CONNECTICUT POST ..

She goes undercover to tell

.. Thursday, April 4, 1996

VICTORIAN SECRETS

By GLORIA J. ROSSETTI
Correspondent

aking a fashion
statement in the *90s
is not an easy task. It
takes a sense of style
and an investment of
time and money to
achieve the look of
the day.

For the women of the 1890s — the
Victorian era — fashion didn’t just pinch the
purse strings. More often than not, clothes
would literally pinch where it really hurt —
at the whalebone or metal inlaid corset that
hid under as many as six layers of petticoats,
skirts and bodices.

Layer upon layer of clothing was used to
achieve the “silhouette” look of the day, from
underclothing to accessories. Dresses featured
small waists, puffy sleeves and full skirts that
enhanced the hips. A small waist (18 inches
was thought to be ideal) was thought to be a
sign that you were a “true lady,” along with
pale skin and small hands (indicating that
one didn’t work).

East Haddam resident and actress Kandie
Carle, better known as the “Victorian Lady,”
exhibited just how much of an effort was
required to get dressed every day in a recent
performance at the New Haven Colony
Historical Society. Starting in her underwear,
Carle transformed herself before the
audience’s eyes.

“This is an attempt
to flesh out two-
dimensional pictures of
these starched, stoic
people. I take them out
of the history books and
make them human,”
says Carle.

Demonstrating what
Carle calls the “more is
more philosophy of the
gilded age,” she wove
anecdotal and factual
tidbits of everyday life
amid the layers of
clothing.

She covered
historical events that

andie Carle, the “Victorian Lady,”
is a woman of many talents.
She is an actress who is trained
in dance, and a seamstress. “I am
ot a historian. I have a love of

history, but I am an actress; I use my sewing
skills to build clothes for
what I use in my
performance,” she

affected women, explains.
particularly the early Carle, 35, a native of
suffragettes and the Kansas, began to form the

beginnings of the
women’s rights

. pieces of her current act as
early as age 6 when she

movement. was fascinated by the
“I have a basic show porcelain ballerina on her
that I use and add birthday cake. She took 12

years of dance classes,
training in ballet, tap, jazz
and modern dance.

She combined that talent with a love of
theater and acting back in 1980. “I chose to go
into musical theater, but I have also done
straight plays,” says Carle. “I am continually
singing, acting and dancing.”

Carle even worked for a year in the
Ringling Brothers Barnum & Bailey Circus.

information particular
to each event,” explains
Carle.

“I bring up little
known women who
were extraordinary
women because of
various and sundry
decisions that they
made.”

Women'’s rights
upstate New York — she fell in love with one

See ACTRESS on B2
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Actress blends talents,
and the rest is history

to Connecticut about four years ago.

Her love of history began at home. “I have
been collecting [family] pieces for years,
peginning with things from my great-
grandmother and my grandmother. I scour
thrift and vintage clothing stores whenever I
travel, like for the marabou
feather muff I found in
Austin, Texas, or the
authentic high-top shoes
[complete with 17 eyelets] in
Houston. I have even
.| purchased authentic linen
corsets in New Orleans,”

Carle relates.
{ Using her sewing skills,
Carle alters the items to fit
her 5-foot-5-inch frame, or
to replace disintegrated silk
linings. Sometimes, she makes them herself.

“I have researched fashion and clothing
through costume books, photos or catalogs
from the 1890s,” Carle says. “Reproduction
patterns are available, and I historically create
them the way they were meant to be.” That
translates into using hooks instead of zippers,
silk or linen linings and covering the

She quit the circus to get married and moved to whalebone corsets.

of her fellow performers, a clown. They moved See SHOWonB2 OVER —>
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Actress uses stage for dressing room

Continued from B1

activist and social reformer Amelia Bloomer
was an early example of Carle’s. Bloomer,
founder of an all-woman newspaper in 1849,
The Lily, and active in the early rights
movement, shocked the world in 1850 when
she began wearing pantaloons — or long
harem-type pants.

“She attempted to liberate the clothing of
women as they became more active,” Carle
explained as she stood in her underclothes
before the audience.

“Bloomers,” as they were aptly named,
became fashionable as women began
participating in bicycling or horseback riding,
and as they began to enter the working world.

In her bloomers and chemise (long, white
slip), Carle had to call on a member of the
audience to help her finish dressing. Having
help, she explained, was common for that age,
even for a middle-class woman.

“Women had to hire domestic help because
they couldn’t get dressed by themselves,”
Carle laughs. “Hired help could be gotten for
pennies.”

Here she struggled into the mandatory item
of clothing for Victorian women — the corset,
or as Carle calls it, “the instrument of torture.”

As a member of the audience cinched up
the back hooks around Carle’s waist, she
explained that metal or whale bones were
“ribs” of the garment, and helped women
achieve a small waistline — the smaller, the
better, and always at the sacrifice of comfort
over fashion. That included wearing a corset to
bed, and through pregnancy.

She continued on with her petticoats, skirt,
bodice and cape, accenting her outfit with
gloves, jewelry, combs, hats and muffs.

Beading, furs and feathers were common
materials to achieve the proper effect “at the
expense of putting some species near
extinction,” Carle quips.

The “Gibson Girl” upswept hairstyle was
all the rage, and the rule for tresses was “the
longer the better.” Wigs and hair pieces were
bought and added so that women could have
the look of pinned up hair. Bangs were curled.

According to Carle, fashion was so
important that it often dictated social mores as
well as pastimes. Parlor games, music and
dancing were popular adult entertainment, and
were accompanied by the proper items of
clothing. Men and women had to wear gloves,
make-up was frowned upon except for theater,
and sleeves and necklines were changed for
day to evening wear.

Show brings
history to life

Continued from B1

Carle, 35, is also active in a vintage
dance group, “Polite Society,” which
creates “social dances” from the 1840s to
the 1920s. Carle designs the costumes for
the 1860s.

The Victorian Lady show was
formatted in 1995, and has been
performed by her in various forums,
including its premiere for a reading club
at the East Haddam Library.

“I do it for a variety of people, and
focus my show for ages 12 years and up,”
Carle explains. “I have performed the
show for specific school groups; it’s
educational and entertaining. I flesh out
people from a historical standpoint and
bring them to life.”

Carle prides herself on the show being
historically accurate, but not boring.
“Everything I say is researched for
historic facts, but it’s not a lecture
atmosphere,” she says.

“Because I am an actress, I just don’t
put on clothes, I put on the feelings,
manners and aura. I want people to walk
away feeling as if they’re much closer to
people they’ve heard and read about; I
want them to go home knowing what it
was like just to get dressed in the
morning.”

Dance styles had to be modified as the
shape of women’s skirts changed; wide hoop
skirts (“the crinoline cage”) and wide, stiff
petticoats made of netting dictated that line or
reel dancing be done. Later, as skirts’ widths
diminished and bustles were introduced,
waltzes and dancing where partners could face
and hold onto each other became popular.

Carle cites author Edith Wharton and
journalist Nellie Bly as two “independent
women who attempted to make changes” for
women and society in general through their
work. Both chose to impact the world through
their written works, rather than altering
fashion as Amelia Bloomer did.

Sarah Bernhardt, actress and artist, was

another famous role model for women of the
era. She ran her own business and became the
first women to play the role of “Hamlet.”

As Carle donned her long, white gloves,
fan and marabou feather muff, she described
the importance of the accessories. “Gloves
were a major part of a lady’s wardrobe, and for
evening wear, white or cream color kidskin
was accepted.”

Wealthy women had many pairs, and with
the help of a maid and a glove stretcher, would
use them with every outfit. Cornelia
Vanderbilt, Carle tells us, went through 20
pairs in one week because she changed them
so frequently, then tossed them out. Men also
wore gloves, and it was unthinkable to touch or
dance with a woman without them.

Hand-held fans, though used to circulate
the air, had a language of their own. “Fans
added an interesting element of conversation,”
she said. “A wave or gesture with the fan, open
or closed, sent a message [to a man] across the
room — it was a secret language.”

Dressed in a resplendent ruby outfit of
satin and velvet, Carle added her jewelry,
consisting of a teardrop necklace, earrings and
bracelet. Jewelry was popular, including
“mourning jewelry,” which was made from
the hair of deceased loved ones. Victorian
women wove it into pins, brooches, necklaces
or wreaths for their homes.

Ready to go to the ball, Carle picks up her
remaining items — her “reticule,” or tiny purse
made of netting and beadwork. An antique that
was her great-grandmother’s, Carle fills it with
a handkerchief, tiny writing tablet and most
importantly, smelling salts.

“Fainting was a real problem then for
women due to their poor circulation,” says
Carle. “Tight, restrictive clothing didn’t help
when they were in warm environments, such
as a ball or party.”

Sara Waskuch, a spokeswoman for the
historical society, says Carle performed at the
Victorian tea it held at Christmas. “She was so
well received that we wanted to have her back.
We wanted to have a program to celebrate
International Women'’s Day that was of
historical relevance, but also social and
entertaining. She not only has kept it relevant,
but the social and economic insights that she
adds give background and relevance to our
living [today].”

Carle will be performing at the Barnum
Museum in Bridgeport on May 25. She will
give an one-hour presentation, launching the
Smithsonian Institution Clothing Exhibit. For
details, call 331-9881.



