The Twentieth Century History Of
Fashion And Costume: From Corsets
To Couture

Throughout the twentieth century, fashion and costume evolved dramatically,
reflecting societal changes, technological advancements, and the influence of
various historical events. From the restrictive corsets of the early 1900s to the
avant-garde couture creations of the late century, this article explores the
fascinating journey of fashion and costume that has shaped our modern style.

Read on to discover the highlights of this transformative era.

Early 1900s: The Edwardian Era and the Rise of Haute Couture

In the early 1900s, fashion underwent a significant transition. The Edwardian era
marked the end of the restrictive corsets and elaborate bustles of the Victorian
period. The silhouette became softer and more natural, with the S-curve shape,

defined by a monobosom and a prominent derriere, gaining popularity.

During this time, haute couture emerged as a dominant force in the fashion
industry. Designers like Paul Poiret and Charles Frederick Worth began
showcasing their creations in luxury fashion houses, setting new standards for

craftsmanship and elegance.
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1910s: World War | and the Emergence of the Flapper Style

The outbreak of World War | in 1914 had a significant impact on fashion. As men
were mobilized for military service, women assumed new roles in society, which
influenced their clothing choices. The practicality of garments became essential,

and women started wearing shorter skirts and looser-fitting dresses.
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By the mid-1910s, the iconic flapper style had emerged. Flappers challenged
social norms with their short haircuts, minimalistic makeup, and above-the-knee
dresses. This rebellious fashion movement symbolized the changing role of

women and their desire for freedom.
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1920s: The Roaring Twenties and Art Deco Influences

The 1920s, famously known as the Roaring Twenties, witnessed an explosion of
cultural and societal changes. It was an era of jazz, dance, and newfound
freedom after the end of World War |. Fashion became an expression of

individuality and rebellion against traditional norms.
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The flapper style continued to dominate in the 1920s, with dropped waistlines,
shift dresses, and shorter hemlines. Art Deco influences were also prominent, as
bold geometric patterns and intricate beading adorned garments, reflecting the

glamour and exuberance of the era.
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1930s: The Great Depression and Hollywood Glamour

The 1930s were marked by economic hardships due to the Great Depression.

Despite the challenging times, Hollywood movies and the rise of the silver screen
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brought escapism and glamour into people's lives. The influence of film stars

translated into popular fashion trends.

Bias-cut gowns, typically made from luxurious satin or silk, were all the rage.
These form-fitting dresses accentuated a woman's natural curves, creating a
sensual and elegant look. Shoulder pads also gained popularity, giving women a

more confident and empowered silhouette.
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1940s: World War Il and Utility Fas
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World War Il had a profound impact on fashion during the 1940s. With limited
resources and rationing in place, utility fashion emerged as a necessity. Women
had to prioritize practicality over extravagance, and clothing became more

functional.

The silhouette of the 1940s featured padded shoulders, narrower waists, and mid-
calf or knee-length skirts. Military-inspired designs and patriotic colors were
prevalent, reflecting the spirit of the times. Women often wore tailored suits and

A-line dresses, demonstrating their resilience and adaptability.
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1950s: Post-War Glamour and The New Look

The 1950s witnessed a resurgence of glamour and femininity after the end of
World War Il. Christian Dior's iconic "New Look" collection, introduced in 1947,
revolutionized the fashion industry. It emphasized hourglass figures with nipped-in

waists and full skirts, exuding elegance and opulence.

Pastel colors, polka dots, and floral prints were popular choices for dresses, while

capri pants and pedal pushers became a casual trend. Women's fashion in the
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1950s celebrated grace and elegance, showcasing a departure from the utilitarian

styles of the previous decade.
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1960s: Social Revolution and Miniskirt
The 1960s were marked by a social revolution, with the youth rejecting traditional
values and advocating for change. The fashion industry embraced bold and
diverse styles that challenged conventions. The miniskirt, famously popularized

by British designer Mary Quant, became an iconic symbol of the era.
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Colorful and psychedelic patterns, influenced by the Hippie movement and Pop
Art, dominated fashion trends. A more youthful and casual approach to dressing

emerged, with go-go boots, shift dresses, and turtleneck sweaters gaining

popularity.

1970s: Disco Fev

er and Bohemian Chic
The 1970s were a time of contrasting fashion movements. From the disco fever to
bohemian chic, this decade offered diverse styles that reflected the cultural and

social changes of the era.
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Seventies fashion was characterized by bell-bottom pants, platform shoes, and
colorful, flowy dresses. Disco-inspired fashion embraced sequins, metallic fabrics,
and sparkling accessories. Meanwhile, the bohemian trend brought long, flowing
skirts, peasant blouses, and crochet details, reflecting a more laid-back and free-

spirited vibe.

EASY-CARE PRINT DRESSES *&?7 w #1197

Styles 1 through 4 are broadeloth of Avril* rayon and cotton . . just
machine wash, warm; little or no ironing is needed if tumbledried

1980s: Power Dressing and Fashion Excess
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The 1980s were an era of excess and bold statements. Power dressing,
characterized by sharp shoulders, tailored suits, and vibrant colors, became a
symbol of female empowerment in the business world. Women sought to break

traditional gender roles and showcase their authority.

Punk and new wave subcultures heavily influenced fashion during this decade.
Leather jackets, ripped jeans, and band t-shirts were popular among rebellious
youth. The growth of MTV and music videos also played a significant role in

shaping fashion trends, with artists like Madonna and Cyndi Lauper becoming

style icons.
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1990s: Grunge and Minimalistic Fashion

The 1990s witnessed a shift towards minimalism and casual dressing. Grunge
fashion, popularized by bands like Nirvana, brought a rebellious and nonchalant
aesthetic to the forefront. Oversized flannel shirts, ripped jeans, and combat boots

became mainstream fashion staples.

However, the 1990s also saw the emergence of minimalist fashion influenced by

designers like Calvin Klein and Helmut Lang. Clean lines, neutral colors, and
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simple silhouettes became the epitome of chic sophistication.

The twentieth century was a transformative period for fashion and costume, with
each decade leaving a unique mark on the industry. From the restrictive corsets
of the early 1900s to the bold and experimental designs of the late century,
fashion became a reflection of societal changes, cultural movements, and

technological advancements. By understanding the history of fashion throughout
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this century, we can appreciate the rich tapestry of styles that have shaped our

modern sense of style.
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An eight-volume set examining the development of costume and fashion and the

social history that gave rise to it. It depicts the changing styles, processes, and

trends - from the first people to wear clothes in the last Ice Age to the courtly

fashion of medieval Europe to the globalization of Western style - that led us to

the clothing of today.
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