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Lesson Plan: The Outrageous Silhouettes of
the 1830s

Subject: History, Fashion Design, Art
Age Group: 12-15 years

Time Allotment: 60-90 minutes (can be extended with the project)

Materials Needed

Device with internet access for viewing images or videos

¢ Paper, pencils, and colored pencils/markers OR a digital design program (like Canva, Procreate,
etc.)

Optional: A doll or mannequin for draping, fabric scraps, pins, scissors

Handout: "1830s Fashion Detective's Clue Sheet" (content provided below)

Learning Objectives
By the end of this lesson, you will be able to:

¢ |dentify at least three key features of 1830s women's fashion and two of men's fashion.

¢ Explain how the "Romantic" movement influenced the clothing styles of the era.

¢ Design an original outfit for a fictional character from the 1830s, accurately incorporating
historical elements.

Lesson Structure

Part 1: Introduction - The Wildest Sleeves in History (10 minutes)
Hook:

Let's start with a question. If you wanted your shoulders to look as wide as possible and your waist to
look as tiny as possible, what would you wear? Think about the most extreme shape you can imagine.
The 1830s had some wild ideas about this!

This decade is part of the "Romantic Era." It wasn't just about love stories; it was about big emotions,
nature, and imagination. This drama showed up in everything, especially the clothes. People used their
outfits to create a dramatic, almost cartoonish, silhouette. Today, we're going to become fashion
detectives and figure out how and why they did it.

Stating Objectives:

"Today, our mission is to uncover the secrets of 1830s fashion. We'll learn to spot the key styles for men
and women, understand why they dressed that way, and then you'll get to be the designer and create
your own 1830s character and outfit."
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Part 2: Body - Becoming a Fashion Detective (30-45 minutes)
I DO: Instructor Presents the "Clues" (10-15 mins)
(Instructor explains the key concepts using visual aids like historical paintings or fashion plates.)

"Alright, Detective. Let's look at the evidence. The main goal for women's fashion in the 1830s was
creating an 'X' shape: wide shoulders, a tiny waist, and a wide skirt. For men, it was about creating a
strong shoulder line and a slim waist, too."

Key Clues for Women's Fashion:

¢ Gigot Sleeves (or Leg-of-Mutton sleeves): The most famous clue! These sleeves were HUGE
at the shoulder and tight from the elbow to the wrist. They were often stuffed with down feathers
or whalebone frames to keep their shape.

¢ Sloping Shoulders & Wide Necklines: To make the sleeves look even bigger, necklines were
wide, showing off the shoulders. They often wore a pelerine, which was a large, decorative collar
or capelet that further widened the shoulder line.

¢ Tiny, Cinched Waist: Achieved with a tightly-laced corset. The waistline was at the natural
waist, unlike the high empire waists of previous decades.

¢ Bell-Shaped Skirt: Skirts became wider and shorter, just to the ankle, to show off fancy
footwear. They were supported by multiple stiff petticoats.

¢ Elaborate Hair: Hair was styled high on the head in complex knots, loops, and braids, sometimes
called an "Apollo Knot."

Key Clues for Men's Fashion:

e The "Dandy" Look: The ideal was a man who looked effortlessly elegant.

¢ The Frock Coat: This was the signature coat. It was fitted through the chest with a cinched waist
and a flared skirt, creating an hourglass shape.

¢ High Collars & Cravats: Shirts had tall, stiff collars, and men wore elaborate neckties called
cravats.

¢ Trousers, not Breeches: Trousers (or pantaloons) became the norm, often in a lighter color than
the coat.

e The Top Hat: The tall top hat was the essential accessory for any gentleman.

WE DO: Analyze the Evidence Together (10 mins)

(Instructor shows 2-3 images of 1830s paintings or fashion plates. For each one, guide the learner
through identifying the key features.)

"Let's look at this portrait together. What clues do you see? Point out the sleeves. Are they 'gigot’
sleeves? What about the waist? Can you spot the pelerine? Based on our checklist, does this look like
it's from the 1830s? Why or why not?"

"Now let's look at this gentleman. Notice the shape of his coat. How does it create that hourglass
silhouette we talked about? Can you spot his cravat and top hat?"

(This is a great chance for formative assessment through questions and discussion.)
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YOU DO: Your Turn, Designer! (15-25 mins+)

"Now it's your turn to put your detective skills to work as a costume designer. Your mission is to create
an outfit for a character living in the year 1835."

Instructions:

1. Create a Character: Who are you designing for? A wealthy young lady attending a ball in
London? A writer living in the countryside? A gentleman starting a new business in New York? Give
them a name and a brief backstory.

2. Design the Outfit:

o Option A (Drawing): Sketch the full outfit for your character.

o Option B (Digital Mood Board): Use a program like Canva or Google Slides to collect
images of garments, accessories, and hairstyles to create a complete look.

o Option C (Hands-On): If you have a doll or mannequin, try draping fabric scraps to create
the 1830s silhouette.

3. Label the Clues: On your design, label at least three key 1830s features (e.g., point an arrow to
the sleeve and label it "Gigot Sleeve").

4. Write a Description: Write a short paragraph (3-5 sentences) explaining your design choices.
How does the outfit fit your character's personality and lifestyle? For example, "For my character,
a botanist, | chose a green day dress with more practical gigot sleeves that aren't over-the-top,
and a sturdy pelerine for warmth when she's sketching plants outdoors."

Part 3: Conclusion - The Fashion Lineup (5-10 minutes)
Show & Tell / Recap:
(Learner presents their design and character.)

"Tell us about your character and the outfit you designed. What are the key 1830s elements you
included? Why did you make those specific choices for your character?"

Reinforce Takeaways:

"Fantastic work! Today we cracked the code of 1830s fashion. Let's quickly recap the main points. What
was the signature silhouette for women? (The 'X' shape). What was the most memorable feature? (Gigot
sleeves!). And for men? (The fitted frock coat and top hat). We also learned that this dramatic style was
part of the Romantic movement, which was all about emotion and expression."

"Fashion is always a reflection of the time. Just like our jeans, hoodies, and sneakers say something
about our lives today, their huge sleeves and tiny waists said something about theirs."

Assessment & Success Criteria

Formative Assessment:

The instructor will assess understanding during the "We Do" activity by asking questions and observing
the learner's ability to identify key fashion elements in provided images.
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Summative Assessment:

The "You Do" character design project serves as the summative assessment. Success is measured by
the following criteria:

¢ Accuracy: The design includes at least 3 correctly identified and labeled features of 1830s
fashion.

¢ Creativity: The character concept is original and the design choices logically connect to the
character's story.

¢ Clarity: The written description clearly explains the design choices in the context of the
character.

Differentiation & Adaptability

For Scaffolding / Simpler Version:

¢ Provide a pre-drawn figure template (a croquis) for the student to design on.

¢ Give the student the "1830s Fashion Detective's Clue Sheet" handout with labeled images of key
terms (gigot sleeve, pelerine, frock coat, etc.) to use as a reference.

e Offer sentence starters for the character description, such as: "My characterisa .| chose to
design a ____ for them. The key 1830s features are , , and S

For Extension / Advanced Version:

¢ Challenge the learner to design both a daytime outfit and an evening ball gown for their
character, explaining the differences.

¢ Have the learner research and compare the fashion of the early 1830s with the late 1830s, noting
how styles began to change.

¢ Ask the learner to write a short diary entry from the perspective of their character, describing
getting dressed and what it feels like to wear these clothes.

Handout Content: 1830s Fashion Detective's Clue Sheet
MISSION: Identify the key clothing styles of the 1830s.
WOMEN'S CLUES: The "X" Silhouette

¢ Gigot Sleeves: Huge, puffy sleeves at the shoulder, tight at the wrist. The #1 clue!

Wide "Bertha" Collar or Pelerine: A large collar or capelet that makes shoulders look wider.
Corseted Waist: A very tight, narrow waist placed at the natural waistline.

Bell-Shaped Skirt: Full and wide, held out by petticoats. Shorter length shows the ankles.

e Complex Updo Hairstyle: Often featuring a high top-knot called an "Apollo Knot."

MEN'S CLUES: The "Dandy" Silhouette

¢ Frock Coat: A coat fitted at the chest and waist, with a flared-out skirt section.
e Waistcoat (Vest): Often made of colorful, patterned silk.
¢ High, Stiff Collar: The shirt collar poked up on the cheeks.
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¢ Cravat: An elaborate necktie, often tied in a fancy bow.
¢ Top Hat: The tall, flat-topped hat essential for any gentleman.
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