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or translated by others in Europe and the United States. In a 
typical example of the elevation of these entities as ultimate 
fashion authorities, Harper’s Bazaar suggested in the fall of 
1893 that American modistes had taken in “the latest novelties 
from the ateliers of Worth, Rouff, Paquin, Félix, and Doucet,” 
which “settle[d] beyond doubt the fashions of the winter.”27

Most dressmakers—the majority of whom remained 
women—worked on a smaller scale, lacking the reach of the 
grand maisons de couture. Although the influence of these 
leading houses was widespread, skilled independent dressmakers 
were not simply copying these sources but interpreting them to 
create designs that best suited their own clients. However, as 
they were shaping fashion at an individual rather than universal 
level, they did not gain the loftier status of originators or the 
broader reputations of the most prominent houses. 

If widespread name recognition remained elusive for 
most, criteria were being established for individuals to be 
acknowledged for their contributions to fashion. Although 
these developments created heightened expectations for fashion 
professionals, they also set the stage for more women to gain 
visibility in the twentieth century, when many female designers 
were acknowledged as leaders of fashion and appreciated for 
their distinctive bodies of work.

DRESSMAKER TO DESIGNER: A LINEAGE

For most dressmakers working in Europe and the United States 
prior to the twentieth century, anonymity was a condition of 
the profession. Their personal achievements were not amplified 
by the industry nor were their names tied to their work in an 
enduring way. The eventual move toward greater visibility and 
lasting reputations was tied to the rising idea of fashion as an 
artistic endeavor and of the dressmaker as a creator—as a 
“designer.” This change also shifted expectations. To achieve 
designer status, to gain widespread recognition by name, it was 
not sufficient to execute finely crafted garments conceived to 
meet the needs of particular clients. It was also necessary to 
be seen as guiding the direction of fashion. Those without the 
platform to exert such sweeping influence were not as readily 
recognized for their individual skill or ingenuity. 

Fashion history has similarly been defined by this 
emphasis, privileging the work of those with the broadest reach 
and sway, with lesser attention given to makers working on a 
smaller scale, shaping fashion in more subtle ways. Recent and 
ongoing work by fashion historians, though, has uncovered and 
expanded on the narratives of lesser-known designers and their 
work in this period and later, some of whom are examined in 
the succeeding chapters of this publication. Although few of 
the mostly female dressmakers working prior to the twentieth 
century can be identified by name or linked to their individual 
designs, they can collectively be acknowledged for their 
contributions to the development of fashion and credited as 
the “ancestors” to the modern women designers explored in 
the following chapter and genealogy.
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expedita distinctio. Nam libero tempore, cum soluta nobis est 
eligendi optio cumque nihil impedit quo minus id quod maxime 
this is dummy text placeat facere possimus, omnis voluptas 
assumenda est, omnis dolor repellendus. Temporibus autem 
quibusdam et aut officiis debitis aut rerum necessitatibus saepe 
eveniet ut et repudiandae sint et molestiae non recusandae.

Itaque earum rerum hic tenetur a sapiente delectus, 
ut aut reiciendis voluptatibus maiores alias consequatur aut 
perferendis doloribus asperiores repellat. Sed ut perspiciatis 
unde omnis iste natus error sit voluptatem accusantium 
doloremque laudantium, totam rem aperiam, eaque ipsa quae 
ab illo inventore veritatis et quasi architecto beatae vitae dicta 
sunt explicabo. Nemo enim ipsam voluptatem quia voluptas 
magni dolores eos qui ratione voluptatem sequi nesciunt. 
Neque porro quisquam est, qui dolorem ipsum quia dolor sit 
amet, consectetur, adipisci velit, sed quia non numquam eius 
modi tempora incidunt ut labore et dolore magnam aliquam 
quaerat voluptatem. Ut enim ad minima veniam, quis nostrum 
exercitationem ullam corporis suscipit laboriosam, nisi ut 
aliquid ex ea commodi consequatur. 

Quis autem vel eum iure reprehenderit qui in ea voluptate 
velit esse quam nihil molestiae consequatur, vel illum qui 
dolorem eum fugiat quo voluptas nulla pariatur. At vero eos 
et accusamus et iusto odio dignissimos ducimus qui blanditiis 
voluptatum deleniti atque this is dummy text corrupti quos 
dolores et quas molestias excepturi sint occaecati cupiditate non 
provident, similique sunt in culpa qui officia deserunt mollitia 
animi, id est laborum et dolorum fuga. Et harum quidem rerum 
facilis est et expedita distinctio.

Nam libero tempore, cum soluta nobis est eligendi optio 
cumque this is dummy text, nihil impedit quo minus id quod 
maxime placeat facere possimus, omnis voluptas assumenda 
est, omnis dolor repellendus. Temporibus autem quibusdam et 
aut officiis debitis aut rerum necessitatibus saepe eveniet ut et 
voluptates repudiandae sint et molestiae non recusandae. Itaque 
earum rerum hic tenetur a sapiente delectus, ut aut reiciendis 
voluptatibus maiores alias consequatur aut perferendis 
doloribus asperiores repellat.

Ut enim ad minima veniam, quis nostrum exercitationem 
ullam corporis suscipit laboriosam, nisi ut aliquid ex ea commodi 
consequatur. Quis autem vel eum iure reprehenderit qui in ea 
voluptate velit esse quam nihil molestiae consequatur, vel illum 
qui dolorem eum fugiat quo voluptas nulla pariatur.

At vero eos et accusamus et iusto odio dignissimos 
ducimus qui blanditiis praesentium voluptatum deleniti atque 
corrupti quos dolores et quas molestias excepturi sint occaecati 
cupiditate non provident, similique sunt in culpa qui officia 
deserunt mollitia animi, id est laborum et dolorum fuga. 

Et harum quidem rerum facilis est et expedita distinctio. 
Nam libero tempore, cum soluta nobis est eligendi optio cumque 
nihil impedit quo minus id quod maxime placeat facere possimus, 
omnis voluptas assumenda est, omnis dolor repellendus. 
Temporibus autem quibusdam et aut officiis debitis aut rerum 
necessitatibus saepe eveniet ut et voluptates repudiandae sint 
et molestiae non recusandae. Itaque earum rerum hic tenetur 

a sapiente delectus, ut aut reiciendis voluptatibus maiores 
alias consequatur aut doloribus this is dummy text asperiores 
repellat. Sed ut perspiciatis unde omnis iste natus error sit 
voluptatem accusantium doloremque laudantium, totam rem 
aperiam, eaque ipsa quae ab illo inventore veritatis.

Architecto beatae vitae dicta sunt explicabo. Nemo enim 
ipsam voluptatem quia voluptas sit aspernatur aut odit aut 
fugit, sed quia consequuntur magni dolores eos qui ratione 
voluptatem sequi nesciunt. Neque porro quisquam est, qui 
dolorem ipsum quia dolor sit amet, consectetur, adipisci velit, 
et dolore magnam aliquam quaerat voluptatem. Ut enim ad 
minima veniam, quis nostrum exercitationem ullam corporis 
suscipit laboriosam, nisi ut aliquid ex ea commodi consequatur. 

Quis autem vel eum iure reprehenderit qui in ea voluptate 
velit esse quam nihil molestiae consequatur, vel illum qui 
dolorem eum fugiat quo voluptas nulla pariatur. At vero eos 
praesentium voluptatum deleniti atque corrupti quos dolores 
et quas this is dummy text, molestias excepturi sint occaecati 
cupiditate non provident, similique sunt in culpa qui officia 
deserunt mollitia animi, id est laborum et dolorum fuga. Et 
harum quidem rerum facilis est et expedita distinctio. Nam 
libero tempore, cum soluta nobis est eligendi optio cumque nihil 
impedit quo minus id quod maxime placeat facere possimus, 
omnis voluptas assumenda est, omnis dolor repellendus

. Temporibus autem quibusdam et aut officiis debitis 
aut rerum  this is dummy text, saepe eveniet ut et voluptates 
repudiandae sint et molestiae non recusandae. Itaque earum 
rerum hic tenetur a sapiente delectus, ut aut reiciendis 
voluptatibus maiores alias consequatur aut perferendis doloribus 
asperiores repellat. Sed ut perspiciatis unde omnis iste natus 
error sit voluptatem accusantium doloremque laudantium, 
velit, sed quia non numquam eius modi tempora incidunt ut 
labore et dolore magnam aliquam quaerat voluptatem. Ut enim 
totam rem aperiam,Sed ut perspiciatis unde omnis iste natus 
error sit voluptatem accusantium doloremque laudantium, 
totam rem aperiam, eaque ipsa quae ab illo inventore veritatis 
et quasi architecto beatae vitae dicta sunt explicabo. 

Nemo enim ipsam voluptatem quia voluptas sit aspernatur 
aut odit aut fugit, sed quia consequuntur magni dolores eos qui 
ratione voluptatem sequi nesciunt. Neque porro quisquam est, 
qui dolorem ipsum quia dolor sit amet, consectetur, adipisci 
velit, sed quia non numquam eius modi tempora incidunt ut 
labore et dolore magnam aliquam quaerat voluptatem. Ut enim 
ad minima veniam, quis nostrum exercitationem ullam corporis 
suscipit laboriosam, nisi ut aliquid ex ea commodi consequatur. 
Quis autem vel eum iure reprehenderit this is dummy text qui 
in ea voluptate velit esse quam nihil molestiae consequatur, 
vel illum qui dolorem eum fugiat quo voluptas nulla pariatur. 

At vero eos et accusamus et iusto odio dignissimos 
ducimus qui blanditiis praesentium voluptatum deleniti atque 
corrupti quos dolores et quas molestias excepturi sint occaecati 
cupiditate non provident, similique sunt in culpa qui officia 
deserunt mollitia animi, id est laborum et dolorum fuga. Et 
harum quidem rerum facilis est et expedita distinctio.

Nam libero tempore, cum soluta nobis est eligendi 
optio cumque nihil impedit quo minus id quod maxime 
placeat facere possimus, omnis voluptas assumenda est, 
omnis dolor repellendus. Temporibus autem quibusdam et 
voluptates repudiandae sint this is dummy text et molestiae non 
recusandae. Itaque earum rerum hic tenetur a sapiente delectus, 
ut aut reiciendis voluptatibus maiores alias consequatur aut 
perferendis doloribus asperiores repellat. 

Sed ut perspiciatis unde omnis iste natus error sit 
voluptatem accusantium doloremque laudantium, totam rem 
aperiam, eaque ipsa quae ab illo inventore veritatis et quasi 
architecto beatae vitae dicta sunt explicabo. Nemo enim ipsam 
voluptatem quia voluptas sit aspernatur aut odit aut fugit.

Ssed quia consequuntur magni dolores eos qui ratione 
voluptatem sequi nesciunt. Neque porro quisquam est, qui 
dolorem ipsum quia dolor sit amet, consectetur, adipisci velit, 
sed quia non numquam eius modi tempora incidunt ut labore 
et dolore magnam aliquam porro quisquam est, qui dolorem 
ipsum quia dolor sit amet, quaerat voluptatem. Ut enim ad 
minima veniam, quis nostrum exercitationem ullam corporis 
suscipit laboriosam, nisi ut aliquid ex ea commodi consequatur.

Quis autem vel eum iure reprehenderit qui in ea voluptate 
velit esse quam nihil molestiae consequatur, vel illum qui 
dolorem eum fugiat quo voluptas nulla pariatur. At vero eos 
praesentium voluptatum deleniti atque corrupti quos dolores 
et quas molestias this is dummy text, excepturi sint occaecati 
deserunt mollitia animi, id est laborum et dolorum fuga. Et 
harum quidem rerum facilis est et expedita distinctio. Nam 
libero tempore, cum soluta nobis est eligendi optio cumque nihil 
impedit quo minus id quod maxime placeat facere possimus.

Omnis voluptas assumenda est, omnis dolor repellendus. 
Temporibus autem quibusdam this is dummy text et aut 
officiis debitis aut rerum necessitatibus saepe eveniet ut et 
voluptates repudiandae sint et molestiae non recusandae. Itaque 
earum rerum hic tenetur a sapiente delectus, ut aut reiciendis 
asperiores repellat. Sed ut perspiciatis unde omnis iste natus 
error sit voluptatem accusantium doloremque laudantium, 
totam rem aperiam, eaque ipsa quae ab illo inventore veritatis 
et quasi architecto beatae vitae dicta sunt explicabo.

Nemo enim ipsam voluptatem quia voluptas sit aspernatur 
aut odit aut fugit, sed quia consequuntur magni dolores eos qui 
ratione voluptatem sequi nesciunt. Neque porro quisquam est, 
qui dolorem ipsum quia dolor sit amet, consectetur, adipisci 
velit, sed quia non numquam eius modi tempora incidunt ut 
labore et dolore magnam aliquam quaerat voluptatem. Ut enim 
suscipit laboriosam, nisi ut aliquid ex ea commodi consequatur. 
Quis autem vel eum iure reprehenderit qui in ea voluptate velit 
esse quam nihil molestiae consequatur, vel illum qui dolorem 
eum fugiat quo voluptas nulla pariatur. 
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ROBE À LA FRANÇAISE
Revival and Reinvention 

in Eighteenth-Century Fashion

by Jessica Regan

WOMEN DRESSING WOMEN

One of the longest-enduring and most iconic forms 
of eighteenth-century dress, the robe à la française 
remained fundamental to French fashion from the 
1730s until the Revolution, continually renewed 
through variations in silhouette, textiles, and 
trimmings.1 This elegant example—dating to the 
1770s but composed of fabric produced decades 
earlier—reflects the evolution of this archetypal style 
and the eighteenth-century dressmaker’s essential 
ability to transform seemingly outmoded materials 
into garments that quintessentially belonged to the 
latest moment in fashion.

Women’s dress in eighteenth-century France 
was the product of a robust network of specialized 
artisans and tradespeople. These individuals included 
the designers and weavers responsible for the era’s 
lively textiles, the mercers and drapers who sold 
those goods, and the dressmakers and marchandes 
de modes—or fashion merchants—who created 
garments and accessories or furnished their finishing 
touches. Women were integral to this system as 
both merchants and makers but most notably as 
dressmakers. The vast majority left no records of 
their working practices and today are unidentifiable 
by name, their artistry revealed only anonymously 
through surviving fashions. 

Dressmakers were responsible for turning a 
client’s recently purchased materials into eye-catching 
fashions or, often, for revitalizing older textiles by 
remodeling them into garments that aligned with the 
spirit of a new era. This example utilizes an ivory silk 
damask dating to the 1710s that was woven in China for 
the European market. Representing what twentieth-
century historians termed the “bizarre” style for its 
incorporation of unusual motifs that blended Chinese, 

Indian, Persian, and European influences, the silk 
reflects a trend that faded by the 1720s.2 However, fine 
textiles continued to be valued and repurposed as dress 
styles evolved; monochromatic fabrics in particular 
retained their appeal for subsequent generations, as 
their less-prominent imagery integrated more easily 
into later fashions.3 

This dress, in which the silk used in the body of 
the gown also forms its embellishments, was probably 
made in its entirety by a dressmaker, without the 
intervention of a marchande de modes. Fashion 
merchants specialized in adornments made of lace, 
ribbons, and other materials that they also sold, 
while self-fabric ornamentation typically fell under 
the dressmaker’s purview.4 The exquisite damask was 
likely originally used in another garment and later 
reworked into its current form, as the fabric panels 
that form the dress are irregular in shape and width. 
Since these anomalies are obscured by the gown’s 
deep folds, they do not disturb its aesthetic integrity. 

The maker has crafted a silhouette and 
embellishments that fully conform to the prevailing 
style of the early 1770s, with a wide-hipped skirt 
and richly textured trimmings. The silk is expertly 
worked into decorative flounces at the hemline and 
carefully formed ruchings along the center front 
opening that are graduated in width to complement 
the gown’s swelling silhouette. The dress’s most 
distinctive detail, however, may be its striking silk 
lining composed of an ivory ground with brilliant 
green and raspberry-colored stripes. Nearly hidden 
and perhaps only discreetly revealed when the wearer 
was in motion, this vivid textile may also have been 
previously employed for another use and is here given 
new life—both functional and alluring.

1.  Although by the late 1770s the style was no longer the height of fashion, 
it remained in use into the 1780s as court dress, largely replacing 
the grand habit. Aileen Ribeiro, Dress in Eighteenth-Century Europe 
1715–1789 (New Haven, Conn.: Yale University Press, 2002), 188, 219.

2.  Kristen Stewart, “Dress (Robe à la française),” in Interwoven Globe: The 
World Textile Trade, 1500–1800, ed. Amelia Peck (New Haven, Conn.: 
Yale University Press, 2013), 196. Melinda Watt, “‘Whims and Fancies’: 
Europeans Respond to Textiles from the East,” in Interwoven Globe, 96.

3. The Costume Institute has several other examples of dresses  

made in the 1770s or 1780s from damasks produced earlier in the 
century, including 1994.406a–c; 2009.300.731; 2018.110a–c; and 
2018,111a, b.

4. This division of labor was codified in revised Parisian guild statutes 
in 1782, which stipulated that the marchandes de modes were only 
permitted to create dress embellishments of different materials from 
those used in the dress itself. Clare Haru Crowston, Fabricating Women: 
The Seamstresses of Old Regime France, 1675–1791 (Durham, N.C.: 
Duke University Press, 2001), 67. 
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Marcelle Chaumont

Evening ensemble, Fall/winter 1948–49. Medium:  (a, b) metal thread (c) silk
HOUSE OF VIONNET  Madeleine Vionnet

Evening dress, ca. 1924. Medium: silk, metal
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Elizabeth Hawes

“The Styx”, fall/winter 1936. Medium: silk
MAD CARPENTIER  Madeleine Maltezos

Evening dress, late 1940s. Medium: silk
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CHLOÉ  Gabriela Hearst

Spring/Summer 20XX. Medium: Silk, Metal, Glass; Gift of Name Lastname, 20XX
HOUSE OF DIOR  Maria Grazia Chiuri, Grace Wales Bonner 

Spring/Summer 20XX. Medium: Silk, Metal, Glass; Gift of Name Lastname, 20XX
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officia deserunt mollitia animi, id est laborum et dolorum fuga. Et harum quidem dummy text 
rerum facilis est et expedita distinctio. Nam libero tempore, cum soluta nobis est eligendi optio 
cumque nihil impedit quo minus id quod maxime placeat facere possimus, omnis voluptas 
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Anifa Mvuemba paid tribute to her Congolese 
roots with the “Kinshasa” dress, the first piece 
in Hanifa’s influential 3D-animated “Pink 
Label Congo” capsule collection. The stunning 
fashion show omitted models, only drawing more 
attention to the inclusively embodied designs that 
sashayed across over 150,000 Instagram feeds. 
The idea of countering omissions is both deeply 
embedded and multilayered in the “Kinshasa” 
dress. Named after the capital of Democratic 
Republic of the Congo, the garment incorporates 
the red, blue, and yellow of the Congolese flag. 
In a short film and interview that preceded the 
collection presentation, Mvuemba discussed how 
a lack of awareness of the Congolese culture and 
situation has made the country and its people 
invisible in the international consciousness, even 
as sixty to seventy percent of Earth’s supply 
of coltan—a vital ore in the manufacture of 
electronics—makes the world dependent on the 
nation’s mining industry. Mvuemba shed light 
on the contrast between the country’s beautiful 
natural resources and the horrific plight of child 
mining laborers. Viewers followed an animated 
YouTube search of “Democratic Republic of the 
Congo,” underscoring the designer’s commitment 
to encouraging her audience to research and 
understand issues of Congolese labor abuse  
and violence. 

Yet Mvuemba’s film also highlights her 
pride in her Congolese heritage. Inspired by 
the stories of Congolese women’s strength and 
perseverance, as related by her mother, the 
collection emphasizes “the beauty of Congo [that] 
is often untapped and overlooked.”1 The decision 

to center her collection on her background 
was well thought through; wary of the fashion 
industry’s tendency to pigeonhole Black and 
African designers, she waited for the right  
time to bring this part of her identity as a designer 
to the fore.2 Focusing on the intentional details  
of her designs, Mvuemba notes, “If you’re African 
then you know about… African seamstresses  
and how… detail… and color [are] so important….  
I really wanted to make sure that I used that 
in this collection, just to give tribute to all  
the African seamstress out there, not just  
Congo specifically.”3

In the “Kinshasa” dress’s national colors, 
red signifies pain, suffering, and blood, blue 
represents peace, and yellow symbolizes hope. 
It can be no coincidence that, from the front, the 
dress looks to be completely red. As movement is 
introduced, flashes of yellow show at the skirt’s 
hem at the sides, and only from the back—a 
vantage point often omitted from fashion 
exhibitions—can the interplay of the three 
colors be seen. The backless cut makes the body 
of the wearer an integral part of the powerful 
design, and in the months after the Instagram 
presentation, the bodies of intergenerational 
Black American women stood in for the invisible 
model to make the “Kinshasa” dress an icon of the 
Hanifa brand. Actress and beauty entrepreneur 
Tracy Ellis Ross wore it in an August 2020 
editorial shoot for Elle.com and actress Zendaya 
donned it on the cover of InStyle in September 
2020. Both women specifically chose the dress 
to represent their allegiance to Black fashion 
creators and their often-invisible impact. 

HANIFA’S “KINSHASA” DRESS: 
Color, Culture, and the Politics of Representation 

by Elizabeth Way

HANIFA  Anifa Mvuemba
“Kinshasa” mini dress, 2020 Pink Label Congo. Red, blue, and yellow pleated polyester suiting.

1.  Hanifa (@hanifaoffical), Instagram video, May 23, 2020, https://www.instagram.com/tv/
CAhDULhAFvG/?hl=en.

2.  Devine Blacksher, “The Designer Who Sent Ghost Models Down the Runway: Anifa Mvuemba 
Always Does Things Her Own Way,” The Cut, September 14, 2020, https://www.thecut.
com/2020/09/hanifa-designer-anifa-mvuemba-on-her-pink-label-congo-show.html.  

3.  Hanifa (@hanifaoffical), Instagram video.
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