 “People, where they are not known, are generally honor’d according to their clothes and other accoutrements(from the richness of them we guess at their wealth, and from their ordering of them we guess at their understanding.”PRIVATE 

                                                               Bernard de Mandeville (1714)

“No man is ignorant that a tailor is the person that makes our clothes; to some he not only makes their dress, but, in some measure, may be said to make themselves.”

                                                               The London Tradesman (1747)

Fashion Passion: the Rhetoric of Dress within the Eighteenth Century Moravian Brethren


In his Life of Johnson, Robert Boswell remarked, “Dress, indeed, we must allow, has more effect even upon strong minds than one should suppose.”
  Referring to the eighteenth century, fashion historian Christopher Breward argues that clothing came second only to food “as a medium for the display of informed choice by the middling sort.”
  Few articles of material culture have held more power of speech (if only suggestive) than clothing.  Indeed, Roland Barthes identified a “fashion system” based on the model of linguistic analysis.
  Barthes’ application of semiotics to fashion has generated a brisk response, both positive and negative.  It says much about the relationship between clothing and identity that no one questions whether clothes make a statement, the discussion centers on how they make it.  Sociologist Fred Davis put the analysis of dress squarely in the historians’ court by insisting on the importance of time and context within the “clothing code.”  In his view, this “code” is never fully actualized because its use of symbols is ever shifting, depending on where and when they appear.


Most analysis of fashion, historical and otherwise, has focused on the relationship between dress, economic development, and social status.  While this relationship is undoubtedly important, particularly in the eighteenth century, it threatens to diminish the richness of the concept of dress as symbol.  More recently, gender has played an increasingly dominant role in the discussion of dress in response to the semiotic possibilities of fashion.  It is worth noting, however, the existence of lacunae in the literature; the relationship between religion and dress has received little attention, yet no aspect of culture is more connected to the use of symbol.  The world of the eighteenth century Moravian Brethren (also known as the Unity of the Brethren) provides the ideal laboratory in which to explore faith and fashion.  They formed their communities in a period of significant economic development, intellectual change, and the rapid dissemination of fashion along the social scale.
  Moreover, because the Brethren believed that the daily life of the inhabitants directly reflected their spiritual state, their records give insight into the ways in which they saw dress as a spiritual matter.  The women’s dress in particular became a powerful signifier of the ideals of the Brethren.  By the century’s end, however, the desire of the Brethren’s leadership to avoid any appearance of socially suspect “uniformity” in dress opened the door to new rhetorical battles with fashion at their center.


As Davis argues, in order to understand the rhetoric in which the female members of the Brethren clothed themselves, we must first understand the context in which they dressed. The development of eighteenth century fashion, both in “the world” and among the Brethren, can be divided roughly into two periods, with the transition occurring between 1750 and 1770.  The first period saw the development of a distinctive dress (or Tracht) on the part of the female Brethren (referred to as Sisters), and the second saw the beginnings of a modification in this dress that led to its decline in the nineteenth century.  The corresponding development in European fashion generally saw a shift from extreme ornamentation to a greater simplicity.  The ironic result put the Sisters in the vanguard of fashionability and robbed their dress of much of its rhetorical power.


As indicated, the eighteenth century was a volatile one, especially in the areas of commerce and fashion.  The “middling sorts” became more prosperous and increasingly sought out the newest fashions.  Historian Neil McKendrick argues that a broader audience had access to what was considered fashionable with the advent of scaled down fashion dolls and fashion prints; urban centers and resorts provided additional sources for the spread of fashion across socio/economic lines.
  


Although contemporary comments on dress in the eighteenth century ring with laments over the breakdown of sartorial lines of status, the first half of the century was still dominated by clear class distinctions.  This was particularly the case in Germany where the Brethren’s communities originated.  The enforcement of sumptuary legislation there until the mid century, resulted in a slower pace of fashion change among the lower classes, reinforced by a strong tradition of regional dress.
  These traits came to be reflected in the dress of the Sisters. 


The basic wardrobe of the working woman consisted of a shift, stays, a heavy petticoat, skirt, and a fitted jacket; for ornamentation and modesty she might wear a linen or silk neckerchief and an apron.
  The upper class dress was characterized by the use of large amounts of highly decorated fabric, especially for court gowns, which could take up to 30 ells (37 yards).  Ornamentation often took the form of gold and silver lace, which had to be replaced frequently.  Even as fabrics grew lighter toward the mid century, the use of ruffles, lace, ribbons and jewels increased.  The two primary dress forms, the mantua and the sack, were both designed for maximum display of fabric, boasting trains, and overskirts that were often split to reveal a decorative petticoat.  The stomacher, which was pinned to the bodice, afforded another surface for display—lace and ribbons by day, jewels by night.   Every element worked with the others for maximum impact, whether for the flirtation of the boudoir, or the ceremony of court.


In many ways, the world that the Brethren made for themselves rested uneasily between the culture of the aristocracy and that of the artisan.  What became the Unity of the Brethren began as a group of Protestant exiles from Bohemia and Moravia who settled on the German estate of the pietist Count Nicholas Ludwig von Zinzendorf in 1722.  Under the leadership of the count, the first community took shape in 1727, grew rapidly, and by 1750 had been joined by eleven others on the continent alone.  In ideal, all of the inhabitants were united by a devotion to Christ and to the common good.  All of the Brethren referred to each other as “Brother” or “Sister.”  According to one of the founders of Herrnhut, the original community, “it was the purpose of our entire arrangement, that we have for ourselves the same kind of ordinances, boundaries, rules and house discipline, as accorded with the mind of Christ for the general use.”
  The ordinances and governing bodies of the communities reflected this ideal by combining authority over spiritual life with authority over economic and family life.  In effect, the Brethren formed a type of subculture that rejected the standards of “the world” even as they modeled their institutions on worldly ones.  As they noted in the records of the Herrnhut Community Council, “We indeed, do everything as it is done in the world, not, however, the way in which it does them, but as is meet for a member of the body of Jesus.”


The distinctiveness of the Brethren’s culture emerged most clearly in the peculiar social arrangement known as the Choir system.  Within their communities, members of the Brethren were divided not just into biological families, but also into spiritual families, or Choirs.  These Choirs were divided according to age, life status, and sex.  The basic divisions consisted of the little boys, little girls, “greater” boys (ages 13 to 18), “greater”girls, unmarried women, unmarried men, married women, married men, widows, and widowers.  Thus, a Choir united people of a wide range in social and economic status.  Within the various Choirs, the emphasis was on mutual support and harmony.  By 1740, the four unmarried Choirs lived in separate communal houses.  Members of the Married Choirs established individual family households, but all Choirs met for devotion, sat by Choir in church, and were buried with their Choir.  This practice put a visible stamp on a spiritual ideal, and the physical separation of the unmarried women and men deliberately challenged an eroticized age in which the number of illegitimate births was on the rise.  The Brethren also replaced the often rowdy festivals that marked popular culture with a devotional culture in which they celebrated important events in the life of the Unity as a whole, the particular community, and the various Choirs.  Each of these celebrations was marked by music, especially singing, and often the worship hall was decorated.  The aesthetics of the Brethren blended baroque lushness (curves and color) with simplicity.  This blend reflected the social makeup of the Unity, with its largely artisan and middle class membership, and heavily aristocratic leadership.  This same social blend shaped the development of female dress.


The mixing of social ranks within the devotional life and the Choir Houses created an atmosphere that posed a real challenge to the social distinctions of dress still prevalent in the Germanies.  This challenge was enhanced by the Brethren’s emphasis on spiritual equality.  As early as 1733, Zinzendorf complained that the women looked like so many “colored birds” and threatened to impose a clothing ordinance.
  Years later Heinrich von Damnitz remarked that if the Brethren did not want to enforce sartorial distinctions in rank it was “better that the nobility be brought completely to heel, than that the imitation by Brethren of lesser birth be tolerated.”
 

 
Ironically, this “dressing down” on the part of the nobility was the essence of the “Tracht” (costume) of the Sisters that was probably in place by the time that von Damnitz made his observation in 1752.  The dress that became distinctive among the female Brethren drew heavily on the clothing characteristic of the lower classes.  It also embodied the ideal of simplicity that stood in stark contrast to the complex decorative surfaces of upper class dress.  This simplicity and utilization of lower class forms puts the Sisters’ dress in the category of “anti-fashion,” characterized by an “oppositional stance” to current fashion.
  The Brethren recognized the distinctive nature of the dress worn by the Sisters in their use of the term “Tracht” rather than “Kleidung” (clothing) when discussing it.


Most of the discussion of the formation of the Sisters’ costume focuses on the cap (Haube).  This cap was the most uniform part of their dress, and the most dramatic expression in their anti-fashion rhetoric.  There are at least two versions of the adoption of the cap as the representative headgear of the female Brethren, both written years after its first appearance.
  Both narratives agree on the basic facts; the cap was first worn by a widow in 1728, who simply adapted the plain white linen cap that was the “ordinary head-covering of the Berthelsdorfer peasant women.”  Berthelsdorf was the village just over the hill from Herrnhut, and the original settling place of the exiles.   The cap itself was a close fitting piece of linen or cotton that came to a peak over the forehead (hence the later term “beaked cap”), and was secured by a separate band that tied at the nape of the neck and ribbons that tied at the chin.  Gradually several of the other women in Herrnhut began to wear similar caps, because they found the style to be “something exceedingly simple and dignified.”   It is worth noting that this description expressed a blend of simplicity and nobility not usually associated with peasant garb.  A royal princess (the narrative does not specify of which house or whom) enabled the spread of this fashion when she gave all the Sisters cap fabric, so that the caps could all be made the same.  Significantly, her gesture is identified as “allowing” the upper class Sisters “take up this fashion” despite the disapproval of Countess von Zinzendorf, who kept to her usual dress.  Since all the visual records of the Brethren, including portraits of Zinzendorf’s daughters, show the women in the cap, it must have been in place by the 1740s.


The potential shock value of this headgear when worn by non-peasant women, particularly noblewomen, cannot be overstated.  It is telling that, according to Zinzendorf, the Princess of Wales admonished a Sister for being reluctant to wear the distinctive cap when attending her.
  The fashion of the day called for the hair to reflect the decorative tendencies of the dress.  Although it had not reached the heights it attained in latter half of the century, hair was dressed up and topped off with a small lace cap, often decorated with trailing ribbons.  Intricately dressed hair signified status.  In adopting the Berthelsdorfer peasant cap, which completely covered the hair, the members of the Brethren not only sacrificed a status symbol, but also signified a status of service.  At the same time, this sign could be (and was) played with through the use of finer grades of fabric and modest decoration on the band; there were some limits to equality. 


The aristocratic leadership of the Brethren was never entirely comfortable with the social challenge implied by the use of the Haube as the distinctive head dress of the Sisters.  In an intriguing talk in 1747, Zinzendorf imbued the cap with a decidedly spiritual meaning.


    And just as the men have an invisible Shekinah and diadem, (the Sisters have a comparable visible diadem, which is modeled on the men’s invisible diadem, the diadem of the high priest, Jesus’ burial cloth that covered his head.  This is what it is of all most naturally similar to, the pure grave cloth.  Now one sees nothing in the world more similar to Jesus’ grave cloth than the Sisters’ simple, although orderly and proper, headband.

In this speech, Zinzendorf likened the Sisters’ cap to some very powerful sacred symbols.  It thus took on multiple meanings, at least among the Brethren.  It is unlikely, however, that this sacralization had much rhetorical power outside of the communities.  In “the world,” the social expression undoubtedly dominated.


Within the communities, the cap served as a platform for further sartorial symbolism in the colors of the ribbons that tied it under the chin.  The evidence suggests that these ribbons evolved from a perceived threat to simplicity, to a visible sign of the Choir to which the Sister belonged.  Zinzendorf’s comment about the prevalence of “colored birds” may well have been aimed, at least in part, at the cap ribbons.  An ordinance from 1738 specified that the ribbons should be only black or blue.  Surviving examples and portraits indicate that by at least the mid 1740s this restriction had been abandoned in favor of a variety of ribbons color-coded by Choir.  No evidence has emerged to explain this development, but it is possible, indeed, probable, that it originated among the Sisters themselves.  The notation of an exchange of ribbon color between the Little Girls and Single Sisters Choirs supports this view. [Get reference to the change of ribbon colors in Bethlehem in 1750].  The colors designated for each Choir shifted some over time, but settled into red or green for the children, white with red edging for the teenaged girls, deep pink (rose red) for the Single Sisters, deep pink with white edging for the older Single Sisters, blue for the Married Sisters, blue with white edging for the younger widows, and white for the older widows.  In the latter part of the century these divisions were simplified and the age distinction among the Single Sisters and Widows Choirs were removed, reducing the Choir colors to deep pink for the former and white for the latter.


The colors of the ribbons reflected a long-standing liturgical tradition of color symbolism in which green stood for hope, red for Christ’s blood, blue for devotion, and white for purity.  The deep pink of the Single Sisters, which replaced green in 1750 and had no established liturgical meaning, stood for the rose of the valley from the Song of Solomon, an ironically erotic choice of symbol for the virginal Choir.
  For a period of time, the ribbon colors also played a type of disciplinary role similar to the sumptuary laws that required prostitutes to wear distinctive clothing.  In a “Summary Instruction” of 1755, Zinzendorf stated that previously “[t]he Mary Magdalenes, i.e. such female persons who have lived bad lives(wore a black ribbon,” but added that subsequently this practice came to be seen as “ignoble and ungenerous.”


Although the documentary evidence suggests that the Brethren’s leadership was most concerned with explaining the Haube, it only formed one element of the total costume.  Pictoral evidence reveals a definite uniformity in the basic dress worn by the Sisters in the eighteenth century, at least by the late1740s.  The costume depicted in almost all portraits and illustrations consisted of a jacket laced up the front, with three-quarter length sleeves, a shift, a petticoat, a white neckerchief, and a white apron.  The jacket was usually laced with ribbons matching those of the cap, and occasionally, small bows were attached to the cuffs of the shift.  The colors varied, but no surviving evidence of printed fabric has surfaced.  This outfit appears to have been worn by all ranks, including Zinzendorf’s daughters.  The one clear exception was the Countess, who continued to wear the mantua or sack dress.  It is worth noting that the Zinzendorf’s daughters all held official positions within the Brethren, while their mother acted as lord of manor for her husband’s holdings.  Her position thus required the signs of secular authority in a way that her daughters’ did not.


The dress that completed the costume of the Sisters was essentially that of the working woman.  As with the cap, anyone looking at this dress would have immediately associated it with the lower classes.  Even a detail such as the white apron held specific meaning, since upper servants in a household typically wore white aprons.  The use of open front lacing was quite old fashioned and, although a regional characteristic of eastern European dress, also formed a deliberate contrast to the use of highly decorated stomachers.  Overall, the elements of the costume combined to signify servanthood, yet when worn by those who were anything but servants in the eyes of the secular world, the message took on a spiritual meaning.


There were other ways in which the elements of dress rhetoric could be tweaked.  The various qualities of clothing, such as fabric, color, cut, weave, and transparency, can all be signifiers.
  As such, these details of dress often act as bricolage to transform one meaning into another, or to mix metaphors.
  For example, in her history of eighteenth century dress, Eileen Ribeiro points out that informal styles can be formalized by the use of rich fabric.
  This frequently happened within the context of fashion development.  The mantua began it career as an informal gown, as did the sack dress.  In the case of the Sisters’ costume, portraits suggest that members of the upper class wore silk and velvet, and their neckerchiefs and aprons were of fine, sheer linen (or perhaps silk in the case of the neckerchief).  The intended message was one of spiritual equality, not social equality.  It is easy to see, however, how it might have become confused.


As with the cap, some variations on the dress had special meaning only within the community.  Most paintings of the Sisters show brown as the predominant color.  This is especially the case for Sisters shown in positions of spiritual service, such as helping to distribute the cake and beverage at the Love Feasts.  It seems likely that this most humble of colors was worn as the sign of service among the Brethren.  Written as well as visual evidence reveals the development of special dress for festival days.  In 1749 the Brethren specified that for what they designated as “small celebrations” the Sisters should wear striped jackets and petticoats (usually gray striped), while the Sisters who held office were to wear white.  At “great celebrations” (such as Easter Sunday) all the Sisters could dress in white.
   For members of the community, dress signaled special events within their daily rhythm of devotion, but beyond this, the use of white clothing by the Sisters for high festivals may have been linked to their use of the image of Christ as bridegroom.  It would also have enhanced their spiritual presence since the male officiants wore white robes.


After Zinzendorf’s death in 1760, the records of the Brethren show an increasingly practical bent in their decisions.  One manifestation of this was the declaration of the Synod of 1769 that the Sisters should not insist on maintaining the special festival dress.  They cited the expense of frequent laundering necessary to keep the light striped and white dresses in good condition as the primary concern.  The passage just before this one, however, suggests a general discomfort with the whole notion of  “costume” and its signification, “(the uniformity or equality [Gleichheit] in dress and clothing that has taken such a strong upper hand, so that strangers often think that we are almost all people of one rank and wealth, is unmistakably to be reckoned as a ruinous spirit that has spread among us.”
  This observation indicates that despite the use of bricolage within the elements of dress, the overriding message came from the style of the garment.


The explanation of the development of the Sisters’ cap mentioned above comes from a set of instructions for traveling Brethren issued in 1753, which indicates that the leaders were aware that the cap held potential meaning for “strangers” who might see it outside of the Gemeine. Evidence also suggests that the Sisters’ dress was distinctive enough to be recognized as particular to the Brethren.  In a diary entry from 1798, Elizabeth Drinker, a Pennsylvania Quaker, remarked that, “M[ary] Penry sent Peter this morning to M. Stockers for her picture which was drawn forty years ago(in the Moravian dress.”
  By the time Drinker made her observation, however, the discomfort with “Tracht” evident in the Synod Report of 1769 had led to a sustained effort to discourage its use in all except the Haube.  In part, this campaign formed part of a general move among the Brethren to become more “mainstream” in their activity and theology.


The power of dress to express social and spiritual ideals made it a primary target for commentary in the move toward the mainstream.  The language used in a section of the newly revised community statutes, or Brotherly Agreement in 1770 connected outward signs with spiritual and moral propriety when it stated, “the godly order in the difference of ranks ought never to be out of sight even in the Gemeine.”
  In listing the various. elements of this visible “godly order” the Agreement included “clothing or the mode of dress” and specified that “at the very least(uniformity in clothing [Kleidertracht]” was not to be made a necessity.  The Household Ordinances of the Herrnhut Single Sisters Choir, revised in 1779, repeated the same theme, but expressed attachment, although “merely for order and cleanliness,” to the general grammar of simplicity that formed the basis of the “Gemein-Tracht.”
  This tension between the discomfort with costume and the desire to avoid vanity in dress grew over the following decades.


Ironically, this same time period saw the beginning of a fashion shift that soon robbed the costume of much of its threatening rhetorical power.  Beginning around the 1770s, fashionable dress became increasingly simplified.  Flowers and feathers frequently replaced jewels; jewelry was pared down to a few striking pieces; elements of working women’s dress, such as the jacket and petticoat, were adopted by members of the nobility; printed linens and cottons overtook silks and brocades for all except appearances at court.  This transition began with rather transparent imitations of working dress by members of the French court, prompted by Marie Antoinette.  As the mood in France became more revolutionary, so did the use of sober dress styles typical of the middling and working classes.  England led the way in the move toward what Breward calls the “bourgeoisation” of fashionable dress, which he attributes to a deliberate “reconstruction” of the aristocratic image in response to criticism of excess.
  The English aristocracy sought to forestall revolutionary fervor by identifying themselves with reform.


Much of this new “respectable” appearance of the fashionable woman was centered on the use of the jacket and petticoat.  These items slowly “rose in the social scale” until by the 1780s they dominated fashionable day dress.
  It became increasingly difficult to tell the lady from her maid, a fact continually lamented by contemporary commentators.  The replacement of silk with cotton and linen undoubtedly added to the potential for social confusion.  The last decades of the century also saw the gradual triumph of subtle earth tones over the bright colors popular in the early and middle decades.
  The notable exception to the move to simplicity lay in the hairstyles, which literally grew upward during this period, often reaching perilous heights.  Some sign of status needed to be maintained.


The result of these shifts in the language of fashion was to place the costume of the Brethren in an entirely different context than the one in which it originated.  As Davis observes, the fluidity of fashion means that “the very same ensemble that ‘said’ one thing last year, will ‘say’ something quite different today(”
 Fashion did not change quite so rapidly in the eighteenth century (although by the end of the century it was coming close), but certainly the costume of the Sisters indeed said “something quite different” in the 1780s, from its radical rhetoric in the fashion world of the 1740s.  Rather than being anti-fashion, it stood squarely in the vanguard of fashionability.  One element, however, retained its rhetorical strength.  The Haube remained staunchly opposed to the truly “big hair” favored in the 1780s and early 90s.  Significantly, although the leadership of the Brethren expressed discomfort with the uniformity of the Sisters’ costume, they never criticized the cap.  The impetus for modification of the Haube, and its ultimate restriction to church functions, came from the Sisters themselves in the nineteenth century.


The downplaying of a “spiritual” dress after 1760 did not mean that the Brethren became indifferent to fashion.  The records of the 1780s and 90s contain plenty of fulminations on fashion, but that is precisely the point.  By the late century the leadership of the Brethren appears to have been fighting a losing battle against the lure of the new.  The danger they risked in discouraging “costume” was to open the door to a greater awareness of, and interest in, fashion.  The leadership did continue to use “simplicity” as the ideal measure for dress, and put a spiritual spin on their admonitions.  The Synod of 1769, for instance, cited the Old Testament as evidence of divine concern about clothing.  The leadership’s remarks about dress indicate, however, that they were not thinking of specific sacred clothing, but rather of criticisms of “vanity.”  


Remarks about dress in the Compendium of Synod Reports for synods held between 1764 and 1789, show two dominant themes, discomfort with uniformity of dress among the Sisters, and a concern for vanity.  Both of these themes touch on an underlying motif of anxiety about social order.  The term “Gleichheit,” for example, can contain a double meaning of physical “uniformity” and social “equality.”  The minutes of the Single Sisters Committee at the synod of 1789 reveal a connection between clothing and the potential challenge to the social order that other historians of dress have noted as representative of the eighteenth century.  The committee remarked that Sisters in service were often “spoiled” by presents of money and “pieces of clothing” given by their employers.
  In the same context, they also observed, “that many citizens [Bürcher] of lesser origin and wealth do not want to allow their daughters to go into service.”  Remarks such as these suggest that the leadership of the Brethren perceived a dangerous social ambition on the part of their lower class members that was being fostered, at least in part, by the ability to dress up.  This concern remained active to the end of the century.  On a visitation to Herrnhut in 1797, Jacques Christoph Duvernoy expressed dismay that the daughters of families on poor relief went about in gowns, and told the Herrnhut Aufseher Collegium to refuse to give such people more help from the poor chest.


One of the most detailed discussions of dress took place in 1785 within the chief governing body of the Unity.  In the minutes of this meeting, the Unity Elders Conference declared women to be at fault “when they do not cover their neck (read bosom) sufficiently; as to them otherwise , often much vanity shines out from their clothing.” 
 They went on to specify (among other things) “neckerchiefs and English gowns of striking colors and patterns.”  It would seem that uniformity had been sufficiently discouraged.


The new material rhetoric of dress took aim, not at the world, but at the older generation among the Brethren.  One of the bulwarks of the older generation, Bishop August Gottlieb Spangenberg, wrote a rather blistering letter to the head of the Herrnhut Single Sisters in 1780 in which he identified the visual nature of the new threat to the Brethren’s spiritual ideal.

 If you ask me what I mean by the horror that has entered into the Gemeine; I will say that I mean thereby the worldliness [Weltsinn] that the people allow to rule them—I mean the spirit of the world that has the upper hand among them.  I mean the lust of the eyes, and the proud ways that our Brothers and Sisters do not kill, but rather foster in opposition to the voice of the Holy Spirit.  I mean the Schalks eyes that always eye the world, and would gladly learn something from it—thus it calls in their hearts—Oh, this and that look pretty!  Could we not also have it?  Thus one increasingly seeks to dress up…
 

Spangenberg clearly viewed this vanity as focused in the desire to make a visual statement, and to wear what was pleasing to the external rather than the internal or spiritual sense.  This same visual component surfaced in the 1785 reference to vanity “shining out” from the clothing of the Sisters.


Despite Spangenberg’s focus on the Sisters, the problem with “fashion passion” [Modsucht], as it was often called by the Brethren, was not confined to women.  Indeed, much of the debate over new and “striking” modes of dress centered on the Brothers, and suggested a challenge to gender/sexual boundaries within the Gemeine in addition to the social challenge already noted.  The stage for the incorporation of male dress within the concern for “fashion passion” was set by some dramatic changes in men’s clothing beginning in the 1780s.  In a nutshell, the contours of the male body came to be revealed in a manner not seen since the 1500s (and some contours not even seen then).  The record of the discussion within the Unity Elders Conference in 1785 contains a detailed description of  “obscene” male clothing that indicates just how shocking the new fashion could be to older eyes, as well as the extent to which it had penetrated the Brethren.  The UEC identified the offending fashion as the following:

when the fastening of the jacket…is too narrow at the bottom, the vests made without fastenings or too short, and (the jacket) so broadly cut out in front that the lower part of the body is not decently and properly covered on either side; further, when Brothers wear an open shirt furnished with a shirt frill under an unbuttoned vest so that the bare breast is visible.


The leadership of the Brethren appear to have been very bothered by what they “read” in the rhetoric of the short, tight jacket, and open shirt that characterized the new fashions for men.  It is noteworthy that they found the bare male breast potentially provocative.  Of course, some aspects of the new male fashions sprang from the same emulation of the lower classes as did the new female fashions.  This may have included the tendency of working men to go jacketless with unbuttoned shirts, at least in the workplace, thus the shocking nature of the fashion may have been social as well as sexual.  In the case of the women, the UEC focused on the increasingly low necklines that, in their minds, absolutely required a proper, but not strikingly colored or patterned, neckerchief.


Both sexes were taken to task for “vanity” which the UEC seemed roughly to equate with anything that drew attention or appeared exaggerated.  For the Sisters, this meant using all sorts of “fashionable ribbons,” shoes with high heels “that are indeed harmful,” and the aforementioned “striking colors and patterns.”  The men were criticized for “large fashionable shoe buckles,” and the new round, wide-brimmed hats (again, taken from working men’s dress).  The UEC resolved to instruct the tailors in the Gemeinen to refuse to make any of the offending garments, and to expressly forbid them “as being against the Gemeine ordinances.”  This latter move allowed the local ruling bodies of the communities to discipline members for sartorial infractions.  No indication of members being disciplined specifically for clothing violations exists, however, the move to include it indicates that the leadership wanted to shine a spotlight on the problem.  It also seems likely that a number of the Brethren who were disciplined for “worldliness” and “improper conduct” dressed the part.


The Sisters left no record of their reaction to the 1785 dictate of the UEC, but the minutes of the January 1786 meetings of UEC contain a discussion of points raised by the local Elders Conference in Barby, which then served as the seat of the Unity’s seminary.  The tenor of these suggests the desire on the part of the Brothers to be allowed as much leeway as they could manage.  For example, the Barby Elders asked whether all round hats were forbidden, and suggested that they should be allowed as long as they were “of proportional size and without (decorative) cords.”
  The UEC decided that even modest round hats were not proper to the sartorial “language” of the Saal, and confined them to use on walks.  The Barby Elders made a more practical and successful argument regarding white stockings.  They pointed out that white ones promoted cleanliness since they had to be changed often, while colored ones were more expensive and did not hold their color.  They did, however, allow that silk stockings of any color were not proper for the Brethren.  It is worth noting that by 1789, the synod meeting that year decided to move the seminary away from Barby, which they considered too close to the corrupting influence of universities in the area.


Evidence of the continuing struggle to contain the “fashion passion” of the youth in the Gemeine surfaced throughout the 1780s and 1790s.  The 1789 synod committee on the Single Sisters recommended more vigilance to prevent the older girls and young Sisters from being “so very inclined to outward finery [Putz],” and lamented the fact that this tendency “already began with the children.”
  In 1792 the Neuwied Elders Conference observed that in general Church discipline was being neglected, but noted “especially that our young people are not opposed emphatically enough regarding the increasing fashion passion and pride in clothing [Kliederthorheit].”
  The next year, the Herrnhut Elders Conference noted the fruitlessness of all admonitions about “the striking clothing in which many young people make themselves so conspicuous,” and later specified “high pointed hats” and “extraordinarily tied cravats.”
  On a visitation to Gnadenberg in 1795, Jonathan Briant referred to the “clothing folly” that he found prevalent among the younger members and noted that after being expelled one young man openly rode through the town “in a jacket with yellow lining and a yellow vest.”
  In each of these cases, the disturbing factor was the attention that the mode of fashion called to the individual who indulged in it.  The type of fashion that came under fire also strongly suggests that some of the young men within the German Gemeinen were skating dangerously close to the English “macaroni” style with its emphasis on flamboyance, a trait that was increasingly associated with effeminancy. 


In general, the Brethren in North Carolina seem to have been less inclined to “fashion passion” than their continental counterparts.  The records of their ruling bodies do, however, echo the opinions and concerns from across the Atlantic.  A circular on dress sent from the UEC in 1781 gave rise to a discussion of “all sorts of costly, unnecessary, and wondrously striking clothing” worn by the local Brethren.
  Two years later the Elders Conference of Salem resolved to issue an admonition regarding clothing “[s]ince several Brothers use a new improper fashion in their dress.”
  Again, it was the men who were singled out for pushing the fashion envelope.


Over the course of the eighteenth century, the Unity of the Brethren developed and then “deconstructed” a rhetoric of dress that reflected their spiritual ideals.  The early “spriritual” dress was largely confined to the women and contained a social challenge in its use of elements of lower class clothing that were worn by all the Sisters regardless of their rank.  After Zinzendorf’s death, the leadership of the Brethren grew increasingly uncomfortable with the implications of “uniform” dress, and discouraged its use, while seeking to retain the ideal of simplicity.  Many of the younger Brethren, however, took the opportunity to express their individualism in their clothing.  The fashions of the late eighteenth century gave the men, in particular, a host of “shocking” ways to mark themselves out.  The rhetoric of dress that triumphed at the turn of the century was two-fold, a visual decoration on the part of the youth designed to draw attention to their person, and a responsive attempt on the part of the leadership to condemn sartorial indulgence while avoiding any hint of “equality of dress.”  Everything old is new again.
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