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For all the readers of www.dressaday.com all over the world, who have left insightful comments, sent intriguing links,

enabled my fabric-buying habit to a shameful degree,

and shared my passion for Airship Hostess dresses—

this book is especially for you.
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In the classic children’s book The Hundred Dresses, by Eleanor Estes, Wanda Petronski is bullied for saying she has “a hundred dresses—all lined up in my closet.” The book is supposed to be about bullying (published in 1944, the book makes Wanda’s poverty and Polish last name an issue as well), but when I first read it, all I could think of was—what did the dresses look like? There’s mention of “a pale blue one with cerise-colored trimmings” and “a brilliant jungle green with a red sash,” but the other ninety-eight are left to the reader’s imagination.

Wanda is persecuted by the other girls for saying she has a hundred dresses—no one could ever have a hundred dresses, they think—until they realize that Wanda’s imagination (bigger than any closet) could hold a hundred dresses and more.

All of our imaginations can hold a hundred dresses or more—not just variations of color and fabric and trimmings, shape and line, but distinct species of dresses that we recognize and distinguish as easily as we differentiate between daisies and daffodils. We can say “That’s a June Cleaver dress” or “She was wearing a kind of Flamenco-y thing” and feel confident we’ll be understood.

And it’s not just when we’re talking about these dresses—we know (or think we know) what we’re saying with them when we wear them. We are different women, almost, in a Garden Party dress than we are in the Siren (even if we’re wearing them with all the same people who have known us forever). We know what’s being communicated by a Marilyn halter versus a Mary Quant mini, what people read into a Bandage dress or a Dirndl.

I’m sure other garments have their semiotics as well (there must be at least a dissertation, if not a book, on the subtle distinctions between plus-fours, knickers, and pantaloons), but dresses, being inherently feminine, are somehow more expressive. Dresses, perhaps because they are the only outer garment exclusively identified with women, are somehow more emphatic in their communication. Dresses seem to have a wider vocabulary in which to express all the things that women can be, and they are exuberant in that expressiveness. Dresses roll their sartorial r’s when speaking the language of clothes.

These dresses also have stories—all good archetypes do, even if the details of those stories have been blurred by time. By wearing these dresses you insert yourself into the narratives they inhabit. The story of someone wearing the Siren dress is a different story altogether from that of the wearer of the Japanese Fashion, but both wearers are hoping for some kind of happy ending.

The hundred dresses here aren’t all the dress archetypes in the world, by a long shot, but they’re ones that are referenced frequently and worn consistently. Some are seen more frequently and consistently than others—on days when I see one of the rarer examples (it’s not every day you see someone togged out in a Fortuny or a J. Lo) I feel like a bird-watcher who’s just added an entry to her life list—but all of them have significance, the kind that T-shirts and jeans just can’t match.

In addition to calling out these dresses as archetypes, I’ve tried to include where applicable the appropriate accessories and notable wearers, as well as the (ir)responsible designers. The lists of wearers and designers are meant to be suggestive rather than exhaustive—a list of everyone semifamous who’s ever worn a Cheongsam or a Slip dress would run the length of the phone book, if people had phone books anymore.

You can use this book as a field guide, to help you spot dress tropes; you can use it as an instruction manual, to help you decide what stories you want to em-body; or you can use it (as the labels on everything fun say) “for entertainment purposes only.”

Whether you save dresses for special occasions or wear them every day, I hope this field guide to frocks helps you become even more fluent in the language of clothes.
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the addicted to love




we’ve all seen the 1986 video: Robert Palmer, in a simple white shirt and black tie, clutches a microphone for dear life while five terrifying women in high-necked, long-sleeved (and slightly sheer, much to the delight of MTV-watching teenage boys everywhere) black minidresses surround him and dance robotically while pretending to play instruments.

The Addicted to Love dress is any dress that essentially sets out to turn you into a prop, a backdrop, stage dressing, or scenery, especially if it does so in a hypersexualized way. Modern rap videos employ the same methods (only with much less fabric), and it can be argued that the bridesmaid’s dress is a tamer version of this phenomenon.

The Addicted to Love differs from a uniform—a uniform is intended to encourage team spirit and fellow feeling in addition to providing a consistent appearance to outsiders. The Addicted to Love, in all its variants, is concerned with the audience only. No one seems to be worried about a unit cohesion problem among backup dancers.

When you’re wearing the Addicted to Love, either by choice or by coercion, it’s best to give yourself fully over to it. Wear it like a costume (which, of course, it is) and throw yourself into the role, whether it’s fembot, handmaiden, conference-booth staffer, or video vixen. If you can cultivate a fine appreciation of absurdity, that will help tremendously.




Accessories: Sheer black stockings and stiletto heels, slicked-back hair, dramatic smoky-eye makeup, and shiny red lipstick on a mouth that never smiles.

RELATED: The Bandage dress.

worn by: The models in the original video were Julia Bolino, Kathy Davies, Mak Gilchrist, Patty Kelly, and Julie Pankhurst. (Also referenced by Beyoncé and her Single Ladies, although they were much more foreground than background.)
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the airship hostess




the airship hostess dress is not for present-day flight attendants or even stewardesses; it is a purely notional dress for an alternative history where giant cruise-ship-like dirigibles float through the skies, doing the still-exotic New York–San Francisco run at a leisurely 135 mph.

The Airship Hostess dress is vaguely 1930s, vaguely 1940s, but with a distinctly official air. There are useful pockets (usually asymmetrical); there are buttons (usually asymmetrical); there’s a long, narrow skirt and a little collar and definitely something pointy and art-deco-y going on. It’s worn bareheaded or with a jaunty little hat, and purses or bags are not carried while on duty (that’s what the pockets are for). Dickies and gloves? Optional.

The women in the Airship Hostess dresses are the heroines of screwball comedies: they’re heiresses running away from their inheritances, grifters on the make (with hearts of gold), dames both dizzy and hard-bitten. They have secrets; they have repartee; they do their before-takeoff safety briefing as a patter song. They always fall in love on their voyages, either with the poor boy in steerage (who is often a prince in disguise) or with the older, world-weary war correspondent, or occasionally with the semisloshed and semilouche lounge piano player.

Even though modern airships are limited to thrill rides and hovering over major sporting events (yawn), the Airship Hostess dress is not. It’s amazing how competent a trim, tailored, functional dress—one that isn’t trying to be a man’s suit—can make you feel. The Airship Hostess is prepared for any disaster on the ground or in the skies (short of a full-on Hindenburg), and you can be, too.




Accessories: A swagger stick (for captains and above).

worn by: The Airship Hostess dress seems to be worn mostly by the women illustrated on home sewing patterns.
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the amish




the amish dress is part of a tradition of plain-dress clothing primarily followed by Anabaptists and other religious groups. The stereotypical version of this dress is long-sleeved and dark in color, with a defined waist and long fullish skirt, but the adjective Amish is often used for any long unadorned dress. A plain dress is a simple one without too much decoration; “plain dress” (often capitalized by adherents) is any clothing selected to prioritize utility, modesty, long wear, and inconspicuousness.

Plain dress spans a continuum, ranging from more or less conventionally dressed people who refuse to wear anything with a logo to people who regularly dress in a personal “uniform” (think Diana Vreeland, who was anything but plain, but who wore the same dress over and over, just made in different fabrics) and those who disdain corporate-made, disposable, fast-fashion clothing, as well as those who follow a divinely appointed dress code.

One of the main reasons to wear plain clothing is that it removes the obligation many women feel to be alluring. Replacing perceived social pressure with a religious or philosophical one (not all wearers of simple dress are religious) means never having to be buffeted by the capricious whims of fashion. (Compare the consistent and unchanging customs of the various plain-dress sects with the rapid-fire style changes of the design-conscious.) A woman in a plain dress is never inappropriately dressed for any event; the notion is nonsensical. She is a conscientious objector in the modern war over how women’s bodies are perceived. (Of course, this assumes that the wearing of plain dress is a free choice and not compelled by the threat of violence, ostracism, or shunning.)




Accessories: A shawl or apron, a bonnet or cap, and the courage of one’s convictions.

worn by: Women of various religious groups, including the Amish, Brethren, Hutterites, some Quakers and Mennonites, and Hasidic and Haredi Jews; also women involved in anticonsumerist and other simplicity movements.
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the anne shirley




the anne shirley (also known as the Anne of Green Gables) is, strictly speaking, any dress with huge, puffed, leg-o’-mutton sleeves.

In the classic children’s book Anne of Green Gables, Anne, an orphan, comes to live with Matthew and Marilla Cuthbert, a brother and sister who run a small farm on Prince Edward Island. They had sent for a boy to help with the farm work but got Anne by mistake and (against their better judgment) decide to keep her. Anne, sensitive, romantic, and imaginative, is disappointed with the serviceable and plain dresses Marilla makes for her to replace the skimpy orphanage issue; she has her heart set on fashionable puffed sleeves so wide you have to “go through a door sideways.” She feels the lack of puffed sleeves sorely but makes up her mind to let her imagination do the work . . . until her first Christmas at Green Gables, when quiet Matthew surprises her with the dress of her dreams.

Oh, how pretty it was—a lovely soft brown gloria with all the gloss of silk; a skirt with dainty frills and shirrings; a waist elaborately pintucked in the most fashionable way, with a little ruffle of filmy lace at the neck. But the sleeves—they were the crowning glory! Long elbow cuffs, and above them two beautiful puffs divided by rows of shirring and bows of brown silk ribbon.

The Anne Shirley is any dress you want with all your heart and soul, any dress you wish for without hope of fulfillment, and especially any dress that, against all odds, becomes yours. Puffed sleeves optional.




Accessories: A full heart, gratitude.

worn by: Everyone, someday.
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the artist’s smock




as everyone knows, the actual production—the “doing”—of art is a messy, painful, tedious, and difficult business; it can be emotionally and intellectually rewarding, but not nearly as instantly
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