
Why Historical Dress?
Fashion has evolved radically from the fine fabrics used during the
first flowerings of wealth and status to the creation of the synthetics
used in today’s affordable fast fashion. This evolution documents the
societal changes between those two points. Surviving examples of
dress are key to understanding that development as much as any
historical document. A piece of clothing is a snapshot of a decade,
year, month, or even a day in time. The wearer and their clothing
moved together through history, and collections of historical
costumes reflect that experience, from the mundane to the highest
flash of pomp and prestige.
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Both the upcoming occasion of Valentine’s Day and the wedding dress worn by Elizabeth Henderson Van de
Water are certainly romantic. The former occasion, however, often celebrated with flocks of cherubs and candy
hearts, contrasts with this simple but elegant wedding gown.

In comparison to other types of garments at the Historical Society, wedding dresses are the most numerous;
the collection houses about twenty gowns of this nature. When considering how these dresses are saved and
why they survive, we must look at their unique aspects.

Wedding dresses meet all four of these conditions. Contrary to popular imagination, wedding gowns have not
always been white. They have often featured colors and textiles that could be used for other occasions.
Elizabeth’s dress was in fact created especially for her special, one-time ceremony and was perhaps used for
formal functions after that event. All fabric was expensive at the time of her marriage, but silk was enormously
more so. Silk could not be put under the rigors of laundry, so easily soiled white silk was certainly a luxury
reserved for an idle and wealthy individual. Elizabeth was also unusually petite; she stood about 4 feet and 6
inches tall in her entirety. Her dress was unlikely to be altered to fit anyone else or passed down to be worn to
rags. Considering these circumstances together, Elizabeth’s dress was not only sumptuous but a prime subject
for survival into modernity.
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Very wealthy women of her time are recorded wearing similar wedding
garments in white, silver, or a marriage of the two. In 1735, when Princess
Anne married William IV, Prince of Orange, she was dressed in “Virgin
robes of silver tissue,” and “a corps de robe, that is, in plain English, a stiff
bodied gown.” Princess Charlotte wore a similar garment in 1761 when
she married King George III of England. Affluent brides also chose white
silk brocade for their wedding gowns.

The “plain English” style mentioned is likely what we now call the robe à
l’anglaise, or English dress. Its defining characteristics are a tightly tailored
back, under which the waistline is cut to a point. They are usually simpler
than other gowns of the period, lacking the heaps of decoration that can
be found on French styles. When worn, the wearer would add
engageantes, or sleeve ruffles, to the ensemble and jewelry worn.

It is worth noting that although Elizabeth was a very small person, her
measurements are proportional to her size and what we would consider
“normal.” The gown's waist measurement is 26 inches and the bust is 33
inches at its fullest point. It reminds us that bodies of the past were not
wasp-waisted monoliths. That imagery is limited to idealized fashion
illustrations and portraiture, as well as satirical cartoons. The illusion of a smaller waist is achieved by
accentuating the hips dramatically and adding a substantial skirt hem and wide neckline.

We are lucky enough to know the exact date of the gown due to an inscription on its bodice lining. Although
it appears in an odd order, it tells us that the wedding dress of Elizabeth Henderson Van de Water was made
in 1753. 
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