
Through The Looking Glass

Was there anything that men 
and women at the turn of the 
century would not do in the 
name of fashion and beauty?  

Explore historic beauty 
trends, fashion follies, and 
their consequences.



Mad Hatters & Battered Beavers

From 1550-1850, beaver felt fur hats were extremely fashionable. 

The 18th century craze for beaver top hats for men nearly resulted in the 
extinction of the North American beaver. In Western Europe, the beaver 
had become extinct by the late 1500s, necessitating the search for pelts 
elsewhere. 

The Hudson’s Bay Company (established 1670) and the North West Fur 
Trading Company (established 1779) began as rival companies specializing 
in the fur trade.

By the end of the 19th century, 
200,000 pelts a year were exported 
overseas!



This top hat from 
the museum 
collection is made 
from beaver and 
has a felt band. 

Manufactured by: 
Scott & Co. 
Hatters to H.M. 
the King and the 
Royal Family.



The process of creating these hats involved the use of 
mercury, a deadly poison. Side effects included 
insanity, irritability, muscle spasms, and loss of 
eyesight, hearing, teeth and nails, often resulting in 
premature death.  

Lewis Carroll’s Mad Hatter in Alice’s Adventures in 
Wonderland (1865) was more fact than fiction!



Bustles & Bust Improvers, Cages & Corsets

Underwear has played a significant role in the way our 
clothes fit and reflect the physical attributes considered 
most attractive at the time.

Stays, later called corsets, forced the body 
into each era’s ideal female shape.  

Corsets of sturdy fabric and baleen (a 
material harvested from the upper jaw of 
whales) led to over fishing of this species.  

By the end of the 1800s, manufacturers had 
to try other materials such as horn and 
steel. 



Corsets in the late 1870s to early 1880s 
cinched the waist, forcing excess flesh 
into the bust and the hips giving an 
hourglass shape.  Tight laces led to 
fainting spells.

“Cut her laces!” was the first aid cry of 
the time.

The “S bend” corset (1900-1910) 
forced the hips back and bust forward, 
giving an S curve silhouette. The S 
bend corset put tremendous pressure 
on the back and spine.



Bustles came in and out of 
fashion over the centuries.

From the 1810 
style of small rolls 
sewn into the 
backs of skirts to 
the later stuffed 
pads tied around 
the waist, the 
emphasis was on 
a plump 
posterior!  

Images of clothing from the Pickering 
Museum Village Costume Collection.



Cages of metal and 
crinolines and horsehair 
or linen supported the 
skirts of the 19th century 
and offered alluring 
glimpses of leg or ankle.

From the Pickering Museum 
Village Costume Collection.

This image shows a cut 
out view of ladies 
undergarments complete 
with metal/linen cage.



This image shows an example of an 
1860 dress with crinoline 
underskirt.

These enormous skirts were a fire 
hazard to women working around 
hearths and stoves as they easily 
caught fire.



Men were not exempt from fashion 
vanity!  

The 1770s saw the development of a 
padded false calf to accentuate the 
shapeliness of their legs in tight 
breeches.  This style was manly and 
captivating at the time.

Small waists were also desirable for 
men. The Prince Regent and other 
dandies wore corsets in the early 
1800s.  

“A man is to be pinched in and laced 
up until he resembles an earwig”. 



Hats & Hair

Women’s hats from 1890-1910 
were ornate affairs. 

Feathers were so popular that 
there were businesses called 
“Plumassiers” dedicated to the 
sale of them. 

Feathers fell out of fashion when 
the public realized that 60 species 
of birds faced extinction.  



Museum staff and volunteers never miss the opportunity 
to showcase our reproduction hat collection!

Katrina looks stately in this 
enormous hat (1912), complete 
with tulle and feathers.

Pam is stunning in her 
1910 hat with matching 
ensemble.



Ladies’ hairstyles involved full, luscious 
locks.  

Many of the preferred updos necessitated 
the use of supports and frames, back 
combing and false hairpieces.  

Women collected their own hair to fill in 
hairstyle gaps. 



Hair Piece (made of human hair) and Hair 
Receiver for collecting.
From the Pickering Museum Village Artifact 
Collection.



Assorted hair combs, barrettes and pins from 
the Pickering Museum Village artifact 
collection. 



To curl the hair, tongs were heated over a flame or on the stove.  
There was little control in temperature often resulting in singed 
hair. 

Look closely at the curling iron below and you can see the heat 
blackened handles.



Men’s hairstyles were shorter 
during this period and slicked down 
with a healthy dollop of Macassar 
oil.  

This oil stained textiles much to the 
chagrin of housewives.  

Antimacassars (crocheted or tatted 
lacy covers) covered the backs of 
sofas and chairs to protect 
upholstery.

Miller Cole House parlor 
chair with antimacassar.



Beards and moustaches were 
stylish during this era. 

Men went to great lengths to 
keep them fashionable, 
including waxing and curling 
them. 

Moustache mugs emerged to 
keep tea and coffee away from 
the carefully coiffed whiskers.



Mustache Mug

Donated by the Annis Family who settled 
on Lot 6, Broken Front, Pickering in 1807.
Pickering Museum Village.

Mustache Comb

Pickering Museum Village.



Lotions & Potions and Dyes, Oh My!

By the late 19th century, the mail order catalogue industry was 
booming, and so was the demand for tonics and miracle cures. Bust 
creams and developers, facial washes, hair-restorers and dyes were 
all available to the lucky consumer.

These advertisements from the Sears Roebuck Catalogue in 1902 feature 
Bust Developer, Cream and Food and Arsenic Complexion Wafers.  Note 
that the arsenic wafers are described as being “Perfectly Harmless”.



Men suffering from hair loss turned to wigs and tonics to give the 
appearance of a full head of hair.  

Treatments ranged from massaging the head with a raw onion, to shaving 
the head to rebuild the hair’s strength.

Numerous lotions and potions promised to restore thickness and shine.  
Ingredients included bear grease, marrow of beef, orris powder and 
beeswax.

Walnut-shell hair dye was used to hide greying hair, but tended to result in 
an unnaturally dark colour.



During the Edwardian period, Italian 
women began a fashion trend to 
dilate the pupils to make the eyes 
more enticing. 

Eye drops made from the leaves of 
the toxic Atropha Belladonna plant 
were used to achieve this effect.  

The poison caused delirium, 
hallucinations, increased heartbeat 
and frequently death.



To combat fainting spells and shortness of breath due to 
tight corseting, many women used elixirs and potions that 
promised to cure all “female” problems – like hysteria and 
“nervous shrieking”.

Many elixirs, full of alcohol and opiates, certainly dulled the 
senses but led to a more serious problem: addiction. 

Assorted medical bottles from 
the Pickering Museum Village 
Artifact Collection.



On our very own doorstep in Brougham was Woodruff, Bentley and Co. who 

manufactured pills, powders and salves as early as 1845.  The company 

shipped as far as Montreal to the east,   Peterborough and Ottawa to the north, 

and even to cities in the United States.

Photograph Courtesy of the Pickering Public Library.
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Explore our online artifact collection today.

More videos and exhibits at pickeringmuseumvillage.ca/virtual. 

Follow Pickering Museum Village 
on Facebook, Twitter, Pinterest & Youtube. 

https://pickering.pastperfectonline.com/
https://www.pickering.ca/en/discovering/pmv-virtual-museum.aspx
https://www.facebook.com/pickeringmuse
https://twitter.com/pickeringmuse
https://www.pinterest.ca/pickeringmuse/
https://www.youtube.com/user/PickeringMuse

	Structure Bookmarks
	Through The Looking Glass
	Mad Hatters & Battered Beavers
	Bustles & Bust Improvers, Cages & Corsets
	Hats & Hair
	Lotions & Potions and Dyes, Oh My!




