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Since remotest antiquity, nearly every man, woman and child has necessarily
worn footwear of some sort, and those who worked in shoemaking and its allied
trades have formed a larger percentage of the skilled workforce than many other
trades. … Not an accessory and not merely a garment reflecting the vagaries of
fashion, the shoe is both an important, functional piece of technology and an
icon of personal style, ceremony and status.1

Saguto states that “today, thousands of eighteenth–century shoes survive and more are found every
year.”2  Over 900 shoes have been located in the United Kingdom as part of this research and there are
likely to be many more awaiting discovery. A close examination was carried out of more than 100 shoes
revealing the parts of a shoe that can provide more specific details and suppositions on life in the
eighteenth century. This paper will look more closely at these features and the results that the survey
provided.

Virtually all women’s shoes of the eighteenth century were made as straights, ie, no differentiation
between the left and right foot. The overall shape of shoes varies throughout the period. The first half
of the century is largely distinguished by shoes with latchets, chunky Louis heels, and by brocades and
damasks with heavy embellishments involving metal threads. These features coincide with the baroque
style.  The shoes of the middle decades of the century have a lighter feel incorporating rococo influences
such as more slender heels, fabrics such as satin and figured silks, and more delicate embroidered
decoration.  From about 1785 shoe shapes change more dramatically as the neoclassical style was adopted
influencing both fashion and the decorative arts. Shoes became slip–ons (with no latchets for fastening)
and plainer, with lower heels and fewer embellishments.

The main parts of a shoe are as indicated in Figure 1. They comprise the uppers (the vamp, tongue,
and two quarters) and the bottoms (heel, insole, and outer soles).

Uppers generally changed over the period along with the shape. For the most part of the century they
sat just under ankle height on the foot. By the end, much more of the instep was exposed, reaching the
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tops of the toes providing a toe cleavage reminiscent of the cleavage exposing low cut and high–waisted
dresses with which such shoes were worn.

The side seam varied also, both positionally and in shape. In the early part of the century it was a straight
seam in line with the heel breast (Figure 2). Dog–leg seams were also used (Figure 3) which allowed the
shoes to be opened wider for the foot to fit in. By the 1770s the side seam had moved further down the
vamp to be situated much closer to the wearer’s toes although it could still be straight (Figure 4) or
dog–legged (Figure 5).

The rand (or welt) usually appears as a white band that separates the upper from the sole (Figure 6).  It
was a feature which served a purpose in the construction and also acted as decoration. The rand appears
on the vast majority of shoes up to the end of the 1720s but is still significant in the 1730s through to

Parts of a shoe.3
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the 1750s. By the end of the 1760s the numbers fall dramatically. It was invariably white tawed leather
and although often termed “kid,” the likelihood is that it was mainly sheep’s leather that was used.

There are four main variations on the toe shape during the eighteenth century (Figure 7).

The needlepoint was the most ubiquitous toe shape at the start of the century, indeed from the 1690s.
It was very sharply pointed with the upper overhanging the sole (Figure 6). It was often upturned, the
shape being likened to the prow of a ship. The survey indicates that over half the extant shoes from the
1700s–1740s displayed the needlepoint toe, peaking at 85% of those from the 1710s. The needlepoint
continued until the 1760s although its popularity had waned by the 1740s. Despite this, it is clearly
illustrated in Hogarth’s Marriage a la Mode from 1743 (Figure 8) albeit on an older woman who would
not necessarily be at the forefront of fashion.

The survey shows that the 1750s was a transition period when there appears to be more variation in toe
shapes with the needlepoint still featuring but with equally as many shoes with a blunter point or with a
rounded toe (Figure 7). Pointed toes reemerge from the 1780s being the dominant shape of the 1790s.
This was probably to make the foot seem narrower.10

Needlepoint toe Blunt point toe Round toe Pointed toe

Toe shapes.9

Detail, 

William Hogarth, 1743.11
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Figure 9 shows the various shapes commonly found. For the most part, tongues were cut straight along
the top edge, especially in the 1710s and 1740s, when two–thirds of extant shoes show this feature.
Variations include tongues which have a slightly concave edge (particularly in the 1720s to 1730s) or a
slightly convex edge, evident between 1750 and 1780.

More decorative edgings such as the cupid’s bow or van dyke (a zigzag effect), are evident  from  the
beginning of the century to about the 1730s in the survey. These features emulate men’s shoes of the
late seventeenth/early eighteenth century.13 Men’s shoes were obviously more visible than women’s
whose skirts covered all but the tip of the toe but the edgings were stylish and therefore sometimes
adopted. These tongue styles are evident in only a small number of surviving shoes.

The peaked throat (or pointed tongue) came to the height of fashion in the 1770s and 1780s although
there are examples from the 1740s. It finished lower down the instep and is a good indicator for dating
shoes. The style appears to have been used for both latchet shoes (Figure 9) and for slip–ons (Figure
10). A contemporaneous print shown in Figure 11 confirms this.

Tongue shapes.12

Straight edge Concave edge Convex edge Cupid’s bow Van dyke Peaked

Shoe, 1790.14 Detail, 
.15
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The main means of fastening shoes in the eighteenth century was by the use of latchets that were secured
by tying or buckles (Figure 12). The use of latchets dates back to the Tudor period and continued up
to the end of the eighteenth century. Punched latchets were predominant in the 1700s but were overtaken
by the use of buckles from the 1710s onwards. The latchets were usually cut in one piece with the
quarters and joined to the vamp at the side seam. From the middle of the century latchets of contrasting
colours and fabrics to the rest of the uppers were fashionable. In this case the lining was cut in one piece
and the contrasting fabric joined to the vamp at the side seam. It seems from the extant shoes that, in
some cases, the early punched latchets were lengthened to accommodate buckles and, conversely, longer
buckle latchets were cut down towards the end of the century and punched for laces. Figure 13 shows
latchets with evident buckle use that have been cut down.

Initially the latchets were tied with ribbon and had holes punched or pierced to allow for this purpose.
They were positioned high on the instep. On some examples surveyed the hole was embroidered to
prevent the fraying of the fabric and to provide a more decorative finish. Figure 14 shows such stitching
carried out neatly with the same thread as used on the topbinding. On a significant number the button
hole stitching is not carried out to the same standard as the rest of the shoe which might suggest it was
carried out post manufacture. The edges of the hole would have been a vulnerable area due to the
friction of the bow and therefore would have needed reinforcing to prevent fraying or becoming too
large. An example is shown in Figure 15 where the stitching is irregular and the hole appears to be getting
dangerously close to the edge of the latchet. Few shoes have what appears to be the original ribbon
remaining. This would have worn out easily and may have been changed regularly to match the outfit
with which the shoes were worn.

Punched latchets (ribbons) Buckle latchets Pierced latchets (strings) Drawstring

Fastenings.16

Shoe, 1755–1765,
Charles Wade Collection, The National Trust,

Leominster, England, SNO127.

Shoe, 1700–1730,
Charles Wade Collection,

The National Trust,
Leominster, England, SNO128.

Shoe, 1780, Hereford City
Museums, Hereford,

England, 4991.
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From the examination of shoes the use of the buckle as a means of fastening shoes is very evident even
without the multitude of contemporaneous buckles that survive. Most buckle latchets on extant shoes
have holes left from buckles. An example of a buckle in situ showing how these marks are made is
shown in Figure 16. Some shoes reveal marks left by the shape of the buckle such as those in Figure
17. These marks left by cheaper metals confirms that the type of shoes left in our collections did not
have to have been worn only by the wealthy.

Buckles were adopted in preference to ribbons by the mid seventeenth century by men but it took longer
for women to take up the fashion as buckles could damage the fabric of their long skirts. Walford states
that it was not until around the 1720s that buckles became the norm for both sexes.17 This is supported
by the survey with 55% of the shoes from the 1700s being punched latchets dropping to around 25%
between 1710 and 1729 and lost completely by the 1740s.  The positioning of the latchets moved nearer
to the toe in the latter part of the century coinciding with large buckles and shorter hemlines allowing
more of the foot to be on view.

Buckles played a large part in shoe fashion used by both sexes and by all classes during the eighteenth
century and some examples are shown in Figure 18. Variations occur in the size, style, and the materials
from which they were made. At the beginning of the century buckles were relatively small, about 2.5 x
4cm, growing larger as the century wore on and peaking in size during the 1770s. At this point slip–on
or court shoes came into fashion. This period also saw the reintroduction of short, punched latchets
situated much lower down the instep. The holes were smaller in diameter indicating they were for tying
with strings or laces rather than ribbons (Figure 12). The use of ties is said to have resulted from the
French Revolution and the adoption of a simpler and less ostentatious mode of dress.18  Some slip–on
shoes also feature a channel around the top of the vamp allowing for a drawstring to be tied to secure
the shoe (Figure 12), much as a ballet shoe would be today.

A selection of eighteenth–century buckles from the Charles Wade Collection, The National Trust,
Leominster, England, showing the variety of materials, decorations, and sizes available.

Shoe, 1770–1786,
Charles Wade Collection,

The National Trust, Leominster, England, SNO140.

Shoe, 1700s,
Charles Wade Collection,

The National Trust, Leominster, England, SNO116.
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The shape of the heel can be broadly categorised into three types during the eighteenth century — the
Louis, the French or pompadour, and the Italian, as illustrated in Figure 19. Although there seems to
be some confusion over terminology regarding heels, for the purposes of this paper the term ‘Louis
heel’ will be used to describe the shape as shown in Figure 19. For the first half of the century the Louis
heel was widely used. It had been adopted in the seventeenth century as a thick heel with a straight
back–line but continued with slight variations such as a more curved back line or a thinner, less heavy
looking shape until the 1760s. From the survey it can be seen that at least 75% of heels were in the Louis
shape until the end of the 1740s and not falling much below for a further two decades. However, the
1770s saw a dramatic drop to only 17% and by the end of the century they had virtually disappeared.
The original chunky shape of the heel was in keeping with the baroque feel of the period.

The emergence of the rococo style coincided with the raising and narrowing of the heel into its variant
known as the French or pompadour heel. The height of the heel also induced a serpentine curve in the
body echoing the heel shape. It came into use, according to the survey, from the 1750s with most
examples found dated in the 1760s. Although not widespread they were obviously well enough known
for them to be referred to in the satire of the time as in the following extract from A Receipt for Modern
Dress which appeared in the  in 1753:

On slippers of velvet, set gold a-la-daube;
But mount on French heels when you go to a ball,
‘Tis the fashion to totter, and shew you can fall.20

The style of heel which next came to prominence was known as an Italian heel. Although they first seem
to have appeared in the 1750s, they did not feature significantly until the 1770s making up 69% of the
shoes surveyed. This rose even higher in the following decades of the century almost to the exclusion
of any alternative. Yet again there are some discrepancies with the use of the term. Swann suggests that
the Italian heel “wedged to support the arch which had only a leather shank” came into favour in the
late 1760s.21 It is this interpretation that has been used to categorise the shoes that were surveyed.
Examples of the heels can be seen in Figure 19. This style of heel could be high or low. When high,
they were vulnerable to breakage as there was little support in the heel shape. For this reason, a metal
spike was sometimes inserted through the heel to prevent snapping much as is used in more modern
times for stiletto heels. Their tendency to break was lampooned in the  in July 1776
in “The Modern Belle,” an extract is given below:

Shoes that buckle at the toe;
Gowns that o’er the pavement flow, …

Heels to bear the precious charge,
More diminutive than large,

Slight and brittle, apt to break,
Of the true Italian make.22

Louis — side and back French/pompadour Italian

Heel types.19
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Heel heights varied considerably throughout the century with no one particular height dominant.
Although extremes ranged from 1cm to 10cm, 58% were between 5cm and 8cm. The average highest
heels were in the 1720s at 7–8cm and the lowest, in the 1790s, at 3–4cm.

For women, the heel symbolised status and as low heels were more commonly adopted by working
women, the heels of those of higher status also increased in height. A higher heel emphasised the
smallness of the foot, particularly as gowns hid all but the tip of the toe. Higher heels also elongated the
leg and drew attention to the ankles which were considered to be a particularly attractive part of the
female body in the eighteenth century. The use of high heels also affected the posture of the wearer
causing the back to arch and the pelvis and chest to be thrust forward, and the buttocks to stick out.

Despite fashion, shoes were worn that were more sensible for their function, and those most likely to
be on their feet for much of the time wore lower heels. For example, Hogarth’s image of 

 shows a milk maid wearing shoes with a lowish heel, tied with ribbon and with a slightly
upturned toe (Figure 20).  Not all ladies were slaves to fashion as Lady Cowper remarks that the Queen
(when Princess) ‘danced in her Slippers very well’ at the ball held for the Prince’s birthday, implying
that she wore low–heeled shoes which were then not in fashion.23 However, not all were sensible about
the height of their heels for dancing as an advertisement in   describes a stage-coach trip to
Mr Tiptoe’s dancing school and states that “dancing shoes, not exceeding four inches in height in the
heels” could be carried in the coach–box gratis.”24  Although was a satirical publication this
mention suggests that heel heights for dancing could be unnecessarily high. The connection between
high heels and extravagant and frivolous lifestyles led to a drastic lowering of heels by the 1790s. This,
combined with the fad for neoclassical lines in dress, meant that simpler and lower shoes were more in
keeping.

The milkmaid’s shoes,
detail, William

Hogarth, 1741
etching and engraving, Tate Britain,

London, England, T01800.
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All outer soles were invariably made from leather but different finishes were used, presumably to suit
the purpose, but also according to fashion (Figure 21). Many of the shoes examined had been given
what appeared as a polished finish. This may well have been achieved by a glaze of weak glue to provide
some protection from water ingress but they would have inevitably been more prone to slippage on
smooth surfaces. To counteract this some shoes were given a sueded effect finish to give a slightly better
grip on polished floors and which would have been more hard wearing.  An in–between measure seems
to have been used on some of the mules which were given a glazed finished but shallow groves were
made in the leather to give a small amount of grip.

From the 1780s, when shoes were more elongated with flatter heels, a design known as a fiddle pattern
was created using stains on the sole leather. There does not appear to be a practical reason for this and
presumably it was used solely for decorative purposes. As with the shoe shape, the pattern was in keeping
with the neoclassical style.

The survey recorded the materials from which the uppers were made and how they were lined. It is
clear that silk (in various types of weave patterns) was the most used fabric for the uppers of  women’s
shoes, generally forming over 80% of extant shoes. Brocade (Figure 22) is the most prominent fabric
used up to the 1750s but this drops to virtually nothing in the 1790s. As this was also the fabric most
widely used for gowns it could be assumed that shoes were made to match. However, it seems that this
was more the exception than the rule. As the fabric used for shoes was most likely off cuts sold by
mantuamakers to shoemakers, the outfit and the shoes were rarely coordinated. This may also explain
why the patterns on the brocade are not always well matched between the different upper parts (or why
the same brocade was not used all over). Silk damask (Figure 6) was particularly popular in the 1740s
although used throughout the century. Satin was used widely at the beginning of the century but acts
mainly as a base for applied decoration. However, it was the most used type of silk from the 1760s.
Textured weave silk (monochrome with patterns created in the weave) was widely used in the 1770s and
1780s (Figure 23). There are also instances of cut and uncut velvet (Figure 24).

Wool was also used throughout the century with examples extant in most decades.  Often this was in
the form of callimanco which had a glazed effect providing a limited protection from the wet, dust and
dirt (Figure 25).  This was used for winter wear and more widely by the lower classes.26  Wool ages less

Polished sole Sueded sole Grooved polished sole Fiddle pattern

Soles.25
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well than silk and is prone to moth attack, as many of the extant examples show, which suggests that
wool may well have been more widely used but that fewer have survived.

From contemporary images it would seem that ordinary women mainly wore shoes of all leather,
predominantly black but sometimes coloured (Figures 26 and 27). However, it was not uncommon for
ordinary women to own shoes of both leather and worsted stuff.  Styles cites a source from 1793 referring
to a pair of stuff shoes with silver buckles being worn on Sundays but only to church.27 It may well be
that leather shoes were more widely worn for outdoor purposes but as these were well worn they were
not prized enough to preserve and pass down. The Victoria and Albert Museum has an example of
shoes (270&A–1891) from 1760 that are of white kid leather, painted as if to represent brocade that
purport to originate from Brussels. Such shoes may have been used as outdoor wear being more resilient
to the elements than true brocade. Alternatively they may have been available as a cheaper option to
give the appearance of fine shoes.

Uppers were often lined with white leather or a plain weave linen (usually an undyed, natural colour).
The tongue was sometimes lined with coordinating silk appearing as a plain weave, ribbed, or satin.
Occasionally the same fabric as the upper was used as the tongue lining. There are also examples in the

Shoe, 1780s, Charles Wade Collection,
The National Trust, Leominster, England, SNO113.

Image © National Trust

Shoe, 1770s,
Charles Wade Collection,

The National Trust,
Leominster, England,

SNO61.

Shoes, 1760–1780,
Nottingham Museum,
Nottingham, England,

NCM 1881-78/1.

Shoe, 1770,
Northampton Museums and Art Gallery,

Northampton, England, 2005.33.

Shoes, 1775,
Hereford City Museums,
Hereford, England, 3340.

Shoe, 1735,
Charles Wade Collection,

The National Trust,
Leominster, England, SNO133.
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survey where ticking or striped linen fabric was used as the upper lining (Figure 28) especially for the
vamp nearer the toes and therefore less likely to be visible. This was coarser in texture than the usual
linen and therefore stiffer, thus better able to support the shape of the shoe. Linen was also used for
socks as it was absorbent as well as protecting stockings from the discolouration that leather could cause
during the initial stages of wear. White kid served the same purpose.

The most prominent colour for uppers and topbindings was cream or ivory, often featuring as
background colour. From about the 1760s, it often appeared in the form of satin.  Green was particularly
popular and appears in the top three colours from the beginning of the century through to the end of
the 1770s.  It was also particularly popular for topbinding.  Wright proclaims that shoes were often green
in colour as it was “a colour that was supposed to work great havoc in the male heart.”28

 throughout 1781 mentions green as being appropriate for the “Dress of the Month.”29 Deep
yellow was another colour that was fashionable throughout the century.  It is interesting to note that even
in relatively small collections of shoes, green and/or yellow examples usually appear.

Ribeiro  states that  “pink was the eighteenth-century colour par excellence for women’s dress;”  but this
does not seem to have followed for shoe colours.30 However, pink was used more as a contrast colour
for topbindings, often with ivory uppers, particularly from the 1780s onwards. From the middle of the
century two contrasting colours were often used, one of which was commonly ivory. The more used
colours in the 1790s were black, cream and blue.

Despite the fact that shoes of this century were made of decorative fabrics and were worn with fancy
buckles or tied with large bows, many were decorated even further. From the survey it can be seen that
a common form of decoration in the early part of the period was the application of braid (Figures 29
and 30), usually of metal threads appearing gold or silver, about 3–5cm wide, stitched on the vamp and
up the tongue.  It could also be applied to the back of the heel (Figure 31). The braids (known as lacings)
were stitched on and were therefore removable. The much quoted passages in  where she, as a
servant, was given laced shoes by her mistress but on her return home she states “I have taken the lace

Shoe, 1730.31 Shoes, 1700–1720.34Shoe, 1725.33Shoe, 1700–1730.32

Shoe, 1755, Northampton
Museums and Art Gallery,

Northampton, England,
1970.25.6. P.
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off, which I will burn;”39 refers to such adornments suggesting that laced shoes were not appropriate
wear for the lower classes. However, as can be seen from Figure 32, lacings could also be applied to
otherwise all leather shoes suggesting more ordinary use than solely indoor or upper class wear. The
images by Hogarth shown in Figures 33 and 34 illustrate that laced shoes were not restricted to the upper
classes although also worn by them as seen in Figure 35, a detail of a portrait of Henrietta Howard,
Countess of Suffolk. Between 1700 and 1749 this style of decoration applies to at least 16% of the
samples and peaks in the 1720s where 23% were adorned. An engraving dating to 1743 clearly shows
this type of decoration on shoes (Figure 36).

A further common adornment, in the early part of the century, was the use of narrow braids (usually
around 3mm wide) and of the same colour as the uppers, applied to vamps, tongues and heel covers to
form stripes or crisscross designs as shown in Figures 37 and 38. These were sometimes further
embellished by the application of spangles or sequins or combined with the central wide band of braid.
From the sample surveyed, 22% of shoes in the 1700s had this form of decoration with further examples
being recorded up to the 1740s but none thereafter.

From the 1750s onwards, the survey shows that embroidery with polychrome silk threads (see Figure
12) or metal threads was widespread, and particularly in the 1770s and 80s.  This was often carried out
in conjunction with spangles and beads (Figure 39). Fanny Burney writes in her journal in April 1777
of spangled shoes being “quite the thing.”40

Shoe, 1710.41 Shoe, 1760–1769.43Shoe, 1745.42

 Detail,

William Hogarth, 1738.35

Detail,

William Hogarth, 1735.36

Detail, 

Thomas
Gibson, 1720.37

Detail,

, Francis
Hayman, 1743.38
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Swann implies that some uppers may well have been embroidered at home and made up by the
shoemaker and that patterns appeared in the  around the 1760s.46  Unfortunately it has
not been possible to locate an example of this. The Victoria and Albert Museum has several examples
of embroidered shoe parts that have not been made into shoes (Figures 40–41). It may well have been
this type of work that Fanny Burney received as a Christmas present from Queen Charlotte in 1786 as
noted in her diary “The Queen presented me this morning with two pieces of black stuff, very prettily
embroidered, for shoes ”47

The survey shows that from the 1780s to the end of the century, other embellishments (Figures 42 and
43) were added to shoes such as fringes and pompoms. Ribbons were pleated or ruched. 

 recommends shoes with small roses for full dress in January, slippers with roses for déshabillé
wear in June and slippers with bows in December.48  of 1773 advises that the
dress of the month requires “satin slippers, with different coloured roses.”49

The use of fabric as the most visible component of shoes diminished greatly by the 1790s but leather
slip–on shoes sometimes had patterns cut out to reveal a fabric underlay. Nottingham Museum has
several examples of this technique although some have an underlay of a different colour leather (Figure
44).

There is a general perception that people were shorter in earlier centuries and consequently had smaller
feet. This is in someway borne out by the results of the shoe survey which indicates that the largest
percentage of shoes fall between 22cms and 24cms in length which roughly equates to modern day UK
shoe sizes 1-5. Research has shown that the average height for a woman of this period would have been

Shoes, 1790–1800, Nottingham Museum,
Nottingham, England, NCM 1996-13; NCM 1960-80;

NCM 1960-79; CTLOAN 12/1.

Padded bows and
fringing. Shoe, 1760s,

Hereford City
Museums, Hereford,

England, 4775.

Ribbon decoration. Shoe,
1780s, Charles Wade

Collection, The National
Trust, Leominster,
England, SNO114.

Embroidered quarters, 1700–1749.44 Uncut embroidered uppers and quarters, 1700–1729.45
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about 5 feet 1 inch or 155cms.50 Most of the shoes are between 7cms and 8cms across the sole equating
to a modern day width fitting between A-D. The most frequently found size shoe from the survey would
therefore be a narrow or A fitting size 3. This would seem to be in perfect proportion for a woman of
average height. The current average female is 5 feet 4 inches tall and takes size 5 with a width fitting of
B, confirming that feet have indeed grown although the eighteenth century average would not be too
out of the ordinary in today’s market.

In the eighteenth century, small feet were seen as more attractive and much was made of the size of
Frederica, Duchess of York and Albany’s feet. An advertisement was printed with an outline of her shoe
showing just how small her feet were, at only 5½ inches long (Figure 45). A cartoon of the time contrasts
the size of her feet compared to those of her husband (Figure 46). To this end women tended to wear
shoes that were really too tight and too small for them. The following extract from a verse that appeared
in the  of July 1755 suggests that the fit of shoes did not always render ease of walking
and comfort to the foot.

Let a pair of velvet shoes
Gently press her pretty toes,

Gently press, and softly squeeze;
Tott’ring like the fair Chinese,

Mounted high and buckled low,
Tott’ring every step they go.

Take these hints, and do thy duty,
Fashions are the tests of beauty.51

Walford states that “Both men and women wore shoes considered too tight in width by today’s standard
and this habit remained well into the twentieth century.”52  Camper, a Dutch physician, wrote a treatise
in 1781 giving his reasonings on “the distressing consequences of the miserable manner in which we are
at present shod” in which he explains how badly shoes were made in relation to the shape of the foot
both in rest and in motion.53 Among many of the points he makes is a diagram showing the shape of a
foot and the outline of a sole (in red) typical of the period (Figure 47) which speaks for itself in showing
the inevitable distortions the foot must make to fit the shoe. During the latter part of the century the
average shoe length increased although this was a time when stylistically shoes had more pointed toes
thus appearing longer while at the same time also becoming narrower with shoe widths lessening by
about 1cm in the 1780s.

James Gillray, 1792, hand-coloured etching,
British Museum, London, England, 1868.0808.650.

Isaac Cruikshank, 1791, hand-coloured etching,
British Museum, London, England, 868.0808.6133.
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Mules, ie, shoes without quarters or backless shoes, were in use from the late sixteenth century for men
and women. Many of those surviving from the eighteenth century have uppers, often of velvet, heavily
embroidered with metal thread as shown in Figure 48 and illustrated in the painting of 1730 of a pug
dog (Figure 49). Queen Caroline, wife of George II apparently favoured mules over shoes for day–to–day
wear. Semmelhack states that mules were “closely connected with the relaxed elegance and intimate
dishabille fashionable in the rococo period. They reflect the pursuit of private pleasures that defined
the era… .”54 Figure 50 shows a pair of embroidered mules from the 1770s which have a softer feel more
appropriate to déshabillé wear. This is reflected in Figure 51, showing a lady dressing, wearing mules
with her maid on the right wearing even higher heeled mules. In contrast to this, Figure 52 shows a maid
wearing mules while carrying out of her duties in the kitchen. The fact that they were worn in this context
might explain why fewer pairs survive.

Anon, circa 1730.56Mule, 1710–1720.55

Taken from Petrus Camper,
,

written in 1781

Mules, 1770s.57  Detail, 
François Boucher, 1742.58

 Detail,

Pehr Hillestrom, circa 1780.59
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This paper has shown how the visual appearance of shoes and their various components altered over
the century to reflect social, cultural, and political changes within society. Shoe shape evolved from the
seventeenth century with variations in toe and heel shape until a marked shift in circa 1780 which
reflected the broader cultural move towards the neoclassical style. The white tawed leather rand that
was one of the most prominent features of the first half of the century disappeared altogether by the
end. Toe shapes progressed from upturned needlepoints, through to a softer, more rounded shape in
the mid century only to return to sharply pointed toes by the 1790s. The top edges of tongues varied
throughout the century but finished by disappearing almost entirely as the use of buckles and latchets
fell out of fashion. Fastenings, material, and colours were determined by a mixture of practicality and
fashion with some features offering the opportunity for ornament and display while others were
necessitated by function. Silk was the most common fabric found as the visible upper layers in extant
shoes but this may be more a reflection of shoes that were attractive to preserve rather than an overall
summation of the fabrics used in the period. Heels varied throughout the century but most were
variations on two distinct shapes, that of the Louis heel or the Italian. Heel heights went up and down
according to fashion but extremes at both ends of the spectrum can be seen throughout the century.
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