










22 FASHION HISTORY 

Figure 2.4 "The Witch," "The Hornet," and "Watteau." Fancy Dresses Described; or What 
to Wear at Fancy Balls, Ardern Holt, 1887. London: Debenham and Freebody. Collection 
of Linda Welters. Reprinted with permission. Victorians used "fancy dress" instead of 
"costume" to describe outfits worn to costume parties, known at the time as fancy balls. 

"Watteau costume," shown in Figure 2.4. It appears that "fancy dress" was the 
more common term for "dress up" clothes than "costume" in the nineteenth 
century, a reversal of usage in the early twenty-first century. 

Costume had been the word of choice when the study of historic dress 
began as a subject of academic interest. Early books on dress history, like 
Auguste Racinet's Le Costume Historique (1876-88), employed "costume" in 
the title. American universities also adopted the word "costume" for course 
titles; major museums with dress and textile collections also titled their 
departments with the term "costume" instead of "dress" or "fashion." Further, 
professional organizations that focus on dress history are still called "Costume 

Society" (of America, of Great Britain, of Nova Scotia, and of Ontario). The 
British Costume Society's journal is called Costume. To avoid confusion, the 
Costume Society of America, which modeled itself after the British society, 
named its journal Dress. 

Only in recent decades has "costume" become an unfashionable word. 
Course titles are slowly changing to either "dress" or "fashion," as are names 
of museum collections. To wit: the Department of Textiles and Costumes at the 
Museum of Fine Arts Boston changed its name to Textile and Fashion Arts in 
2004 upon reception of a bequest from David and Roberta Logie. The Victoria 
and Albert Museum no longer calls its dress gallery "the costume court"; its vast 
collection is now "Fashion and Textiles" instead of the former "Dress and Textiles." 

The Costume Society of America debated changing its name for several 
years, but decided to stay with "costume." This debate affirms that language 
is a living thing, words go in and out of use, and meanings change over time. 
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Costume is no longer a synonym for fashion. We agree with Roach-Higgins. 
Eicher, and Shukla that costume refers to dress worn to present an identity other 
than that projected on a day-to-day basis. 

Toilette 

Another word once synonymous with fashion that has changed meaning over 
time is "toilette" and, as a result, has gone out of normal use. The French term 
appeared in the English language in the late seventeenth century, referring to 
the "manner or style of dressing: dress, costume," as in this 1752 observation: 

"Tis so long (tell Lady Caroline) since I have seen so spruce a Toylet as hers" 
(OED Online s.v. "Toilette"). Its use peaked in the 1860s. Toilette emphasized 
grooming behaviors, especially ones that required assistance from others or that 

were complex. 

Apparel 

Apparel is a synonym for fashion that emerged early in the English language, 
toward the end of the Middle Ages. The OED defines apparel as "personal outfit 
or attire; clothing generally, raiment, dress." It derives from the French apparel, 

also appareil. In 1330, the following description appeared: "fourscore armed 
knights, in silk appareled," which must have been quite a sight. Apparel has also 
been used as a verb, as in ''to apparel." Today, one rarely hears someone ask, 

"What apparel are you wearing?" Rather, the term references the production of 
fashion, for example, the apparel industry. 

Habit 

"Habit" is one of the oldest terms in English for dress, and it derives from Latin. 

Not surprisingly, it is the term Cesare Vecellio used for the most famous of 
the sixteenth-century costume books, his Habiti Antichi et Modemi, originally 
published in Italian. 

It is defined as "fashion or mode of apparel, dress." The word refers to a set 
of clothes or a specific garment. "Habit" has other closely related meanings such 
as the dress of religious orders (e.g., nun's habit) and the dress worn by ladies 
on horseback (e.g., riding habit). 

Descriptors of fashion 

Several terms associated with fashion can be considered a related group that 
define or name aspects of fashion. Such terms include taste, style, fad, classic, 
and trend. 








