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Like any popular trend in history, fashion has made its mark on the world in more 
ways than one. The renowned Metropolitan Museum of Art (MET) in New York City 
recently showcased the historical timeline of women’s fashion in the exhibit, “American 
Woman: Fashioning a National Identity.” The exhibition displays fashions among 
American women from 1890-1940 and is the first costume exhibition from the newly 
established Brooklyn Museum Costume collection at the MET. Each room is artfully 
decorated to reflect the era in which each fashion was in style through the use of music, 
set-up of the room, furniture and picturesque backdrop. Standing on elevated platforms 
around the room are mannequins dressed in typical American fashion, starting with “The 
Heiress” of the 1890s and ending with “The American Woman” of today. In between 
time periods were “The Gibson Girl” (late 1890s), “The Bohemian” (1900s), “The Patriot 
and The Suffragist” (1910s), “The Flapper” (1920s), and “The Screen Siren” (1930s). 

The collection featured exquisitely designed and tailored garments by various 
designers such as Madeleine Vionnet, Liberty of London, Jean-Philippe and Charles 
Frederick of the House of Worth, Callot Soeurs, Charles James and several others. Each 
garment was paired with a description of the type of material used and in which event a 
woman would wear the particular garment. For example, “The Heiress” was inspired by 
French fashion. When she got dressed, she would wear nothing less than satin ball gowns 
accented with lace trim, beaded bodices and sequins. Trains of silk chiffon, silk tulle and 
velvet made for a grand entrance into a party, dinner or social gathering. Years later, 
“The Flapper” landed on the scene and was all about personal and sexual freedom. Her 
thin, androgynous body was draped in short, loose-fitted dresses and she adorned herself 
in strands of pearls and beads. Rouged lips and bobbed hair finished off the look of “The 
Flapper,” a standard fashion that America would never forget. 

This exhibition gave way to the trials and tribulations that women in America 
faced throughout history. No matter the time period, fashion is a critical part of a person’s 
life. It inspires how we live day to day. The saying, “Out of many, one,” could not better 
describe how a woman’s identity was shaped through American fashion. From classical 
ball gowns and feathers to revealing dresses and pants suits, women could not have had a 
bigger closet to choose from. Out of many styles and trends, one woman, “The American 
Woman” emerged as a fashion icon that will forever remain a symbol of beauty, 
individuality, and above all, independence. 
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