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Maria Nourse’s Shoes in Context
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Plaited Reed Egyptian New Kingdom Sandals
(From Qurna), 18th-19th Dynasty, 1550-1186 B.C. 

Plaited Reed Egyptian New Kingdom Sandals (From Qurna), 18th-19th Dynasty, 1550-1186 B.C. (Museum of Fine Arts, Boston)

These extraordinary plaited reed sandals date from the New Kingdom in Egypt and 
date from the 18th and 19th Dynasty, 1550-1186 B.C. They are reputed to have 
originally come from Qurna, and they were acquired by the Museum of Fine Arts in 
1903 from Mohamed Mohassib, Luxor, Egypt by Albert M. Lythgoe as part of a 
group.  The money was provided by funding from the Emily Esther Sears Fund. The 
length and width measurements are as follows:  21.5 x 8 cm (8 7/16 x 3 1/8 inches).  
The sandals represent an excellent example of shoes that were preserved as part 
of a burial site. Unlike some wooden or metal sandals found in Egyptian tombs, 
these reed sandals would have offered their owners a greater degree of comfort.  
The design is similar to sandals worn today by both men and women.

Image and Text Source:  Museum of Fine Arts, Boston  Website
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Roman Footwear Found During 
Excavations in London

Roman Sandals Found During Excavations in London (Museum of London)

Excavations of material documenting the Roman inhabitation of Great Britain have produced some intriguing 
finds. These leather shoes and sandals were discovered in London, and they convey an interesting diversity of 
designs.  Although parts of some of the shoes are missing, enough remains to convey their original styles. The 
shoe in the upper right was made in the “caliga” style favored by the Roman military.  The toes were exposed 
and the upper featured a lattice–patterned series of thongs that were laced up the front.  A sole of five to six 
layers of leather was  sewn together and heavily nailed.  Women and children also wore nailed footwear, and 
some have quite decorative patterns.  The piece of leather in the middle is probably a sole from a child’s shoe.

Image and Text Source:  Courtesy of the London Museum
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Influence of Global
Trade on Shoe Design

Influence of Global Trade on Shoe Design

Left: Women’s Velvet Embroidered Slipper ca. 1650-6 0 (Victoria and Albert Museum)

Elegant silk and velvet covered slippers known as “mules” were fashionable for both men and women in the seventeenth 
century.  A surprising number survive from the second half of the century, which suggests that they were not subject to the 
same hard wear as regular shoes. They were often embroidered, reflecting the vogue for domestic embroidery that 
developed in the second half of the sixteenth century and expanded during the seventeenth century.  The designs used for 
the embroideries done domestically in Europe were disseminated by a profusion of prints and pattern books whose sources 
were both European and “Exotic”.  The embroidery on these mules is similar to the metallic thread designs found on Ottoman 
and other Middle Eastern textiles. In addition to the exotic appeal of the eastern origins of the slipper’s embroidery and 
design, the connoisseurship quotient was also elevated by the technical difficulty of manipulating the metallic threads 

Image and Text Source:  Victoria and Albert Museum Website

Center: Detail, Scene from San Marco by Gentile Bellini (Brera, Milan)
Gentile Bellini  (1429?-1507) was a distinguished Venetian painter who recorded both religious and secular scenes in his 
native city of Venice.  He was a much honored painter during his lifetime, and is noted for being the teacher of such artists as
Vittore Carpaccio. This painting shows a detail of a crowd scene on the Piazza San Marco.  Of particular interest are the 
turban wearing gentleman in the foreground who exemplify the global focus of Venice’s trade and cultural ties to the Ottoman 
Empire and beyond. Venice was a conduit for both Middle Eastern and Far Eastern clothing and textiles.   

Image Source:  Personal Postcard

Right:  Venetian Chopines From the 16th Century (Bata Shoe Museum)
These elaborately trimmed chopines were made with a wooden base and covered with kid leather.  Chopines were based on 
the shoes worn at Turkish baths. They were first worn by Venetian prostitutes as well as fashionable aristocrats, which 
served to confuse public perceptions about personal identities. Courtesans adopted these chopines to create an 
illusion of superior status since height was equated with one’s social rank. The rather perilous nature of walking 
in chopines sometimes necessitated the assistance of servants to prevent capsizing. The chopine was originally a 
form of overshoe, which is why it has no back.  Later versions were worn as either overshoes or on their own.  In England 
these types of shoes were also known as ’pantobles.” Elizabeth I had two pairs made for her in 1591 that were open at the 
toes and 'laid on with silver lace'.

Image and Text Source:  Bata Shoe Museum Catalog
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Evolution of Style, 
Women’s Shoes 
ca. 1660-1760

ENGLISH SILK SHOE CA. 1660-75

SILK EMBROIDERED SHOES CA. 1725 BELGIUM PAINTED LEATHER SHOE CA. 1760

Evolution of Style, Women’s Shoes ca. 1660-1760

Top Left:  English Silk Shoe ca. 1660-75 (Victoria and Albert Museum)
Shoes in the 17th and 18th centuries were highly decorative. The narrow square toe and high shaped heel is typical of the 
1670s. The tongue and latchets (straps) have small holes, through which to draw a ribbon to fasten the shoe. Although 
buckle fastenings were just coming into fashion for men's shoes at this time, most women continued to tie their shoes with 
ribbons.
Elegant shoes made of silks, velvet or fine leathers, and elaborately embroidered were only intended for indoor wear. Ladies 
were conveyed from house to carriage to avoid spoiling their shoes. Any serious walking outdoors required boots.  The 
narrow red silk braid decorating this shoe has been used to spectacular effect. By applying it in rows set closely together, the
braid accentuates the elegant, curvilinear shape of the shoe. The white rand, the narrow band of white kid around the edge 
of the sole, is characteristic of the latter part of the 17th century. 

Image and Text Source:  Victoria and Albert Museum Website

Bottom Left: Silk Embroidered Linen Shoes ca. 1725 (Boston Museum of Fine Arts)

Needlework was a primary means of creative expression for women during the eighteenth century and was considered an 
important craft on par with other arts. Embroidery was used to decorate clothing, accessories, and, for the most ambitious, 
household furnishings. These textiles were so highly valued that they often appear on inventories immediately after land 
holdings and silver.
These shoes were done in "canvas work," a "counted thread" embroidery technique.  More unusual is the rice (or "cross-
corners") stitch on the shoes.  They are worked with polychrome silk yarns in a lozenge design on a linen ground.  This 
variant of a cross stitch is particularly complex and labor-intensive, and was reserved for small accessories.   Latchets (with 
holes for ties) cross over a high squared tongue.  The shoe is designed with a butted side and back seams.  Pink silk strips 
are placed along the top and over the seams.  The design of the shoes feature a pointed toe and a red leather “Louis” heel. 
The sole is made from brown leather with a white leather welt.  The insole is also made from brown leather with no lining. 
The shoe uppers would have been embroidered separately, then sent out to the shoemaker to be attached to the leather 
soles and heels.

Image and Text Source:  Boston Museum of Fine Arts Website

Bottom Right:  Belgium Painted Leather Shoe, Made i n Brussels ca. 1760 (Victoria and Albert Museum)

One of a pair of exquisite kid leather shoes that was beautifully decorated with a painted design. The pattern on the toe, with 
its flower, vertical lines and scalloped edges, resembles Brussels bobbin lace. The straps would have been fastened with a 
buckle.  In 1767 Lady Mary Coke recorded in her diary that she had bought six pairs of painted shoes from a shop in 
Brussels. 

Images and Text Source:  Victoria and Albert Museum  Website
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The Art of the 
18th Century 
Shoe Buckle

Mid 18th Century 
Silk Shoes with 
Paste Buckles

The Art of the 18th Century Shoe Buckle

Left:  The Diversity of 18th Century Shoes Buckle Designs (Lady Maufe Collection, Kenwood House, 
London)
By the 1740s buckles had replaced ties as fastenings for shoes. They were worn by both men and women, and 
they were made from a variety of materials such as steel, silver, Sheffield plate, gilded brass and produced in 
rectangular, square or oval shapes.  The buckles were sometimes decorated with precious or semi-precious 
jewels according to wealth, status or aspiration.  Josiah Wedgwood even invented a white earthenware buckle 
in 1779 and marketed it as “pearlware”.  Most of the silver buckles were cast and chased, and many were set 
with glass pastes.  So popular was the use of glass paste that an excise tax was levied on it in 1777.
The most important buckle making centers in the 18th century were Wolverhampton, Birmingham, and 
Bilston, all of which were located in English Midlands.  By the end of the century the wearing of buckles went 
into decline with the introduction of slippers.  This caused great hardship to the buckle-makers and chape-
makers (the producers of the iron working parts of the buckle), who petitioned the Prince of Wales to no great 
avail.  

Image and Text Source:  Catalog of the Lady Maufe Collection of Shoe Buckles, Kenwood House, London

Right:  Mid 18 th Century Silk Shoes with Paste Buckles (Bata Shoe Museum, Toronto)

The passion for wearing silks extended to the material used to cover women’s shoes in the 18th 
century. Until the 1790s, very little leather was used for women's footwear, except boots for outdoors.  
When traveling, riding or walking outdoors, women wore leather boots. The curved heel and pointed 
up-turned toe of these shoes are typical of mid 18th century styles.  Since silk shoes were intended 
for indoor wear only, dancing offered an excellent opportunity to show off elegant shoes normally 
hidden under petticoats. The soles of these shoes are made from leather. The side straps, or 
latchets, were held in place by decorative buckles that were inset with glass stones cut and polished 
to simulate diamonds. Although similar in size and proportion, a closer inspection reveals the 
individual differences of each design.  
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English or French Pink and Green Silk Shoe 
ca. 1770 (with Contemporary Silver Buckle)

Left:  English or French Pink and Green Silk Shoe ca. 1770 with Contemporary Silver Buckle (MDD Collection)

During the 1770s and 1780s, the proportions of the fashionable heel shape became higher and more narrow.  This trend 
replaced the sensible thicker heels worn during the middle years of the century.  Although stylish, these higher heels were 
highly unstable.  Heels became so thin and high that they required the reinforcement of a metal spike down the middle to 
prevent the wood from snapping. The rigidity of the metal would have made them impractical for walking on cobblestone 
streets.  It seems more than a coincidence that their popularity coincided with more widespread paving of streets.  
At any given time, consumers were offered multiple variations of a particular theme, and one English physician, a Dr. 
Camper, lamented that they were all equally injurious to the foot: 
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Image Source:  MDD File Photo (Photo By Sarah Moseley); Text Quote Published in Shoes by Lucy Pratt and Linda 
Woolley.

Young men of the period would often undertake a leisurely journey through Europe known as the Grand Tour. 
One effect of this was to introduce Continental styles of dress into England, most noticeably in men's wear but 
more subtly into women's dress. These women's shoes have a slender 'Italian' heel, with a wedge-like 
extension under the instep, a style that gained in favor in the late 1760s. The pale color of the heel contrasts 
with the figured two color silk upper.  The bright green straps or latchets fasten with a contemporary buckle that 
appears to be made from steel.  Although the depth of the buckle chape is larger than the width of straps, marks 
on the silk indicate that the shoe was originally worn with a large, rounded buckle whose dimensions were 
similar to the one shown here. 

Right: English Print of Jack Oakham Sending an Engagement Signalca. 1780 (Private Collection, England)
The higher heels had a flattering effect because they made the woman’s foot seem smaller in comparison.  The emphasis on small feet as a feminine virtue 
was a deeply rooted cultural belief.  A small size foot was considered a sign of superior social status, since aristocratic women did not have to depend upon 
physical mobility for their livelihood.  With such high heels women were forced to hobble around precariously while emphasizing their feminine charms. 
This print shows an English gentleman sending flirtatious signals to a woman who is responding in kind by gesturing with her fan. 
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High Heels of the 
1760s and 1770s 

Silk Satin Shoe ca. 1775 (Victoria and Albert Museum)

These sophisticated women's shoes, with their slender high heels, show the 
popularity of Italian and French styles in Britain at this time. Called ‘slippers’, they 
showed off the woman's tiny foot and shapely leg under the shorter dresses that 
were then fashionable. The narrowest high heels had to be reinforced with metal 
spikes. This feature appeared again when stiletto heels came into fashion in the 
1950s and 1960s. 

Image and Text Source:  Victoria and Albert Museum Website
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English Silk Shoes Embroidered with 
Silver-Gilt Thread ca. 1770-85

English Silk Shoes Embroidered with Silver-Gilt Thread ca. 1770-85 (Victoria and Albert Museum)

Young men of the period would often undertake a leisurely journey through Europe 
known as the Grand Tour.  One effect of this was to introduce Continental styles of 
dress into England, most noticeably in men's wear but more subtly into women's 
dress. These women's shoes have a slender 'Italian' heel, with a wedge-like 
extension under the instep, a style that gained in favor in the late 1760s. The pale 
color contrasts with the figured silk upper and is repeated in the latchets, which 
have small silver-gilt buckle fastenings. Embroidery in silver-gilt thread and 
spangles, as seen on the vamps of these shoes, was also popular.

Image and Text Source:  Victoria and Albert Museum Website
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Transitions in Style

Transitions in Style

Left:  English or French Blue Silk Shoe ca. 1780 (MDD Collection)

By 1780 the cut of women’s shoes had changed.  Fashionable shoes were no longer designed with straps that 
crossed over the inset fastening with a buckle.  Instead shoes were cut lower around the vamp and the edges 
were often trimmed pleated ribbon. The simplification of shoe styles in the 1780s echoed the changing 
aesthetics in women’s fashions   

Image Source:  MDD File Photo (Photo By Sarah Moseley)

Right:  English Linen Polonaise Dress Covered with Appliqué ca. 1780 (Metropolitan Museum of Art)

Instead of a luxurious silk, a densely  woven linen was used as the basis of this striking polonaise dress.  The 
striking pattern is created by the appliqué of  chintz floral motifs on the robe and its matching petticoat.  The 
quality of the stitching is very fine and more than compensates for the modest materials used.  The bold 
patterns and placement of the floral motifs invite a comparison with Indian textiles.

The skirt is shown looped in the polonaise style.  The great tactility of the linen  enhances the dramatic draping.  
Although this dress could be considered a country cousin to the more refined fashions worn at court and elite 
social circles, it has its own exuberant and memorable charm.

Image and Text Source:
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Trade Cards, an 
Important 18thC. 
Marketing Tool!

Trade Cards, an Important 18thC Marketing Tool!

Trade Card for “John Snondon, Shoe Maker”, London (Collection of Ambrose Heal)

A trade card was an advertisement, as well as a business card, which was often 
also used by the tradesman as a bill or receipt. The lettering on this card has been 
produced by engraving, with lines that are cut into the surface of a flat piece of 
metal. The image has been achieved by stipple etching, where the tones of the print 
are rendered with dots and short flicks that are bitten into the metal plate with acid. 
In both cases the marks and lines on the plate are then filled with ink, which by the 
printing process is then transferred onto a sheet of paper.

The trade card was the precursor of the printed label that developed as an 
important marketing tool to identify the makers of specific products.  In the case of 
shoes, it was an natural evolution for the printed labels to be glued to the cloth or 
leather covered insoles. 

Image Source:  "London Tradesmen's Cards of the Eig hteenth Century" by 
Ambrose Heal, London: B.T. Batsford LTD, 1925, Plate  LXXXVI (Private 
Library); Text: Victoria and Albert Museum Website
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Introduction of Shoe Labels in England & Europe

Introduction of Shoe Labels in England & Europe

Late 18th Century Red Morocco Shoes with Label Reading, “Taylor, Shoe Maker, 9 Old Bond Street, London”

(Gallery of English Costume, Manchester)

Shoes and hats were the first articles of clothing to be identified by specially made labels that were introduced in the late 
eighteenth century.  The label used in these shoes features symbols of royal and aristocratic patronage such as the crown 
and the lion.  The perimeter of the label also features the endorsement of the Princess of Wales and the Duchesses of York 
and Gloucester. The shoe is further distinguished by a handwritten inscription identifying the original owner as, “Her 
Grace Duchess of Hamilton”. The label’s design and the patronage that it exploits are both intended toreinforce the 
perceived superiority and exclusivity of the product.  The red morocco leather used for the exterior, and the fine 
construction and design employed clearly identifies the shoes as an upscale product, but it is the label that elevates them 
into the rarified social stratosphere of royal and aristocratic patronage.

Source for Image and Excerpted Text:  Fabric of Society, A Century of People and their Clothes, 1770 and 1870by 
Jane Tozer and Sarah Levitt. 



13

Shoe Labels in America

Shoe Labels in America

Label Reading:  “Ladies Shoes of All Kinds Manufactured and Sold By Garland Chamberlin, At His Shoe 
Manufactory, No. 3, N. Sixth Street, Philadelphia (Chester County Historical Society, West Chester, PA)  

The earliest American shoes containing printed maker’s labels were usually created in nationally important cities such as 
Philadelphia, Boston and New York, whose higher population density could sustain their production and retail.  Other 
regional centers in New England such as Lynn, Springfield and Salem, MA also developed their own local businesses. 

Generally speaking, American labels were less fancy than their European counterparts. Most labels just contained the name 
and location of the seller without any decorative additions such as cartouches, etc., which were reminiscent of royal 
patronage.  In an era of newly established independence, most manufacturers deliberately avoided the appearance and 
symbolism of an Old World style opulence.   

Image Source:  Photo by Bev Wolov (Taken During Study Visit to the Chester County Historical Society)
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Satin Shoes with 
Maker’s Label 

From Philadelphia 
ca. 1790

American Shoe ca. 1790 Made By John P. Peckworth, Philadelphia (MDD Collection)

Eighteenth-century Philadelphia was a center of style, and numerous merchants supplied 
fashionable goods for the city’s residents as well as those residing at a further distance.  
Shoes, along with hats, were among the first articles of clothing to be identified by makers’
labels affixed to the product.  In the eighteenth-century, trade cards used for advertising 
were an accepted and common form of public promotion. However, it was not until the 
second half of the century that labels began to appear in shoes pasted to the linen lining of 
the insole.  This shoe (one of a pair) dates from the last decade of the century.  It is designed 
with a short Italian heel and an oval toe. The maker of the shoe, John P. Peckworth, 
identified himself as a “Ladies Shoemaker” and listed his business address as “No. 147 
South Second Street.” Several of his shoes have survived in public collections, including 
the Atwater Kent Museum (dedicated to Philadelphia History).  John Peckworth is believed 
to have been a Quaker, and the Atwater Kent Museum has a large collection devoted to the 
Quaker history of Philadelphia. 

Image Source:  Photos Courtesy of Scott Scholz, Dumbarton House
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Maria Nourse’s
Shoes ca. 1780s

Maria Nourse’s Shoes ca. 1780s (Dumbarton House Collection)

The silk embroidered shoes worn by Maria Nourse represent the pinnacle of style in the 1780s.  Although she 
married Joseph Nourse in 1784, there is no documentation that provides conclusive evidence the shoes were 
worn for her wedding, which took place in Philadelphia.  In the eighteenth-century Philadelphia was a center 
of style, and many fashionable persons did their clothes shopping there.  It is believed that the shoes may have 
been made in Philadelphia although they do not have a label. 

The proportions of the shoes with their pointed toes, delicate silver thread embroidery, silk tassels and low 
heels remained fashionable for at least a decade.  Whether they were worn to George Washington’s 
inauguration in 1789 is also unknown, but they still would have been considered stylish.  Notice the straight 
design of the sole that was not shaped to fit a particular foot. This was typical of shoe design until the mid 19th

century.  These lovely handmade shoes represent the highest level of craftsmanship.

Image Source:  Photos Courtesy of Scott Scholz, Dumbarton House
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Decorative Details

Decorative Details

Left:  Leather Shoes with Cut-Out Patterns and Silk Embroidery ca. 1790s (Victoria and Albert Museum)

These women's shoes have cut-out patterns on the vamps revealing an underlay of 
tambour embroidered silk satin, reminiscent of the slashed designs of the Tudor 
period. Elements of dress from the 12th to the 16th century became increasingly 
popular in the last years of the 18th century, and were later termed 'le style 
troubadour'. 

Image and Text Source:  Victoria and Albert Museum Website

Right:  Detail of Embroidered Toe, Shoe Worn By Mar ia Nourse ca. 1780 
(Dumbarton House Collection); Photo courtesy of Dum barton House
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Influence of the 
Adam Style

Influence of the Adam Style

Top Left:  Detail of Embroidery on Toe, Maria Nours e Shoes ca. 1780s (Dumbarton House Collection); Phot o 
courtesy of Dumbarton House

Top Right:  Portrait of Robert Adam , 1770-74 Attributed to George Willison (National Po rtrait Gallery, London)
After his Grand Tour, Robert Adam (1728-1792) Began work in London as an architect in 1758 with his younger brothers.  
For the next thirty years his neoclassical designs, his en-suite planning, and his attention to every detail of interior decoration, 
revolutionized English domestic architecture and the decorative arts. 

Left:  Wrought Iron Railing by James Wyatt 1780-83 (Victoria and Albert Museum)
Originally a staircase panel from Foley House made from wrought iron, with brass palmettes and lead foliage.  The top is 
bordered by a mahogany.  Each baluster is formed of a lower panel containing a palmette and surmounted by two smaller 
oval panels that each enclose a pair of crinkled leaves.
The architect James Wyatt (1746-1813) designed his home, Foley House, in 1774. Wyatt was Robert Adam's greatest rival 
and was branded 'the destroyer' by A.W.N. Pugin for his clumsy restoration of many churches and cathedrals. Like Adam 
(1728-1792), Wyatt designed interiors and accessories as well as exteriors. He later pioneered the Gothic style, but most of 
his earlier work, like this house near Portland Square, was Neo-classical. 

Image and Text Source:  Victoria and Albert Museum Website

Right: Detail, Painted Wall Panel (Decoration) ca. 1785 (Victoria and Albert Museum)
This panel originally formed part of the wall decoration of a dining room. Narrow, vertical strips, often decorated with 
grotesques, formed pilasters that were placed at regular intervals between the spaces occupied by larger murals, mirrors, 
doors or chimney-pieces. 
The panel is decorated with popular Neo-classical motifs, such as sacrificial altars, husks and medallions. This type of wall 
decoration became fashionable after 1759 when James 'Athenian' Stuart created the Painted Room in the Neo-classical style 
at Spencer House, London. Robert Adam created similar interiors, such as the boudoir of Audley End, Essex, in about 1769. 

Image and Text Source:  Victoria and Albert Museum Website
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Ornamental Splendor: 
Decorative Spangles 

and Embroidery

Ornamental Splendor:  Decorative Spangles and Embroidery

Left: Shoes Embroidered with Sequins (Spangles) ca.  1795 (Los 
Angeles County Museum of Art)

Shoe styles gradually became simpler during the 1780s, a change that was 
accelerated by the French Revolution.  Conspicuous symbols of wealth, 
such as the extravagant buckles and high heels of earlier shoes, were no 
longer appropriate.  Women's shoes also became known as slippers. They 
had broad flat heels, long pointed toes and a low U-shaped throat.  Simple 
but elegant, they were made from a wide range of beautiful colored fabrics 
and leathers. This pair is decorated with sequins and metallic braid. 

Image and Text Source:  Los Angeles County Museum o f Art Exhibition 
Catalog, An Elegant Art, Fashion and Fantasy in the Eighteen th
Century (1983).

Right:  English Embroidered Shoes ca. 1795 (Private  Collection)

By the end of the eighteenth-century, the heels of women’s shoes had 
become much smaller and they disappeared entirely by 1800.  The 
disruption of links with France during the mid 1790s had a considerable 
impact on women’s costume in Great Britain and North America. Whereas 
French dress favored a pure, classical style, the British tended to combine 
neoclassical influences with lavish romantic ornament.  Such variation 
reflected the many shoes of this period.  The slipper style shoe shown here 
was widely worn and it retained its low-cut shape.  Some of the more 
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English Blue Kid Shoe with Silk Tassel ca. 1795

Left: Portrait of Madame Sériziat by Jacque Louis David, 1795 (The Louvre)

Emilie Sériziat is depicted wearing a stylish chemise gown that is fitted at the  waist.  It has a drawstring 
neckline, the strings of which pass over the shoulders, and fasten at the back.  The outfit is enhanced by a silk 
sash and a straw hat worn over a lace trimmed cap.  Her headwear contains one symbol of the contemporary 
revolutionary political climate with its addition of a cockade to the hat band.  The tricolor cockade was made 
compulsory for women from September 1793 (and for men from July 1792), and their use lasted through the 
Directory period

Right:  English Blue Kid Shoe with Silk Tassel ca. 1795 (MDD Collection)

Reaction to the French Revolution in Great Britain strongly influenced developments in English dress.  Shoes styles, like 
the clothing they accompanied, were gradually becoming simpler during the 1780s  The tumultuous events in France acted 
as a catalyst, speeding up the process of change.  Conspicuous symbols of wealth, such as extravagant shoe buckles, were 
not in keeping with the ideals of liberty, equality and democracy advocated by the newly elected French National 
Assembly.  Many Englishwomen’s shoes (also known as slippers) followed the French fashion for flatter heels and a low V 
or U shaped throat with long pointed toes. The example shown here is decorated with a silk tassel.
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Shoes as Political Satire (1792)

Fashionable Contrasts; – or – the Duchess's little sh oe yeilding to the Magnitude of the 
Duke's Foot , 1792

(New York Public Library)

James Gillray, sometimes spelled Gilray (13 August 1757 – 1 June 1815), was an outstanding British 
caricaturist and printmaker, who was famous for his etched political and social satires, that were 
mainly published between 1792 and 1810. This particular print was originally published by Hannah 
Humphrey on January 24, 1792.The print shows the feet and ankles of the Duke and Duchess of 
York (Frederick, Duke of York and Albany 1763-1827, son of George III, and Frederica Charlotte 
Ulrica 1767-1820, his wife), in an obviously copulatory position, with the Duke's feet enlarged and the 
Duchess's feet drawn very small.  This print was regarded as a devastating image that was aimed at 
the ridiculous sycophancy directed by the press towards Frederica Charlotte Ulrica, Duchess of York, 
and the supposed daintiness of her feet. The print showed only the feet and ankles of the Duke and 
Duchess of York, in a compromising position, with the Duke's feet enlarged and the Duchess's feet 
drawn very small. This print silenced forever the sycophancy of the press regarding the union of the 
Duke and Duchess and is regarded as an outstanding example of his satire.

Although very influential with his contemporary audience, Gillray’s prints can be viewed today as the 
late 18th and early 19th century equivalent of a visual online blog.  In recent years Gillray's work has 
become very collectible with prices climbing steadily since the 1970s.  The auction of the Draper Hill 
Collection at Phillips auctioneers in London in 2001 pushed prices to new highs.  Several key prints, 
including Fashionable Contrasts sold for more than US$10,000.  Since 2002, prices at annual 
auctions of Gillray’s caricatures have escalated. A good impression of  Fashionable Contrasts sold in 
2006 for over US$20,000!

Image Source:  The New York Public Library; Text So urce, Wikipedia
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Shoes Commemorating Military and 
Technological Accomplishments

BEADED (SABLÉ) MULES, 1794

Lady’s Beaded Sablé Mules, 1794 (Museum of Fine Arts, Boston)

Pair of women's mules with tops of strung glass beads (called sablé) held together 
with looping stitches; pink silk lining, leather soles. The beaded scene depicts a 
balloon ascension, with two mounted, uniformed men in the foreground.  It is based 
on a print depicting the Battle of Fleurus that took place on June 26, 1794.  The 
battle is notable because the French used a reconnaissance balloon, the 
l'Entreprenant, and this was the first military use of an aircraft that had decisive 
influence on the outcome of the battle. The topical subject matter illustrates the French skill at translating 

scenes from contemporary events into chic decoration for clothing and accessories.  These shoes were originally 
acquired by the pioneer collector of costume and textiles Elizabeth Day McCormick 
Collection.

Image and Text Source:  Boston Museum of Fine Arts Website
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The Neoclassical Influence

Left: Portrait of Sarah Prince, 1801 by John Brewster, Jr. (Whitney Museum of Ameri can Art)
Not all women would or could choose to dress like classical nymphs.  This painting probably illustrates the reality of the 
classical revival embraced by most American women in the early years of the nineteenth century.  Although the waistline is 
high, the neckline is modestly covered.  The fabric, presumably a sheer cotton or muslin, drapes gracefully without clinging. 

John Brewster, Jr. (1766-1854) was a deaf artist, and one of the best early American portrait painters who painted in a 
characteristically American style.  John Brewster, Jr. was an artist who created hauntingly beautiful images of American life 
during the formative period of the nation. His techniques were rooted in European academic art, but he moved beyond that 
rigidity to achieve a directness and intensity of vision that has rarely been equaled. His portraits have been hailed as 
“masterpieces of American painting” and Brewster himself is labeled “an undisputed master of the genre.”

Born in Hampton, Connecticut, Brewster studied briefly with Reverend Joseph Steward (1753-1822) and began painting 
likenesses in the 1790s. He traveled widely in Connecticut, Maine, Massachusetts, and eastern New York State in search of 
portrait commissions. Brewster’s portraits show his ability to produce delicate and sensitive likenesses in full-size or 
miniature, and in oil on canvas or ivory. He is particularly noted for his portraits of children, who are depicted with an angelic 
innocence rarely achieved in portrait painting.  In 1854 Brewster died at age eighty-eight, leaving an invaluable record of his 
era and a superb artistic legacy.

Top Left:  Design of Modern Costume by Thomas Hope, 1812 (Drawn by Henry Moses)
Thomas Hope (1769-1831) was a collector of antiquities, patron of sculptors, architects and furniture designers.  He was an 
important figure in London life at the beginning of the nineteenth century.  His influence in popularizing a neoclassical style of 
interior decoration and furnishing is undisputed.  Examples of furniture from his houses in Duchess Street, London, and at 
Dorking (Deepdene) were shown in London in 1972 at the Victoria and Albert Museum exhibition,The Age of Neoclassicism.
In 1809, Thomas Hope published Costume of the Ancients with line engravings by the young artist Henry Moses, who 
worked in a style similar to that of the neoclassical sculptor John Flaxman (1755-1826).  The preface indicates that the 
purpose of the book was not to reform contemporary dress, but to educate public opinion and especially to guide painters 
and sculptors to appreciate and adopt classical forms.  A much enlarged edition with 170 extra plates was published in 1812.  
This engraving was included.  

Image Source:  Designs of Modern Costume , 1812, Published by the Costume Society, London, 1 973.

Bottom Right:  English or American Printed Wool Shoe ca. 1800 (MDD Collection)
Flat sole shoes became fashionable in the last years of the eighteenth century. The soles or lasts were usually made straight 
and did not differentiate between the left and right foot.  The shoe has a maker’s label, but wear has obscured  the location 
where they were made.  The remaining inscription reads, “Made and Sold by ----- New Hall”.  The shoes are lined with linen, 
both the uppers and the sole.  The shoes are well worn and have contemporary repairs, including a small yellow velvet patch 
at one heel. 

Image Source:  MDD File Photo (Photo By Fairfax Cou nty Park Authority) 
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Shoes Made in Boston ca. 1810
(Worn in Lexington, MA)

Shoes Made in Boston ca. 1810 and Worn in Lexington , MA (Museum of Fine 
Arts, Boston)

These pink kid slippers have a history of having been worn by Caira Robbins who 
lived in Lexington, MA.  The shoes were made in Boston 

and the worn paper label reads:  ". . . ty S/ No. 2, North- . . ./ of the Old S . . 
.[South]/ BOST . . . [BOSTON]/ Rips mended gratis." These dyed kid shoes are 
lined with a plain weave linen lining.  They are decorated with a small bow made 
from a  plain weave ivory silk ribbon; the soles are made of leather. The shoes were 
given to the Museum of Fine Arts in 1899 by Ellen Stone as part of a collection of 
family heirlooms.  The shoes each measure 5.1 x 6.4 x 22.9 cm (2 x 2 1/2 x 9 
inches).

Image and Text Source:  Museum of Fine Arts, Boston  Website
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American Nankeen “Half-Boots ca. 1810

Left: Walking Dress in La Belle Assemblée , 1816 (MDD Collection)
This walking dress was constructed from French cambric and worn with a spencer of white satin 
trimmed with spring green.  A matching white satin hat was worn with ostrich feathers over a lace 
cornette.  On her feet, the woman is depicted wearing a pair of green kid ankle length boots. By the 
early nineteenth century the merchandising of fashion had begun to identify the types of clothing 
appropriate for different occasions and times of the day.  Stylish “walking dresses” were worn for 
daytime promenades and socializing, but their designs did not facilitate vigorous physical exercise in 
the modern sense.

Right:  Nankeen “Half-Boots” ca. 1810 (MDD Collectio n)

Half-boots for walking or riding were fashionable for ladies.  The Jane Austen character Emma 
Woodhouse in Emma tries tactfully to fall behind her two companions when out walking by fiddling 
with the lacing of her half-boot.  

“She then broke the lace off short, and dexterously throwing it into a ditch, was presently obliged to 
entreat them to stop and acknowledge her inability to put herself to rights so as to be able to walk 
home in tolerable comfort”. 

Nankeen was another fabric used for footwear and in particular for the half-boots mentioned in the 
two unfinished novels Sanditon and The Watsons.  Nankeen was a stout cotton of brownish yellow 
color named after Nanking, China the place of its origin.  In the Watsons Lord Osbourne tells Emma 
Watson, 

“you should wear some half-boots . . . Nothing sets off a neat ankle more than a half-boot, nankin
galoshed with black looks very well (I.e. a cloth boot with a band of leather running around the lower 
part above the sole) - Do not you like Half-boots? Yes, replied Emma, - but unless they are so stout 
as to injure their beauty, they are not fit for country walking”.

The boots shown here are a rare American survival and their stout proportions indicate that they 
were well suited for country walking.
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“Warranted Shoes Particularly Made for Elijah Blake, 
Springfield by Ephraim Sweetser, Lynn” (Probably 1816)

“Warranted Shoes Particularly Made for Elijah Blake, Springfield by Ephraim Sweetser, Lynn” , Probably 1816 (MDD Collection)

Flat sole shoes became fashionable in the last years of the eighteenth century and 
remained popular for the first half of the 19th century. The soles or lasts were 
usually made straight and did not differentiate between the left and right foot.  One 
of the shoes has a label which reads, “Particularly Made for Elijah Blake, 
Springfield, by Ephraim Sweetser, Lynn.” Elijah Blake was a prominent member of 
Springfield (MA) society and he was the son of a Revolutionary War hero.  His 
father owned a tannery business which Elijah inherited in 1805. By 1808 he had 
opened a shoe store.  In 1816 he sent the leather from his tannery business to 
Ephraim Sweetser, a well known cobbler in Lynn (MA) who made men’s, women’s 
and children’s shoes for him.  These shoes were most likely made around 1816 and 
are a very rare example from the early ready-made era with a label that lists both 
the retailer and manufacturer.  Lynn was an important center for shoe manufacture 
in America.

Image Source: MDD File Photo (Photo by Sarah Cowan) ; Text Source:  
Documentation Provided By eBay Seller, Jeanne Girou x
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Early Nineteenth Century Shoes

Left:  Evening Dress ca. 1818 (Cincinnati Museum of  Art)
The aura of romance which influenced fashion in the late 1810s and early 1820s showed itself in the puffed and 
slashed sleeves of the sixteenth century and the fitted bodices of the seventeenth century.  This dress expresses 
it to perfection.  The long sleeve is held tight to the wrist with a piped band.  The short separate oversleeve is 
slashed and pink satin is puffed through the piping-trimmed openings.  Nothing, however, is left to chance, for 
even the satin puffs themselves are tacked in place.  Crepe was a fashionable dress fabric shortly before and after 
1820, with the color pink held in especially high esteem.  This dress shows much French influence -- scooped 
neckline, high waist, trim above the hem, and the puff sleeve.  

Image and Text Source:  Cincinnati Museum of Art Ex hibition Catalog, Simply Stunning (1988).

Right:  Early Nineteenth Century Shoes (Victoria an d Albert Museum)
During the early years of the nineteenth-century, classical influences remained strong.  Fashion magazines in 
Great Britain and the Continent  frequently referred to Grecian slippers or Roman sandals, and some shoes were 
simple enough for women to make their own.  By 1812, however, a taste for greater ornamentation had again 
begun to interrupt the purity of the neoclassical line.  So called “Gothic” styles inspired by Medieval, Tudor, 
Elizabethan and Stuart costume flourished in English dress, and ornate decoration adorned many shoes. Square-
throated slippers were slashed across the front in a second brief revival of the Tudor styles, and cutwork trimmings 
echoed the vandyked edgings on early seventeenth century dress.   

Top:  Shoe ca. 1812 
Leather shoe is ornamented with vandyked and scalloped leather trimming. The ornate decoration and the square 
throat cut higher on the instep show how shoe styles were changing.

Bottom:  Shoe ca. 1810 
Leather shoe is decorated with a silk bow and low, wedge shaped heels.  This shoe is typical of the simple, yet 
elegant styles which were prevalent during the early nineteenth century.  It was worn by a Mrs. Grawshaw on her 
wedding day, February 7, 1810.  The inner lining is inscribed with her maiden name, “Miss E. Brown”.  

Images and Text Sources:  Shoes By Lucy Pratt and Linda Woolley.
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The Popularity of  
Silk Slippers 

AN ENGLISH SHOE SHOP CA. 1825

Left: Silk Slippers ca. 1830 (Victoria and Albert M useum)

The decade of the 1830s is known for its square tipped, flat soled shoes.  
Silk slippers were intended to be worn indoors for socializing and dancing.  
They were made in numerous colors and decorated with various types of 
trimming, especially bows and rosettes.  Many examples were worn tied 
around the ankle.  The effect was very pretty, but these shoes were not 
practical or long wearing.  It was common to acquire multiple pairs that 
would match a variety of outfits.  The shorter ankle length skirts of the 1830s 
showed off this style to great advantage.  

Right: Shoe Shop by Unknown Artist ca. 1825 (Wimpole Hall, 
Cambridgeshire, England)

This painting depicts a shoe shop in the mid 1820s, with the stock neatly 
housed in shelving across the walls.  The shoes are arranged with the heels 
facing out, and their ribbons are left to hang free. The lady trying on shoes is 
wearing a fashionable mantle over a lightweight silk dress with very full gigot 
sleeves and a striped belt that defines a waistline now back to its normal 
level.  Her accessories have been carefully chosen to match her mantle, 
from her elegant parasol to the pink roses adorning the sweeping curves of 
her wide-brimmed hat.  Her companion’s yellow shawl is trimmed with a 
paisley pattern. The young man who is serving wears a long apron and his 
shoe horn is positioned close at hand.  On the other side of the shop, a 
smartly dressed boy is trying on a pair of shoes and there appears to be a 
pile of  boot-shapers on the floor.

Image and Text Source: The Art of Dress, Clothes and Society 1500 -
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Shoes Manufactured in 
Salem, MA ca. 1830

LATE 18thC. FIRESCREEN

Top Left:  Maker’s Label, “Driver & Co., Manufactur ers, Salem, MA” (Used in 
Shoe ca. 1830)

Bottom Right:  Leather Shoes Made in Salem, MA ca. 1830 (MDD Collection)

Right:  LATE 18 th Century George III Mahogany and Black and Gilt-Deco rated 
Fire Screens (Dumbarton House)

(One of a Pair) An adjustable shield-form firescreen painted with laurel bands and 
with applied stipple engraving of a girl with a lamb, within a sepia-painted beaded 
border within ribbon-tied floral sprays; on elongated urn-turned supports on splayed 
legs joined by a ring stretcher. To the Left of the Mantel in the Blue Parlor.

Image and Text Source:  Courtesy of Dumbarton House


