implications with regard to gendered power. In patriar-
chal religions where the perception is that males are given
the responsibility of seeing to the enforcement of reli-
gious rules, some garments become associated with the
sacred primarily through the prescription and enforce-
ment of a dress code. The most recent example of the
conflation of gendered power and dress is the prescrip-

tion that women in Afghanistan in the early 2000s were
required to wear the burqa (or chadaree).

While secular dress is not exclusively associated with
religious activities, secular dress is used in ritual or is worn
by certain religious practitioners such as the clergy. Dress
used for religious ceremonies and rituals is referred to as
ecclesiastical dress; modern dress for Roman Catholic
priests resembles dress from the early days of the Chris-
tian church when the clergy were not distinguished from
other male members of the church by their dress. How-
ever, in the sixth century as fashion changed, the clergy
did not adopt the new fashions and continued to wear
the older styles. Ecclesiastical dress has become a form
of fossilized fashion, a phenomenon where the garments
worn seem frozen in time and continues to be worn even
as other forms of dress evolved.

A common theme with regard to liturgical garments
worn by male clergy is the de-masculinization of sacred
dress. For many religions, sacred dress for male clergy
commonly avoids pants in favor of loose, flowing robes.
Because hair is symbolic of sexuality, it is controlled in
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Orthodox Jewish attire. An Orthodox Jewish man teaching children Hebrew. Orthodox Jews cultivate a distinctive appearance,
including the hat and beard visible here, as a sign of their beliefs. © DAVID TURNLEY/CORBIS. REPRODUCED BY PERMISSION.
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many religions. Some orders of priests, nuns, and monks
shave their heads, remove a lock of hair, or cut their hair
to symbolize their turning away from the pleasures of
the world.

Interestingly, everyday dress for certain ethno-
religious subcultures, such as Hasidic Jews, Amish, and con-
servative Mennonites, is considered sacred, especially in the
symbolic separation of the ethno-religious subculture from
a dominant culture. As religious groups encounter social
change, dress often symbolically becomes important as cer-
tain items of a religious group’s clothing may be classified
as sacred in contrast to what is considered secular. Gener-
ally the most symbolic dress features of Amish and Men-
nonites (hats, beards, head coverings, bonnets, aprons) are
considered sacred. Similarly, among conservative Muslim
women, very fashionable clothing may be worn underneath
the veils (sacred garments), known as chador, chadaree, or
burqa, that are seen by outsiders. Sacred dress worn exter-
nally then becomes used intentionally to visually separate
these religious groups from the larger culture. Often, the
rules as to dress codes are imposed by male clergy on fe-
male members of the community, and in doing so, these
patriarchal religious societies intentionally use dress codes
to maintain a gendered imbalance of power.

Some religions have sacred garments that are not vis-
ible to outsiders. Mormons who have been to temple wear
sacred undergarments beneath otherwise ordinary cloth-
ing. The sacred undergarments reinforce their commit-
ment to their religion.

Religious Ideologies
Organized religion has used dress in two related ways: to
maintain the customs and traditions of the organization,
thereby establishing a visual identity for the religion; and
to simultaneously control the individual identities of its
members by symbolically denoting dress as in-need of con-
trol. Religions create dress codes to overtly define moral-
ity and modesty while covertly controlling sexuality.
Fundamentally, dress codes are less about clothing than
about the control of the body by the more powerful church
members who enforce their groups’ ideologies. Religious
dress codes express group identity and simultaneously func-
tion as a means of reinforcing male patriarchal control.

When a religion uses dress to reinforce tradition, it
will usually be seen in opposition to fashion, which by its
very nature is dynamic. Religious dress will change slowly
as organized religions often reject fashion as an attempt
to focus on individuality rather than salvation.
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Muslim men at prayer. A wide variety of clothing styles can be seen among these Muslim men. While some are in traditional
dress, many are wearing western attire, both formal and informal. © PETER TURNLEY/CORBIS. REPRODUCED BY PERMISSION.
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To understand how dress is expressive of religious
ideologies, it is helpful to understand how each of the
world’s major religions perceives the role of dress as a
means of identity expression. In a later section, more de-
tail will be given as to how particular religious groups use
dress to establish sectarian identities.

Hinduism is a polytheistic religion encompassing a
holistic view of life in which the inner self is highly val-
ued, and life in the world is seen as temporary. Reincar-
nation is a belief at the base of both the caste system and
religious expression. The individual works through lev-
els of moral development that are indicated by caste. It
is believed that the higher the person’s caste, the closer
the individual is to the spiritual world. Since the focus in
Hinduism is on the inner self, dress, an expression of the
external self, is less important. Dress is tradition bound,
and slow to change by comparison to costume found in
other religious groups. Dress and adornment in Hindu
society does show a person’s caste, level of piety, or the
specific god to which the individual is devoted.

Islam is the newest of the major religions and its fol-
lowers are commonly referred to as Muslims. This reli-
gion emphasizes the group over the individual, and
Islamic ideology focuses on male power and the separa-
tion of the sexes through both physical and visual means.
Dress codes for Muslims have great impact on daily life,
which involves frequent religious expressions and rituals.
Among Muslims, codes of modesty go beyond the cov-
ering of women’s bodies to include restriction of women’s
behavior. The Koran requires women to dress modestly,
but does not specifically state that they must wear veils.
Dress codes regarding veiling vary among Islamic fami-
lies and cultures; however, among the most conservative
Islamic groups the requirements for women to wear veils
are seriously enforced. In addition to their ostensible
function to protect gender segregation, these rules also
are intended to slow down assimilation that began after
World War II when westernization started in Islamic so-
cieties. As western dress became common, the Islamic
fundamentalist movement began pushing for a return to
tradition. Modest dress and veils became symbolic of both
the acceptance of patriarchal power and nationalism.
Throughout the larger cities in Iran, posters announced
the specifics of the dress code requiring women to dress
in chadors that cover all but the face. In Afghanistan un-
der Taliban control, women were killed if they did not
wear the all-enveloping burqa or chadaree.

Judaism, the oldest of the major monotheistic reli-
gions, is based on the concept that people exist to glo-
rify God; to be appropriately dressed, then, is a religious
duty. Historically, the ancient Jews had customs that in-
dicated dress was seen as symbolic. Since the upper body
was seen as pure, but the lower body was perceived as
impure, Jews wore girdles to make the division between
pure and impure visibly clear. Morality was connected
with dress early on; Moses forbade nudity. Similarly, he
forbade Jews from wearing the clothing of non-Jews in

an attempt to keep his people separate from influences
that might lead to assimilation. In recent times, levels of
Judaic conservatism are denoted by dress where the most
assimilated Jews dress like non-Jews. However orthodox
and Hasidic Jews wear specific garments to visibly show
their religious conservatism.

Christianity is less clear about values pertaining to
dress than is Judaism. Values in Christian theology re-
lating to the body are conflicting; women’s bodies are
seen as the site of temptation, in that male sexual guilt is
projected onto the female body. Adam’s fall from grace
is attributed to Eve’s sexuality. Christian women are re-
quired to dress modestly, but this standard is not equally
applied to Christian men. Modesty with regard to body
exposure is an important value that is a key indicator of
religious conservatism.

During the Protestant Reformation of the sixteenth
century, early leaders used dress as a symbol of piety.
Fashionable, colorful dress and adornment were equated
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An Amish girl. In an example of fossilized fashion, the Amish
continue to dress in the same style that was prevalent when
they originated in the seventeenth century. This practice serves
both to set the Amish apart from the rest of society and to
demonstrate their beliefs and traditions. © DAVID TURNLEY/CORBIS.
REPRODUCED BY PERMISSION.
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with sensuality and pride, while somber dress showed the
Christian’s focus on salvation. For fundamentalist Chris-
tians (who evolved out of the Reformation) such as the
Anabaptist groups (such as Amish, Mennonites, and Hut-
terites) who believe themselves to be uniquely separate
from the larger society, dress is used to show that sepa-
ration. In these groups, dress is often hyper-conservative
or may even be a form of fossilized fashion.

Sectarian Dress
Some of America’s sectarian ethno-religious groups use
fossilized fashion to separate themselves from the outside
world. Notable among these are the Shakers, Amish, Ha-
sidic Jews, Hutterites, and several conservative Mennon-
ite groups. Fossilized fashion has been explained as a
sudden “freezing” of fashion whereby a group continues
to wear certain clothing long after it has gone out of style
for the general population. This phenomenon has been
explained as expressing dignity and high social status or
the group’s religious, old-fashioned, sectarian identity.
Within certain ethno-religious groups, fossilized fashion
is used in contemporary settings as a visual symbol of tra-
ditional gender roles for women; this generally occurs in
societies that find change to be a threat.

Most of the conservative ethno-religious groups who
wear fossilized fashion continue to wear clothing styles
that were in use for the general population during the
time their sect originated. For instance, the Amish sepa-
rated from the larger Mennonite movement in the be-
ginning of the seventeenth century; their garments in the
early 2000s include full-fall trousers for men, and for
women, dresses, bonnets, capes, aprons, and head cover-
ings like their forebearers. Like the Amish, Shakers and
the most conservative Mennonites in the United States
continue to wear long dresses with aprons that provide
an additional covering of the bust and stomach, again,
like their forebearers. Other Mennonites dress in styles
that were popular when their sect broke off from the
larger Mennonite movement. Hasidic Jews have retained
a complex code of dress for men that indicates a man’s
level of religiosity; these garments include particular hats,
shoes, socks, and coats that are identifiable by members
of their community. For Hasidic Jewish women, wigs are
worn to cover their natural hair.

Modesty and Female Sexuality in Dress
Among all of the major religions, modesty in women’s
dress is associated with gender norms; this is a major is-
sue to religious groups. Gender issues are paramount in
the dress codes of conservative religious groups since the
control of female sexuality is often of great importance
in patriarchal religious groups. The dress codes gener-
ally relate to modesty and require clothing to cover the
contours of the female body. Additionally, some religious
groups, particularly the most conservative Islamic, An-
abaptist, and Jewish sects, also require that women’s hair
be covered as well.

As used by religious groups, the issue of modesty
goes beyond the covering of the body in order to dis-
guise female curves and secondary sexual characteristics;
in the conservative strains of all of the major religions,
dress codes also deal with the care and covering of
women’s hair as it is associated with women’s sexuality
(Scott, p. 33). Further complicating matters, dress codes
are conflated with gender and power issues in religious
groups. At the root of this issue is the control of female
sexuality that is perceived to be necessary by some reli-
gious groups as a means to maintain social order.

An understanding of how dress works within reli-
gious groups calls attention to the complexity of mean-
ings surrounding visible symbols such as dress, and sheds
light on the ways that bodies can communicate social and
religious values. The dress of religious groups can be used
to facilitate social and ideological agendas. Clothing and
personal adornment are used for establishing and main-
taining personal and social identities, social hierarchies,
definitions of deviance, and systems of control and power.
As a consequence, then, dress within conservative reli-
gious groups is a symbol of the individual’s commitment
to the group while it also symbolizes the group’s control
over individual lives. For America’s fundamentalist
Christian groups, and the Anabaptist groups in particu-
lar, dress is particularly important with regard to its role
in social control and in social change.

Dress and Social Control
Dress is an immediate and visible indicator of how a per-
son fits into his/her religious system. As a marker of iden-
tity, dress can be used to gauge the person’s commitment
to the group and to the religious value system. In many
conservative groups, suppression of individuality is ex-
pected, in obedience to the rules of the religious organi-
zation. Several religious groups are also ethnically
homogenous; these are referred to as ethno-religious
groups (In the United States, some of these groups are
the Amish, Mennonites, Hutterites, Hasidic Jews, Sikhs,
and certain Islamic groups.) The conservative branches
of ethno-religious groups frequently use clothing to si-
multaneously express ethnicity, gender norms, and level
of religious involvement (religiosity). Through confor-
mance to a strict religious value system, the most con-
servative of the religious social bodies exert control over
their members’ physical bodies. Since strict conformity
is often equated with religiosity, compliance to strict
codes of behavior is demanded. The internal body is sub-
ject to control by the religious culture, especially with re-
gard to food and sex. The external body, however, is
much more visibly restrained. Strict dress codes are en-
forced because dress is considered symbolic of religios-
ity. Clothing becomes a symbol of social control as it
controls the external body. While a person’s level of re-
ligiosity cannot be objectively perceived, symbols such as
clothing are used as evidence that the member of the re-
ligious group is on the “right and true path.”
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Normative social control begins with personal social
control through self-regulation, followed by informal so-
cial control. The member wants to fit into the group, and
expresses role commitment by following the social norms,
visibly expressed in the group’s dress code. When the in-
dividual begins to offend, for example by wearing a gar-
ment that is too revealing of body contours, peers may
disapprove and use subtle methods of informal control to
pressure the individual to conform to the group norms.
Finally, the threat that an offender introduces to the so-
cial order is managed through formal social control mea-
sures, such as disciplinary measures and expulsion
administered by specialized agents, including ministers,
rabbis, and other moral arbiters. Thus, norms are man-
aged through social control to inhibit deviation and insure
conformity to social norms at even the most-minute level.

Through symbolic devices, the physical body ex-
hibits the normative values of the social body. Symbols,
such as dress, help delineate the social unit and visually
define its boundaries because they give nonverbal infor-
mation about the individual. Unique dress attached to
specific religious and cultural groups, then, can function
to insulate group members from outsiders, while bond-
ing the members to each other. Normative behavior
within the culture re-affirms loyalty to the group and can
be evidenced by the wearing of a uniform type of attire.

Within American culture there are specific ethno-
religious groups that intentionally separate themselves
from the rest of society and attempt to re-establish the
small, face-to-face community. Many originated in Eu-
rope and moved to America when religious freedom was
promised to immigrants. Shakers (Scott, p. 54), Men-
nonites, Hutterites (Scott, p. 72), and Amish (Scott, p. 87)
are such groups. These groups are often perceived by the
outside world as quite unusual, but that derives more
from their deviant behaviors, visually manifest in dress,
than from their religious differences from mainstream
Christianity. An essential factor in ethno-religious
groups, social control is significant in terms of the sur-
vival prospects of the group. Among orthodox Jews
(Scott, p. 57) in Williamsburg New York, social control
was achieved in ways remarkably similar to those used by
the Amish and conservative Mennonites. The most im-
portant features included isolation from the external so-
ciety; emphasis on conformity with status related to
religiosity, symbolized by clothing status markers; a pow-
erful clergy and rigorous sanctions to insure conformity
to norms.

Dress and Social Change
With changing social, political, and economic environ-
ments, even the most sectarian religious group has to con-
tend with the impact of social change. Changes in dress
often signal underlying changes in social roles as well as
gender roles. Traditional gender roles can be marked by
a particular form of dress where the roles are stable for
long periods of time; when dress changes suddenly in

these groups, we can expect to find a change in gender
roles. A good example is that of the change in the dress
of Roman Catholic priests and nuns following the
changes instituted by Vatican II in the 1960s. The
changes were more pronounced for nuns as their roles
within the Church dramatically changed; so too did their
dress. Additionally, when roles are restrictive, we can ex-
pect to see a restriction in women’s dress, in the form of
either dress codes or physically restrictive clothing.

With immigration and colonization, clothing figured
into the power imbalance between people of different re-
ligious backgrounds. As American missionaries in the
nineteenth century encountered indigenous people,
clothing became an issue almost immediately. Christian
missionaries advanced their own ethnocentric percep-
tions of appropriate behavior and dress and, often
through subtle coercion, guided the acculturation of in-
digenous peoples. Missionaries have often taken on the
role of introducing western clothing to indigenous peo-
ple as a means of “civilizing the natives.” In some cases
the transformation to western-styled clothing was part of
the need of a religious group to dominate an indigenous
culture. In other cases, a religious group immigrating to
another country might also voluntarily make changes to
their dress to facilitate their assimilation into the new so-
ciety. One such example is that of Hawaii where mis-
sionaries objected to the indigenous dress of kapa skirts
with no covering of the breasts. The missionaries re-
quired Hawaiians to wear western dress when at the mis-
sions; a particular garment called the holoku was created
for Hawaiian women to wear. As Christianized Hawai-
ians became missionaries to Oceania, they brought the
holoku into the islands, but the garment was known by
different names outside of Hawaii.

Occasionally a reciprocal relationship occured, in
which the indigenous group more willingly took on the
dress of the more powerful religious group. Strategic
shifts from traditional dress to western dress among the
Dakota tribes in Minnesota were somewhat voluntary.
Similarly, the immigration of European Jews to America
led to many Jews using dress as a means of blending into
the larger society. On the other hand, Hasidic Jews chose
to reflect their ethnicity by retaining fossilized fashion to
intentionally separate them from the larger American cul-
ture. At the end of the twentieth century, some Christ-
ian and Roman Catholic churches began to incorporate
indigenous textiles in their liturgical garments used in re-
ligious ceremonies. While this practice is seen primarily
in missionary work of churches establishing missions in
Africa and other locations such as the Philippines and
South America. The use of ethnic textiles in African
American churches has been a long-standing tradition
that honors African heritage.

In conclusion, many religious groups have developed
cultural norms with regard to dress. Dress codes, both
formal and informal, exist as a means of showing group
identity. Members of religious groups actively construct
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their own lives and use dress symbolically to express re-
ligious beliefs, adaptation to social change, and the con-
formity to social norms and religious authority.

See also Ecclesiastical Dress; Islamic Dress, Contemporary
Jewish Dress.
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RETAILING Retailing consists of the set of business
activities involved in selling products and services to con-
sumers for their personal, family, or household use. Tra-
ditionally, a retailer serves as the last distribution channel
that links manufacturers and consumers; however, in or-
der to have control and exclusivity with their merchan-
dise, most large retailers, such as Wal-Mart and the Gap,
are vertically integrated and perform more than one set
of activities in the distribution channel, such as both
wholesaling and retailing activities or both manufactur-
ing and retailing activities.

Retailing is a significant portion of world commerce.
The world’s 200 largest retailers generated $2.14 trillion
in sales during 2002 and captured 30 percent of world-
wide sales. These firms represent a variety of nations and
such categories as department stores, specialty stores, cat-
egory killers, discount stores, mail order, and so forth.
However, the top nine largest retailers are discount stores
or category killers, indicating a consumer trend to de-
mand low prices. With increasing globalization, 56 per-
cent of the top 200 retailers operated in more than one
country. Geographically, U.S. companies, including
Wal-Mart, Home Depot, Kroger, and Target, repre-
sented 53 percent of the total sales from the top 200
global retailers. Wal-Mart was the world’s largest retailer
in terms of sales and number of stores in the world. It
was more than three times the size of the second largest
retailer, France’s Carrefour.

Retailers are characterized by their retail mix, in-
cluding the type of merchandise sold, the price of the
merchandise, the variety and assortment of merchandise,
and the level of customer service. Retailers are also cat-
egorized by a primary channel that they use to reach
their customers such as store-based (specialty stores, de-
partment stores, discount stores) or nonstore (catalog,
TV home shopping, Internet) retailers. However, suc-
cessful retailers in the early 2000s are multichannel re-
tailers that sell products or services through more than
one channel. For example, retailers such as Wal-Mart
(discount store) and Macy’s (department store) use In-
ternet and catalog channels, and utilize the unique fea-
ture provided by each channel.

Store-Based Retail Channel
Store-based retailers use brick-and-mortar stores as pri-
mary modes of operation. Major types of store-based 
retailers include department stores, specialty stores, cat-
egory killers, discount stores, off-price stores, outlet
stores, and boutiques.

Department stores. A department store is a large-scale
retail unit that carries a wide and in-depth assortment of
merchandise that is classified into section divisions by
product type and brand name. While department stores
originated in downtown areas of major cities in the nine-
teenth century, with the advent of car travel and subur-
ban flight, they came to be located in regional malls and
have a typical size of between 100,000 and 200,000 square
feet (930–1860 square meters). Merchandise quality, pric-
ing, and customer service (sales help, credit card, and de-
livery) range from average to quite high. Accordingly,
department stores target consumers with household in-
comes that are at least average. Two types of department
store are commonly noted: the full-line department store
and the specialized department store. Full-line depart-
ment stores such as Macy’s and Marshall Field’s carry
both hard goods (such as furniture, housewares, and
home electronics) and soft goods (apparel, accessories,
and bedding). Except for Sears, most full-line department
stores no longer offer major appliances. Specialized de-
partment stores or limited-line department stores restrict
their inventories rather than carry full lines. For exam-
ple, Saks Fifth Avenue, Neiman Marcus, and Nordstrom
focus on apparel and wearable accessories and may not
carry lines such as furniture and home electronics. Other
merchants emphasize jewelry and home furnishings, such
as Fortunoff.

In the early twenty-first century, the largest depart-
ment stores in the United States in terms of sales include
Sears ($41.4 billion), JCPenny ($32.3 billion), Federated
Department Stores, which owns Macy’s and Blooming-
dale’s among others ($15.4 billion), and the May com-
pany, which owns such entities as Filene’s, Lord &
Taylor, and Famous-Barr ($13.5 billion). With the fierce
competition that arises from specialty stores and discount
stores, department stores’ market shares have fallen since
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the mid-1990s. This decline has resulted in the reduced
perceived-value for merchandise and services, unproduc-
tive selling space, low turnover merchandise, and fuzzy
store images. A vast majority of department-store mer-
chants in the early 2000s place great emphasis on soft
goods and accessories, and less emphasis on hard goods.

Specialty stores. Specialty stores, also called limited-line
stores, focus on selling one line of merchandise (such as
jewelry) or serving one particular market (for example,
maternity apparel). Specialty stores offer a narrow but
deep assortment in the chosen category and tailor selec-
tion of products to a defined market segment. Specialty
stores also feature a high level of customer service with
knowledgeable sales personnel and customer service poli-
cies and intimate store size and atmosphere. A typical size
of specialty stores is less than 8,000 square feet. Some
specialty stores target affluent consumers with high price
and upscale merchandise, whereas others target price-
conscious consumers with discount merchandise. Popu-
lar product categories of specialty stores include apparel,
personal care, home furnishings, jewelry, and sporting
goods. The largest U.S. specialty stores in sales include
GAP brands, which includes Gap, Baby Gap, Banana Re-
public, Gap Kids, and Old Navy ($14.4 billion), and Lim-
ited brands, which includes The Limited, Henri Bendel,
Intimate Brands, Lane Bryant, Lerner New York, Lim-
ited Too, Structure, and Express ($8.4 billion).

Category killers. Also known as category specialist, cat-
egory killers combine attributes of both specialty stores
and discount stores because they feature a great breadth
of assortment in one classification of merchandise (e.g.,
toys, electronics) and low prices. Because of the large vol-
ume of merchandise they require from suppliers, cate-
gory killers can use their buying power to negotiate for
low prices. Category killers provide consumers a ware-
house environment with a typical store size of 50,000 to
120,000 square feet. Few sales people are available for as-
sistance, but some category killers such as Office Depot
(office supply) make knowledgeable salespeople available
throughout the store to answer questions and make sug-
gestions. The largest U.S. category killers in sales are
Home Depot ($58.2 billion), Lowe’s ($26.5 billion) and
Best Buy ($20.9 billion). Home Depot and Lowe’s offer
equipment and material used to make home improve-
ments while Best Buy carries consumer electronics.

Discount stores. Discount stores offer customers broad
assortments of merchandise, limited services, and low
prices. Discount stores are also referred to full-line dis-
count stores or discount department stores. For their
commonly recognizable huge retail format, discount
stores are also referred to as big box retailers. The biggest
U.S. discount stores in terms of sales include Wal-Mart
($246.5 billion), Target ($42.7 billion), and Kmart ($30.8
billion). In discount stores, customers can expect a simi-
lar range of product lines as those offered by full-line de-
partment stores, such as electronics, furniture, appliances,

auto accessories, housewares, apparel, and wearable ac-
cessories, but these product lines in discount stores are
less fashion-oriented than the product lines in depart-
ment stores. Discount stores usually sell on only one floor
rather than in a multifloored building, as traditional de-
partment stores do. A typical size of a discount store is
between 60,000 and 80,000 square feet, but a supercenter
that combines a discount store with a supermarket ranges
from 150,000 to 220,000 square feet. Wal-Mart, Kmart,
and Target all operate supercenters.

The maintenance of low prices and lean gross mar-
gin contribute to the fast growing business of discount
stores. Due to intense competition from category killers,
the trends for discount stores are to create attractive
shopping environments, to provide consumers branded
merchandise (such as Levi Strauss in Wal-Mart) or to de-
velop licensing agreements (for example, Isaac Mizrahi
in Target).

Off-price stores. Off-price stores offer an inconsistent as-
sortment of fashion-oriented and brand-name products
at low prices and limited customer services. The leading

RETAILING

101E N C Y C L O P E D I A  O F  C L O T H I N G  A N D  F A S H I O N

Gap store in New York City. Specialty stores such as the 
vertically-integrated Gap limit their line to one area of mer-
chandise. © GAIL MOONEY/CORBIS. REPRODUCED BY PERMISSION.

69134-ECF-R_77-128.qxd  8/23/2004  2:14 PM  Page 101



U.S. off-price retailers are T.J. Maxx and Marshalls (both
owned by TJX), Ross Stores, and Burlington Coat Fac-
tory. Most merchandise is purchased opportunistically
from manufactures or from other retailers late in a sell-
ing season in exchange for low prices. This merchandise
might be end-of-season excess inventory, unpopular
styles and colors, returned merchandise, or irregulars.
Due to this opportunistic buying practice, consumers
cannot expect consistent offerings of merchandise. How-
ever, off-price stores appeal to budget and fashion-con-
scious consumers.

Outlet stores. Outlet stores are retailing units owned by
manufacturers or by retailers that sell their leftover, low-
quality, discontinued, irregular, out-of-season, or over-
stock merchandise at prices less than full retail prices of
their regular stores. Manufacturer-owned outlet stores
are frequently referred to as factory outlets. Outlet stores
were traditionally located at or near the manufacturing
plant. Contemporary outlet stores are typically clustered
in outlet centers or malls and located far enough from
key department stores or specialty stores to avoid jeop-
ardizing sales at full retail prices. There are 14,000 U.S.
outlet stores and many are located in one of the 260 out-
let centers nationwide. These stores generated total sales
of $14.3 billion in 1999. Stores are characterized by few
services, low rents, limited displays, and plain store fix-
tures, which reduce operating costs of the stores. Outlet
retailing has been a popular way of disposing of unwanted
merchandise by manufacturers and retailers. Even popu-
lar designers such as DKNY, Ralph Lauren, Calvin Klein,

and Gucci use outlet stores to dispose of leftover items.
However, most outlets also have product made especially
for them—which is not just unwanted merchandise but
low-quality product produced specially for that market.

Boutiques. A boutique is a small store that concentrates
on a specific and narrow market niche and features top-
of-the-line merchandise. “Boutique” is a French term for
little shop; the term was first used for small stores run by
Paris couturiers. American boutique retailers include
many top designers, such as Donna Karan, Calvin Klein,
and Ralph Lauren. Boutiques offer high-priced, fashion-
oriented merchandise and attract customers who want
more sophisticated and individualized products than
mass-produced goods. Boutiques cater to narrow, well-
defined customer segments that usually consist of afflu-
ent men and women. Key to a boutique’s attraction is its
personal one-to-one service. Many designers are build-
ing flagship stores in their home country as well as in for-
eign markets.

Nonstore Retail Channels
Nonstore retailers utilize their retail mix in environments
that are not store-based. U.S. nonstore retailers gener-
ated a total of $156 billion in 2001, accounting for
roughly 5 percent of all U.S. retail sales. The major ap-
peal of nonstore retailers is the convenience of shopping:
shopping anytime and anywhere. Three major types of
nonstore retailers include catalog retailers, electronic re-
tailers (e-tailing), and television home-shopping retailers.

Catalog retailers. Catalog retailers promote products by
mailing merchandise directly to a target market and
process sales transactions using the mail, telephone, or
fax, or Internet. Many catalog retailers embrace the In-
ternet. When customers are mailed a catalog from the
retailer, they either can order products by telephone or
mail, or through the retailer’s Web site. According to
Catalog Age (2001), the most popular catalogers recog-
nized by U.S consumers include J.C. Penny, Land’s End,
L.L. Bean, and Sears.

Television home-shopping retailers. Television home-
shopping retailers use a program to promote and demon-
strate their merchandise and process transaction over the
telephone or Internet or through the mail. The two
biggest home shopping retailers are QVC (“Quality,
Value, Convenience”) and HSN (Home Shopping Net-
work). The best-selling merchandise of TV home shop-
ping is inexpensive jewelry. Other categories include
apparel, cosmetics, and exercise equipment.

E-tailers. The fastest-growing form of nonstore retail-
ing is electronic retailing (e-tailing). Electronic retailers
interact with customers and provide products or services
for sale using the Internet. During the last five years of
the 1990s, electronic retailing had a rapid growth with
the creation of more than 10,000 entrepreneurial elec-
tronic retailing ventures. However, a large number of
electronic retailers, especially electronic retailers that
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only used the Internet for selling products or services,
have gone out of business since the Internet bubble burst
in 2000. In 2001, U.S. electronic retailers generated
about $50 billion in sales, accounting for 1.5 percent of
total retail sales. The best-selling merchandise online in-
cludes computers and electronics, sporting goods, books
and CDs, toys, and apparel. Due to continued consumer
interest in shopping using the Internet, store-based and
catalog retailers have also began to sell their merchan-
dise using the Internet.

See also Department Store; Fashion Marketing and Mer-
chandising; Shopping.
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RETRO STYLES The fashion meaning of retro, first
applied to clothes in the 1970s, refers to styles that are
either copied or adapted from earlier periods. The retro
reference was coined by London designers, and soon be-
came a common coin throughout the fashion world. Thus
the prefix for backward became a catchword for fashion
in retrograde, fashion in retrogression—or retrospective
fashion. While the word retro was “new” in the style con-
text, the concept of born-again fashion was not.

Fashion has often taken the past as inspiration. In the
1910s, Paul Poiret’s fashions were inspired by the Direc-
toire, the style of French design in the mid-1790s, which
itself used Greco-Roman forms and Egyptian motifs.

The Neoclassicism of the 1790s alluded to the po-
litical heritage of Greek democracy and the Roman 
Republic, while later Egyptian motifs memorialized
Napoleon’s conquest of Egypt. Poiret’s Neoclassicism,
however, seems to have had no political significance, al-
though it certainly emphasized physical freedom. In the
1930s, French fashion surrealists were influenced by the
second empire of Louis Napoleon (1852–1870).

The mannish styles of World War II gave way in
1947 to Christian Dior’s New Look. His wasp-waisted,

hip-padded, full-skirted silhouette represented a release
from wartime austerity, and was in itself a homage to his
mother and her fin de siècle finery. Dior’s fitted jacked
segued into the 1970s and 1980s, becoming a template
for designers such as Claude Montana, Thierry Mugler,
Azzedine Alaia, and Christian Lacroix, all of whom grew
up in the Dior oeuvre. The full, petticoated skirts that
marked the 1950s (which were in many respects a con-
tinuation of the New Look) reflected a societal return
to pre–World War II gender stereotypes and Cold War
social conservatism.

The 1960s relaunched aspects of the 1920s, the two
decades sharing the same spirit of youth and anarchy—
although sixties fashion originated on the streets of Lon-
don (Mary Quant and the miniskirted Mods) instead of
the salons of Paris. Perhaps because the 1960s symbol-
ized the Youthquake and the mini, they have been re-
suscitated more than any other decade, most obviously
every time designers show thigh-high miniskirts.

As the twenty-first century progresses, the 1970s, es-
pecially the mid-1970s, which were nostalgic for the
1930s, have been a favorite playback by designers in their
forties. The shoulder-padded 1980s, which owe a big debt
to the 1940s, were first returned to by designers in their
thirties. And the minimalist, less-is-more 1990s are wait-
ing to be rehashed when designers born in that decade
reach their twenties. It seems that designers are inspired
by the period when they first became interested in fash-
ion—usually during their teens or twenties—or the pe-
riod in which their design heroes lived. (One reason the
1960s have had so many sequels is that the designers of
that decade were legends whose work was photographed,
cataloged, and exhibited in museums as perhaps no other
until that time.)

At the beginning of the twenty-first century, a new
fashion amalgam appeared, one based on borrowing from
other times, therefore retro, but one tweaked with “new-
ness.” This idea of taking bits of someone else’s original
work and either copying it or mixing it and then calling it
one’s own is also seen in other art forms. In the art world,
it is called “appropriation.” In music, it is “sampling.” In
the movies, it is sequels or “part twos.” And in fashion, as
in food, it is known as fusion. Another favorite expression
for retro styles is called is referencing.

In fusion, the originality consisted in how the old
was made “new.” For example, the original space-age de-
signs worn by Paris designer Andre Courrèges’s moon
maidens were worn with low-heeled, calf-high, white
patent-leather boots. In the fused versions, Courrèges’s
A-line jumpers were subverted with high heels or com-
bat boots, and some of the minis were layered over
evening dresses or paired with leggings.

To this day, there are designers who plunder the past
verbatim, seam-for-seam, stitch-for-stitch, line-for-line.
Some credit the originals. To his credit, the late Bill Blass,
in his book, Bare Blass, edited by the New York Times’s

RETRO STYLES

103E N C Y C L O P E D I A  O F  C L O T H I N G  A N D  F A S H I O N

69134-ECF-R_77-128.qxd  8/23/2004  2:14 PM  Page 103



fashion critic Cathy Horyn, writes about First Lady
Nancy Reagan wearing his gown to the Washington gala
the night before Ronald Reagan’s first inauguration:
“…she wore a black velvet dress of mine. Which Women’s
Wear said was a knock-off of Saint Laurent’s. Which in-
deed it was.” Other designers cite no provenance. Those
who do not are usually not called for copying for three
reasons. First, few seem to care if a designer such as Nico-
las Ghesquiere of Balenciaga calls a design by Kaisik
Wong his own, even when confronted with visual proof.
Appropriation is now considered not just acceptable, but
expected. Second, few magazine editors can risk jeop-
ardizing the loss of advertising pages if they offend the
big-advertising designer by accusing him of stealing—
whoops, appropriation. And third, there are not too many
fashion journalists in the media mix of the early 2000s
who would recognize a purloined design if they saw one.

One of the reasons retro styles became a fashion by-
word during the late twentieth and early twenty-first cen-
turies can be attributed to the rage for vintage clothes.
After almost a decade of simple, spare, less-is-more fash-
ion, many women sought relief from the minimalist mode
at swap meets, thrift shops, and vintage boutiques, where
the old looked suddenly newer than the new.

It’s the nature of the fashion beast to feed on the
past. This apologia by TV host/designer Isaac Mizrahi
hits the mark. He says that to complain about revivals of
clothes from other decades is to complain about chicken.
“A good classic recipe for poulet has existed for centuries,
yet people still make chicken dishes. They may change
some of the spices, but the basis is still chicken. In the
same way, a classic dress from any period attained clas-
sic status because it is a good, time-tested design that is
worthy of being modernized with new fabrics and new
accessories. In other words, you just change the recipe to
suit modern tastes.”

See also Fashion, Historical Studies of.

Marylou Luther

RHODES, ZANDRA Zandra Lindsey Rhodes was
born in 1940 in Kent, England. Her first fashion influ-
ence was her mother, who was a fitter at the House of
Worth in Paris before she became a senior lecturer in
fashion at Medway College of Art. Zandra Rhodes sub-
sequently studied textile design at the same college for
two years, before going on to the Royal College of Art to
extend her studies. She graduated with first class honors
in 1964 from the Royal College of Art at a time when de-
sign creativity was at a premium and London was the cen-
ter of avant-garde fashion. After leaving college she
designed for a print studio she had established with
Alexander McIntyre, until teaming up with Sylvia Ayton,
a fellow graduate, to produce a range of garments in which
Rhodes was able to explore innovative ideas like her fa-
mous lipstick print. In 1968 the two decided to open their

own boutique, the Fulham Road Clothes Shop, selling
garments designed by Sylvia Ayton and made up in Zan-
dra Rhodes’s printed fabrics. Among their most innova-
tive ideas were tattoo print transfers and paper dresses.

Freelance Designer
Although commercially successful, lack of financial acu-
men closed the business, and Rhodes went on become a
freelance designer, producing her first solo collection in
1969. She was encouraged by a successful visit to New
York, where she sold work to the department store Henri
Bendel, but it was difficult to convince buyers from the
big British department stores to stock avant-garde de-
signers. Marit Allen, then editor of “Young Ideas” in
Vogue, showed Rhodes’s clothes in the pages of the mag-
azine, even though they had no retail outlet at the time.
The ploy persuaded retailers that there was a market for
innovative design, and Allen introduced Rhodes’s clothes
to the London store Fortnum and Mason.

Evening Wear
Renowned primarily for her evening wear, Zandra
Rhodes produced instantly identifiable garments that re-
flected the early 1970s preoccupation with a floating, un-
reconstructed silhouette. During this period printed
textiles were an intrinsic element of fashion, and together
with Celia Birtwell and Bernard Nevill, she was respon-
sible for the multipatterned and colorful look that de-
fined the era. Her inspiration is rooted in the use of
autographic sketchbooks, where she researched primary
sources such as organic matter and transformed the ini-
tial drawings into her signature style: abstract, loose,
screen-printed, flowing forms that play with scale and vi-
brant color combinations, all handmade and often in-
cluding her signature “squiggle.” Prints occasionally
include handwritten text; one of her pieces for the Ful-
ham Road Clothes Shop was a blouse printed with the
name of the shop on the collar and cuffs, an early use of
the logo. Zandra Rhodes was one of the first designers
to use the street-style punk look, reversing seams and us-
ing safety pins and tears for a dress in the 1977 Concep-
tual Chic collection. Her personal style has always
reflected the flamboyant quality of her clothes. She ac-
cessorized her outfits with outsized jewelry and sported
green, then pink hair, with emphatic eye makeup and
multicolored face paint.

Construction and Features
The construction of Rhodes’s garments is very much in-
spired by the cut and form of vernacular dress. She is at-
tracted to the simplicity of the shapes that are both
functional and also use the whole piece of fabric. She notes:

I had come across the actual chronicle of costume, the
definitive book by Max Tilke on Costume Patterns and
Designs, its simple and detailed pages showing the cut
and form of traditional clothing throughout the
world. Details of armholes, wrapped trousers, em-
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broidered waistcoats and flat, worked-out-kaftan and
peasant shapes were all explained with the simplicity
of a gardening book (Rhodes and Knight, p. 37).

These garment shapes maximize the effect of the print,
relying on layers, gathers, smocking, and shirring and of-
ten featuring handkerchief points to create the silhouette.
The clothes are engineered to accommodate the place-
ment of the prints, rather than cut from continuous, repet-
itive yardage. For this reason Rhodes’s garments remain
outside the seasonal transitions of mainstream fashion.

Rhodes went on to design handmade, elaborate, fem-
inine, evening dresses using her distinctive prints. Her
clients included the late Princess of Wales and Princess
Anne, who wore a Rhodes dress in her engagement por-
trait. During the minimalistic 1990s, her fantasy gowns,
embellished with beads, sequins, and feathers, found less
favor with the fashion press, but with the revival of vin-
tage fashion in the early 2000s, her clothes are once again
sought after.

Recognition
Zandra Rhodes has been the recipient of many academic
and professional awards over the years, including hon-
orary doctorates from the Royal College of Art and other
universities in both Great Britain and the United States.
She was made a Commander of the British Empire in
1997 in recognition of her services to the fashion and tex-

tile industry. Early in the twenty-first century, Rhodes was
spending some of her time in San Diego, California, and
it was here that she was invited to design the costumes
for the San Diego Opera’s production of The Magic Flute
in 2001, garments that received great critical acclaim.

Diversification
Rhodes has diversified her design business into house-
hold linens and textiles, glassware, linens, cushions,
throws, rugs, and screens. In collaboration with the artist
David Humphries, she fashioned a number of terrazzo
designs, such as the Global Plaza at Harbourside in Syd-
ney, Australia, and the Del Mar House Terrazzo project
in California, for which she was given an honor award by
the National Terrazzo and Mosaic Association in 1998.

In 2003 Zandra Rhodes realized a long-held ambi-
tion to open a museum. The strikingly colored frontage
of her Fashion and Textile Museum has become one of
London’s landmarks. Sited in Bermondsey on the south
bank of the river Thames, it was designed by the Mexi-
can architect Ricardo Legoreta. As a select showcase for
contemporary and vintage fashion and textile design, the
museum is intended to provide an accessible archive and
resource center. It also seeks to generate discourse on de-
sign by providing a forum for debate and student activ-
ity. The inaugural exhibition, My Favourite Dress, included
the work of seventy of the most internationally renowned
contemporary designers, including John Galliano, Yohji
Yamamoto, Julien MacDonald, Antonio Berardi, Roland
Mouret, and Sophia Kokosalaki.

See also Diana, Princess of Wales; Evening Dress; Fashion
Museums and Collections.
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Marnie Fogg

RIBBON The term “ribbon” refers to narrow loom-wo-
ven strips of cloth, often with a visible selvage on each
side that helps them to maintain their form. Ribbons can
be made of any fiber and are usually woven in satin, plain,
gauze, twill, and velvet weaves. The origins of the term
“ribbon” and its earlier forms, ruban or riband, are ob-
scure, but they may be Teutonic and a compound of the
word “band”—the ancestor of the modern day ribbon. As
early as the Neolithic period, people wove very narrow,
dense, often utilitarian strips of fabric on small portable
looms. Impressions of warp-faced plain weave bands dat-
ing back to 6000 B.C.E. were excavated from the Turkish
archaeological site of Çatal Hüyük. While their purpose
was primarily functional, some evidence suggests that
bands also could be used for more flirtatious and decora-
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Zandra Rhodes. British fashion designer Zandra Rhodes re-
clines in a garden. She is wearing a print dress, a style she
helped bring to prominence in the 1970s. © ERIC CRICHTON/CORBIS.
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tive purposes. Elizabeth Wayland Barber has suggested
that dancers waved strips of fabric while performing be-
ginning in the Middle Bronze Age. Evidence exists that
in the Aegean cultures of 2000 thruogh 1200 B.C.E., spe-
cialized weavers used a warp-weighted vertical loom to
weave decorative edgings and bands to ornament and trim
garments.

In Europe, the weaving of lightweight ribbons as op-
posed to the sturdy, warp-faced bands of antiquity prob-
ably began as soon as the horizontal loom was introduced
during the eleventh century. Lightweight ribbons were
not unknown, however; archaeologists working in Lon-
don uncovered several plain weave ribbons of unspun,
undegummed silk, which were probably imported from
the East.

References to ribbons occur with increasing fre-
quency during the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries as
more tailored clothing developed and ribbons with aiglets
(metal points) at each end were used to lace garments to-
gether. Ribbons also trimmed garments as they had in
the past, encircled waists as girdles, and were worn in the
hair. London archaeologists excavated ribbons of spun
silk (probably woven locally) found in digs dating to the

fourteenth and early fifteenth centuries. While ribbons
continued to be an aspect of fashionable dress through-
out the Middle Ages and Renaissance, they did not be-
come a focus of fashion until the seventeenth century
after a loom was invented that could weave more than
one ribbon at a time. This new loom allowed multiple
ribbons to be woven at once by providing a separate warp
beam and shuttle for each ribbon. An Italian abbé, Lan-
cellotti, was the first to write about such a loom, which
he said was invented in Danzig around 1530. He also
wrote that the loom so threatened traditional ribbon
weavers that it was destroyed and the inventor secretly
strangled or drowned. The new loom was not totally lost,
for it appears again in Leiden by 1604 and in London by
1610. However, it was in France that the use of ribbons
took hold when Louis XIV turned them into a fashion
obsession.

The city of Paris was well known for its ribbons, as
were the cities of Saint-Étienne and Saint-Chamond,
where ribbons were woven as early as the beginning of
the fourteenth century. Charles VII published the first
statutes of the master tissutiers and Rubanniers of Paris
in 1403. Statutes were again published in 1524 and in
1585, when the rubanniers were assigned their own guild.
Ribbon weavers during this period worked on small looms
that were light, compact, and sat on tabletops. Men,
women, and even children easily wove on these looms,
producing one ribbon at a time, and small workshops pre-
dominated. When the new ribbon loom was introduced
during the seventeenth century, it revolutionized the
trades and, as in Danzig, at first encountered resistance
among the ribbon weavers of France.

Despite the reluctance of the French ribbon weavers
to use the new loom, Louis XIV’s finance minister Jean-
Baptiste Colbert strongly encouraged its acceptance and,
because the king adopted ribbons as an important element
of fashionable dress, the trade flourished. Ribbons of silk
and gold and silver thread were woven in many different
structures, including plain weave taffetas, satin, and vel-
vets. A wide range of brilliant dyes was employed to color
the ribbons, including cerulean blue, yellow, and a variety
of reds such as crimson, scarlet, cherry, and Louis XIV’s
favorite couleur de feu, or flame. Courtiers attached ribbons
to hats, sword handles, shoes, sleeves, around the knees,
and even to the lower bodice front, where yards of ribbon
loops emphasized the wearer’s masculinity. Diana de
Marly writes in her book on fashion during the reign of
Louis XIV that the Marquis de Louvois and the Marquis
de Villeroi would shut themselves up in a chamber for days
discussing the best placement for a ribbon on a suit.

By the end of the seventeenth century, ribbons be-
gan to lose their popularity with men as the more somber
three-piece suit came into favor. Women continued to
wear ribbons, but not to the extent that they were worn
during the previous decade. By the middle of the eigh-
teenth century, ribbons again came to the forefront of
women’s fashion when dresses were trimmed with silk-
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Naval ribbons and medals. In military institutions ribbons cov-
ering metal pins serve as indicators of award and rank. Rib-
bons are also used to attach medals to the uniforms of soldiers.
© YOGI, INC./CORBIS. REPRODUCED BY PERMISSION.
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ribbon bows. Stomacher trims, known in French as the
echelle and used to close the front of the dress, had hori-
zontal rows of large bows down the front. Bows further
decorated the elbows and were often worn around the
neck. By the end of the eighteenth century, dressmakers
and milliners began to use ribbons in increasing quanti-
ties as fashion’s focus turned to the trimmings of dresses
and hats.

Fashion’s growing interest in ribbons increased dur-
ing the early nineteenth century as the jacquard mecha-
nism was adapted for use with ribbons looms. Weavers
wove intricately patterned silk ribbons that became ex-
tremely fashionable during the nineteenth century. These
ribbons trimmed the lavish and large bonnets of the 1820s
and 1830s. The town of Saint-Étienne adapted itself to
these new developments and became a leading center in
the ribbon trade, specializing in weaving floral patterned
ribbons. Saint-Étienne also specialized in weaving the
ribbons that played an increasingly important role in na-
tional dress, especially the dress of French women from
Brittany, Savoy, Alsace, and Provence. Ribbons orna-
mented bonnets, caps, aprons, blouses, and skirts, and
their color could be used to indicate the religious beliefs
of the wearer, as in Alsace, where a red ribbon indicated
a Protestant background and black, a Catholic one.

Fashionable dressmakers and milliners continued to
use ribbons in their work throughout the nineteenth and
even twentieth centuries, although not as frequently as
in the past. During some periods ribbons enjoyed more
popularity than others, such as the mid-nineteenth cen-
tury, when trimmings on dresses became increasingly
fashionable and ribbons edged flounces and were folded
and braided to create complex trims. Ribbons again took
on importance during the years between 1910 and 1920,
when they were formed into flowers and trimmed elab-
orate evening dresses, known as robes de styles. Couturi-
ers such as Lucile and the Callot sisters were well known
for these gowns. Ribbons played less of a role in fash-
ionable dress during the rest of the twentieth century,
but they did not escape the notice of several designers.
Charles James, Karl Lagerfeld, and James Galanos all de-
signed dresses composed entirely of ribbons stitched to-
gether to form a cloth.

While the jacquard was adapted to create ribbons
patterned with complex floral designs for fashionable and
national dress, novelty ribbons and pictures also were wo-
ven with extremely detailed imagery that resembled the
work of etchers and engravers. The weavers showed many
of these pictures and ribbons at international expositions,
trumpeting the jacquard’s technical achievements. The
ribbons often were woven to commemorate special oc-
casions or events, such as elections and political or his-
toric anniversaries, and they point to another aspect of
the use of ribbons, to honor and remember.

It is impossible to say when ribbons took on signif-
icance outside of their role in dress, but the Oxford Eng-
lish Dictionary indicates that as early as the sixteenth

century they were given between men and women as fa-
vors and that by the seventeenth century wide blue rib-
bons were worn across the chest by members of the Order
of the Garter, the highest honor bestowed by the British
ruler. Ribbons were also used to attached medals to the
chests of honored military men, and today small pins cov-
ered with ribbons patterned in a variety of stripes are
worn on American military uniforms in place of the
medals. The use of blue ribbons and red ribbons as first
and second prizes in competition appears to have begun
in the late nineteenth century.

Ribbons also served to commemorate the dead.
Mourners wore black armbands and hatbands, while nar-
row black “ribbons of love” decorated the caps and blan-
kets of babies. The use of ribbons as a token of
remembrance took on particular significance in the later
part of the twentieth century. In 1981, Americans be-
decked their trees with yards of yellow ribbons as a sign
of remembrance and to welcome home American
hostages taken in Iran. While many believed the custom
started during the Civil War as a way to welcome home
returning soldiers, in reality, Penne Laingen, the wife of
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Dress with a ribbon bodice. This 2002 Benjamin Cho dress
features a bodice made entirely of ribbons. AP/WIDE WORLD PHO-
TOS. REPRODUCED WITH PERMISSION.

69134-ECF-R_77-128.qxd  8/23/2004  2:14 PM  Page 107



one of the Iran hostages who began the tradition in 1979,
was inspired by the act of another woman. In 1975, Gail
Magruder festooned her front porch with yellow ribbons
to welcome home her husband, Jeb Stuart Magruder, who
had recently been released from prison after his convic-
tion during the Watergate investigations. The number
one single of 1973, “Tie a Yellow Ribbon Round the Ole
Oak Tree,” sung by Tony Orlando and Dawn, inspired
Gail Magruder’s act. The song was in turn inspired by
the legend of a man released from prison who told his
wife to tie a yellow ribbon on an old oak tree if she wel-
comed him back. Yellow ribbons again appeared in Amer-
icans’ front yards after the first Persian Gulf War of 1991
to greet returning soldiers.

The symbolic use of ribbons increased toward the
end of the twentieth century, and the wearing of a small
colored ribbon pinned to one’s clothing came to indicate
a sympathy toward one cause or another. In 1990, the art
activism group Visual AIDS introduced the custom of
wearing a small loop of red ribbon as an international
symbol of AIDS awareness. A small pink bow is indica-
tive of an awareness and support of breast cancer re-
search.

While ribbons are still manufactured and can be
found trimming hats and lingerie, they are no longer an
important element of fashion. Their place as commem-
orative tokens and in the work of crafters has ensured the
continued production of ribbons; however, manufactur-
ing methods have evolved to make them cheaper to pro-
duce. Ribbons woven on a loom are more rarely produced
today, and cut-edge or fused ribbons are more common.
Thermoplastic fibers woven in satin or plain weave taffeta
are slit in the desired width with a heated cutting tool
that fuses and seals the edges of the ribbon—a far distant
cousin to the luxurious silk, silver, and gold ribbons of
the seventeenth century.

See also Callot Sisters; Loom; Lucile; Politics and Fashion;
Silk; Trimmings.
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RINGS The circular form surrounding the finger with-
out beginning or end was subject to numerous beliefs and
superstitions. Even if the finger ring initially served a dec-

orative purpose, of all types of jewelry, it has possibly the
most personal of meanings for the wearer. Finger rings
were worn as a sign of wealth, power, and love and given
for special occasions marking various stages of the
wearer’s life. Rarely can the wearer be identified, yet the
choice of symbols, materials, or stones of a ring often
identify the function or occasion to which a finger ring
adorned the wearer’s hand, and tells a personal story.

The ring is a very compact form of jewel, with its
dimensions determined by the size of the finger and thus
confining the maker to work in a miniature scale. De-
spite the rigidly restricted form based on the finger, the
diversity of the designs throughout the millennia is proof
of the wealth of artistic imagination. The small dimen-
sions are also challenging for the jewelry historian, who
is often confronted with only minute details to give a pre-
cise date to a piece. Unlike any other type of jewelry, the
shape of the finger ring has never been dependent on any
dress fashions, yet in every civilization their designs mir-
ror the heritage and contemporary art styles of the pe-
riod or region.

Pictorial images illustrating how rings were worn on
the hand are rare in antiquity, either on mummies of An-
cient Egypt or tomb sculptures of the Etruscan and Ro-
man periods, more revealing though are portraits of men,
women, and children in Western Art from the fifteenth
century onward.

Finger rings may have existed since early humankind,
yet many of the organic materials used in the prehistoric
era, such as bones, shells and plants, would not have sur-
vived. Earliest known examples go back to the Sumerian
civilization in Mesopotamia of the third millennium
B.C.E. Decorative examples of gold with inlaid lapis-lazuli
or carnelian are very rare; more common are the stamp
and cylinder seals of the Ancient Near East, generally
made of stone with gold caps and swivel hoops, from
which the signet ring, the oldest form of finger ring orig-
inated. The early signets had a distinctive function, at a
time when the art of writing was known to few; they
served as a guarantee of authenticity or ownership, and
were used for trade as well as for legal transactions. While
wax seals are generally a thing of the past, as late as the
2000s the signet ring remains unchanged.

In the Middle Kingdom of Ancient Egypt in the sec-
ond millennium B.C.E., the cylinder seal ring developed
into a form that was to dominate Egyptian finger rings
for many centuries, that of the scarab, the dung beetle
carved in gemstones, such as lapis-lazuli, obsidian, jasper,
faience or glass imitations, with a drill hole and either a
cord or gold wire running through the beetle and encir-
cling the finger. The hoops and settings became more
elaborate in their design, yet the basic shape remained
the same: the scarab could be swiveled on its mount to
use the engraved underside for sealing, and the beetle was
worn as a decorative ornament on the finger. A scarab
with the engraved name of its owner, such as that of the
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pharaoh or priest, was worn for its magical qualities as a
good-luck charm.

The scarab on the revolving bezel was a ring type
copied by the Phoenicians, Etruscans, and Greeks, as well
as the heavy gold stirrup rings of Ancient Egypt with car-
touche-shaped bezels. These were refined in Ancient
Greece, and the shapes became more varied and the dec-
orations intricate. The bezel in either gold, silver, bronze,
or set with a gemstone, illustrated mythological scenes
or beasts transmitting the attributes of deities or the dili-
gence and strength of the animals to the wearer. During
the Hellenistic period, rings became fancy, the gold in-
tricate, and settings for stones more elaborate, and the
function tended to be decorative.

With the love for gemstones and their availability
through newly opened trade routes, the art of cutting
gems evolved in ancient Greece and later in ancient
Rome, where a stone became an essential element of the
ring. The motifs incised as intaglios or carved in relief
showed apart from mythological figures, subjects from
literature, theater, and everyday life to assist or mark mo-
mentous occasions or provide good luck. During the early
Roman period, iron rings were common among all
classes, and later were only worn by slaves and soldiers,
and as betrothal rings. Even though the Greeks had love
rings, the Romans appear to be the first to have intro-
duced the betrothal ring given by the prospective hus-
band as a warranty or pledge of marriage. The early
examples were circles made of iron. In the second and
third centuries C.E. with the ever-expanding Roman Em-
pire and newly acquired wealth, social structures had
changed, and this was very much reflected in the bold
proportions and designs of heavy gold betrothal rings
with devices such as Hercules knots (love knots), the dex-
trarum iunctio showing two right hands clasped together
(both motifs continued into the nineteenth century), and
other erotic symbols. The ring became a display of lux-
ury and status, even remarked on in contemporary ac-
counts. By the Roman period, jewelry was accessible to
a wider range of social classes, but with the new wealth,
restrictions were imposed as to who was allowed to wear
gold or silver.

The early Christians used late Roman ring shapes,
mainly in gilt bronze or silver, and replaced the pagan
divinities and other heathen symbols with Christian mo-
tifs as a sign of their allegiance to the new faith; these in-
cluded the Chi-Rho monogram of Christ, a fish, a
dolphin and Agnus Dei. The Byzantines, in turn, adopted
in silver and gold with niello, the Christian ring forms
and symbols. The iconography, however, was expanded
to include images of the Virgin and Child, numerous
saints, crosses with coded personal monograms of the
owners and scenes—such as the marriage ritual with the
couple being blessed by Christ—and also sacred Greek
inscriptions. Splendid gold rings from the Byzantine pe-
riod, with high bezels in ornately pierced gold set with
sapphires, garnets, and pearls, also exist. These decora-

tive specimens, which exemplify the goldsmithing art and
the technique of inlaying stones of the Byzantines, influ-
enced the numerous tribes crossing Europe during the
early Middle Ages.

From the twelfth century onward, while the wearing
of finger rings was not restricted to any social classes, the
use of gold or certain gemstones was limited by each
country according to its sumptuary laws. Many pieces
have survived through hoards all over Europe. While it
is fascinating to observe the international style of many
medieval ring types, it is almost impossible to determine
the place of manufacture without knowledge of the
provenance. Design ideas often with high constructed
bezels appear to have traveled with the trade of gem-
stones from the Orient. Diamonds, sapphires, rubies,
spinels, and amethysts in cabochon cut were favored by
the church clerics as a sign of rank. Devotional images,
such as various cross forms, the Virgin Mary, and sym-
bolic beasts such as the Pelican and her Piety, often com-
plemented Greek and Latin inscriptions to be worn by
the devout. Figures of saints or relics in rings were
thought to have protective or curative powers against
cramps, fevers, epilepsy, or illnesses of the eyes, kidneys,
or whatever ailment the wearer had.

Rings with amorous symbols and messages of love,
often in French as the international language of the
courts, were popular during the medieval and Renais-
sance periods. They were worn as signs of affection in
courtship and later in marriage. One of the most wide-
spread is the fede ring (Italian for “trust”) with two right
hands in gold clasped to indicate the pledge of troth,
known in Roman times and continued well into the nine-
teenth century. Rubies and diamonds in table-cut were
traditionally symbolic of love and constancy and only af-
fordable by the wealthy. Gimmel rings (gemellus is Latin
for “twin”) with twin bezels served as settings for this tra-
ditional combination, and to underline the significance,
figures of lovers or hearts united were combined with in-
scriptions, such as “What God hath joined together, let
man not put asunder” (Matthew 19:6) in Latin or the lan-
guage of the country of origin. The exchange of marriage
rings during the ceremony instead of giving a ring as a
pledge of betrothal varied from country to country. The
engagement ring, as is known today, was more of an in-
vention of the nineteenth century with the diamond clus-
ter rings.

Whether in gilt bronze, silver, or heavy gold, or even
in the splendor of engraved rock crystal with colored foils
beneath the heraldry, the signet became a status symbol
for all. Even the merchant, gaining ever more influence
from the fifteenth century onward, copied the aristocratic
codes and practice, and wore a family coat of arms, mer-
chant’s mark, or guild rings, taking pride in his profes-
sion and position in society.

In the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, signet
rings occasionally had a double-sided bezel, which could
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be swiveled to include a memento mori motif—a death’s
head, miniature skeleton, or hourglass—and symbols of
decay with creeping things, such as worms, reminding
people of their transience and preparing them for death.

Mourning rings were popular from about the fif-
teenth to nineteenth centuries, in particular during the
baroque period and eighteenth century. Memorial rings
with commemorative inscriptions and portraits of the de-
ceased became fashionable, and mourning rings were
given at funerals as a token of remembrance; these were
black or dark blue in combination with white enamel sur-
rounding the name of the deceased person and their birth
and death dates. In the late eighteenth century, memor-
ial rings reached a peak together with the ritual of mourn-
ing. Large elaborate bezels illustrated death through
symbols such as the broken column, the obelisk, with the
most popular being the funerary urn derived from an-
tiquity. These were often accompanied by weeping wil-
lows, cypresses, faithful dogs, and lamenting women in
classical drapery, either diamond-studded or made of the
hair of the deceased, against a dark blue enamel or glass
over an engine-turned background.

In contrast to this, the eighteenth century showed
an abundance of fancy rings, with hearts entwined in ru-
bies and diamonds, billing doves, love knots, flowers tied
with ribbons or filling a basket, and other themes of na-
ture, masquerade or games in polychrome choice of
stones. The decorative feature of the ring culminated in
the multilayered bezels and clusters of stones in rose-cut
and other fancy cuts that became stylish in the eighteenth
century, which continues to be popular in the early
twenty-first century.

In the nineteenth century, the ring was character-
ized by romantic iconography with symbols of sentiment
and inscriptions: the language of flowers, such as forget-
me-nots for memory; from the animal world, snakes as a
sign of eternity, butterflies for vanity, or miniature en-
velopes and purses enclosing love declarations; and the
language of stones, such as the turquoise serving as a to-
ken of friendship and affection.

As historical portraits of rulers or heroes show, rings
were worn as a sign of political allegiance, but they also
depicted scenes of historic political events such as the
French Revolution or the Napoleonic Wars. Rings also
signify allegiance to social groups and institutions.

A small, yet fascinating group of rings exist that are
used for specific functions such as the archer’s ring in
antiquity, the rosary ring for saying prayers, the pipe-
stopper ring, sundial or watch rings, squirt rings, vinai-
grettes, or those with some scientific novelty such as a
spy glass or miniature photograph.

Throughout the millennia of its history, the ring
with bezel, shank, and hoop encircled the finger with a
round, oval, or derivative shape. In the early twentieth
century, the ring had undergone a radical change when,
in the art nouveau period, the bezel together with the

hoop became a freestanding piece of sculpture that chal-
lenged all traditional forms. The foundations were laid
for the artist jeweler of the twentieth and twenty-first
centuries who creates rings as free art forms. The mate-
rials and designs used for rings in the second half of the
twentieth century broke all boundaries, and precious
metals were combined with nonprecious materials of the
period, such as plastics, paper, and everything hitherto
unconventional.

See also Bracelets; Brooches and Pins; Jewelry; Necklaces
and Pendants.
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RING-SPUN YARNS. See Yarns.

ROBE The word “robe” has an intriguing etymology,
its stem coming from the verb “rob,” whose original
meaning was the spoils of war. Its primary definition in
English specifies it as a garment worn in the European
Middle Ages, its most salient features being a long, loose,
billowing form and its use as a signifier of rank, office,
or special position. “Robe” is often used interchangeably
with the word “gown,” though the original meaning of
the latter denotes clothing styles particular to classical an-
tiquity, such as the Roman toga. Common usage in the
early twenty-first century expands these definitions fur-
ther, to include a variety of garment forms ranging from
informal bathrobes to women’s formal evening wear and
wedding gowns.

Loose-flowing outer garments in general have come
to be known in the modern English-speaking world as
markers of certain members of the clerisy, professoriate,
or legal profession. Indeed, the words “robe” and “gown”
are used as metonyms, shorthand terms that stand for
each of these groups as a distinct social class. For exam-
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ple, “robe” or “black robe” can refer either to monks, es-
pecially missionaries, or to judges, while “gown” is the
preferred term for representing scholars and professors,
as seen in the phrase “town and gown.” These particular
professional garments are all in one way or another based
originally on ecclesiastical vestments, though the ones
worn by judges and professors have undergone major
changes in usage. In the early 2000s, judicial robes and
academic gowns are worn over everyday costume and
only on formal occasions, and so are therefore made of
lightweight fabrics.

Religious Robes
The plain, ankle-length robe of Christian monastic orders
was anything but lightweight. Patterned after the long,
wide-sleeved tunic of Roman times, it was necessarily made
of coarse and humble material, usually wool. The monas-
tic robe was an all-purpose garment worn by both men
and women. There were slight variations of it over time
among the different orders, but it kept to a single basic
form that was meant to represent the Christian ideals of
poverty and humility. Rules stipulated that the fabric
should be the cheapest kind available in the local commu-
nity and that the garment should be gathered and tied at
the waist at all times. As for color, these robes tended to
be neutral (subdued or understated), in dark or light tones.
The overall effect was one of simplicity and timelessness.

Robes—as garments signifying special individuals or
distinct social groups—are a worldwide phenomenon.
Their visual features cannot be precisely defined. Robes
of many shapes, sizes, designs, and cuts have been em-
ployed to represent certain religious or ethical principles,
to designate members of religious orders, and, in some
cases, to delineate levels of rank within them. One well-

documented example of the latter is the system of robes
that developed among Zen Buddhist monasteries of
Japan. Individual monks were restricted to three robes.
One of them was worn as an everyday garment, another
more formal robe was for special occasions within the
monastery, and the best one, the “great robe,” was re-
served for ceremonies and duties outside the monastery.
The color of the robe varied according to the individ-
ual’s rank within the religious hierarchy and also ac-
cording to where his community was placed in the
rankings of particular monasteries. At one end of the
spectrum were the ordinary provincial priests who wore
black robes, while at the other end were the heads of the
imperial monasteries in Kyoto, who were allowed the
privilege of wearing yellow ones. Another robe, a kesa,
was worn on top, draped over one or both shoulders. It
was a rectangular patchwork stole made of silk brocade
remnants, and followed a system of ranking based on the
number of pieces sewn together.

An extraordinary mantle from an archaeological site
in Paracas, Peru, offers us glimpses of religious robes that
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Zen Buddhist robe. This sixteenth century statue depicts the
bodhisatva Kishitigarbha wearing an ornate example of the
robes that were traditional to Japanese Zen Buddhism at that
time. SEATTLE ART MUSEUM, EUGENE FULLER MEMORIAL COLLECTION. PHOTO

CREDIT: PAUL MACAPIN.

STYLE IN THE COURTROOM

U.S. Supreme Court Chief Justice William Rehn-
quist made news in January of 1995 by adding a strik-
ing feature to the traditionally plain, black robes that
have been worn by the justices for two hundred years.
He was inspired to make the change after attending a
performance of the Gilbert and Sullivan operetta Iolan-
the. In it, the character of Lord Chancellor, speaker of
the House of Lords in Britain, was handsomely cos-
tumed in a robe adorned with vividly colored stripes.
Rehnquist wanted the same, and had four gold stripes
sewn onto each sleeve of his own judicial robe, giv-
ing it a rather sporty look. As of 2004 the other jus-
tices have stayed with their basic black. (Reske, p. 35)
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were in use there before the Incan Empire. Excavated
from the tomb of an important and revered figure, most
likely a priest, the rectangular cloth is made of cotton that
is then painstakingly embellished with polychrome wool
embroidery. What remains of its border consists of a frieze
of ninety figures that are depicted in remarkable detail.
Altogether they portray a vibrant pantheistic ideal that
permeated these peoples’ belief system. Human beings
merge into animals and plant forms, suggesting that all of
life was conceptualized as intimately and spiritually inter-
connected. The more elaborately dressed and equipped
figures in the frieze wear mantles of varying length draped
over the body, some of them with zoomorphic termina-
tions. Interpreting the identities of these figures is prob-
lematic. Nevertheless, on the basis of their headdresses
and the types of implements held in their hands, it ap-
pears very likely that the ceremonial robe or mantle was
a prerogative shared by priests and war leaders.

Court Robes
Robes also became institutionalized in various parts of
the world at different times as a major component in in-

vestiture ceremonies for political leaders. Such was the
case in Christian Europe, where the coronation of kings
and queens relied heavily on symbolic regalia, especially
crowns, robes, and scepters. Coronation robes were of-
ten based on the vestments of bishops—tunic, chlamys,
dalmatic—which were thought of and revered as ancient
garb dating back to the kings and priests of Old Testa-
ment times. As such, these garments were deemed ap-
propriate vehicles for articulating the transformation of
a royal candidate into the holder of sacred office. Simi-
larly, the robing ceremony itself paralleled the ritual of
Christian baptism. One prominent example is the 1953
coronation of Elizabeth II of England. Held in West-
minster Abbey, according to tradition, the ceremony be-
gan with the singing of a psalm dating back to the
coronation of Charles I. Then came the entrance of the
Queen, wearing her white coronation robe, an elegantly
embroidered formal gown. Draped on her shoulders was
a very long crimson cape, its train carried by six atten-
dants. She was escorted by two bishops, resplendent in
their brocaded ceremonial copes. The service consisted
of four main segments: the recognition, when the queen
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Sokoto Caliphate robe. The Sokoto Caliphate encouraged the manufacture of robes, such as the late nineteenth or early twenti-
eth century example displayed here, and bestowed them to notable citizens as a mark of honor or achievement. © NATIONAL MU-
SEUMS LIVERPOOL. REPRODUCED BY PERMISSION.
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was presented to her people; her swearing of the oath of
office on the Bible; the anointing ritual, with the queen
wearing a plain white robe; and, finally, the robing cer-
emony, during which the Mistress of the Robes helped
her don the spectacular royal tunic and belt. A much more
elaborate cape was draped on her shoulders for the final
act, the crowning of the queen. Throughout, the term
“robe” referred to the queen’s garments—gown, cape, tu-
nic—and the ceremonial changing of them to symbolize
her ascension to the throne.

One of the most well-known examples of imperial
robes is the Chinese “dragon robe” tradition. Although
the emperor himself and his throne were symbolized by
dragon imagery, this was not a garment reserved for him
alone. The dragon robe proper meant a particular type
of garment worn at court and by government officials,
especially during the Qing Dynasty (1644–1911). Over
time, the garment style varied from ample, flowing forms
to trimmer, more tailored ones. In all cases, the dragon
motif was central, either brocaded into the textile or em-
broidered onto it with silk and gold threads. Early ver-
sions of the dragon robe included design features deemed
appropriate for certain ranks, such as the placement of
dragon motifs, their scale, and how the dragon was de-
picted. After 1759, a set of laws were put in place in an
attempt to systematize the imagery and regulate who was
entitled to wear it. For example, only the emperor’s robe
could be brilliant yellow, with nine golden dragon mo-
tifs, while the robe of the heir apparent was a shade of
orange-yellow. Background color and the number of claws
on the dragon were features that distinguished rank
among the imperial princes. Although these rules were
not strictly followed, the visual elements remained rela-
tively constant until the ending of the dynasty and its cos-
tume traditions in 1911. Dragon robes, along with
kimonos and other similar garments, have served as in-
spiration for modern designers of elegant dressing gowns
and housecoats for men and women.

Robes of Honor
Yet another kind of robe became an institution—the
“robe of honor”—which was developed most fully in the
Muslim world for designating and formalizing a variety
of important relationships. It circulated in special ways,
being ceremoniously awarded from one individual to an-
other in order to confer authority, seal alliances, and pub-
licly proclaim official ties and positions. Already in
ancient times, rulers in parts of Asia had personally be-
stowed valuable garments on their followers as a sign of
special favor. The prophet Muhammad reportedly did
this as well, which set the precedent for the robe of
honor—khil’a, in Islam. Muhammad’s successors, caliphs
of the Umayyad and Abbasid dynasties, wore robes of
office that were identifiable by their embroidered bor-
ders. The khil’a was patterned after these official gar-
ments. During the Abbasid period, production and
distribution of honorific robes expanded—especially under

the rule of Harun al-Rashid (786–809), when thousands
of them flowed into and out of his treasury. A distinctive
feature of the robe of honor was the type of imagery em-
broidered along its border, which included signs, sym-
bols, or epigraphic inscriptions referring to the reigns of
specific rulers. Such robes were ceremonially bestowed
by many people in a variety of contexts—patron to client,
scholar to student, merchant to merchant—thereby en-
couraging a sense of loyalty among individuals who oth-
erwise might differ according to their ethnicity, religion,
language, social class, profession, or family group. Cir-
culating robes of honor became, therefore, an effective
social and political tool for creating solidarity within the
cosmopolitan cultures of Islam.

The example of the Sokoto caliphate (1804–1903,
became northern Nigeria) shows that robes of honor
were influential in other ways as well. Over the century
of its existence, this Muslim state grew to be the largest
polity in West Africa, and it impressed Europeans with
the quality and volume of its cotton textile production.
At least some of this achievement can be credited to the
robe of honor tradition and how it was subsidized and
encouraged by the caliphate’s leaders and elites. Intent
on bringing about an Islamic revival, they promoted,
among other things, the manufacture and circulation of
flowing robes with a distinctive pattern of motifs em-
broidered in silk along the neck and pocket. They were
instantly recognizable as caliphate robes, and the imagery
signified divine protection and good fortune. Favorable
taxation policies encouraged merchants to set up spin-
ning and weaving workshops, while officially supported
Quranic scholars managed the work of hand embroidery.
As in the Abbasid period of classical Islam, robes were
brought into the central and emirate treasuries in large
quantities as tribute and spoils of war. They were then
redistributed, as a mark of military achievement or ap-
pointment to office, and as a gift to honorable allies, sub-
ordinates, and foreign visitors. In 2004, similar robes
were made in Nigeria for sale in the market, though most
of these were embroidered by sewing machine.

Many robes and robing traditions are no longer be-
ing made or practiced; fortunately, some have found their
way into museum collections. As objects of study and ex-
hibition display, they remain richly rewarding in their new
role as documents of cultural and social history.

See also Religion and Dress; Royal and Aristocratic Dress.
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ROMA AND GYPSY Roma is the Romani word used
to refer to Gypsies, a label that has pejorative connota-
tions. Since many Roma use the term Gypsy with out-
siders, and there are contexts in which Gypsy is the broader
term, its use is still applicable in certain settings and cer-
tainly appears in literature as well as search engines. In Eu-
rope and the British Isles, terms such as Romanies,
Travelers, or Tinkers are also used. Many different groups
form the Roma population based on a common sense of
belonging, although they may have very diverse charac-
teristics and call themselves by different names.

Roma live in the United States, South America, Eu-
rope, Russia, Middle East, North Africa, and North and
Central Asia. Some have migrated to Australia, Hawaii,
and Alaska as well. The Roma migrated into Eastern and
Western Europe in the fourteenth century through Per-
sia en route from India, which they left approximately
1,000 years ago. Since leaving India, Roma have always
lived within another culture or country as a minority and
pariah group. They have been subjected to extreme dis-
crimination and persecution throughout history, espe-
cially in Western and Central Europe where they were
enslaved in the Middle Ages. Between 500,000 and
600,000 European Roma perished under the Nazis in
World War II. In the nineteenth century they migrated
to North and South America where they continue to be
a nomadic or semi-nomadic group.

Roma in the United States are estimated to range
between 100,000 and 300,000 members of various groups
(such as Vlach Roma, Boyash, Irish Travelers, and Hun-
garian Roma) living in all parts of the country. Estimates
of Roma in Europe are between 4 and 10 million, with
the largest numbers concentrated in Central European
and Balkan countries (as much as 5 percent of the pop-

ulation). Different groups have taken up various occupa-
tions, including music, metal work, buying and selling
horses or cars, fortune-telling (primarily women), and
selling craft items. Middle-class Roma have entered the
professions, but in the early 2000s this was still a rela-
tively small group.

Roma trace descent through both parents but take
on patriline names and have a patrilocal marriage pref-
erence. Authority is based on age, with both older women
and men enjoying a high status. Men are powerfully sit-
uated in the system of juridical authority, and women
hold power through the complex system of religious, spir-
itual, and medical authority. Roma have no religious spe-
cialists other than older women, but they use clergy from
local churches to conduct baptisms. In the United States
their own religion is punctuated by certain rituals, in-
cluding the baptism of a six-week-old child, marriage, the
pomana (death ritual), slava (Saint’s Day feast) and some
American holidays, such as Easter and Thanksgiving.

In the United States, Roma generally live in urban
areas, usually on main streets and in the poorer parts of
towns. They are not as easily recognizable to the Amer-
ican population as they are in Europe, where they stand
out more. They often prefer to represent themselves as
a member of an ethnic group other than Roma since it
abates the stereotyping and discrimination against them.
One of their survival mechanisms is to keep to themselves
and avoid contact with non-Roma except in work-related
circumstances.

The Roma wear clothing that reflects their religion,
customs, and ethics. Many Roma, both men and women
(but not children), treat clothes worn on the upper body
separately from clothes worn on the lower body. Upper
and lower body clothes may be washed separately as the
lower body is considered “impure,” and it is desirable not
to “pollute” the upper body. The head in particular is
protected from impurity. Hats worn by men and scarves
worn by married women are kept away from any surface
(such as the seat of a chair) or other clothes that touch
the lower body. In addition, men’s clothes may be kept
separate from women’s clothes, and women’s skirts are
considered dangerously polluting to a man. Women must
wear a skirt long enough to cover their legs at least to
the mid-calf. Items (such as dish towels) that are used
with food are also given particular attention to purity.

During ritual occasions, the Roma often purchase or
make new clothes to wear. New clothes have never
touched anyone’s body and therefore are guaranteed to
be pure. A Saint’s Day feast, wedding, or pomana (death
ritual) are occasions when special pure clothing is desir-
able. During the pomana, a living person representing
the deceased is dressed in new clothes and is called “the
wearer of the clothes.” This person stands in for the spirit
of the deceased who is thought to be watching the po-
mana to make sure the relatives are displaying the proper
respect for the dead.
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The presentation of self through dress and fashion
is very important to the Roma and part of their public
performance as Roma. Roma fashions do change over
time and place. Furthermore, fashions for men and
women seem to be based on different criteria. Whereas
men dress to present an image to the outside world that
they associate with power and authority, women dress to
present an image to the Roma that is associated with
Roma ideas of the power of purity and pollution.

Men
In the United States Roma have adopted fashions that
project a particular masculine stereotype, often gleaned
from the movies. Their public and private appearance is
a performance of a certain recognizable style that they
associate with masculinity and authority. They are not
concerned with being stylishly up-to-date, rather they are
concerned with the images of power projected by the
clothing. Examples of commonly seen styles include:

1. Urban cowboy—hat, cowboy shirt, bolo tie, jeans,
and boots; sometimes a Western-style jacket.

2. 1930s Chicago gangster—loose pants, two toned
shoes, wide splashy tie, and double breasted jacket.

3. Palm Springs golfer—white or loud color pants, red
golf shirt, Irish hat.

4. Casual modern—polo shirts, white shirts, or Hawai-
ian shirts, long pants.

Young men who are not yet old enough to present
an image of power may adopt a more youthful modern
dress. For example: (1) Beatles attire—pencil thin tie,
loud tight shirt, and stove pipe pants; (2) Spanish or Hun-
garian Gypsy musician—longish hair, red diklo at the
neck, “Gypsy” shirt; or (3) Modern—shirt and baggy
shorts.

Women
Women are interested in fashion that shows their sense
of “shame” and their status as guardians of purity for the
family. Because of this role, women are expected to cover
their legs at least to the mid-calf. Married women tradi-
tionally cover their head with a scarf and tie their long
hair up or braid it. There is no shame associated with
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Roma men. A group of four young Roma men in Brasov, Romania. In Roma tradition, hats are kept away from any surface and
must not touch any clothing on the lower body. © WOLFGANG KAEHLER/CORBIS. REPRODUCED BY PERMISSION.
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showing a low-cut neckline; in fact, it is rare to see a
woman who does not wear low-cut tops. Women may
wear modern western clothing when they do not want to
be recognized as Roma. Some, for example, wear “Hopi”
Indian dress to “pass” as American Indians. Even within
these limitations, women have a great deal of leeway to
adopt different styles:

1. Traditional Serbian or Russian Roma—homemade,
long, pleated, light chiffon, sari-like skirt; tight low-
cut blouse with V-neck showing cleavage; bra that
acts as a pocketbook and place for cigarettes; hair put
up in a chignon or bun; pocket handkerchief or larger
style scarf on the head; flat shoes.

2. 1970s fashion—store-bought suit with A-line maxi-
skirt and fitted jacket; floppy straw Easter bonnet
hat; high heels.

3. Eastern European Roma contemporary—flowered,
bright calf-length skirt; short puffed-sleeved peasant
blouse with gold coins around the neck; and scarf on
head; barefoot or in flat shoes. (Located in Bulgaria,
Romania, Hungary.)

4. Spanish Roma entertainment—flamenco dress that
is calf-length; bright polka-dot material; sleeveless
low-cut top.

Children
In general, children are considered pure until puberty and
do not have to worry about being polluting or being pol-
luted. Mostly they wear current store-bought American
clothes. Very small children can wear shorts or tank tops.
Boys wear jeans and a shirt, and on special occasions a
suit. Girls wear dresses or pants, and on special occasions
long dresses. They usually have long hair hanging down
or a ponytail.

See also Ethnic Dress; Fashion and Identity; Religion and
Dress.
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ROYAL AND ARISTOCRATIC DRESS Rules
governing ceremonial court and aristocratic dress not
only reflected power ranking in the premodern world,
but also were designed to reaffirm the legal status of royal
and aristocratic privilege, and thus to secure the influ-
ence of the ruling class. Elisabeth Mikosch (1999,
pp. 18–19) points out a dramatic example of how the
wearing of royal clothes was taboo to others: 

After her flight from Lochleven to Carlisle, Mary
[Stuart of Scotland] was in dire need of clothes and
asked [Queen] Elizabeth to send her some dresses.
Elizabeth harshly denied her request, because Mary
had not asked Elizabeth for just any kind of clothes,
but for used dresses from Elizabeth’s own wardrobe.
As a reply, Elizabeth sent some lengths of black vel-
vet, black satin and black taffeta. With this gift Eliz-
abeth not only denied Mary royal dignity but also sent
a sharp reprimand for Mary’s personal behavior.

Ceremonial dress rules were also used by rulers to
express their political opinions. In 1766 Emperor Joseph
II decided to abolish the wearing of Spanish-style dress
at the Viennese court, as the “Spanish cloak dress” was
understood as a symbol for “an absolute ruler, who rep-
resented the entire state” (Mikosch 1999, pp. 49–50).
Thus, it was inappropriate for the court of an Enlight-
enment monarch. The “Spanish cloak dress” was a fash-
ionable predecessor of the uniform court dress or
justaucorps. It was the obligatory court dress for gentle-
men at the Vienna imperial court from the seventeenth
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Philip Somerville design. Philip Somerville Ltd. Designed fash-
ions for Britain’s Queen Elizabeth II. © TIM GRAHAM/CORBIS SYGMA.
REPRODUCED BY PERMISSION.
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century until 1766. Court ceremonial required that one
had to wear it whenever the emperor was in residence.
Mikosch traces its antiquated form back to the fashion of
the second half of the sixteenth century and describes it
as follows:

The dress consisted of a tightly fitted short doublet
with a collar and cuffed sleeves as well as breeches and
a circular wide cloak or cape [Spanish cappa] reaching
to the knees and displaying a flat collar. A rich lace
collar or a falling band of lace or fine linen, called a
rabat, and a large hat decorated with ostrich plumes,
completed the ceremonial male dress.

Comparing the state portraits of the emperors
Leopold I, Joseph I, Charles VI, and Joseph II, one finds
that the main features remained unchanged throughout
their reigns, but certain details were altered to conform
to changing fashions. For special occasions the clothes
were made of silk fabrics richly woven with gold threads
(drap d’or), lined with silver fabric (drap d’argent), and
abundantly trimmed with gold lace.

Lady Mary Wortley Montagu notes that in Vienna
in 1716 “I saw t’other day the gala for Count Altheim,
the emperor’s favourite, and never in my life saw so many
fine clothes illfancied. They embroider the richest gold
stuffs; and provided they can make their clothes expen-
sive enough, that is all the taste they shew in them” (Let-
ters of Lady Montagu, vol. 1. p. 249).

Austrian books of emblems or impresa from the be-
ginning of the eighteenth century show ladies’ Spanish
court dresses. The cut of these resembled the pattern 
of the grand habit or robe manteau, modeled after late 
seventeenth-century French court dress from Louix
XIV’s new palace at Versailles. The ensemble consisted
of a skirt with a train and a matching stiff bodice that was
drawn into a long point toward the waist; it had short
sleeves and a very décolleté neckline that displayed the
shoulders and bosom. Rows of lace ruffles and engageantes
of fine lace decorated the short sleeves. The wide skirt
had a long train and it was generally open in the front
and turned back to reveal a petticoat. The skirt was sup-
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King Charles I and Queen Zita of Austria-Hungary. The elaborate ceremonial dress worn by royals prior to World War I was an
indication of exclusive power and prestige. © UNDERWOOD & UNDERWOOD/CORBIS. REPRODUCED BY PERMISSION.
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ported by stays, and its shape, whether slender, round, or
wide, depended on contemporary fashions. False or hang-
ing sleeves were reminiscent to the original Spanish roots
of the dress and called “Adlerflügel” (eagle’s wings).

Lady Wortley Montagu observed of the Viennese
court: “Their dress agrees with the French or English in
no one article but wearing petticoats, and they have many
fashions peculiar to themselves; as that it is indecent for a
widow ever to wear green or rose colour, but all the other
gayest colours at her own descretion” (Letters of Lady Mon-
tagu, 1866, vol. 1, p. 248; fine examples given by Bönsch
1990, 176/14 and 15). A letter from Johanna Theresia,
countess of Harrach, to her husband, Ferdinand, on 9 De-
cember 1676, illustrates the importance of fashionable
dress at court. The countess wrote that she had bought
light-colored underwear for herself and their daughter
from a merchant, “for when the Empress arrives, one has
to have something to wear, for it is impossible to show up
wearing nothing” (Bastl 2001, p. 365).

The impact of fashionable dress worn in elite circles,
and the ability of rulers to make political statements
through their dress can be seen in Charles Le Brun’s ta-
pestry series called History of the King. The scene illus-
trating the meeting between Louis XIV and Philip IV of
Spain on 7 June 1660 shows that Le Brun gave prece-
dence to the French king by placing him on the more

distinguished left side of the tapestry and by making him
larger than the Spanish king. The fashionable clothes of
Louis draw the attention of the spectator, while Philip’s
clothing looks modest and old-fashioned.

The French court was seen as the new cultural leader
of Europe in fashion and court ceremony, and Louis XIV
used sartorial rules as a means of exercising power. For
example, in 1665 the king awarded to a select group of
cavaliers who enjoyed special favors personally granted
by the king, the right to wear a blue justaucorps à brevet
(warrant coat), lined in red and richly embroidered with
gold and silver thread according to a prescribed pattern.
(Mikosch 1999, 65/57). Paintings of King Louis XIV and
his aristocracy provide vivid visual evidence of the im-
portance of fashion at the royal court.

Conspicuous consumption, which expressed social
distinction through a lavish lifestyle, was an instrument
of royal and aristocratic self-esteem in the eternal con-
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Roderick Random (1748), Tobias Smollett’s (1721–
1771) first novel, shows a boisterous and unprincipled
hero who answers life’s many misfortunes with a
sledgehammer; but sometimes he does very well and
then he acquires possessions like the following:

“My wardrobe consisted of five fashionable coats
full mounted, two of which were plain, one of cut
velvet (velvet having the pile cut so as to form pat-
terns), one trimmed with gold, and another with
silver-lace; two frocks, one of white drab (sort of
woollen cloth) with large plate buttons, the other
of blue, with gold binding; one waistcoat of gold
brocade; one of blue satin, embroidered with sil-
ver; one of green silk, trimmed with broad figured
gold lace; one of black silk, with figures; one of
white satin; one of black cloth, and one of scarlet;
six pair of cloth breeches; one pair of crimson, and
another of black velvet; twelve pair of white silk
stockings, as many of black silk, and the same num-
ber of fine cotton; one hat, laced with gold point
d’Espagne [kind of lace], another with silver-lace
scalloped, a third with gold binding, and a fourth
plain; three dozen of fine ruffled shirts, as many
neckcloths; one dozen of cambrick handkerchiefs,
and the like number of silk” (Smollett, p. 256).

Queen Elizabeth II. By the early twentieth century, royal dress
had ceased to be regulated and ceremonial, and—with some
exceptions—the aristocracy were no longer considered fash-
ion leaders. © TIM GRAHAM/CORBIS SYGMA. REPRODUCED BY PERMISSION.
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test over rank and prestige. In general, expenditures for
clothing correlate less with a person’s wealth than with
his or her wish to achieve distinction through dress, but
in the case of the European aristocracy there was also
considerable pressure to dress appropriately to one’s sta-
tus. Maria Magdalena, countess of Hardegg (1595–1657)
complained to her father, Georg Friedrich Prüschenk,
count of Hardegg (1568–1628, in Vienna), that others
made fun of her because of her attire:

I cannot describe to your Lordship how they make
fun of me because of my attire; they say it is a shame
that I am dressed thus, that my attire ruins a person’s
looks, and I laugh with them when they criticize my
dress, which I would not change for anyone if it were
not on your will and order. (Bastl 2001, p. 362)

Aristocratic country life in premodern Europe was
relatively simple, even boring; the pace of life was deter-
mined by the seasons and by ordinary everyday events,
punctuated by celebrations and festive occasions. Festi-
vals appealed to the eye and used a vocabulary of pecu-
liar attributes that are difficult to decipher nowadays, but
that constituted a wordless but well understood language
at court in early modern times. There was an inevitable
tendency for nonmembers of the elite to engage in what
is called “power dressing” in the twenty-first century by
appropriating elements of elite dress. One sees in this be-
havior that dress is both intimate and potent as a means
of expressing power; much dressing is power dressing,
and power dressing is by its very nature political, in that
it is public.

In this context the “big event” of a wedding became
a celebration that, like everything else, needed to be reg-
ulated within the order of a hierarchical society. When
Anna of Starhemberg (1513–1551) had to wed her niece
Elizabeth to Marquart of Kuenring in 1536, she was in
charge of putting together the bride’s wardrobe. In one
of her letters (15 November 1536) she writes to her hus-
band Erasmus about Elizabeth’s wedding dress:

Since you wrote to me that Els [Elizabeth] needed a
white beret for her white damask dress, I want to let
you know that she is not going to wear a beret but a
wreath, which she has to wear at her betrothal. Also,
when you said that she is going to need a red beret,
I don’t think it is necessary because she has a pretty
one with a pearl border although it is only black; give
it to her, with the jewels on it. But if you want her to
have a red one to go with her red velvet jacket, you
can get one that has nothing on it so that we can sew
the jewels on to it. (Bastl 2001, pp. 363–364)

This letter is revealing for various reasons: For one, it
is an early documentation of a white wedding dress, which
was already worn with a wreath at the engagement party,
although the “beret” (Bönsch 1990, pp. 174–175) was also
considered to be appropriate headwear at a wedding. Sec-
ondly, it is clear that the color red for garments also
achieved similar, perhaps even greater, popularity with the
nobility and was worn in matching shades for the dress and

the hat. Apparently velvet was also considered to be a fab-
ric similar in value to damask, since they seem to have been
interchangeable for wedding attire. Most generally, it is un-
derstood that clothing itself is a matter of intense concern
for the family of the bride at an elite wedding.

Clothing was precious and expensive and was worn
throughout a lifetime. In 1595 Helena of Schallenberg
was a lady-in-waiting at the court of the duke of Bavaria,
and she wrote to her brother: 

I am asking you with all my heart to ask our father
for a martenskin—I cannot go without one. I have not
had one made since I was a child. I have had a coat
long enough—all my life—for which one cannot buy
a lining at the market. I cannot wait any longer. We
have to go to the Reichstag in appropriate dress and
other necessary things; but I don’t know how to go
about it. (Bastl 2001, p. 365)

In the above-mentioned letters, Maria Magdalena of
Hardegg wrote to her father in September 1616 that her
late mother’s lambskin has become too small for her and
her little sister Sidonia might have her dressing gown,
which she was not able to wear any more. The implica-
tion is that were she still able to fit into these clothes she
would expect (and be expected) to continue wearing
them, rather than replacing them with new clothing.
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BLACK AND WHITE

The color or rather the non-color, black was as-
sociated with the grave impersonality of authority. In
Europe its oldest association is with death, with grief,
and with the fear of death. As the color worn by
mourners, its use is very old. It is sometimes suggested
that the use of black for mourning was a medieval de-
velopment: but its use at that time was a revival, not
an invention. Roman mourners wore black togas
(though the deceased body itself was wrapped in a
white toga). And funeral processions in ancient Greece
wore black. We are dealing in death with a reversal
of the dress code, which converts elegant court attire
“a bright red-colored precious dress with trim of silver
lace of Spain”—to a funeral dress, or as Anna Maria
Countess of Trauttmansdorff writes in her last will of
1704, “the black court gown: the clothing of my corpse
in a dark taffeta nightgown.” This is an ambivalent pro-
cedure in more ways than one: on the one hand, the
clothing of the live body in garments that are consid-
ered to be beautiful and that maintain or promote sta-
tus; on the other, the clothing of the dead body with
garments that are ugly, and hence diminish or reduce
status (Bastl 2001, p. 371).
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Aristocratic families must have had collections of
clothes, for the tailor Hans Janoss found “an old tan-
colored wool fabric dress, completely redone, sewn with
fringes on it” in Regina Sybilla Countess Khevenhüller’s
trousseau in 1627. The same was true in sixteenth-
century England, where Anne Basset had been criticized
by Queen Jane Seymour and her ladies for her smocks
and sleeves because they were “too coarse” and asked
Lady Lisle to send finer material for new ones. Instead,
“the Countess of Sussex had decided to have Anne’s old
gowns made into kirtles (skirts, or skirts and bodices) to
save some expense” (Harris 2002, p. 229).

The discourse about court culture and aristocratic be-
havior and clothing in late nineteenth- and early twentieth-
century Germany came to a curious conclusion. French
civilisation, which implicated the art and artifice of fash-
ion (expressed, for example, in the imperial court of
Napoleon III), was dismissed as superficial, opposed
philosophically in the emerging ideology of German na-
tionalism by “deep” German Kultur, which was hostile to
fashion (Duindam 2003, p. 295). At the same time, fash-
ionable clothing was readily available to a much wider seg-
ment of the population than ever before; the court and its
clothing no longer held a privileged position as the leader
of fashion.

By the end of World War I, aristocratic titles sur-
vived in some European countries and were abolished in
others, but royal and aristocratic dress lost its distinc-
tiveness and exclusivity throughout European society. In
the twentieth century, some royals were fashion leaders
(Edward, Prince of Wales; Princess Grace of Monaco)
and others were models of bourgeois respectability
(Queen Beatrix of the Netherlands, Elizabeth II of Eng-
land), but royals and aristocrats as a group no longer
dressed in distinctive and regulated clothing, and were
no longer society’s principal leaders of fashion.

See also Court Dress; Uniforms, Diplomatic.

BIBLIOGRAPHY
Arnold, Janet. English Women’s Dresses and Their Construction c.

1660–1860. London: Macmillan, 1964.
—. Patterns of Fashion: The Cut and Construction of Clothes

for Men and Women c.1560–1620. London: Drama Pub-
lishers, 1985.

Bastl, Beatrix. “Das Österreichische Frauenzimmer. Zur Rolle
der Frau im höfischen Fest- und Hofleben 15.–17.
Jahrhundert.” In Slavnost ia zábavy na dvorech a v residenc-
ních mestech raného novoveku. Edited by Václav Buzek and
Pavel Král, 79–105. C�eské Bud�ejovice, Czech Republic:
1996. Gives an overview about expenses for clothes for the
lady-in-waiting Anna Josepha von Thürheim 1709–1711.

—. Tugend, Liebe, Ehre. Die adelige Frau in der Frühen
Neuzeit. Wien, Köln, and Weimar, Germany: Böhlau, 2000.

—. “Das Österreichische Frauenzimmer. Zum Beruf der
Hofdame in der Frühen Neuzeit.” In Residenzenforschung
11: Das Frauenzimmer. Edited by Werner Paravicini,
355–375. Wiesbaden Germany: 2000. Edition of the
trousseau for the court of Anna Maria Thurn 1559.

—. “Clothing the Living and the Dead: Memory, Social
Identity and Aristocratic Habit in the Early Modern Hab-
sburg Empire.” Fashion Theory 5, no. 4 (2001): 1–32.

Bourdieu, Pierre. Distinction. A Social Critique of the Judgement
of Taste. London: Routledge, 1999.

Duindam, Jeroen. Vienna and Versailles. The Courts of Europe’s
Dynastic Rivals, 1550–1780. Cambridge, U.K.: Cambridge
University Press, 2003.

Elias, Norbert. The Civilizing Process. Oxford and Malden, U.K.:
Blackwell, 2000.

Harris, Barbara J. English Aristocratic Women 1450–1550: Mar-
riage and Family, Property and Careers. Oxford: Oxford Uni-
versity Press, 2002.

Hollander, Anne. Seeing Through Clothes. Berkeley, Los Ange-
les, and London: University of California Press, 1993.

The Letters and Works of Lady Mary Wortley Montagu, edited by
her great grandson Lord Wharncliffe in two volumes. London,
1866.

Mikosch, Elisabeth. “Court Dress and Ceremony in the Age of
the Baroque. The Royal/Imperial Wedding of 1719 in
Dresden: A Case Study.” Ph.D. diss., Institute of Fine Arts,
New York University, 1999.

Pallmert, Sigrid.“Kleider machen Leute—Könige machen
Mode. Ein Aspekt des sogenannten Allianzteppichs.”
Zeitschrift für Schweizer Archäologie und Kunstgeschichte 47
(1990): 49–54.

Roche, Daniel. The Culture of Clothing. Dress and Fashion in the
Ancient Regime. Cambridge, U.K.: Cambridge University
Press, 1994.

Smollett, Tobias. The Adventures of Roderick Random. Oxford:
Oxford University Press, 1979.

Zander-Seidel, Jutta. Textiler Hausrat. Kleidung und Haustextilien
in Nürnberg von 1500–1650. München: Deutscher Kun-
stverlag, 1990.

Beatrix Bastl

RUBBER AS FASHION FABRIC Natural rubber
(caoutchouc) comes from latex, the milky secretions of
tropical plants that coagulate on exposure to air. Prior to
European discovery, the indigenous peoples of South and
Central America used rubber to waterproof fabrics. The
initial use of rubber in eighteenth century Europe was
limited to elastic bands and erasers. Over time, various
methods evolved to grind rubber so that fillers and other
powders could be incorporated to stabilize thermal and
chemical properties. In the United States, Charles
Goodyear hit upon vulcanization (the process of treating
rubber to give it useful properties, such as elasticity and
strength) in 1839. In 1842 English inventor Thomas
Hancock used his patented “masticator” on Goodyear’s
vulcanized rubber, and what had been a lab curiosity be-
came an industrial commodity.

Successful vulcanization prompted Henry Wickham
to smuggle rubber seeds out of Brazil in 1876. British
botanical experiments resulted in hardier rubber plants
that were exported to Malaysia, Ceylon, and Singapore
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where dense plantings increased rubber yield exponen-
tially. During World War I, the Germans invented a syn-
thetic rubber that was prohibitively expensive. When
Allied forces were isolated from Asian rubber manufac-
turing centers during World War II, development of af-
fordable synthetic rubber and rubber-recycling processes
became part of the war effort. The reclaiming of cured
rubber products was not commercially viable until 1991
when the Goodyear Company developed environmen-
tally friendly devulcanization.

In 1823 Scotsman Charles Macintosh sandwiched
rubber softened with naphtha between two thicknesses of
woven wool. Macintosh remedied the problem of ther-
mal instability in 1830 by adopting Thomas Hancock’s
vulcanization process. Draping and sewing rubberized
wool proved to be a daunting task, so early floor-length
coats were minimally designed. Over time the “mackin-
tosh” came to feature trench coat details that made it
more utilitarian and fashionable.

Rubber’s elasticity, impermeability, stickiness, and
electrical resistance make it extremely useful as an adhe-
sive, protective coating, molding compound, and electri-
cal insulator. Latex is cast, used as sheeting, combined
with powder that produces gases to form foam rubber,
or oxygenated to form sponge rubber.

By the twenty-first century high-tech fibers and lam-
inates all but replaced rubber for waterproofing apparel.
However, from early Sears and Roebuck “sweat” suits to
twenty-first century haute couture, the surface qualities
of rubber continue to appeal to fashion designers and
fetishists alike. In the 1960s, John Sutcliffe’s catsuits de-
signed for the Emma Peel character on the TV series The
Avengers caused rubber to come into vogue. In 2003, rub-
ber wear combined with other fashion fabrics was promi-
nently featured in collections by Julien Macdonald,
Helmut Lang, Nicolas Ghesquiere for Balenciaga, and
John Galliano for Christian Dior.

Garments constructed of rubberized cloth, rubber
sheeting, or molded latex present specific design chal-
lenges. Rubberized cloth resists piercing and cannot be
pressed; therefore facings and hems must be under-
stitched, glued, or heat welded. Pinholes and tailor tacks
will create permanent holes. Because it is difficult to cre-
ate buttonholes, garments typically feature zipper, Vel-
cro, and snap closures. Grommets are used to vent
unbreathable membranes. Garments made of rubber
sheeting are more likely to be constructed utilizing ce-
ment and heat or pressure welding. Seamless molded gar-
ments offer the most serviceable construction.

See also Fetish Fashion; Rainwear.
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RUBBER FIBER. See Elastomers.

RUSSIA: HISTORY OF DRESS The systematic
study of the history of dress in Russia began in 1832 with
the publication of a book by the president of the Acad-
emy of Arts, Aleksei Nikolaevich Olenin (1763–1843).
The occasion for the writing of this book was a decree
of the Emperor Nicholas I, who expressed the desire to
see a painting with many figures on the theme of the most
important event in Russian history: the baptism of the
Russian people by Prince Vladimir. The goal here would
be to represent all the classes of Russian society in con-
ditions and clothing that approximated as accurately as
possible the actual conditions and clothing.

Actual specimens of Russian dress from early Russ-
ian history and even from the ninth to the thirteenth cen-
turies had not been preserved. The only way to recreate
what Russians looked like in that epoch was to examine
all the possible sources: the archaeological data, all man-
ner of written documents, as well as works of handicraft
and decorative art. The most reliable information that we
have concerning Russians dress of the pre-Christian pe-
riod comes from our knowledge of the materials com-
mon to that period: hides and leather, bast, wool, flax,
and hemp. The style of dress did not differ from that of
the other Slavonic nations. This was determined by con-
stant communication between these nations, by a similar
manner of life, and by the climatic conditions. Women
wore rubakhi (long shirts) down to their ankles and with
long sleeves gathered up on the wrists; married women
also wore the so-called ponevu (a kind of skirt consisting
of a checked-pattern woolen fabric. Married women com-
pletely covered their hair by a povoi or ubrus in the form
of a towel, while maidens wore a venchik (a narrow band
of fabric or metal) on their foreheads. Maidens of the
richer urban families had the resources to ornament
themselves with a koruna, which differed from the venchik
only by its more complex shape and finish. Men wore
narrow porty (trousers) and tunic-like sorochki (shirts) of
linen, down to their knees or their mid-calves. The
footwear consisted in primitive shoes called lapti woven
of bast, while the city-dwellers wore lapti made of raw
leather. We also know that men of the upper classes wore
boots of fine workmanship. According to the testimony
of Akhmet (the ambassador of the Bagdal caliph Mukte-
dir), at the beginning of the tenth century Slavonic men
wore cloaks of dense fabrics that left one arm free.

The appearance on the territory of Eastern Europe
of the first feudal Slavonic state, that of Kievan Russia,
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led not only to political and economic advancement, but
also to increased trade and diplomatic contacts. At this
stage of development, up to the Tatar-Mongol invasion
in the thirteenth century, the dress of the upper classes
of Russian society corresponded to general European ten-
dencies in the domain of clothing, although it preserved
certain native characteristics.

According to tradition, it was the magnificence and
great solemnity of the Byzantine liturgy that led the
Kievan prince Vladimir to baptize Russia in 988.
Grandiosity and pomp, a magnificent manner of walk-
ing, become the accepted ideal of beauty in Russia up un-
til the period of the reforms of Peter the Great at the
beginning of the eighteenth century. The short-flap male
dress virtually disappeared from the Russian court under
the Byzantine influence, although peasants continued to
wear it for two more centuries. However, the size and
length of the dress were substantially reduced compared
with what was worn in Constantinople. There was a pro-
hibition against taking many types of fabrics out of Con-
stantinople, and for this reason the garments of the
Russian princes and of those close to them were, for the
most part, rougher and less colorful. They were made
decorative by an abundance of finishing touches on the

collar, cuff, and hem. We know that when Prince Svi-
atoslav Igorevich (who died in 972) met the Byzantine
Emperor John I Tzimisces, he was dressed with emphatic
simplicity in a white shirt and porty. The sole luxurious
object that he wore was a single golden earring with two
pearls and a ruby. It was only by the middle of the
eleventh century that dress of the Byzantine type took
firm root in Russia. A ceremonial garment to be worn in
the court was defined by which members of other classes
were prohibited from wearing it. It consisted of a korzno,
a small rectangular or round cloak, which was thrown
onto the left shoulder and clasped on the right shoulder
by a precious fibula. All that remained of the former dress
was a round, fur-trimmed hat and various small details
of cut and decoration. There was no difference between
the woman’s hat and that of the man, although the for-
mer was worn with a shawl or veil. Of very ancient ori-
gin were the poliki and lastovitsy—colored inserts on the
shoulders and under the arms, which were both extremely
functional and also served as a decoration on the linen
shirts that peasants wore until the end of the nineteenth
century. Members of the upper classes and rich city-
dwellers wore such shirts at home. To garments simple
in cut a decorative character was imparted by hanging or-
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Traditional Russian dress. A group of Russian women, dressed in an elaborate, old-fashioned, Russian style, wait to greet Boris
Yeltsin during the 1996 Russian presidential election campaign. © PETER TURNLEY/CORBIS. REPRODUCED BY PERMISSION.
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naments: numerous bracelets, beads, finger rings, and
small and large kolty (earrings) for women. The dress of
this period did not reveal the shape of the body but had
a bulky character. As a rule, the clothes were put on over
the head and had a small decorative opening in front.
Russian dress did not have any draping elements, either
in the case of the upper classes or, especially, in the case
of the peasantry. Common folk contented themselves
with rubakhi of homemade cloth, while members of the
upper classes wore a sorochka (second shirt) made of ex-
pensive imported fabrics.

One of the earliest images of the princely family is
known from the “Collection of Sviatoslav” (1073), which
gives an idea of the style of that epoch and which is clearly
connected with the tendencies common in medieval Eu-
rope. The prince and his son are represented in fur-
trimmed hats, which promoted the legend of the “hat of
Monomakh.” The Kievan prince Vladimir (1053–1125)
received the name “Monomakh” because he was a grand-
son of the Byzantine emperor Constantine Monomakh,
who supposedly sent the regalia and the hat-crown to the
son of his daughter. However, it has been established with
certainty that the first crown appeared in Moscow only
at the beginning of the fourteenth century and was a
sharp-pointed golden hat of eastern craftsmanship, with
a cross and sable trim. The subsequent hat-crowns were
made in the workshops of the Moscow Kremlin in imi-
tation of this headdress (for example, the crown of Peter
the Great, 1627).

The Tatar-Mongol invasion led to a break in the
contacts with Western Europe, and the immediate prox-
imity with Turkic-speaking peoples led to a change in
the form of Russian dress. Rashpatnyi clothing with a slit
in front from top to bottom appeared, and men wore
broad trousers. One must say at once that, even after
having borrowed the cut, terminology, and certain ele-
ments of this foreign dress, Russians never lost their own
national identity when it came to clothing. A good ex-
ample of this is the caftan, a type of wide-opening gar-
ment with a deep wrap-over, worn by both men and
women. The old Russian word for this garment is de-
rived from the Persian word. In those cases when, in its
fabric and details of cut, the caftan did not differ from
the garments of other Eastern nations, it was wrapped
over on the right side and belted or buttoned with
klapyshi (coral, silver, or bone stick-buttons, which, in
the twentieth century, Russian artists began to use once
again, this time for athletic dress), decorative braided
fabric buttons (uzelki), or circular buttons. The Russian
caftan, in contrast to all the foreign types of cut
(Arkhaluk, Turkish), was sewn along the waist with
straight gathers, and it could be wrapped over on either
side. This feature could be observed in pictures of peas-
ants and common folk up until the middle of the nine-
teenth century. N. S. Leskov, a celebrated Russian
writer, characterized such a caftan as having “Christian
folds on the leg.”

The need to protect their national sovereignty com-
pelled Russians to preserve their national dress by mod-
ifying imported types of dress. For example, caftans
brought from the East or acquired from neighboring na-
tions were decorated according to the local manner: they
were adorned with lace, or a collar sewn with ozherel’e
(stones) was attached to them.

Starting with the fourteenth century, trade between
Muscovite Russia and Europe expanded. Brocade, velvet,
and various kinds of silk and wool were brought to
Moscow from England, Italy, and France. Russia served
as the intermediary in the trade between Europe and Per-
sia as well as Turkey. Clothing made of diverse patterned
and bright-colored fabrics acquired an especially decora-
tive character, and details consisting of gold (metallic)
lace and precious stones made the garments particularly
magnificent. It is well known that, during the reign of
Tsar Ivan IV (Ivan the Terrible, 1530–1584), foreigners
desiring to receive an audience in the Kremlin were re-
quired to put on Russian clothing as a way to recognize
the magnificence of the Russian throne. In order to make
a favorable impression, servants were temporarily given
fine and expensive clothing from the tsar’s storehouse.

It was only during the time of Patriarch Nikon
(1605–1681) that foreigners were forbidden to wear Russ-
ian clothing, since the patriarch was made unhappy by
the fact that, when they were in the presence of the head
of the Russian church, foreign guests did not fall to their
knees but, by remaining standing in Russian dress, dis-
rupted the usual order of things and could exert a bad in-
fluence on the people. At the same time, Tsar Aleksei
Mikhailovich (1629–1676) made more severe the pun-
ishment for Russians who wore European dress or imi-
tated foreign hairstyles.

The boyars wore the richest and most decorative
clothing. A distinctive feature of the boyar dress was the
gorlatnyi or “neck” hat (a tall cylinder made of the neck
furs of black foxes or other expensive fur). Boyars gave
as gifts and rewards their sable furs, covered with gold
brocade or patterned velvet, but they never parted with
their hats, which were symbols of their power. At home,
their hats were safeguarded on wooden stands with
painted designs. The tsar’s everyday dress did not differ
from that of the nobles, and during his reception of am-
bassadors, he was obliged to wear the platno (a long, col-
larless brocade garment that had broad sleeves extending
to the wrists). Instead of a collar, barmy garments cover-
ing the shoulders and decorated with precious stones and
pearls, were worn. Only the tsar and priests had the right
to wear a “breast” cross. During especially important cer-
emonies, the tsar had to wear a crown (the hat of Mono-
makh) and the okladen’ (a gold chain of two-headed
eagles).

The outer formal piece of clothing worn by a no-
bleman was the feriaz’ (broad and with long sleeves) and
the okhaben’ (with narrow folded-back sleeves that could
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be tied at the back and with a large rectangular folded-
back collar). Women and young girls of the nobility wore
the letnik (a garment with very broad, short sleeves with
detachable flaps made of expensive fabrics embroidered
with stones and pearls). Because of the heavy fabrics and
the abundance of precious stones and pearls, the dress of
both men and women was very heavy, weighing as much
as 44 pounds.

In the middle of the fourteenth century occurs the
first mention of the sarafanets (male dress consisting of a
long, narrow opened-out garment with sleeves), from
which later the main part of the sarafan—a long, sleeve-
less garment which became the national costume of the
Russian woman—got its name. This gender confusion is
associated with the fact that the original Persian word
meant “honorable dress” and referred to clothes made of
imported fabric. Only in the seventeenth century did this
term come to apply exclusively to women’s clothing. The
sarafan was worn over the rubakha (shirt), and became
common in the central and northern regions of Russia.
The south preferred the paneva, which necessarily was
combined with the apron. The sarafans of rich city
women were made of silk and velvet, whereas those of
peasant women were made of painted domestic linen.
The cut of the sarafan differed greatly depending on the
place where it was made and on the material: it could be
straight, or it could be composed of oblique wedges, ku-
manchiki, kindiaki, and so on. Over the sarafan was worn
the dushegreia (a short, wide jacket).

The enormous extent of the territory, the diversity
of the raw materials, and the conditions of life did not
favor the creation of a single national costume in Russia.
There existed many different kinds of clothing and head-
dresses, differing not only from region to region, but even
from village to village. In the central and northern parts
of the country, the chief decoration of the female head-
dress was river pearls, while in the south of Russia it was
painted goose down, glass beads and buttons, and woolen
embroidery. The names of the headresses also differed:
soroka, kokoshnik, kika. But one can say with certainty that
all the versions of the national costume—from the most
ancient combination with the poneva to the later combi-
nation with the sarafan—tended toward a general esthetic
ideal: a massive, not-highly articulated form and a dis-
tinct and simple silhouette.

The men’s national costume was more uniform and
consisted everywhere of rubakha, porty, and belt.

The reforms of Peter the Great changed the dress
only of the upper strata of society. The clothes worn by
the common folk changed very slowly and were gradu-
ally displaced from the cities to the villages. From this
time forth it became accepted to speak not of the national
dress, but of the people’s dress. The clothes worn by the
urban poor and handicraftsmen combined traditional and
fashionable elements. Even the rich merchant class did
not part all at once with the earlier ideas of dignity. Mer-

chants’ wives might have worn the most fashionable low-
necked dresses, but on their heads they wore shawls tied
in a special way, the povoiniki, and they kept wearing them
until the middle of the nineteenth century.

Furniture and the configuration of home interiors
changed under the influence of European fashion. Skirts
worn on frames made it necessary to replace traditional
benches with chairs and to acquire fans, gloves, feathers,
and lace to decorate one’s hairdo. Together with decrees,
which changed the national dress, the tsar instituted mea-
sures to establish the national production of fabrics. Fe-
male lace-makers were invited from Flanders and taught
weaving to nuns from nunnery workshops. If the efforts
to establish a national industry came to fruition only at
the end of the century, the dress reform was realized in
and transformed both capitals (St. Petersburg and
Moscow) very rapidly.

Over the course of his reign, Peter the Great
(1672–1725; tsar from 1682, emperor from 1721) issued
seventeen decrees in his name that laid down the rules
governing the wearing of European-type dress, the types
of fabrics, and the character of the trim for uniforms and
festive attire. This attests that Peter the Great reserved a
special role for clothing in the system of reforms he was
instituting. Two decrees–On the wearing of German dress
and footwear by all ranks of people and on the use of German
saddles in horseback riding and On the shaving of beards and
whiskers by all ranks of men, except priests and deacons, on the
taxing of those who do not obey this decree, and on the hand-
ing-out of tokens to those who pay the tax—were viewed as
disastrous for the sense of national identity in the nine-
teenth century polemic concerning the consequences of
the Petrine reforms. However, here it was not taken into
account that, in Peter’s time, the word “German” referred
not to the nation of Germany but to foreign lands in gen-
eral; and what was implied was that Saxon, French, and
other elements would be combined to create a European
style of dress suitable for solving problems that the 
reformer-tsar set for himself. As far as the dress for the
various military services was concerned, the superiority of
the short-flap uniform in the European style was obvious
and did not raise any questions. The prohibition against
wearing the national dress extended only to the narrow
circle of people close to the throne, especially the boyars.
In order to institute his new policies, Peter needed new
people, whom he enlisted for service to the throne with-
out regard to which class they belonged. The national
dress remained a precise indicator of class. Moreover, the
consciousness that the peasant’s son who wore the armiak
(plain cloth coat) had of himself was, even if he was in-
vested with the personal trust of the tsar, different from
that of the boyars who wore the hereditary gorlatnyi hat
and the brocade-covered sable fur. In forcibly changing
the form in which class was manifested, Peter did not meet
with any resistance. For the lower classes, the wearing of
European clothing made it possible to change their lives,
and they did this without regrets. But the boyars, who
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from ancient times prided themselves on the luxurious-
ness of their furs, their long beards, and the precious
stones they wore in their rings—also were concerned
more with preserving the proximity of their families to
the throne than with their personal dignity.

In all things the new dress contradicted the tradi-
tional clothing. If a man’s feet were uncovered, that was
a sign that he had not yet reached marriage age; how-
ever, the new decree commanded the wearing of stock-
ings and shoes. The former large multilayer garments
gave people the appearance of great bulk and were
handed down from generation to generation, but the new
clothing was cut to the person’s figure and was sewn from
several pieces. The most troubling consequence of the
introduction of the new dress was the change produced
in the habitual gestures and behavior. People’s manner
of walking became less stately; and when the chin was
shaved, the need to smooth out one’s beard disappeared,
and there was thus no pretext to speak more slowly or
to be expressively silent. This was accompanied by the
disappearance of the kushak (sash), which had customar-
ily been worn beneath the waist; and there was now no
place to stick one’s hands. Nevertheless, the boyars of-
fered virtually no resistance. Only single individuals, in-
spired by true religiosity and fidelity to tradition, offered
any resistance.

The formative element of the European female dress
that had been brought to Russia in the eighteenth century
was the corset, and it contradicted the Russian ideal of
beauty; however, more important for the female dress was
a type of headdress—the fontange. The latter was success-
ful in supplanting, if only in part, the traditional headdress
of the married woman, which had to cover the hair fully.
In combination with heavy silken fabrics, this consider-
ably facilitated the assimilation of the new forms. A. S.
Pushkin later wrote: “The aged grand ladies cleverly tried
to combine the new form of dress with the persecuted past:
their caps imitated the sable cap of the Empress Natal’a
Kirillovna, and their hoop skirts and mantillas were rem-
iniscent to some extent of the sarafan and dushegreia.” The
first to change their dress were the members of the tsar’s
family; and members of the court followed them. The
Petrine period had already seen the appearance of the no-
tions of “fashionable” and “unfashionable” with reference
to European-style dress; and this signified that the reforms
had borne their fruit.

Nearly until the end of the eighteenth century, Eu-
ropean-style dress (as in the past, Byzantine-style dress)
signified that one belonged to the powerful classes,
whereas the remaining classes of society retained the tra-
ditional dress. The process of the assimilation of Euro-
pean fashions was incredibly rapid. The severe and heavy
style of the beginning of the century was replaced fairly
rapidly by the rococo style, since with the enthronement
of Elizaveta Petrovna (1709–1761, empress from 1741),
the quotidian culture and life were oriented toward
French fashion.

Catherine the Great (1729–1796, empress from
1762), German by birth and having occupied the throne
as the result of a conspiracy, considered it necessary to
emphasize the national character of her reign by means
of dress. She created her own fashion, including elements
of traditional dress. She wore round dresses without a
train and a wide-opening outer garment with folded-back
sleeves; and in contrast to the French style, the coiffures
in the Russian court were worn rather low. This was
called fashion “in the manner of the Empress,” and it was
imitated at the court.

Tsar Nicholas I (1796–1855, emperor from 1825),
from the first days of his reign, desired to see ladies at the
court wearing Russian dress, and in 1834, a female court
“uniform” was introduced by the law of 27 February. Con-
temporaries called this uniform a “Frenchified sarafan,”
since it combined the traditional headdress and folded-
back sleeves with a tightly cinched waist and an enormous
train. The gold or silver embroidery on the velvet dresses
corresponded to the embroidery on the uniforms of the
court officials. This dress continued to exist at the Russ-
ian court without modification until 1917. Even men of
the nobility who were not engaged in military or civil ser-
vice were required to wear the noble uniform, and inter-
est in traditional male dress was viewed as ideological
opposition to the existing order.

From 1829, industrial exhibitions were held in Rus-
sia. The first exhibition of Russian textile articles was held
in Saint Petersburg and showed the indisputable suc-
cesses of Russian manufacturers of textiles, accessories,
and shawls. The manufacture of the latter is an impor-
tant stage in the history of Russian textiles. This marked
the first competitive production of fashionable European
accessories. The first textile factory for shawls belonged
to N. A. Merlina. In 1800, Merlina began to produce
reticules (which became fashionable because of the ab-
sence of pockets in dresses of the traditional style) and
bordiury (vertical and horizontal borders); and in 1804 she
began to produce complete shawls. Then, in the province
of Saratov, D. A. Kolokol’tsov opened his factory. The
last to start operation, in 1813, was V. A. Eliseeva’s com-
plete shawl factory, which meant that it used native, not
imported, raw materials. Instead of the wool of moun-
tain goats, the owner used the fur of the saigak antelopes
of the southern Russian steppe. Prince Iusupov was also
engaged in the production of shawls; his factory in Ku-
pavna, near Moscow, produced fashionable shawls for
merchant women and city women, which indicates how
ingrained the European fashions became in the everyday
life of Russians.

By the end of the nineteenth century, Russian cul-
ture, having passed through its period of apprenticeship,
had accumulated a vast creative potential, manifested in
all spheres of art, including the art of clothing. The best
artists of that time, M. Vrubel’ (1856–1910), Ivan Bilibin
(1876–1942), L. Bakst (1866–1924), and others, created
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not only costumes for the stage but also everyday cloth-
ing for their female relations and female acquaintances.

The First International Exhibition of Historical and
Contemporary Dress and Its Accessories was held in Saint Pe-
tersburg in 1902 and 1903. In January 1903, the exhibi-
tion “Contemporary Art” opened, with an entire section
being devoted to dress. The majority of the pieces were
based on the sketches of V. von Meck (1877–1932). The
interest in the applied arts and in dress in particular was
exemplified in the most spectacular manner by the suc-
cess of Russian stagecraft, justly appreciated by the in-
ternational community, during the “Russian Seasons”
program in Paris in 1908 and 1909, organized by Serge
Diaghilev (1872–1929). The European spectator en-
countered an indisputable innovation in the art of stage-
craft: a single artist was responsible for creating the
decorations and the dress of all the characters, something
unprecedented for either the Russian or the European
stage prior to the group of Russian artists associated with
the celebrated magazine The World of Art.

Alexander Benois (1870–1960), A. Golovin
(1863–1930), and N. Goncharova (1881–1962) had an
enormous influence on the Parisian public, and L. Bakst
was invited to work with the Parisian fashion houses. The
influence of Russian artists on the European fashions of
the first decade of the twentieth century was indisputable.
P. Poire repeatedly collaborated with Bakst.

Of the professional dressmakers the most cele-
brated was N. Lamanova, who started her own business
in 1885, and in 1901 began her collaboration with the
Moscow Art Theater. It was at Lamanova’s invitation
that Poire, with whom she frequently met in Paris, vis-
ited Moscow and Saint Petersburg in 1911. Lamanova
continued to work in Moscow, and after 1917 she be-
came one of the founders of Soviet dress: she partici-
pated in the publication of the magazine Atel’e (1923),
devised programs for teaching the dressmaking craft,
and continued her collaboration with the Moscow Art
Theater and other Moscow theaters. In 1925, at the
Paris world exhibition, Lamanova’s collection was
deemed worthy of the grand prize “for national origi-
nality in combination with a contemporary orientation
in fashion.” However, shortly after receiving this award,
she lost the right to vote because she had used hired
workers in her workshop.

Shortly after 1917, the group of constructivist artists
who were associated with the magazine Lef—V. Stepanova
(1894–1958), Alexander Rodchenko (1891–1956), L.
Popova (1889–1924), as well as A. Exter (1884–1949)—
distinguished themselves in the making of contemporary
dress. Rejecting the previous forms of dress, the con-
structivists proclaimed “comfort and purposefulness” as
their main principle. Clothes had to be comfortable to
work in, easy to put on, and easy to move around in. The
main orientation of their work was the so-called pro-
zodezhda, production dress. The basic elements of this

clothing were simple geometrical shapes: squares, circles,
and triangles. Particular attention was given to athletic
dress; bright color combinations were used to distinguish
the various competing teams. The fashion of those years
was urban fashion, and the places of action were stadiums
and squares, which were appropriate only for young and
strong people. Private life, as well as the private person,
disappeared. Individual taste was inappropriate. All re-
sources were expended on the industrial production of
clothing; here, complicated cuts and intricate ornaments
hindered the unceasing operation of the machines.

In 1921, V. Stepanova and L. Popova were invited
to the first cotton-print factory in Moscow. Both of them
stopped working on machine painting and began to work
with great enthusiasm on cotton specimens, preferring
geometrical patterns and deliberately rejecting traditional
vegetation motifs. The ornaments they created did not
have analogues in the history of textiles, and with their
bright colors they imparted a festive and fresh appear-
ance to simple cotton fabrics.

The rigid ideological control of all spheres of life in
the second half of the 1920s led to a situation in which
the creative heritage of brilliant artists was not under-
stood, not actualized, and was forgotten for a long period
of time. The rulers considered it necessary to rewrite the
recent history, expelling from everyday life all mention of
the past and, first and foremost, the material incarnation
of the revolutionary aesthetic ideal. The administrative
system controlled consumption and encouraged the for-
mation of new elites, offering them the possibility of ac-
quiring clothing in special ateliers and stores. Clothes
designers were being educated in the arts department of
the Textile Institute, but this profession was not consid-
ered a creative one, with corresponding privileges. Fur-
thermore, since there was no private enterprise, these
designers could find work only at state-owned firms and
institutions (design houses, large specialized studios), sub-
mitting to the state plan and worrying that they would be
accused of being bourgeois degenerates.

All attempts to express one’s individuality through
dress, to separate oneself from the faceless gray crowd,
were thwarted by administrative measures. In 1949, the
word stiliaga entered the Russian language and was used
to stigmatize lovers of colorful clothing. In each city there
appeared a “Broadway” (usually the main thoroughfare
of the city, named after the street in New York City); and
a promenade on this street could result in expulsion from
the Textile Institute or arrest for hooliganism.

The first to legalize the profession and to escape
from the administrative captivity was Slava Zaitsev (b.
1938), who established the Theater of Fashions (1980),
which later became his fashion house. By this time Rus-
sia had more than a few brilliant designers who were also
recognized abroad. Irina Krutikova (b. 1936) became
widely known as a designer of fur clothing and received
the title “queen of fur.” She resurrected many old tradi-
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tions and created new methods for coloring and finish-
ing fur. She opened her own studio in 1992.

The perestroika or great political change of the late
1980s made it possible to organize one’s own business,
to travel the globe, and to open boutiques of international
brands in Moscow, Saint Petersburg, and other cities of
the former Soviet Union. It also offered great opportu-
nities for both creators and consumers of Russian fash-
ion. This changed the appearance of cities and liberated
people from having to expend enormous effort to acquire
the necessities of life. Designers appeared who special-
ized in accessories. Irina Deineg (b. 1961) became known
as a designer of both common and exclusive styles of hats.
Viktoriia Andreianova, Viktor Zubets, Andrei Sharov,
Andrei Bartenev, Valentin Iudashkin, and Iulia Ianina ex-
hibit their collections every year, and at the same they
are developing designs for private individuals as well as
for mass production, filling corporate orders.

See also Ethnic Dress; Royal and Aristocratic Dress; Tradi-
tional Dress.
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RYKIEL, SONIA Sonia Rykiel was born Sonia Flis in
Paris on 25 May 1930. She married Sam Rykiel in 1953,
and was initially inspired to design clothes by her own
desire for fashionable maternity wear when she was preg-
nant with her first child. The clothes she designed were
then sold in her husband’s boutique, Laura, which he
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Sonia Rykiel. Acclaimed French fashion designer Sonia Rykiel
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started in 1962. With the opening of the designer’s first
Sonia Rykiel boutique on the Left Bank in 1968, she
spearheaded the boutique movement of small shops sell-
ing avant-garde clothes in France at a time when women
of fashion were rejecting the constricted styles of haute
couture and seeking clothes that projected a more youth-
ful and modern image. The early 1960s were a time of
massive cultural upheaval when many social institutions
underwent major changes, including haute couture.
Along with Emmanuelle Khan, Yves Saint Laurent, and
Dorothée Bis, Rykiel was responsible for a dramatic shift
from status dressing to the youthful informality of the
Rive Gauche. With her extraordinary mass of red hair,
pale complexion, and trademark black clothes, she typi-
fied the look of Left Bank bohemia.

It soon became apparent that Rykiel’s strength was
in knitwear design, and she helped to transform a medium
previously dismissed as old-fashioned into one associated
with covetable items for the young. Offering her clothes
in such fashionable New York stores as Henri Bendel and
Bloomingdale’s, Rykiel was nicknamed the “queen of
knitwear” in 1964.

Rykiel created her signature silhouette by cutting the
garment high in the armholes and close to the body, with
narrow sleeves that elongated the torso. Using a distinc-
tive palette of colored stripes against a backdrop of black,

her designs for knitwear often involved such innovative
details as lockstitched hems, reversed seams, and care-
fully placed pockets. All her clothes tended to be light-
hearted with an element of wit, whether in the use of
contrasting textures and shapes or in the detailing. In the
early 1980s Rykiel began to add words to her clothes—
for example, “Black Tie” spelled out in studs on a black
leather jacket, or “Special Edition Evening Dreams” em-
blazoned in rhinestones on the belt of a black lace dress.

As the fashionable silhouette became looser during
the 1980s, Rykiel emphasized relaxed tailoring and geo-
metric layers. She diversified into household linens in
1975, with children’s wear, men’s wear, shoes, and fra-
grance following in 1993. Her flagship store on the
boulevard Saint-Germain opened in 1990.

Rykiel has become a French institution. She received
the medal of a Chevalier de la Légion d’Honneur in 1985.
Her thirtieth-anniversary show was held in March 1998
at the Bibliothèque nationale de France.

See also Boutique; Paris Fashion; Saint Laurent, Yves.
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