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Wadsworth Atheneum Museum of Art Exhibits First Full Exploration of 
Romantic Era Fashion  

“Gothic to Goth: Romantic Era Fashion & Its Legacy” Examines Inspirations 
and Effects of 1810-1860 Costume Design    

 

    
 

 The Wadsworth Atheneum Museum of Art in Hartford, Conn., will mount the first 

exhibition to fully explore the Romantic era as a formative period in costume history from Mar. 

5, 2016 – Jul. 10, 2016. “Gothic to Goth: Romantic Era Fashion & Its Legacy,” will present 

historic garments alongside literary works, paintings, prints, and decorative arts to illustrate how 

European fashion from the Medieval, Renaissance and Baroque eras influenced new styles 
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created in the Romantic era between 1810 and 1860. The exhibition will explore how Romantic 

era principles of historicism, imagination and emotion, religion and the natural world—rejections 

of Neoclassical order and rationality—impacted not only costume but fine and decorative art, 

architecture, interior design, literature and music, and reveal the Romantic roots of recent Goth 

and Steampunk fashions. Lynne Z. Bassett, Costume and Textile Historian and museum 

consultant, is organizing the exhibition. 

The first half of the 19th century—the Romantic era—is characterized by a societal shift 

away from the order and reason of the Enlightenment period, and corresponding embrace of 

imagination and emotion, originality and vision, and individuality and subjectivity as guiding 

principles. Romanticism idealized nostalgia for the bygone quiet rural life in a time of cultural 

stress, offering an escape from the social and economic uncertainty of the Industrial Revolution. 

These values gave rise in America to the Hudson River School of landscape painters, 

Transcendentalist philosophers including Ralph Waldo Emerson and Henry David Thoreau, and 

a fascination with revisiting historic costume designs that has endured to influence fashion in the 

present day. 

“Gothic to Goth” will explore how 500 years of European fashions were selectively 

integrated into creative new styles by showcasing women’s and children’s clothing and 

accessories from 1810−1860, alongside literary works, paintings, furniture and decorative arts of 

the period. Costume pieces, drawn largely from the Wadsworth Atheneum’s own collection, 

were carefully chosen to delve deeply into the inspirations of the little understood Romantic era 

of fashion. A cotton muslin dress from c. 1820, one of the earliest works in the exhibition, is an 

early example of historical revival clothing, with sleeves inspired by a Renaissance “slashed” 

style. A cotton dress from the 1830s incorporates the large, puffed sleeves and wide collar of the 

16th and 17th centuries, while the decorative tab edging of the collar recalls clothing in the 13th 

and 14th centuries and the crenellations of Gothic revival buildings. In another mix of styles, a 

dress from c. 1840 reveals an overall silhouette akin to a Gothic arch and a bodice inspired by 

16th-century gowns. A veneration of nature and spirituality is also embodied in the costume, as 

well as in the furniture and decorative arts featured in “Gothic to Goth,” along with the Romantic 

interest in historical revival. Garments including wedding gowns, a nursing dress, children’s 

clothing and accessories commemorating friendship reflect the sentimentalization of love, 

marriage and motherhood in popular Romantic era art and literature. 
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A look at recent Goth and Steampunk fashions concludes the exhibition, revealing their 

roots in the rich imagination and aesthetic of Romanticism, and featuring designs by Alexander 

McQueen, Jean Paul Gaultier, Nightwing Whitehead and House of Coniglio. The entire 

exhibition will showcase approximately 40 fully-dressed mannequins, in addition to accessories, 

furniture, paintings and decorative arts objects.  

 

Exhibition Programs 
 Educational programming related to “Gothic to Goth: Romantic Era Fashion & Its 

Legacy,” will begin with two public lectures, “American Gothic,” by Lynne Bassett Apr. 27 at 6 

p.m. and, “Dark Glamour,” by Valerie Steele May 11 at 6:30 p.m. Second Saturdays for Families 

May 14 from 10 a.m. – 1 p.m. is themed, “Steampunk!” and will feature hands-on art activities 

for all ages. Lynne Bassett will give a Gallery Talk titled, “Romantic Journeys: Four Local 

Personages,” May 22 at 1 p.m. prior to the 2 p.m. Sunday Serenades Chamber Music Series 

performance, “Romantic Realms.” Cornelia Pearsall will give a Gallery Talk titled, “Literary 

Fashions,” Jun. 30 at noon. A full schedule of programs and events is available at 

www.thewadsworth.org. 

 
Exhibition Publication 

 A 128-page, full color illustrated catalogue, including an extended essay by exhibition 

organizer and Costume and Textile Historian Lynne Z. Bassett, will accompany the exhibition. 

 

Exhibition Credit 
 “Gothic to Goth: Romantic Era Fashion & Its Legacy” is sponsored by The Coby 

Foundation, Ltd., The Costume & Textile Society of the Wadsworth Atheneum, and The 

Stockman Family Foundation. Additional support is provided by the National Endowment for 

the Arts, the Howard and Bush Foundation Publication Fund, Arethusa al tavolo, Susan 

O’Connor, and numerous other individuals. Educational programming is supported by a 

generous grant from The Edward C. & Ann T. Roberts Foundation and The Costume & Textile 

Society of the Wadsworth Atheneum. 
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About the Wadsworth Atheneum Museum of Art 

Founded in 1842, the Wadsworth Atheneum Museum of Art is the oldest public art 

museum in the United States. The museum’s nearly 50,000 works of art span 5,000 years, from 

Greek and Roman antiquities to the first museum collection of American contemporary art.  

The museum’s five connected buildings—representing architectural styles from Gothic Revival 

to modern International Style—are located at 600 Main Street in Hartford, Conn. Hours: Wed – 

Fri: 11 a.m. – 5 p.m.; Sat & Sun: 10 a.m. – 5 p.m.; Admission: $5 – $15; discounts for members, 

students and seniors. Free admission 4 – 5 p.m. Public phone: (860) 278-2670; website: 

http://thewadsworth.org.  
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Note to editors: High-resolution images for publicity are available for download at 

http://press.thewadsworth.org. Please contact media@wadsworthatheneum.org for the username 

and password. 

 


