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Publisher’s Note

Slicing off history in easily digestible units of decades is a useful device,
but one that has its pitfalls, for it can easily obscure the broader sweep of
time, with its long-developing trends. The thirties, however, are neatly
framed by two events: the crash of 1929, with the attendant Great
Depression, and the outbreak of world hostilities in 1939.

One might be tempted to think that the financial deprivations suffered by
most people during the Depression would have brought fashion to a halt,
but it continued, although the catalogs of Sears, Roebuck and Co., from
which this anthology has been assembled, reflected the economic tumble.

In fall 1929, advertising copy had been light and breezy: “The newest
styles, the most recent designs, and the very latest in colorings and finishes.
...” (A change in buying patterns in the mid-twenties had, however,
necessitated an approach, emphasizing low price and good value, that had
not been prominent at the beginning of the decade.) In the spring 1930
catalog, the import of what had happened had not yet been fully realized: A
full page of electrical gadgets designed “to drive drudgery from your home”
seems to assume continued prosperity.

In the fall 1930 catalog, reality had made its mark: “Thrift is the spirit of
today. Reckless spending is a thing of the past.” Finally, in the fall 1932
catalog: “These are not ordinary times. . . . Of greatest importance today are
the costs of the necessities of life.... We realize that economy dictates that
women must sew more this year.

... Repairing, rather than replacing, will be the order in many families. . . .
We recognize the struggle that is taking place everywhere to make ends
meet.” (In point of fact, even though Sears knew that women would be
mending, patching and making from scratch rather than ordering ready-
made clothes, they offered a narrower range of materials than they had
before the Depression.)



That fashions did change, and that people, whatever their circumstances,
did try their best to follow them, is a potent argument for the view of
fashion as a psychological and sociological necessity. How else can one
justify a change in style that called for dresses made of more cloth than
prior to the Depression?

The twenties had been a decade of liberation; a revolution in manners
had occurred after World War I. Women enjoyed a new freedom that was
mirrored in their dress. The restriction of the boned corset had been
eliminated, the hemline had risen to give women unhampered ease in
walking, the feminine ideal had evolved into a boyish form. Men’s clothing
also tended toward increased informality.

By the late twenties, hemlines began to fall and the waistline, which had
dropped to the hips, was returning to its natural position. There was a move
away from the boyish flapper to a softer, more feminine form. In the early
thirties the hemline dropped very low, then was lifted slightly and remained
at that position until the end of the decade, when skirts shortened. For a
while the bottom of the dress was allowed to flair in flounces. Puffs were
worn on upper sleeves and squarish shoulders were emphasized to contrast
with the silhouette’s sensuously molded torso. Long dresses for evening
wear replaced the flamboyant short beaded gowns that had characterized
the twenties.

In men’s fashions the waist was suppressed; the wide trousers that had
been so popular in the twenties continued to be worn in sporty or collegiate
styles, reaching a 22-inch width, but by the late thirties, although trousers
were still of a generous cut, the width was modified.

Women’s cloche hats, another trademark of the twenties, disappeared,
their place being taken by berets, pillboxes and brimmed hats, frequently
worn at a jaunty angle. Turbans later gained popularity.

The movies provided one of the major escapes from the harsh realities of
the Depression, so it was natural that the sales gimmick of marketing
accessories (and some dresses) endorsed by such stars as Loretta Young,
Claudette Colbert and Fay Wray should be expanded from pre-Depression



days. Even children’s clothing found its own star—Shirley Temple—for
promotion.

Women'’s sportswear developed further. Although most apparel had
become more feminine, in sportswear masculine forms continued to be
adapted: middy slacks, sportsuits, leather jackets. The tailored suit was also
favored, especially in business, where masculine dress was equated with
seriousness of intent.

In the spring 1930 catalog women’s overalls were first introduced—a
harbinger of Rosie the Riveter, the image that was to dominate the first half
of the next decade.
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