
colonial women's fashion

The world of colonial women's fashion offers a fascinating glimpse into the lives, social hierarchies,

and practicalities of women during the colonial era. From the elaborate gowns of the wealthy to the

sturdy, homespun attire of the working class, colonial women's fashion was a rich tapestry of styles,

materials, and societal influences. This article will delve into the diverse aspects of colonial women's

fashion, exploring the evolution of silhouettes, the significance of fabrics, the role of accessories, and

how fashion reflected the distinct experiences of women across different social strata in early America.
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Understanding the Nuances of Colonial Women's Fashion

Colonial women's fashion was far more than mere clothing; it was a visual language communicating a

woman's social standing, economic status, marital status, and even her occupation. The styles

prevalent during the colonial period, roughly from the early 17th century to the late 18th century, were

deeply intertwined with the societal norms and economic realities of the time. Understanding colonial

women's fashion requires looking beyond the surface to appreciate the intricate details of construction,

the choice of materials, and the way these elements collectively presented a woman to the world.

Early Colonial Fashion: Simplicity and Necessity

The earliest days of colonial settlements were characterized by a focus on practicality and survival.

Resources were scarce, and the immediate need was for durable, functional clothing that could

withstand the rigors of frontier life. This period saw a predominance of homespun fabrics, often made

from linen, wool, and hemp. The styles were generally simple, reflecting the Puritan ethos in many

settlements that discouraged ostentatious displays. Dresses were often full-skirted, with long sleeves,



and worn over chemises and petticoats. Aprons were a ubiquitous part of the working woman's attire,

providing protection and a convenient place to carry essentials.

The Influence of the New World Environment

The harsh climate and the demanding nature of daily life in the early colonies heavily dictated fashion

choices. Clothing had to be warm, resilient, and easy to repair. The availability of local materials

played a crucial role, with spinning and weaving being essential skills for most colonial women. The

emphasis was on sturdy garments that could be passed down or repurposed, reflecting an economy of

thrift and necessity.

Early Religious and Social Tenets

In many early settlements, particularly those with strong Puritan influence, there was a conscious effort

to avoid the perceived vanities of European fashion. Modesty and sobriety were highly valued, and

clothing was expected to reflect these virtues. Bright colors and elaborate decorations were generally

frowned upon, leading to a more muted and utilitarian aesthetic in early colonial women's fashion.

Mid-Colonial Fashion: Emerging Trends and Status

As the colonies grew and prospered, trade with Great Britain and other European nations expanded,

bringing new influences and materials. Mid-colonial fashion, spanning much of the 18th century, began

to show more distinct trends and a clearer reflection of social hierarchy. Wealthier women, in

particular, started to adopt styles that mirrored those of the European aristocracy.

The Rise of Imported Textiles

With increased trade, fine imported fabrics like silk, cotton, and velvet became available to the affluent.

These luxurious materials allowed for more elaborate designs and richer colors, contrasting sharply



with the homespun garments of the less fortunate. Silks were particularly prized for their sheen and

drape, becoming a symbol of wealth and status in colonial women's fashion.

Evolution of the Gown Silhouette

The silhouette of women's dresses began to evolve. While skirts remained full, they were often

supported by hoops or panniers, creating a wider, more dramatic shape. Bodices became more fitted,

often with a conical shape achieved through stays or corsets. Necklines became lower, and sleeves

were often shorter and more decorative, sometimes featuring ruffles or lace.

Late Colonial Fashion: The Influence of European Styles

By the latter half of the 18th century, colonial fashion was heavily influenced by the prevailing styles in

England and France. The Rococo and later Neoclassical movements made their mark on colonial

women's fashion, leading to more sophisticated and fashionable attire. The period leading up to the

American Revolution saw colonial elites actively seeking to emulate the fashions of their British

counterparts.

The Impact of the French Court

French fashion, with its emphasis on elegance, ornamentation, and refined tailoring, exerted a

significant influence. Gowns featured intricate embroidery, lace, ribbon work, and fashionable

hairstyles. The popularity of printed cottons, often imported from India or manufactured in Britain, also

grew, offering a wider range of patterns and colors.

Political and Social Shifts

Interestingly, as the political climate between the colonies and Britain soured, there was a counter-

movement promoting the use of American-made goods, including textiles. However, for many, the



allure of European fashion remained strong, showcasing the complex interplay of colonial identity and

imported trends in colonial women's fashion.

The Foundation of Colonial Women's Wardrobes:

Undergarments

No discussion of colonial women's fashion is complete without examining the essential undergarments

that shaped the silhouette and provided comfort and modesty. These layers were crucial in achieving

the desired look of the period.

The Chemise: The Base Layer

The chemise, a simple, often ankle-length linen or cotton shift, was the first layer worn directly against

the skin. It protected outer garments from body oils and sweat, and could be easily washed. Chemises

were typically made with loose sleeves and a modest neckline.

The Stays or Corset: Creating the Silhouette

To achieve the fashionable conical torso of the 18th century, women wore stays, more commonly

known as corsets. These were stiffened garments, often made of linen and boned with whalebone or

reeds, that laced tightly to mold the waist and push up the bust. The degree of lacing varied, but the

intention was to create an elongated, upright posture and a smooth foundation for the outer gown.

Petticoats: Volume and Warmth

Multiple petticoats were worn over the chemise and stays to add volume to the skirt and provide

warmth. These varied in material and decoration depending on the occasion and the wearer's wealth.

Wealthier women might have silk or quilted petticoats, while others would rely on woolen or linen ones.



Other Essential Undergarments

Additional undergarments included drawers (though not always worn by women in the earliest periods),

stockings, and pockets tied around the waist, worn discreetly under the skirts to carry personal items.

The Silhouette of Colonial Women's Fashion: Layers and

Structure

The characteristic silhouette of colonial women's fashion was achieved through careful layering and

structured garments, creating distinct shapes that evolved throughout the period.

The Cone-Shaped Bodice

Supported by stays, the bodice of colonial gowns was designed to be fitted tightly, creating a smooth,

elongated, and often conical shape. This effect was achieved through precise tailoring and the

stiffening properties of the stays.

The Full, Flowing Skirt

Beneath the bodice, skirts were generally full and voluminous. In the earlier periods, this volume was

created by multiple petticoats. By the mid-18th century, the use of hoops, and later panniers (wide side

hoops), became fashionable, extending the skirt dramatically to the sides, particularly for formal

occasions.

Sleeves and Necklines

Sleeves varied from long and fitted to shorter, more decorative styles that often ended at the elbow,

revealing lace or ruffled cuffs. Necklines also changed, moving from high, modest styles to lower,



square, or oval shapes that showcased the décolletage, often adorned with lace or ruffles.

Fabrics and Materials in Colonial Women's Fashion

The choice of fabric was a significant determinant of a woman's social standing and the

appropriateness of her attire for different occasions. The availability and cost of materials greatly

influenced the look and feel of colonial women's fashion.

Homespun: The Backbone of Colonial Wardrobes

For the vast majority of colonial women, homespun cloth was the primary textile. Linen, derived from

flax, was widely used for shirts, shifts, petticoats, and outer garments due to its durability and

breathability. Wool, from sheep, was essential for warmth, used for heavier gowns, coats, and

petticoats, especially in colder climates. Hemp was also used for coarser fabrics.

Imported Luxuries: Silk, Cotton, and Velvet

For the wealthy, imported fabrics offered a stark contrast. Silks in various weaves and colors were

highly prized for their luxurious sheen and drape, used for fashionable gowns, ribbons, and

accessories. Cotton, particularly fine printed cottons (calicoes and muslins) from India and later

manufactured in Britain, became increasingly popular for its affordability and the variety of prints

available.

Decorative Fabrics

More elaborate colonial women's fashion often incorporated richer fabrics like damask, brocade, and

velvet, frequently in deep, jewel-like colors, further signifying wealth and status.



Color and Embellishment in Colonial Women's Fashion

While early colonial fashion favored muted tones, as wealth and trade increased, color and

embellishment became more prevalent, particularly among the upper classes.

Dyeing and Color Availability

Natural dyes, derived from plants, insects, and minerals, were used to color fabrics. Common colors

included blues (from indigo), reds (from cochineal or madder), yellows, and greens. The intensity and

vibrancy of colors could indicate the cost of the dye and the skill of the dyer. Wealthier women could

afford more vibrant and expensive colors.

Decorative Techniques

Embellishments were used to enhance the beauty and express the wearer's status. These included:

Embroidery: Intricate needlework, often depicting floral motifs, birds, or geometric patterns, was

a common embellishment on bodices, cuffs, and skirts.

Lace and Ruffles: Edging garments with lace or fabric ruffles added a touch of elegance and

femininity.

Ribbons: Used for decoration, ties, and hair adornments, ribbons were a popular accessory,

often in contrasting colors.

Appliqué and Quilting: Techniques like appliqué (sewing shaped pieces of fabric onto a

background) and quilting were used for both decoration and to add warmth and structure to

garments.



Headwear and Hairstyles: Completing the Look

Headwear and hairstyles were integral to colonial women's fashion, signifying social status, marital

status, and adherence to fashion trends.

The Ubiquitous Cap

For married women and older single women, a linen or cotton cap was an essential part of daily dress,

worn to cover the hair and as a sign of modesty. These caps varied in style from simple close-fitting

bonnets to more elaborate ruffled or lace-trimmed versions.

Hats and Bonnets

Hats and bonnets also played a role, particularly for outdoor wear. Straw bonnets offered protection

from the sun, while fabric bonnets, often adorned with ribbons and lace, could be quite fashionable.

Larger, brimmed hats were also worn.

Hairstyles

Younger women often wore their hair loose, braided, or tied back with ribbons. As the century

progressed, more elaborate hairstyles became fashionable, with hair often dressed up and adorned

with ribbons, flowers, or caps.

Footwear for Colonial Women

Footwear in colonial America was practical, with variations reflecting social class and the demands of

daily life.



Shoes for Daily Wear

Most women wore simple leather shoes, often made with a low heel and a buckle closure. Buckled

shoes were common for both men and women. These were durable enough for walking and daily

chores.

More Refined Footwear

Wealthier women might own shoes made of finer leather, silk, or embroidered fabric, often with more

decorative buckles or embellishments. Mules and slippers were also worn for indoor use or more

formal occasions.

Stockings

Stockings, typically made of wool or linen, were worn by most women to provide warmth and complete

the ensemble.

Accessories that Defined Colonial Women's Fashion

Accessories were crucial for adding personality, function, and a touch of flair to colonial women's

fashion.

Pockets: A Functional Accessory

Pockets were not sewn into skirts but were separate items, often made of sturdy fabric like linen or

cotton, tied around the waist and worn under the skirt. Wealthier women might have decorative

pockets made of silk or embroidered linen.



Handkerchiefs and Fans

Fine linen or cotton handkerchiefs were used for hygiene and as fashion accessories, often edged with

lace. Fans, made of wood, bone, or ivory with paper or silk leaves, were essential for aristocratic

women, used to cool themselves and to communicate through a subtle language of gestures.

Jewelry and Neckwear

Jewelry, such as necklaces, earrings, rings, and brooches, was a clear indicator of wealth. Pearls,

gemstones, and intricate metalwork were favored by the affluent. Necklaces, ribbon chokers, and lace

collars also added decorative elements to necklines.

Gloves

Gloves, made of fine leather or fabric, were worn for protection, modesty, and as a fashion statement,

particularly for outdoor excursions or formal events.

Regional Variations in Colonial Women's Fashion

While there were overarching trends in colonial women's fashion, regional differences also played a

role, influenced by climate, local resources, and the cultural heritage of the settlers.

New England Fashion

In Puritan New England, modesty and practicality remained paramount for longer than in other

colonies. Homespun fabrics and more restrained styles were common. While affluent women still

followed broader trends, the emphasis on simplicity was more pronounced.



Mid-Atlantic Colonies Fashion

In colonies like Pennsylvania, with a more diverse population including Quakers and German

immigrants, fashion could be more varied. The influence of different European customs was evident,

alongside the prevailing English styles.

Southern Colonies Fashion

In the Southern colonies, with a warmer climate and a wealthier planter class, fashion tended to be

more elaborate and influenced by the latest styles from England. Imported fabrics, lighter materials like

cotton and silk, and more decorative elements were more prevalent among the elite.

Social Class and its Impact on Colonial Women's Fashion

Perhaps the most significant factor shaping colonial women's fashion was social class. The ability to

afford imported textiles, skilled craftsmanship, and a larger wardrobe clearly distinguished the wealthy

from the working class and the poor.

The Wealthy Elite

The gentry and wealthy merchants could afford luxurious silks, velvets, and fine cottons, often

imported at great expense. They employed seamstresses and tailors to create fashionable garments in

the latest styles. Their wardrobes were extensive, allowing for changes of dress for different times of

day and occasions.

The Middle Class

Middle-class women, such as prosperous shopkeepers or artisans, could afford some imported fabrics

and better quality homespun. They aimed to emulate the styles of the upper classes to a degree, but



their choices were more economical. They might own a good silk gown for special occasions but rely

on wool and linen for daily wear.

The Working Class and the Poor

For the majority of colonial women, life was characterized by hard work and limited resources. Their

clothing was predominantly made of homespun linen and wool, often in muted colors. They focused on

durability and practicality, with simple, functional designs. Clothing was mended and repurposed

extensively.

Practicality vs. Fashion: The Everyday Choices of Colonial

Women

For many colonial women, the demands of daily life necessitated a balance between fashion and

practicality. The clothing worn for chores and labor was distinct from that worn for social gatherings.

Work Attire

Daily work attire typically included sturdy linen or wool dresses, often with aprons to protect them.

Sleeves might be rolled up, and necklines were usually higher for modesty and practicality.

Comfortable, sturdy shoes were essential for hours of labor.

Sunday Best and Special Occasions

On Sundays for church or for special social events like weddings or balls, women would dress in their

finest attire. This might involve lighter fabrics, brighter colors, more elaborate embellishments, and the

fashionable silhouettes of the time, including hoops and decorative headwear.



The Evolution of Colonial Women's Fashion Over Time

Colonial women's fashion was not static; it evolved significantly throughout the colonial period,

reflecting changing economic conditions, cultural influences, and societal developments.

From Early Simplicity to 18th-Century Sophistication

The stark simplicity of the early 17th century gave way to the more elaborate styles of the 18th

century. This evolution was driven by increased trade, growing prosperity, and the desire to keep pace

with European fashion trends. The introduction of new fabrics, tailoring techniques, and silhouette-

defining undergarments marked this transition.

The Impact of the American Revolution

The American Revolution brought about a period of introspection regarding fashion. While some

women continued to favor British styles, there was also a rise in patriotism that encouraged the

wearing of American-made textiles and simpler, more patriotic styles. However, the underlying

European influences remained strong.

Conclusion: The Enduring Legacy of Colonial Women's Fashion

Colonial women's fashion stands as a compelling testament to the resourcefulness, social stratification,

and evolving cultural landscape of early America. From the functional homespun garments of necessity

to the elaborate silks and satins that proclaimed wealth and status, the attire of colonial women offered

a rich visual narrative. The intricate layers of undergarments, the carefully constructed silhouettes, the

variety of fabrics, and the subtle yet significant role of accessories all contributed to a complex sartorial

language. Understanding colonial women's fashion allows us to appreciate not only the aesthetic

trends of the past but also the lives and identities of the women who wore these clothes, shaping their

world one stitch at a time.



Frequently Asked Questions

What was the most common fabric for colonial women's clothing?

Linen and wool were the most common fabrics, readily available and produced domestically. Cotton

became more accessible later in the colonial period, especially with increased trade.

Did colonial women wear corsets?

Yes, corsets (or stays) were a common undergarment for many colonial women, particularly those of

means. They were worn to create a fashionable silhouette, offering support and a more upright

posture.

What were the typical components of a colonial woman's outfit?

A typical outfit often included an undergarment chemise, stockings, stays (corset), petticoats, a bodice,

and a skirt. A cap or bonnet and apron were also common additions.

How did social class influence colonial women's fashion?

Social class significantly impacted fashion. Wealthier women could afford finer fabrics like silk,

imported textiles, and more elaborate embellishments, while poorer women wore simpler, coarser

materials and fewer garments.

Were there distinct regional differences in colonial women's fashion?

Yes, while there were overarching trends, regional differences existed. For example, clothing in New

England might be more practical and somber compared to the more vibrant and influenced styles seen

in port cities like Charleston or Philadelphia.

What was the purpose of the apron worn by colonial women?

Aprons served a practical purpose, protecting the wearer's clothing from dirt, stains, and wear during



daily chores and work. They also became a visible marker of domesticity and labor.

Did colonial women wear makeup or elaborate hairstyles?

While some women might use rouge or powder, elaborate makeup was not as common or widespread

as in later eras. Hairstyles were generally simpler, often pulled back and covered with caps or bonnets

for modesty and practicality, though upper-class women might adorn their hair more elaborately for

special occasions.

Additional Resources

Here are 9 book titles related to colonial women's fashion, with descriptions:

1.

Gilded Cages: The Sumptuous Silks and Restrictive Stays of Colonial

Gentry

This book delves into the elaborate and often luxurious fashion choices of wealthy women in colonial

society. It explores how the adoption of European styles reflected social status and aspiration,

highlighting the materials, craftsmanship, and hidden construction of their garments. The narrative also

touches upon the societal expectations and physical limitations imposed by these fashionable

ensembles.

2.

Homespun Histories: The Practicality and Patriotism of Colonial

Everyday Attire

Focusing on the majority of colonial women, this title examines the materials and methods used to

create their everyday clothing. It showcases the importance of domestic production, from spinning wool

to sewing garments, as a mark of frugality and patriotic duty. The book illustrates how even simple



attire conveyed a sense of identity and resilience in challenging times.

3.

Beyond the Bodice: Undergarments and the Foundation of Colonial

Style

This work provides an in-depth look at the often-overlooked undergarments that shaped the silhouette

of colonial women's fashion. It details the construction and function of items like chemises, petticoats,

and stays, explaining how they contributed to the prevailing aesthetic. The book reveals the surprising

complexity and craftsmanship involved in these foundational pieces.

4.

The Unravelling Thread: Fashion and Identity for Enslaved and

Indigenous Women in Colonial America

This book challenges traditional narratives by exploring the complex relationship between fashion,

identity, and resistance for enslaved and Indigenous women. It examines how they adapted,

repurposed, and sometimes resisted colonial dress norms, often through the use of their own cultural

textiles and styles. The narrative highlights the agency and creativity employed in navigating

oppressive systems.

5.

From Linen to Lace: The Evolution of Colonial Women's Wardrobes

Tracing the changes in women's fashion throughout the colonial period, this book explores the

influences of trade, migration, and evolving social customs. It analyzes how different types of fabrics,

from sturdy linen to delicate lace, became available and desirable to various social classes. The book

illustrates the gradual adoption and adaptation of trends over time.

6.



The Quiet Influence: Accessories and Their Significance in Colonial

Women's Fashion

This title focuses on the crucial role of accessories in completing and communicating the style and

status of colonial women. It examines items like bonnets, caps, shoes, gloves, and jewelry, detailing

their materials, origins, and the social messages they conveyed. The book argues that these smaller

items held significant power in defining a woman's place.

7.

Stitched Boundaries: The Politics of Dress in Colonial Society

This work delves into how fashion was used as a tool to demarcate social, political, and economic

boundaries among colonial women. It explores how adherence to or deviation from fashion norms

could signal loyalty, class, or even rebellion. The book examines the unspoken rules and expectations

embedded within the clothing choices of the era.

8.

The Weaver's Hand: Colonial Textile Production and Its Impact on

Women's Fashion

This book explores the integral role of textile production in shaping colonial women's fashion. It details

the processes of spinning, weaving, and dyeing, highlighting the skills and labor involved. The

narrative connects the availability and quality of fabrics directly to the types of garments women could

create and wear.

9.

Portraits in Cloth: Fashion and Representation in Colonial American



Women's Art

This title analyzes how colonial women's fashion is depicted and interpreted through the art of the

period, particularly portraiture. It examines how painters captured the details of clothing to convey

social standing, personality, and cultural affiliations. The book offers insights into how fashion

functioned as a visual language for self-presentation.
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