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CLOTHING DISTRIBUTION IN EUROPE IN THE DAYS BEFORE READY-TO-WEAR
Seiichi KITAYAMA, Professor, Osaka Shoin Women’s University

To acquire new clothing before 1840 in France, people had no choice but to order bespoke
clothes. In those days when acquiring new clothes incurred a great deal of expense and was
therefore difficult, in what ways did people obtain clothes and dress themselves fashionably?
Those who were unable to order new bespoke clothes by visiting tailors or couturiers used the
old clothes markets (selling unused old clothes and secondhand clothes). In those days,
antiquarians (or old clothes traders) were divided into two categories: One was called fripiers or
secondhand clothes dealers, and the other, revendeurs or revendeuses, meaning resellers. While
fripiers were publicly authorized, with a guild, revendeurs or revendeuses were freelance (their
registration by the police became mandatory at the end of the 18th century).

In 1776, fripiers and tailors established a single guild and became a single occupation. As a
result, tailors became able to sell secondhand or unused old clothes, while fripiers became able
to produce and sell ready-made clothes. The resellers were allowed to buy and sell secondhand
clothes without having a public license, but their business was restricted: they were prohibited
from having a store and from buying or selling new clothes. Nevertheless such resellers formed a
large group in the distribution system. Resellers were mostly women, who not only bought and
sold clothes but also served as what we now call stylists and fashion advisers. Rose Bertin, whose

customers included Marie Antoinette, was a top entrepreneur in this industry.
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The fashion store in 18" century, Diderot, M., D’Alembert, M. Ed., Encyclopedie ou dictionnaire raisonne
des sciences, des arts et des metiers, A Livourne, 1770-78.
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Jean Francois Janiniet, Mademoiselle Rose Bertin, Dressmaker to Marie Antoinette, n.d., The Metropolitan
Museum of Art, New York.
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Many old clothes dealers at the old corridor of Les Halles in the 18" century, Yves Devaux, Le Vieux
Quartier des Halles, Paris, Pygmalion, 1980.
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Place of Rotondon in the district of Temple, Edmond Texier, 7ableau de Paris, Paris, Paulin & Lechevalier,
1852.
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The old woman selling fashionable clothes, Edmond Texier, 7ableau de Paris, Paris, Paulin & Lechevalier,

1852.
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