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1730-1770

A visual guide to cut
and construction
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A visual guide

to the cut and construction of a

Ladys 18th-Century Gown

providing the basic information

Clothing has always been an outward expression of
the wealth and social position of the wearer. That is,
people wear not only what they want ro bur what they
can afford. This was readily apparent in the 18th
century. Men and women from the middle or
professional classes aimed to imitate the fashions set in
wealthy and aristocratic circles. This was as true in the
colonies as it was in Europe. Despite the difficulties, the
colonists did their best to stay aware of changes in
fashion, from fabrics to styles. French styles and fashions
were the models most widely copied. Even the English,
whose interest in outdoor and country
pursuits dampened the influence of
‘frivolous” court fashions, felt the
appeal of French style.

European women in the
18th century had several
styles of dress from which
to choose. Among the
options were vVArious
jacket and skirt com-
binations, a close-bodied
gown known as the ‘robe
a langlaise’, and the
flowing sack-back gown
which was first introduced
in France. The sack gown
came to be called the ‘robe & la
frangaise’, so closely was it
identified as a French style. It came
to dominate women’s dress for much of
the century.

In its earliest incarnation the sack gown was an
informal negligée or dressing gown worn primarily in
private or intimate settings. Lengths of fabric were
draped front and back in loose, unstitched pleats,
which fell from the shoulders to the ground. By the
1730s, as the bodice became more fitted and lost its
association with a state of undress, or ‘déshabillé) the
sack gown became more than acceptable; it had become
fashionable for public wear. The loose folds on either
side of the front were formed into unadorned pleats,
known as robings, which were sewn in place. The soft
pleats across the back of the shoulders became more
formalized, arranged in box pleats which draped
elegantly to the floor. The elbow-length sleeves were
[finished with stiffened and pleated wing cuffs.

From abour 1730 on, the sack gown was most
commonly worn as an open robe. The front edges of an
open robe did not meet and the gap was filled by a
skirt, called a petticoat, and the front of the corset,
which was sometimes hidden by a decorative stomacher.
The front of the open sack revealed the rigidly corseted
torso at the front. At the back, the loose pleats, worn
slightly trained, still gave an air of a negligée style. The

gown was worn over a boned corset, and a hooped
petticoat called a ‘panier’, which was stiffened with
whalebone or cane.

Subsequent changes to the basic cut of the sack
gown were subtle. The changes introduced during the
1740s-60s had more to do with changes in fabrics,
details, and decoration than with the cut of the dress.
The box pleats across the back shoulders became
narrower, where before they had extended across the
entire width of the back. The severe wing cuff was
replaced by one or more layers of flounces, cut short in

the crook of the arm and long over the elbow.

The most elaborate court gowns, worn
over very wide paniers, were made
of exquisite silks and metallic
brocades. The brocades were
sometimes decorated with
complex ruchings edged in

‘passementerie’, costly

embroideries and lace

sleeve flounces, and fresh
or artificial flowers.

Madame de Pompadour,

mistress of Louis XV,

epitomized the apparently

effortless, yet in reality
carefully contrived, elegance
which we associate with the
18th century.

: = Clothing in the 18th century

could be expensive when compared to the

other costs of living. The expense was due more
to the fabrics than to labour costs associated with
garment work. Fashionable gowns were often made of
silks, which were expensive. Gowns were costly because
of the many yards of expensive fabric required to make
them. Dress silks were narrow by today’s standards,
usually about 22 inches wide, and the most expensive
kinds were those that were complex weaving patterns,
such as brocades.

This guide provides an introduction to the cut and
construction of a mid-18th century sack-back gown.
The pattern provided is for a basic, unadorned gown.
With the appropriate choice of fabric, construction
details, and surface trimmings the pattern can be used
to create a gown suitable for the period from 1730 to
1770. The pattern is based primarily on an original
mid-century gown in the collection of Parks Canada.

Although the sack gown continued to be worn
well into the 1770s, changes in the cut, introduced
during the 1760s, make it difficult to modify the
pattern beyond the 1760s. Variations in construction
techniques and styling have been drawn from original
examples in other Canadian, American, and European
collections.
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shoe buckle

A strict guild system affected every aspect of clothing
production in France. Until 1675, tailors made clothing for
both men and women. After that date the profession was
divided. Dressmakers or ‘maitresses couturieres’ then made
garments such as petticoats, jackets and gowns for women.
Tailors continued to make boned bodices, corsets, and court
gowns. Although garments were stitched completely by
hand, the construction of 18th-century gowns seems crude

in comparison with later examples of the dressmakers’ art.
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