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An under-researched area of study is the 18th-century fashion doll as a means of 

fashion communication. There is always enormous debate surrounding surviving 

18th-century dolls as to whether they are meant to be fashion advertisements, some 

form of entertainment or for the use of children or adults. It is well known that by 

the 19th century, many dolls that appear to be toys, particularly mechanical dolls, 

were in fact made for the enjoyment of adults. They were often expensive and 

displayed in parlours and boudoirs. Dressed in fine fashions, there is an argument in 

the literature as to whether they continue a much older tradition of providing 

fashion information before the world of print. 

 

Let us consider one such survival, a French male doll fully dressed with wig and all 

of his accessories in the ‘Incroyable’ fashion of the 1790s. He lives in a carefully 

packed box at the Los Angeles County Museum of Art and the curatorial staff kindly 

let me examine him. Of painted wood, he is 59.7cm x17.8 cm. He wears red striped 

culottes and a green striped jacket, an enormous exaggerated cravat, a waistcoat, 

bicorn hat, silk stocking and slippers, a pair of gilt-metal chateleines at his waist, and 

carries a ‘Hercules’ club of twisted wood. The coat has deep revers of rose silk, large 

‘Artois’ buttons and he sports lace cuffs. His face is heavily rouged. His woollen wig 

can be removed and is tied at the back in one place. Catalogued originally as of the 

period, on the basis of his construction (glass eyes, style of painted face, separate 

rather than carved wooden shoes and the wool wig) he is now believed to be made 

c1870. LACMA Conservation analysed the silk ribbons and noted: ‘XRF results from 

the silk show no significant amounts of metals that would suggest that it had been 

weighted, a process that began in the 19th century in which the manufacturer added 

metallic salts to increase the weight of the silk.  Traces of silicon, calcium, iron and 



lead were found, but the low concentrations of these elements indicate that the 

source is environmental, not a result of the manufacture of the silk.  The shattering 

of the silk is due to the past storage and display conditions of the object’. However, 

the textiles might simply have been reused at any stage. The lace cuffs are hand-

made but might be later than the 18th century. He demonstrates the ‘long life’ of 

18th-century taste and also the revival of the Directoire style in the late 19th century, 

a tend that was marked until WWI. 

 

The German researcher Max von Boehn gave a special role to the doll in terms of the 

dissemination of fashion: ‘At a time when as yet the press was non-existent, long 

before the invention of such mechanical means of reproduction as the woodcut and 

copperplate, to the doll was given the task of popularizing French fashions abroad’ 

[V.Boehn 1966: 136]. The extent and exact function of dressed dolls is highly 

problematic. Although the function of the LACMA ‘Incroyable’ doll remains 

enigmatic, great care was expended to create him. Whether he was for amusement, 

some form of advertisement or other such novelty cannot be determined without 

further evidence. No-one has satisfactorily explained whether surviving dolls are to 

indicate fashions, or amusements for children or adults. Some accounts prefer to see 

surviving dolls as fashion dolls rather than toys. Most of the surviving dolls are 

relatively small; the presence of articulated figures and part-bodies of saints further 

complicates the survivals, although many of these mannequins were of higher 

quality and likely made by sculptors, sometimes in wax. The male doll at LACMA has 

a strange ‘brother’ there, a wooden male doll with two penises. This is an interesting 

variation on what Juliette Peers describes thus: ‘One group of surviving dolls 

attributed to the eighteenth century displays fully detailed genitals – in various 

examples male, female or hermaphrodite. Their bawdy image differs from the 

accepted image of the doll since 1800’ [Peers 16]. 

 

The ‘Incroyable’ doll represents an extreme type of male fashion that was highly 

topical at the time. In post-Revolutionary Paris, wearing the dress of the ancien-

régime was also dangerous. This did not mean that fashion was necessarily less 



mannered; fashion change for the wealthy had sped up so much by the 1780s that 

the elements of dress almost became ‘self-referential’. Ultra-fashionable wealthy 

men of the late 1780s - 1790s wore sets of buttons that might be changed every day, 

several collars appeared to overlap each other, multiple watches and seals jangled 

from the waist. Other Parisian groupings used fashion in the post-Revolutionary 

period to emit signals about their political affiliation.  

 

The ‘Incroyable’ doll belongs to a tradition that reaches back to the Renaissance 

when dolls were a part of court life [Croizat] and forward to the development of 

mass-produced dolls and also of clothing in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. 

He reveals the longevity of an older type of communication and the continuing 

interest in the dress of the ancien-régime. He also reveals the troubling question of 

the function of such dolls. This ‘double life’ of dolls indicates a part of the reason 

why such ‘fashion models’ continue to puzzle and perturb. 

 

Alison Matthews-David has set out the pre-history of the three-dimensional, often 

articulated fashion doll in her forthcoming article ‘Body Double: The Origins of the 

Fashion Mannequin’ (for Journal of Design History, in press). The word entered the 

dictionary of the Académie française in 1694 and it also referred to a life-size ‘lay’ 

figure used by painters in studios. Matthews-David notes that survivals are rare, but 

that the French sculptor François Roubiliac owned a small mannequin dressed in a 

fashion wardrobe that is held in the Museum of London [articulated artist’s lay-

figure, c1740, bronze overlaid with cork, horsehair, wool and an outer covering of 

silk stockinette, with a carved wooden and painted head, ht 76 cm]. For painters, 

‘this figurative object literally replaced the body of the portrait sitter or fashion 

consumer with an inanimate body’. In the 19th century, the tailor began to use such 

life-sized lay figures to market modern clothing production. This seems to date from 

the late 1820s for tailors, she contends, connecting this to the rise of new retail 

environments in Paris such as the arcades or passages with plate-glass windows. 

Matthews-David contention is that the rise of quasi-scientific measuring and cutting 

of men’s suits made such figures invaluable. The earliest image she locates of a 



men’s tailor’s dummy is a drawing dated 1826-1829 when they begin to occur in the 

literature with many references. By the 1820s the derogatory term ‘mannequin’ was 

given to men of fashion ‘hired by tailors to advertise their wares’.  

 

The LACMA artefact is not a dummy, he is a doll. So what is the pre-history of such 

dolls? Most of the literature concerns the so-called ‘Pandora’, a female doll who was 

sent from Paris abroad to illustrate fashions. Mentioned in The Spectator and in 

newspaper advertisements, it is frequently claimed that such dolls were displayed 

in shops, although they might not have appeared in windows as such. The shop 

owner seemed to charge people to view them. There are many more surviving 

female dolls than male. 

 

Juliette Peers, perhaps the greatest expert on the interpretation of dolls and doll 

culture, points to a type of split in the literature between those British writers who 

were at pains to ‘demarcate their field from fashion and dress history’ and who 

wished to argue that nineteenth-century dolls were not sources of fashion 

information but were in fact luxury toys [Peers 1]. As Peers notes, ‘this disavowal 

contradicts Victorian belief and primary sources’ and via the research of Ann 

Coleman she cites a London seller in 1873 who wrote that ‘numbers of dolls/ are 

made whose trousseaux show much taste, and are so elegant, that they are 

constantly used by dress and bonnet-makers as types of Parisienne toilettes’ [Peers 

1-2]. Peers also infers that there is a duality of writing between dress and doll 

history, even when the same authors are involved [2]; the language about dolls, she 

infers, is ‘dumbed down’. Peers notes that ‘dolls for children and adults were 

frequently identical during the nineteenth century and have only explicitly diverged 

in the mid- to late-twentieth century’ [3]. There are also many fakes and assemblies 

in the field, she notes. 

 

There is a long debate in the literature as to whether the ‘pandora’ existed. As Peers 

notes, they ‘are creatures of myth, mystique and conventionalised stories’ [15]. She 

explains the historiography as having been created by Max von Boehn whose 



accounts are not footnoted and whose sources might have been lost in WWII. [17]. 

She cites a tale recounted by Louis-Sebastian Mercier, that the dolls did not really 

exist, and points to the research of the experienced former curator Yvonne 

Deslandres, who wrote ‘there are no examples of those/dolls that travelled Europe 

between the renaissance and the eighteenth century dressed in the latest fashion’ 

[15-16]. Peers reminds us of the dominance of feminised survivals in dress 

collections: 

 

Male dress of any era generally survives as a less contextualised and 

integrated museological oeuvre than female dress. Male dolls in original 

condition from the eighteenth century are especially valuable, in view of both 

the relatively weak museum presence of male versus female dress and the 

cultural patterns and sentimentality that favour preserving feminine rather 

than masculine relics of dress. [16] 

 

Men’s dress in Revolutionary times 

Clothing was central to the lived reality and also the narratives told of the French 

Revolution. The changing appearance of men’s dress in 18th-century Europe is one 

of the touchstones of fashion history. A great many myths keep circulating regarding 

the role of the French Revolution in suddenly creating this new image of and for 

men. If we agree that the French Revolution had a life of ten years, from the 

summoning of the States General and the storming of the Bastille in 1789 to the 

establishment of the dictatorship of Napoleon under the Consulate in December 

1799, then a great deal happened to men’s dress in that period. Men’s dress did not, 

as many believe, become austere in that decade following the collapse of the 

ancient-régime. Quite the opposite. And Napoleon revived a more elongated and 

hyperbolic version of court dress for men after his rise to power. The criticism of 

court dress for men began much earlier than the Revolutionary decade of the 1780s, 

and is already present in mid-century debates concerning luxury and anti-court 

critique. The years around the Revolution threw up some of the most incredible 

clothing styles for men in western culture.  



 

Some were worn by what we might call the ’street gangs’ of late-18th and very 

early-19th century Paris. Some of the claims made about them are really incredible; 

putting their hair up with combs at the back as if prepared for the guillotine, shaving 

their hair at the back of the neck or wearing a cord around their throat alluding to 

the final cut of the blade. Their appearance has fascinated designers such as 

Vivienne Westwood and John Galliano and continues to intrigue us today. But were 

they really gangs like subcultures today, and why did they dress like this? Was it 

about a new vision of men, or about new attitudes towards their bodies, maybe even 

health and science? Why did men begin to wear their own hair? Were these new 

fops a heavily sexed ‘lady’s lapdog’ or a knuckle head? 

 

Dress and Politics 

Revolutionary mobs wore the Carmagnole in 1792 – perhaps from Carmagnola in 

Piedmont – a coat in rough fabric that descended to the thighs, with a fallen collar, 

revers, and poches plaquées. It was reported upon across the Channel in April 1794. 

Bon Ton Magazine London, in the description ‘Modern Paris’, wrote: 

 

The total change of the manners and customs of this celebrated city, is 

deserving attention…/ No idle muscadines [sic] are met with at the Palais 

Royal. Canes and sticks are out of fashion, none but the old are using the 

latter. Very few prostitutes are met with in the evening in the streets, and are 

generally disguised in the garb of modest industry… The men’s dress consists 

of a sailor’s jacket and a pair of trousers, a coloured handkerchief around the 

neck, and a furred cap, generally red. Thus equipt, they are called Carmagnols, 

and the dress is manly and becoming... The suspected or Aristocratical ladies 

generally are cloathed like fisherwomen, or Les Dames de la Halle. [pp 56-57] 

 

Robespierre fell in July 1794 and was executed. After 9 Thermidor power moved to 

the centre. The Girondins came to the fore and the Jacobin clubs were closed. This 

was the period of the Directoire, the five Directors, who lived lavishly at the 



Luxembourg palace and restored social life. Fashion responded and became a part of 

the spectacle. 

 

The Incroyable and Merveilleuse types replaced knee breeches with tapering 

trousers, a garment from the wardrobe of sailors and rivermen, women’s hooped 

dresses with near-nude muslin and feather-cut hairstyles, buckled shoes were 

replaced with boots and even shoe-lacing. Street gangs called the jeunesse dorée or 

muscadins retained aspects of court dress as an affront to the authorities and the 

sans-culottes (those without knee breeches). Bosio, Isabey and Vernet depict them in 

tight coats with 17 buttons in memory of the orphan Louis XVII, they wore wigs 

supposedly made from the hair of guillotine victims; black-velvet collars to mourn 

the decapitated King, chiné silk stockings, open shoes, whitened hands and 

emphasised affected voices. Consisting of absentee conscripts, deserters, the staff of 

theatres, luxury shops and banks, they numbered several thousand and congregated 

around the Palais-Royal, the former site of aristocratic shopping and display. 

François Gendron theorises that until Brumaire, the jeunesse dorée were the 

Committee of General Secretary’s private militia and were encouraged 

surreptitiously (Gendron 1993). 

 

The Muscadins took a dim view of the sans culottes. They held famous ‘Bals à la 

victime’ where the family members of the gullotined were present. In Spring 1787 

they began to walk in the streets with bamboo canes in their hands, giving them the 

English air of an assommeur. Some of these famous clubs survive, one being in the 

collection of the Los Angeles County Museum of Art (Kamer-Ruff collection). Green 

collars alluded to the colours of the comte d’Artois, the youngest brother of Louis 

XVI. The muscadins smashed republican statues and removed inscriptions. They 

tried to pull off the cockades of the left wing republicans. In turn the other side tried 

to remove the black or green collars of the muscadins and sometimes to forcibly 

shave their hair à la titus, in the republican manner. All sorts of names were affixed 

to them: dog ears, incredibles, green collars, black collars, messieurs a batons, Royale 

Cravate, Royale Anarchie etc. [Ribeiro 117]. Mercier wrote of them; ’a square coat of 



immeasurable length, folded over the knees, the breeches cover the calves of the leg. 

The shoes are stock on to the point of the foot, and are thin as pasteboard; the head 

reposes on a cravat as on a cushion in the form of a wash hand basin, with others it 

serves as a grave for their chins’ [Ribeiro 117].  

 

Sometimes a homo-erotic element was at work. In the French print ‘L’embarrass des 

Queuex’ c.1802 a pair of Incroyables and Merveilleuses walk to the left. The title is a 

sexual pun on a ‘wealth of trains’, that is, that the men might walk on the women’s 

dresses. Queues is slang for penises and the men are in close conversation, ignoring 

the women. One incroyable, who closely resembles the LACMA doll, wears a 

ribboned bell at this waist and sports embroideries that resemble the male member 

on the upper part of his breeches. He holds a club similar to the LACMA example up 

in the air, a little erection of sorts. This is a good example of the complexity of such 

images. The men might be over-excited by the fashionable women or they might be 

more interested in themselves. It might simply be a vulgar joke contrasting fine 

fashion with base aims. 

 

The art historian Ewa Lajer-Burcharth has argued that the extreme fashions 

cultivated immediately after the French Revolution indicated a renegotiation of the 

self. Refuting Flügel, Lajer-Burcharth argues that the new extreme fashions for both 

men and women of 1790s Paris indicated a withdrawal from the ideals of stoic 

masculinity amongst men, who more and more set themselves amidst the gaze of 

both men and women. The male body, barely disguised under tightly cut cloth and 

sheer buckskin, became a beautiful object to survey for pleasure and also a 

narcissistic agent. 

 

With thanks to Alison Matthews-David, Juliette Peers, advisors to Los Angeles 

County Museum of Art including Martin Kamer and various doll experts; 

Conservation Science, LACMA; Sharon Takeda (LACMA) and Kaye Spilker (LACMA).  

 



The doll will likely make his ‘public reappearance’ in the major exhibition Reigning 

Men: Macaroni to Metrosexual, LACMA, forthcoming. 
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