
 

 

Sponsor an Object  

Gothic to Goth: Romantic Era Fashion and Its Legacy 

 

 

1. Thomas Cole (American, born England, 
1801−1848), The Past, 1838. Oil on canvas, 40 
½ x 61 ½ in. Mead Art Museum, Amherst 
College, 1950.189 
 
This painting, The Past, will introduce the 
exhibition, alongside a display of Romantic 
literature, including works by Sir Walter Scott, 
who inspired a culture of chivalry with his 
Waverly novels. Costume in the Romantic Era 
reveals a similar fascination with history, mixing 
elements from 600 years of fashion into a 
unique mélange. This painting will be paired 
with an 1820s pelisse (a coat dress), styled with 
Renaissance slashing and a ruff, Tudor-style 
sleeves, and seventeenth-century Van Dyck 
trim. SPONSOR FOR $2,500 

 

 

2. Thomas Cole (American, born England, 
1801‒1848), The Present, 1838. Oil on canvas, 
40 3/4 x 61 5/8 in. Mead Art Museum, 
Amherst College, 1950.190 
 
Earth tones were the height of fashion for dress 
colors in the late 1830s and early 1840s—
connecting ladies’ dresses to romantic ideas of 
mossy stones from medieval ruins, such as 
those depicted in The Present.  This painting will 
be shown alongside a silk dress in the distinctive 
golden-olive color of the late 1830s and early 
1840s—a shade clearly linked to an idea 
expressed in the ivy-covered ruins of Cole’s 
decrepit castle.  SPONSOR FOR $2,500

 

SPONSOR The Past and The Present as a pair for $5,000 

 

 

 



 

3. Lilly Martin Spencer (American, 1822‒1902), 
Reading the Legend, 1852.  
Oil on canvas, 50 3/8 x 38 in.  
Smith College Museum of Art, 1954:69 
Reading the Legend perfectly depicts the 
public’s longing for an idealized past, with the 
young woman gazing up at an ivy-covered 
medieval ruin, while her beau sits at her feet, 
reading to her.  These various elements of 
Romanticism are represented in the period’s 
costume.  The ensemble that will appear 
alongside a c. 1820 pelisse (a coat dress), with 
Elizabethan-inspired slashing, a ruff collar, and 
“Van Dyck” trim—illustrating the period’s 
appropriation of historic detail. $2,000

 

 

 

 

 
 
4. Wenceslas Hollar (Czech, 1607‒1677), 
Autumn, 1644. Etching on paper, 10 5/16 x 7 
1/16 in. Sterling and Francine Clark Art 
Institute, 1955.1992 
This 1644 etching by Wenceslas Hollar will be 
displayed in the “Historicism” section of the 
exhibition, alongside an 1834 portrait of Mrs. 
Charles MacNeil by Samuel Waldo and William 
Jewett.  Mrs. MacNeil wears a hood-like cap 
and pointed white collar that perfectly echo the 
cap and collar of Hollar’s subject—making a 
very clear statement about how clothing of the 
1830s selectively adopted design elements from 
past centuries, creating a uniquely Romantic 
fashion amalgamation. $2,000 

 
5. Ball dress, c. 1825. French. Silk embroidered 
with metallic threads. Museum of Fine Arts, 
Boston, 43.1650 
“Embracing the Imagination:  Historicism” is the 
section that will feature this beautiful ball dress, 
with its gold embroidery of classical fronds and 
its huge, puffed sleeves.  It will be shown 
alongside a Greek Revival stove, cast with 
similar classical designs and shaped with round, 
scrolling lines that echo the lines of the dress. 
$2,000 
 



 
 

 

 
 
 

 

6. Apron with belt, c. 1835‒1840. French. 
Embroidered silk. Gift of Mr. and Mrs. C. Alfred 
Weatherby in memory of Mrs. Charles N. 
Weatherby, 29.124a-b [reproduction dress 
underneath] Embroidered pelerine, c. 1830. 
Probably French for the American market. 
Cotton. Museum purchase, 2012.31.6 
Over their patterned cottons, wools, and silks, 
women delighted in adding delicately 
embroidered pelerines (cape collars) and caps. 
The lavish whitework pelerines, sometimes with 
matching cuffs and caps, were perhaps the 
most desired fancy item in the 1820s and 
1830s. This apron was made in Paris for Mrs. 
Erastus Corning (Harriet Weld, 1794‒1883) as a 
gift from her husband, a wealthy businessman 
and politician in Albany, New York.  The 
pelerine also was probably a French import.  
$1,500 
 
7. Dress, c. 1840‒1845. American. Silk. 
Museum of Fine Arts, Boston 46.620 
Clothing of the Romantic era selectively 
adopted components from past centuries, 
creating unique fashion amalgamations.  This 
dress features a revival of virago sleeves, taken 
from 16th-century fashion.  The dress will be 
shown in comparison to a reproduction of 
Titian’s Charles V from 1533 (from the Prado 
Museum collection), in which the king is shown 
wearing a coat with the same type of sleeve. 
$2,000 
 
8. Woman’s dress in pseudo-18th-century 
style, with “open” front skirt, late 1840s. 
American. Silk. Museum of Fine Arts, Boston, 
44.142 
Clothing of the Romantic era selectively 
adopted components from past centuries, 
creating unique fashion amalgamations.  Along 
with a rococo sofa and parlor table, this dress 
will be exhibited to show the mid-nineteenth 
century’s Rococo Revival—the latest historical 
revival to be explored in this exhibition.  The 
design suggests an “open robe” of the 18th 
century, with the skirt front revealing a pseudo-
petticoat. $2,000 



 

9. Apron, 1833. American. Embroidered silk. 
Gift of Miss Ruth Wolcott, 1968.225 
[reproduction dress underneath] 
Peter Freeman purchased this embroidered silk 
apron in 1833 at a fair to benefit the New 
England Institute for the Education of the Blind 
(now Perkins School for the Blind) in Boston as a 
gift for his fiancée, Frances Ann Dorr.  Such 
“fancy fairs” were common in the Romantic 
period as fundraisers for charitable or reform 
causes, such as anti-slavery or temperance.  
$1,500 
 

 
 

 

10. Dress, c. 1837. American. Printed cotton. Historic 
Northampton, 66.25 
Worn by Mary Todd Washburn (1822‒1902) at the 
Gothic Seminary in Northampton, MA 
Religion played an important role in female education, 
perhaps no more prominently than at the Gothic 
Seminary in Northampton, Massachusetts. Founded by 
Miss Margarette Dwight in 1835, the school had a 
cathedral-like Gothic Revival building that manifested 
the teaching philosophy of its leader. This dress, worn 
by Mary Todd Washburn while she was a student at the 
Gothic Seminary in the late 1830s, reflects the ideology 
of the school’s mistress. Costume and 
deportment―“the ornaments of a meek and quiet 
spirit”―were felt to represent a woman’s piety and 
humility. $2,000 
 
11. Wedding dress, pelerine, shoes, headdress [not 
shown], and reticule, 1840. Burma. Silk. Gift of Mr. and 
Mrs. Edward C. Barlow, 1971.8 a-k 
Worn by Olive Harrington (1816‒1845) of Brookfield, 
Massachusetts.  
Caroline Harrington of Brookfield, Massachusetts, was 
one such Baptist missionary in Burma, having been 
appointed in 1832. Her commitment was perhaps all 
the more courageous, as she was single at the time. She 
married the Reverend Thomas Simons in Burma, and 
commissioned this silk wedding dress and accessories 
from the seamstresses of her husband’s congregation as 
a present for her sister Olive, who wed Marshall Doane 
on November 8, 1840.  $1,500 



 

 
 
 

12. Dress, c. 1840-1845. American. Silk. Gift of 
Mrs. Frederic Beach, 1937.422 
The sober fashions of the 1840s reflected that 
virtue and piety—“the beauty of holiness”—
were woman’s best ornaments. The huge leg-
o’-mutton sleeves of the previous decade 
deflated and became tight to the arm; corsets 
flattened the bust, while the waist elongated 
and became pointed in imitation of sixteenth- 
and seventeenth-century fashion. The bell-
shaped skirts lengthened to prevent any 
accidental glimpse of a well-turned ankle, and 
bonnets shrunk to a close-fitting, deeply 
brimmed coal scuttle shape that prevented 
flirtatious sidelong glances. The resulting 
silhouette made women into walking, talking 
Gothic arches. The V-shaped decoration and 
waistline of this dress’s bodice reiterate the 
point of a Gothic-arched window.   $1,500 

 
 
 
 

 
 

13. Spring & Summer Fashions, 1842. 
Lithograph, 21 x 28 ½ in. American Antiquarian 
Society 
This fashion plate depicts elite attire for visiting 
America’s greatest natural feature—Niagara 
Falls. The men generally wear frock coats with 
pinched waists, sloped shoulders, and full skirts 
that echo the fashionable silhouette of 
women’s dresses. The woman on the left wears 
a riding habit, while the woman on the right 
wears a shawl over a dress constructed and 
prominently embellished with V-shaped 
elements, a reference to gothic design. $1,000 
 
14. Currier & Ives, American Country Life. May  
Morning, 1855. Lithograph, 20 ¼ x 27 ¼ in. 
Michele and Donald D’Amour Museum of Fine 
Arts, Springfield, MA, 2004-D03-509 
This lithograph demonstrates Romantic 
philosophy, which connected a veneration of 
nature to religion and the Gothic Revival form 
of architecture and decorative arts. The 
association of women with gardening was 
manifested in fashion in part by elaborate floral 
headdresses, which were the height of fashion 
at the time this print was created. $1,000 



 
 
 
 

 
 
 

 

15. Chester Harding (American, 1792‒1866),  
Mrs. Abbott Lawrence (Katherine Bigelow), c. 
1855. Oil on canvas, 27 3/8 x 22 3/8 in. Museum of 
Fine Arts, Boston, 61.240 
Mrs. Abbott Lawrence is portrayed wearing and 
surrounded by the artifacts of Romanticism—she 
wears a cross at her neck and the sedate black dress 
and simple accessories of the highly religious.  The 
historical references in her white collar, the shape 
of her sleeves, and even the curls of her hair 
hearken back to the late Renaissance, a period of 
particular interest to the Romantic imagination. 
$2,500 
 
16. Dress, c. 1837-1840. American. Silk. Gift from 
the estate of Miss Laura B. Pease, through Dwight 
Pease, 1950.401 
Shawl, c. 1845. English. Wool and silk. Gift of Mrs. 
Maria D. Thompson, 1922.246 
Belonged to the donor’s mother 
Shoes, 1841. American. Silk and leather. Gift of 
Miss A. Gertrude Ensign, 46.261-262 
Bonnet, 1837. American. Silk and cane. Gift of Miss 
Amy L. Steiner, 1950.531 
Judging by the number of surviving examples, every 
woman in the late 1830s or early 1840s must have 
owned at least one dress in this golden olive color.  
This and similar soft shades of sage green, tan, and 
golden putty colors—various shades of “drab”—
were the same earth-tone colors recommended in 
period architecture books for gothic styles, and 
exactly the colors used in Romantic landscape 
paintings, such as Cole’s The Present. $1,500 
 
17. Dress, c. 1850. American. Printed wool challis. 
Gift of Miss Harriet A. Kellogg and her sisters Julia 
A. and Laura C. Kellogg, 1943.161 This dress 
epitomizes the demure femininity of women’s 
daywear in the 1840s, with its simple 
embellishment of narrow velvet ribbon on the 
sleeves and decorative gold buttons down the front. 
The forest green printed floral challis fabric 
manifests the period’s interest in nature.  The 
design of the dress takes inspiration from the 
fifteenth, sixteenth, and seventeenth centuries for 
its capped and belled sleeves, and its elongated, 
pointed waist. $1,500 
 



 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 

 
 

18. Beaded bag, c. 1852. Iroquois (New York). 
Wool, silk, paper, glass beads. Old Sturbridge 
Village, 26.29.129 
This purse, with the remarkable documented 
history of having been “bought of the Indians in 
1852 at Niagara Falls by Grandpa Allen,” ties in 
perfectly with this part of the exhibition—which  
will also feature an 1842 fashion plate of travelers 
at Niagara Falls. $1,000 
 
 
 
19. Augustus Washington (American, Hartford, CT, 
c. 1820‒1875), Daguerreotype of poet  
Lydia Huntley Sigourney (1791‒1865), c. 1855. 
Watkinson Library, Trinity College Lydia  
No author more perfectly represents the 
sentimental culture of the period than Hartford’s 
own Lydia Huntley Sigourney—the period’s most 
famous female poet and author.  This 
daguerreotype of a fashionably dressed Sigourney 
(with her eyes demurely cast downward—a posture 
that the exhibition’s mannequins will emulate) and 
her advice book, Letters to Young Ladies, will be 
exhibited alongside lithographs manifesting the 
feminine qualities of “Modesty,” “Satisfaction,” and 
“Benevolence.” $1,000 
 
20. Dress, c. 1840‒1845. American. Cotton/wool. 
Museum purchase, 1958.567a Sentimentality was a 
virtue to be cultivated especially in women during 
the Romantic era—along with modesty, 
benevolence, piety, family devotion, 
submissiveness, and satisfaction. These virtues 
were reinforced by moralistic essays in ladies’ 
magazines and in advice literature. Drawing a clear 
connection between appearance and behavior, 
Catharine Maria Sedgwick stated in her 1839 book, 
Means and Ends: “Bear it in mind, my young friends, 
that your dress is a sort of index to your 
character….”Modesty and industry, valued 
characteristics of a Romantic Era woman, are 
suggested by this ensemble, with its gothic-inspired 
bodice, pelerine, and “housewife” sewing kit. 
$1,500 



 

21. Wedding dress, 1839. Silk satin. Connecticut 
Historical Society, 1950.60.0 
The Romantic Era’s emphasis on sentimental 
symbolism and feminine virtue made white 
dresses—symbolizing virtue and purity—standard 
for the marriage ceremony for brides who could 
afford them.  This wedding dress was worn by 
Martha Webster (1820−1894), who married 
widower Henry Lewis Miller (1806−1861) of 
Hartford in 1838.  $2,000 

 

 
 

 
 

22. Maternity dress, c. 1830‒1835. American. 
Printed cotton. Museum purchase, 2012.31.1 
Pelerine, c. 1830-1835. Museum purchase, 
2012.31.7 Shoes, c. 1835. American. Silk, satin, and 
leather. Gift of Mrs. Willard Jones, 1963.218a-b 
Probably belonged to Harriet Sumner 
In contrast to modern ideas that Victorian mothers-
to-be hid away in their homes once they began to 
“show”—an exaggeration of the idea of Victorian 
modesty—women typically went about their 
business, public and private, until delivery. This 
dress has an apron-front skirt:  the dress is open 
across the front of the waist, and down the side 
seams to above the knee, and the waist is on a 
drawstring so that it can be adjusted and tied in the 
back. This construction had been an option since 
the 1780s and was convenient for pregnancy. 
$1,500 
 
23. Nursing dress, c. 1845. American. Printed 
cotton. Gift of Mrs. Frederic Beach, 1965.474 
Women in the early Victorian age were not as 
prudish about breast feeding as has been assumed. 
In fact, as proof of the maternal bond, it became 
fashionable in the 1840s for mothers to be 
photographed nursing their babies.  Dresses of that 
decade typically open in the back, as is the case 
with this nursing dress. In either case, the fan-front 
gathering would hide the necessary openings. The 
style was very popular in the 1840s for general 
fashion, so the adaptation for nursing would not 
have been immediately evident. $1,500 
 



 

 
 
 

 
 
 

 

 
24. Dress, c. 1845. American. Silk. Gift of Miss 
Elizabeth J. Raymond, 1965.219 
Modesty and industry, valued characteristics of 
a Romantic era woman, are suggested by this 
ensemble, with its gothic-inspired silhouette 
and the 1841 needlepoint bag that will be 
displayed with it. $1,500 
 
25. Woman’s mourning dress, c. 1857−1860. 
American. Black cashmere. Gift of Miss Harriet 
S. Smith.  1924.491 Belonged to the donor’s 
grandmother. Woman’s mourning bonnet, c. 
1860−1865. American. Black silk taffeta with 
net veil. Gift of Miss Harriet S. Smith.  
1924.492 Belonged to the donor’s 
grandmother.   
Obtaining a new wardrobe of sober black crepe 
and bombazine necessitated an outlay that 
exceeded the budget of many in the lower 
economic classes. For those who could afford it, 
however, mourning was guided by somewhat 
flexible rules as to duration and materials. This 
outfit was worn by Clarissa Cheney Savage 
(1794−1874) of Berlin, Connecticut, probably 
following the death of her husband in 1857. 
$1,500 
 
26. Brooch, mid-19th century. American. 
Blonde and brunette hair, gold. Gift of Miss 
Carolyn B. Taylor, 1952.269 Brooch, early 19th 
century. American. Pearls, gold, glass, blonde 
hair. 18.1607 
Brooch, early 19th century. American. Pearls, 
gold, glass, blonde hair. 18.1607 Brooch in the 
shape of a cross, mid-19th century. American. 
Brunette hair, gold. 45.122 Brooch in the form 
of a lyre, mid-19th century. American. 
Brunette hair, gold. Gift of Mrs. William S. 
Curtis, 1954.254  
Hair jewelry was not necessarily made for 
mourning, but more generally as a sentimental 
memento of a loved one who was still living. 
$1,000 
 



                                                                                                      

 

 
27. Dress, 2007 
Alexander McQueen (English, 1969‒2010)  
From the “In Memory of Elizabeth Howe, 
Salem, 1692” collection 
Velvet and satin 
Peabody Essex Museum, 2011.44.1 
 
Both Romantic Era author Nathaniel Hawthorne 
and modern couturier Alexander McQueen had 
ancestors who were involved in the famous 
Salem witchcraft trials:  Hawthorne descended 
from a judge and McQueen from a victim.  Both 
drew upon these seventeenth-century 
connections for their art.  McQueen 
acknowledged his debt to Romanticism—to its 
art and literature, its fascination with history, 
with the macabre, and with emotion.  In this 
dress from his 2007 collection, “In Memory of 
Elizabeth Howe, Salem, 1692,” McQueen 
channeled all of these aspects of the Romantic 
Era, proving that emotion adds power to 
aesthetics.  $4,000 

 



 

28. Skirt, designed by Alexander McQueen, 
“Sarabande” collection, spring/summer 2007. 
Black silk crepe appliquéd with lace and sheer 
white silk with designs of crow-like birds and 
branches. High waisted, below-knee length. 
Retains its original Alexander McQueen tags 
and a sales tag from Neimann Marcus. 
Original, unworn condition. 
The terrifying tales of Edgar Allan Poe continue 
to fascinate and terrify us, and clearly inspired 
this Goth skirt by Alexander McQueen, which 
references in its lace appliqués of crow-like 
birds the mysterious and frightening raven of 
Poe’s famous 1845 poem. $1,000 

 

 
 
 
 

29. Sarah Burton for the House of Alexander 
McQueen 
Bonded felt 
Museum purchase, coat 2013.22.1; belt 
2013.22.2 
Boots, Fall 2013 
House of Alexander McQueen 
Leather 
Museum purchase, 2013.22.3a-b 
Sarah Burton now designs for the House of 
Alexander McQueen, carrying on the founder’s 
darkly historical sensibility.  Although the 
impetus for Burton’s Fall 2013 collection differs 
from the motivations of the Romantic Era 
(Burton’s collection is a commentary on the 
scandals rocking the Catholic Church, while 
Romantic Era fashion idealized the past as being 
pious and simple), they both draw upon history 
to create new modes. Burton modeled the 
standing collar of this coat on that of a 
Renaissance cardinal’s robe, and the shoulder 
cape and buckles on a style associated with the 
Pilgrims of the early 17th century.  The flared 
sleeves and lacy cut-outs are inspired by mid-
19th-century Victorian fashions, which were 
themselves derived from 16th-century modes. 
$2,500



 


