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THE ELEGANCE OF
A NEW ERA:
UNDERSTANDING
TURN OF THE
CENTURY DRESSES

The period surrounding
t h e  t u r n  o f  t h e
t w e n t i e t h
century—roughly  1890
to  1910—represents
o n e  o f  t h e  m o s t
f a s c i n a t i n g  a n d
transformative  eras  in
fashion history. Turn of
the  century  dresses
capture  a  moment  of
p r o f o u n d  s o c i a l
change,  technological
innovation, and artistic
evo lu t i on .  These
garments are far more

than fabric and thread;
they are artifacts of a
world balancing on the
edge  of  modernity.
From the exaggerated
hourglass figures of the
1890s  to  the  softer,
m o r e  n a t u r a l
s i lhouettes  of  the
Edwardian  years,  the
dresses of this era tell
a  s t o r y  o f  women
stepping  into  a  new
age.  For  collectors,
historians, and fashion
enthusiasts  al ike,
understanding  these
garments  offers  a
window  into  a  world
that was both graceful
and  rapidly  evolving.
This  article  explores
the  defining
characteristics,  social

https://www.everybodystreet.com/


2

2 Turn Of The Century Dresses 2024-02-09

context,  and  enduring
legacy  of  turn  of  the
cen tu ry  d resses ,
p r o v i d i n g  a
comprehensive  guide
to  one  of  fashion's
most iconic periods.

THE HISTORICAL
BACKDROP: FROM
VICTORIAN TO
EDWARDIAN

To  truly  appreciate
turn  of  the  century
dresses,  one  must  first
u n d e r s t a n d  t h e
h i s t o r i ca l  f o r ces
shaping  them.  The
1890s were still deeply
Victorian in sensibility,
marked by strict social
etiquette  and  moral
codes. Queen Victoria's
reign,  which  ended
with her death in 1901,
cast  a  long  shadow
over fashion. However,
t h e  1 8 9 0 s  a l s o
w i t n e s s e d  t h e
emergence of the "New
Woman"—a  figure  who
s o u g h t  g r e a t e r

i n d e p e n d e n c e ,
e d u c a t i o n ,  a n d
participation  in  public
l i f e .  Th i s  tens ion
between  tradition  and
progress is written into
the very seams of turn
of the century dresses.
With  the  dawn of  the
Edwardian era in 1901,
named  a f te r  K ing
Edward  VII,  fashion
took a noticeable turn
toward  luxury  and
ease. The rigid, tightly
corseted  Victorian
silhouette  began  to
soften.  The Edwardian
period, lasting until the
outbreak of World War
I  in  1914,  i s  o f ten
romant ic ized  as  a
g o l d e n  a g e  o f
elegance.  Turn  of  the
century  dresses  from
this  period  reflect  a
s o c i e t y  e n j o y i n g
relative  peace  and
prosperity, at least for
the  upper  classes,
while  also  grappling
with the early stirrings
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of  modernism  in  art,
literature, and politics.

DEFINING
SILHOUETTES OF
THE ERA

The Late
Victorian
Silhouett
e: The
Hourglass
Ideal
I n  t he  1890s ,  t he
dominant silhouette for
turn  of  the  century
d r e s s e s  w a s  t h e
extreme  hourglass.
This  was  achieved
through the use of the
S-bend  corset,  which
p u s h e d  t h e  b u s t
forward  and  the  hips
b a c k ,  c r e a t i n g  a

dramatic  curve.  The
waist  was  cinched  to
an  impossibly  small
circumference,  often
measuring  18  to  22
inches.  The  sleeves
were  another  defining
feature: enormous leg-
of-mutton sleeves, also
called  gigot  sleeves,
rose  to  their  largest
s ize  around  1895.
These  voluminous
sleeves  balanced  the
wide  skirts ,  which
flared  out  from  the
waist  in  a  bell  shape,
often  supported  by
layers of  petticoats or
a cage crinoline.
The  overall  effect  of
late  Victorian  turn  of
the  century  dresses
was one of  structured
grandeur. A woman in
s u c h  a  d r e s s
commanded space and
attention.  The  high,
stand-up collars,  often
trimmed  with  lace  or
ruffles,  added  to  the
sense  of  formality.
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These  dresses  were
heavy,  elaborate,  and
m e t i c u l o u s l y
constructed,  reflecting
the  values  of  an  era
t h a t  p r i z e d
craftsmanship  and
propriety.

The
Edwardia
n
Silhouett
e: The
Gibson
Girl and
the S-
Curve
As  the  new  century
began,  the  silhouette

of turn of  the century
dresses  evolved  into
what is now recognized
a s  t h e  c l a s s i c
Edwardian look. The S-
bend  corset  persisted
into  the  early  1900s,
but it was worn with a
different  intention.  The
ideal  figure  became
the  "Gibson  Girl,"  the
iconic  illustration  by
Charles  Dana  Gibson.
She  was  tall,  stately,
and  possessed  an
hourglass  figure  that
seemed  more  natural
than  the  exaggerated
curves  of  the  1890s.
The  Gibson  Girl  was
athletic,  confident,  and
modern—a  distinctly
American  ideal  that
nonetheless  influenced
fashion  worldwide.
Edwardian turn  of  the
c e n t u r y  d r e s s e s
featured a softer, more
feminine  shape.  The
skirts remained full but
began to lose some of
their  rigid  structure,
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falling in graceful folds
to  the  floor.  The
waist l ine  was  st i l l
cinched,  but  the  bust
was  less  aggressively
pushed  forward.  The
neck l ine  l owered
slightly  for  daytime
and  considerably  for
evening.  The  sleeves,
w h i c h  h a d  b e e n
e n o r m o u s  i n  t h e
1890s,  began  to  slim
down,  especially  after
1905.  By  1910,  the
silhouette was moving
toward  the  narrower,
straighter  lines  that
would define the 1910s
and  eventually  the
flapper  era  of  the
1920s.

FABRICS, COLORS,
AND DECORATIVE
DETAILS

The  materials  used  in
turn  of  the  century
dresses  reveal  much
about  the  technology
and trade of the time.
Cotton, linen, and wool

w e r e  s t a p l e s  f o r
everyday  wear.  Silk,
however ,  was  the
queen  of  fabrics  for
special  occasions.  The
d e v e l o p m e n t  o f
synthetic  dyes  in  the
late nineteenth century
brought  a  riot  of  new
colors  to  women's
wardrobes.  Anil ine
dyes  produced  vivid
purples,  magentas,
emerald  greens,  and
electric  blues  that
w o u l d  h a v e  b e e n
i m p o s s i b l e  a
generation  earlier.
P a s t e l  s h a d e s ,
especially  soft  pinks,
lavenders,  and  pale
b l u e s ,  b e c a m e
f a s h i o n a b l e  f o r
summer  and  evening
wear.
Decoration  on  turn  of
the  century  dresses
was  lavish.  Lace  was
ubiquitous—machine-
made  lace  made  i t
affordable  for  the
middle  classes,  while
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h a n d - m a d e  l a c e
remained a  marker  of
wealth.  Embroidery,
beading,  and  ribbon
work  added  texture
and  visual  interest.
Tucks,  pleats,  and
ruffles  were  used
extensively,  especially
on bodices and skirts.
The  "lingerie  dress"
style,  popular  in  the
1900s, featured layers
of white cotton or linen
trimmed with lace and
embroidery,  evoking a
l o o k  o f  d e l i c a t e
f e m i n i n i t y .  F o r
evening,  dresses were
often  trimmed  with
sequins,  beads,  and
even  precious  stones
for  the  very  wealthy.

DAYWEAR VERSUS
EVENING WEAR

Turn  of  the  century
dresses  were  strictly
categorized by time of
day  and  occasion.  A
w o m a n  o f  m e a n s
would  change  her

clothing multiple times
a day. Morning dresses
were  simple,  often
made  o f  cot ton  or
w o o l ,  w i t h  h i g h
necklines  and  long
sleeves.  Afternoon
dresses ,  worn  fo r
visiting  and  shopping,
were  more  elaborate,
featuring  decorative
trims and slightly lower
necklines.  Tea  gowns,
worn  for  receiving
guests  at  home,  were
s o f t e r  a n d  l e s s
structured, often made
of  flowing  silks  and
laces,  representing  a
r a r e  m o m e n t  o f
relaxed  elegance.
Evening  gowns,  worn
for  dinners,  balls,  and
the  theatre,  were  the
most spectacular of all
turn  of  the  century
dresses. They featured
low  necklines,  short
sleeves or no sleeves,
and  trains  that  swept
the  floor.  The  fabrics
were  luxurious—silk
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satin,  velvet,  chiffon,
and  tulle.  The  colors
were  rich  and  deep:
burgundy, navy, forest
green,  and  black.  For
t h e  m o s t  f o r m a l
occasions,  dresses
were  often  heavily
embe l l i shed  w i th
beads,  sequins,  and
metallic  thread.  The
goal was to dazzle, and
these dresses certainly
did.

THE ROLE OF
UNDERGARMENTS

No discussion of turn of
the century dresses is
complete  wi thout
acknowledging  the
c o m p l e x
undergarments  that
supported  them.  The
corset was the central
garment,  shaping  the
torso  into  the  desired
silhouette.  Corsets  of
this  era  were  long,
extending  over  the
hips, and were made of
coutil,  a strong cotton

fabric,  reinforced  with
steel  or  whalebone
boning.  They  were
laced  tightly  at  the
back,  and  a  well-fitted
corset was essential for
a c h i e v i n g  t h e
fashionable  shape.
Beneath  the  corset,
women wore a chemise
and drawers. Over the
corset  went  a  corset
cover, which protected
the  dress  from  the
corset's  boning  and
provided  a  smooth
surface. Then came the
petticoats—sometimes
seve ra l  l aye r s  o f
them—to give the skirt
its  fullness.  Bustles,
w h i c h  h a d  b e e n
popular  in  the  1880s,
h a d  l a r g e l y
disappeared  by  the
1890s,  but  hip  pads
were  sometimes  used
to enhance the S-curve
shape .  The  sheer
number  o f  l aye r s
meant  that  getting
dressed  was  a  time-
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consuming  process,
often  requiring  the
help  of  a  maid.

SOCIAL AND
CULTURAL
SIGNIFICANCE

Turn  of  the  century
dresses were far more
than  mere  clothing;
they  were  powerful
social signals. The tight
lacing  of  the  corset
was both a symbol  of
restraint and a marker
of  status.  A  woman
with  a  tiny  waist  and
an  elaborate  dress
demonstrated that she
did not need to engage
in  manual  labor.  The
complex i ty  o f  the
clothing also indicated
t h a t  s h e  h a d  t h e
leisure  time  and  the
financial  resources  to
m a i n t a i n  s u c h  a
wardrobe.  Yet,  the
corset was also a site
of  contestation.  The
Rational  Dress Society
and  o the r  r e fo rm

movements  argued
that  corsets  were
u n h e a l t h y  a n d
restr ict ive.  These
debates were part of a
larger  conversation
about women's roles in
society.
The turn of the century
dress also reflected the
growing  influence  of
consumer culture.  The
rise  of  department
s t o r e s ,  f a s h i o n
m a g a z i n e s ,  a n d
pattern  companies
made the latest styles
accessible to a broader
audience  than  ever
before.  Women  could
now  purchase  ready-
made  clothing  or  sew
their  own  garments
us ing  commerc ia l
p a t t e r n s .  T h i s
democratization  of
fashion  meant  that
even  middle-class
w o m e n  c o u l d
part ic ipate  in  the
trends  of  the  day,
a l b e i t  w i t h  l e s s
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expensive  fabrics  and
simpler  construction.
The 1900s saw the rise
of the "bicycle suit," a
more  practical  outfit
for  the  increasingly
popular  activity  of
c y c l i n g ,  w h i c h
c h a l l e n g e d
conventional  ideas  of
feminine  dress.  This
was a harbinger of the
dramatic changes that
would  come  in  the
following  decades.

THE TRANSITION
TO MODERNITY

The turn of the century
period was not a static
era but one of constant
change.  By  1908,  the
silhouette was shifting
again.  The  S-bend
corset was giving way
to  a  straighter,  more
columnar  shape.  The
waistline began to rise
slightly,  and  skirts
became narrower. The
" D i r e c t o i r e "  o r
"Empire" look, inspired

by  ancient  Greek  and
Roman clothing as well
as  early  nineteenth-
century  fash ions ,
became  popular.  This
style  featured  a  high
waistline just below the
bust,  with  soft,  flowing
skirts.  Paul  Poiret,  the
French designer, was a
key  figure  in  this
transition.  He  rejected
the  corset  altogether,
creating  dresses  that
h u n g  f r o m  t h e
shoulders  and  moved
with  the  body.  These
early twentieth-century
styles  were  a  radical
departure  from  the
heavily structured turn
of the century dresses
of the 1890s. By 1914,
t h e  w o r l d  o f
fashion—and the world
i t s e l f — w o u l d  b e
irrevocably changed by
the outbreak of  World
War I, marking the true
e n d  o f  t h e  l o n g
nineteenth century and
its distinctive dress.
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THE ENDURING
LEGACY IN
MODERN FASHION

The influence of turn of
the  century  dresses
can  sti l l  be  seen  in
contemporary  fashion.
Designers  regularly
r e f e r e n c e  t h e
Edwardian  silhouette,
the  leg-of -mutton
sleeve,  and  the  high
l a c e  c o l l a r .  T h e
"grandmillennial" trend
of  the  early  2020s,
with  its  emphasis  on
ruffles,  lace,  and
v i n t a g e - i n s p i r e d
shapes,  owes  a  clear
d e b t  t o  t h i s  e r a .
Costume  dramas  and
period  films,  such  as
Titanic ,  The  Age  of
I n n o c e n c e ,  a n d
Downton  Abbey,  have
kept  the  aesthetic  of
turn  of  the  century
dresses  alive  in  the
popular  imagination.
For  collectors,  original
garments from 1890 to

1910 are highly prized,
with  museum-quality
p i e c e s  f e t c h i n g
significant  sums  at
auction.  Reproductions
a r e  a l s o  p o p u l a r
among  h i s to r i ca l
reenactors,  steampunk
en thus i as t s ,  and
a n y o n e  w h o
a p p r e c i a t e s  t h e
craftsmanship  and
romance of this bygone
era.

COLLECTING AND
CARING FOR
VINTAGE TURN OF
THE CENTURY
DRESSES

For those interested in
acquiring  turn  of  the
cen tu ry  d resses ,
w h e t h e r  a s  a n
investment  or  fo r
personal  enjoyment,
several  considerations
a r e  i m p o r t a n t .
A u t h e n t i c i t y  i s
paramount.  Look  for
original  labels,  hand-
stitching,  and  period-
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appropriate fabrics and
trims.  Condition  is
c r u c i a l — t h e s e
garments  are  often
fragile,  with  silk  that
may  have  shattering
issues  and  lace  that
can be brittle. Storage
and  display  require
careful  attention  to
light,  humidity,  and
temperature.  Museum-
quality  conservation
methods ,  such  as
padded  hangers  and
acid-free tissue paper,
are  recommended.
While  wearing  original
turn  of  the  century
dresses is possible for
special occasions, it  is
generally not advisable
for regular use due to
their delicacy. Instead,
many  enthus iasts
choose  to  wear  high-
quality  reproductions
m a d e  b y  s k i l l e d
art isans.  Whether
o r i g i n a l  o r
reproduction,  these
dresses offer a tangible

c o n n e c t i o n  t o  a
fascinating  period  in
history. They remind us
that  fashion  is  never
just about clothes—it is
about identity, society,
and the human desire
f o r  b e a u t y  a n d
expression.

CONCLUSION

Turn  of  the  century
dresses  are  far  more
t h a n  h i s t o r i c a l
artifacts.  They  are
embodied  expressions
of  a  world  in  flux—a
world  of  horse-drawn
carriages  and  early
automobiles,  of  strict
s o c i a l  c o d e s  a n d
emerging  women's
rights,  of  handcrafted
artistry  and  industrial
mass production. From
the  tightly  corseted
hourglass of the 1890s
to  the  flowing  lines  of
the  Edwardian  Gibson
Girl,  these  garments
chart  a  remarkable
evolution in both style
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and  social  meaning. T h e y  c o n t i n u e  t o
captivate


