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The miniature suit (V&A T.282 to B-1978): Clothing fashion in 18
th

-century 

Europe 

 

By Corinne Thépaut-Cabasset, Victoria & Albert Museum 

http://collections.vam.ac.uk/item/O352016/miniature-suit-unknown/ 

 

The miniature suit: 

This miniature suit consisting of a coat, a long-sleeved waistcoat, and breeches was 

probably made in France or England in the period 1750 to 1760. The coat and 

breeches are made of matching light green silk taffeta. The cuffs of the coat and the 

waistcoat fronts are of cream moiré silk, which has strips of silver thread woven 

through it. The coat is full-skirted and single-breasted. Following a new trend, the 

back pleats of the skirt are no longer buttoned. The cuffs are quite large and are 

decorated with three buttons along the top edge. The buttons on the coat cuffs, down 

the front of the coat and waistcoat, and on the legs of the breeches are made of silver 

yarn and are slightly tarnished. The coat is lined throughout with cream silk taffeta. 

The sleeves are lined with linen. The pockets are of canvas but the flap and part of the 

pocket are faced with cream silk taffeta, as are the insides of the cuffs. Each pocket, 

on each skirt front of both coat and waistcoat, has a three-pointed flap decorated with 

false button holes; three buttons are sewn near each pocket opening to coincide with 

each point of the pocket flap. 

The waistcoat is single-breasted and collarless. The tapered sleeves are made 

of cream-coloured silk twill, with one button covered in silk taffeta at the wrist. The 

fronts and the pockets are lined with cream silk taffeta, whereas the back is made of 

cream-coloured silk twill. The sleeves and pockets are lined with glazed white linen. 

Breeches of knee length are lined with linen and cream coloured twilled silk. The fit 

is adjusted by a steel buckle and a strap either side of the vent. 

This miniature suit is cut and constructed in exactly the same way as a full-

sized adult suit. The suit is too small to fit a child’s body, which suggests that it was 

made half-size on purpose so that a tailor could demonstrate his skills and show the 

model to a client. A miniaturised suit would presumably have been easier to circulate 

than a full-sized model. 

This miniature suit is made of sophisticated pale-coloured silk and resembles a 

man’s court ensemble. Much court attire was made of patterned silk velvet, 
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embroidered silk taffeta, or appliqué embroideries on velvet or silk. The shape of the 

coat and the pattern of the sleeves, cuffs, and pockets can be compared to court 

outfits, or habit à la française, that are conserved at the Royal Armoury in 

Stockholm: a blue coat (or justaucorps) of Frederik I, dated circa 1748;
1
 a red velvet 

costume of Adolf Fredrik, from the 1750s;
2
 and Gustav III’s wedding suit ordered in 

Paris in 1766.
3
 The pattern and construction of the miniature suit is comparable to 

Gustav III’s wedding suit. 

 

The art of the tailor:  

In early modern Europe, a man’s complete suit consisted of a coat (long vest or 

justaucorps), a vest (or waistcoat), and breeches. The so-called ‘three-piece suit’ was 

used for formal dress from the end of the seventeenth century and continued in use 

throughout the eighteenth century. It was known until this time as the habit à la 

française. The general shape of the formal suit underwent noticeable changes by the 

end of the eighteenth century. Beginning before the 1770s, the main modifications 

occurred on pockets, sleeves, on the side and back pleats of the coat, and also 

included the addition of a narrow collar to the coat so that, by the end of the 1780s, 

the masculine silhouette looked more slender. 

With regards to variety and ever-changing fashions, France and England both 

enjoyed the best reputations in men’s tailoring. In his book on tailoring written for the 

Encyclopedia and published by the Académie des Sciences in 1769, Garsault 

describes the ‘French suit’ as the European formal dress for men and he uses it to 

demonstrate the complexity of the art of tailoring. According to Garsault the three-

piece suit is the single most complicated piece of work for a tailor, as it calls on every 

one of the principles of his art. The text is illustrated with plates and patterns of the 

different garments mentioned in the book. The tailor is the artisan who cuts out, sews, 

makes, and sells the male attire. In seventeenth- and eighteenth-century Paris, in order 

to be accepted by the merchant tailors’ guild (and to become a master), a tailor had to 

produce a masterpiece after a seven-year apprenticeship. At the present time, no 

tailor’s chef-d’oeuvre seems to have survived. 

 

                                                        
1
 Stockholm, Royal Armoury, Livrustkammaren 31245-6.  

2
 Stockholm, Royal Armoury, Livrustkammaren 21373-75.  

3
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 3 

Making fashion:  

It is difficult to say with complete certainty if this ensemble was made for training 

practice or as a model. Yet the fact that this miniature suit is only half-size strongly 

suggests that it was made by a tailor either as demonstration piece for his trade or 

during his apprenticeship to become a master. It could also have been made as a 

model to be sent abroad, to a long distance or foreign client. We know from court 

reports that instructions for tailoring and models were sent from Paris to other 

European courts, so that the latest fashions could be reproduced. Archival sources 

reveal that in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries the gowns of large dolls served 

as models for dressmakers and other clients. As with fashion plates, ‘fashion dolls’ 

dressed by merchants were sent from Paris and London to foreign courts and 

countries to show the latest fashions. In 1781, in his panorama of Paris, Louis-

Sébastien Mercier admired the skilled hand of the designer, who very painstakingly 

outfitted a doll that would show off the current fashions all over northern Europe and 

as far away as America.  
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