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Abstract: Vienna in the period 1760–1823 was part of an abundant and ex-
pansive European world of goods. This article examines a specific cluster of 
goods, namely body linen, which encompassed underclothes and accessories 
that people wore in public and served both aesthetic and practical functions. 
Using a quantitative analysis of the Viennese probate inventories, this essay 
examines the trends of ownership of these goods in the Viennese middle and 
lower social strata. It focuses on the differences in number and material, and 
associates these trends with European-wide patterns of ownership and con-
sumption. Moreover, it shows how variations in the ownership of body lin-
en affect certain aspects of its social role: its influence on clothing luxury and 
respectable appearance, and its role in new ideals of cleanliness and hygiene.
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Introduction

The history of material culture and consumption in eighteenth-century Europe has 
constructed an image of an expansive and multifaceted material universe.1 A pro-
gressively abundant and diverse world of goods with a new, significantly broader 
range of consumer opportunities, which included, among others, colonial products, 
clothing, furniture and furnishings has been described in many studies.2 The move 
towards the emergence of a consumer society defined by industrial production 
presupposed the existence of such an abundance of consumer articles made possi-
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ble through proto-industrial production as well as international and colonial trade.3 
This image of a widely dispersed material abundance is further reinforced by the spi-
rited debates on luxury in the eighteenth century. The participants in these debates 
described an affluent consumer society, where even the lower social strata had the 
opportunity to consume a wide range of articles.4

This description of a changing and expanding material world can also be applied 
to Vienna in the second half of the eighteenth and the start of the nineteenth cen-
tury. Vienna was a centre of proto-industrial production in the Austrian Empire. 
A wide range of articles was produced in the city, including not only luxury items 
for the imperial court like porcelain or expensive silk fabrics, but also goods which 
were accessible to broader strata of the population.5 Novelties were produced by for-
eigners, who were incentivized to establish businesses in Vienna in the second half 
of the eighteenth century. Characteristic examples were the Swiss manufactures of 
pocket watches, the Genfer Kolonie, or the English producers of metal buttons.6 As 
the residence of the imperial court, Vienna could function as a cultural amplifier of 
the consumption patterns of the aristocracy. The role of the city and its location in 
central Europe induced a diverse population structure, which differentiated Vienna 
from the north-western European capitals because it brought in influences from 
every part of the Empire. Moreover, political measures such as the abolition of the 
sumptuary legislation, a more liberal economic policy regarding industry and trade 
within the Monarchy and the structural transformation of the commercial sector 
of the city contributed to the expansion of consumption opportunities for broader 
strata of the population.7

However, in the description of this world of goods certain goods that are not 
considered novel, significant, or perhaps even exotic enough are often omitted. Body 
linen constitutes one such type of article. The term ‘body linen’ is used in order to 
describe underclothes, such as shirts or shifts that were usually made of linen mainly 
as part of a household’s own production or as part of the dowry, and to differentiate 
them from household linen, which included items like table covers, sheets or nap-
kins.8 In the present study body linen is defined as pieces of clothing that were worn 
next to the body, but were by no means invisible, were not necessarily worn under 
the outer garments, and served both aesthetic and practical functions. This defini-
tion is broadened in order to include items like neckerchiefs, handkerchiefs and 
caps that could also be considered accessories. It does not include domestic clothing 
though, which was confined to the private sphere.

Underclothes are to a great extent goods of an old material world. While they 
change across time and are also influenced by fashion, they are not novelties. How-
ever, they certainly belong in the material world of the second half of the eighteenth 
and the start of the nineteenth century and can better illustrate certain aspects of 
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the material culture of that period. Material culture in a society does not represent 
just changing and evolving stocks of goods, it also encompasses people’s interaction 
with them, the meanings they ascribe to them and how goods influence people’s 
social and cultural relations.9 Nevertheless, the study of certain clusters of goods can 
also provide hints about their broader social and cultural significance. As in other 
European regions, body linen is not only an essential part of dress in Vienna, but 
it also performs crucial social functions. The present essay will examine the body 
linen of the middle and lower strata of the Viennese population in the period 1760–
1823 through a quantitative analysis of their probate inventories. It will focus on 
the differences in number and material and it will attempt to associate the trends 
that appear in Vienna with European-wide patterns of ownership and consumption. 
Moreover, it will show how variations in the ownership of body linen affect certain 
aspects of its social role: its influence on clothing luxury and respectable appearance, 
and its role in new ideals of cleanliness and hygiene.

The probate inventories of the Viennese and the population sample

The sources of this study are the probate inventories of the Viennese in the period 
1760–1823. Probate inventories constitute the most significant source for the study 
of material culture from the sixteenth to the nineteenth century, and can yield 
direct, quantifiable evidence on the ownership of goods.10 In the archive of the 
city of Vienna probate inventories are available in various forms since 1600. How-
ever, the inventorying process became more systematic in the 1760s, when the two-
step process of the sealing of the estate (gerichtliche Sperre) and the court inventory 
(gerichtliche Inventarisierung) was widely implemented. In the 1780s the number of 
probate inventories in Vienna rose significantly because the inventory process was 
further regulated and an inventory was then compiled after every death, except if the 
deceased was very poor.11

As with every historical source, the inventories pose significant problems that 
cannot be easily overcome. Inventories measure stocks of goods, not flows. They 
depict the estate at the time of death, so the objects in the inventory may not be 
reflective of the material culture of the time. This is true even for semi-durable, fash-
ion sensitive goods like clothing, which should be viewed with a certain time lag that 
depends on different variables, like the wealth or the age of the deceased. Nor can 
the gradual replenishment of these articles be accurately measured. Moreover, the 
replacement rate for goods such as underclothes was higher than that of outer gar-
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ments. There is evidence to suggest that shirts, shifts and stockings were replaced 
once or twice a year.12 Hans Medick also alerts us not only to problems of decrease 
in the value and number of clothing items with age, but also to issues involving 
inheritance and the handing down of clothing to children.13 Furthermore, items like 
underwear are sometimes lumped together and inadequately described.14 Finally, a 
very important issue with the use of inventories is the fact that the probate popula-
tion is not the same as the general population; older people, for whom clothing and 
appearance might not have been as important, are overrepresented in the invento-
ries.15 Thus, when studying the material culture of a general population, the specifi-
cation of the population under research, which is defined by the inventory sample, 
is crucial in order to better understand the results.16

The inventory sample of the present essay consists of 252 inventories taken in 
twenty-year intervals for the period 1760–1823.17 In relation to the population of 
Vienna in this period, the size of the sample seems negligible. Vienna’s population 
rose continuously from 175,403 residents in 1754 to 304,382 in 1827.18 However, a 
much smaller percentage of the population was actually inventoried. 19 Furthermore, 
a large part of the inventoried population did not possess even a very small fortune.20

It is difficult to conclude the social stratification in the city solely based on the 
inventory sample. Some researchers have defined the population under research 
through a combination of the information in the inventories, such as wealth and 
occupation.21 The sample of the present study is formulated based on wealth at the 
time of death, occupation and marital status.22 Wealth is also the main variable in the 
analysis. Wealth in the sample consists of money found in the house, the estimated 
value of material possessions, the value of property, and any money owed to the 
deceased. The wealth range of the study is 10–10.000 gulden as fortune at the time 
of death. This wealth range captures the middle and lower strata of the population, 
but not those who had no fortune at all, nor the very rich. In its lower limit there are 
journeymen and lower servants, while its upper limit is a wealthy middle class, peo-
ple who could own a house or a workshop.23 According to inventory data from the 
years 1815, 1830 and 1840, compliance with which can be assumed, the sample each 
year constitutes 5% of the inventoried population.24
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Table 1: Wealth distribution in the inventory sample25

Year Gender Number 
of cases

Mean 
wealth in 
Fl (CM)

Mean wealth 
in Fl (CM) 

(both sexes)

Mean material 
wealth in Fl 

(CM)

Mean material 
wealth in Fl (CM) 

(both sexes)

1760s female   30 1,499.6
1,250.3

163.7
138.7

male   30 1,001.0 113.7

1783 female   32 1,666.3
1,673.1

301.8
487.7

male   32 1,679.9 673.5

1803 female   32 1,659.9
1,650.6

461.0
384.0

male   32 1,641.4 306.9

1823 female   32 1,373.7
1,385.1

186.3
165.2

male   32 1,396.5 144.1

Total 252 1,493.6 1,493.6 296.3 296.3

Source: Wiener Stadt- und Landesarchiv (WstLA), Zivilgericht, A2 – Faszikel 2 – Verlassen-
schaftsabhandlungen

The wealth curve of both sexes follows the same pattern – it peaks in the second and 
third period and then falls around its previous level in 1823. The mean wealth of 
men and women almost converges for the period 1783–1823, and the only notable 
difference is men’s lower mean wealth in the 1760s. Women’s material wealth, which 
represents movable goods, is generally higher than that of men’s.26 Material wealth 
constitutes 11–12% of total wealth in the first and the last period, and 23–29% in 
1783 and 1803, when the sample encompasses a wealthier overall part of the popu-
lation. The population is also divided in wealth tiers. This stratification allows for a 
more elaborate analysis of the sample.27

Table 2: Wealth tiers in the inventory sample

Wealth tiers in FL (CM) Female Male Total

10–100   36   39   75

101–500   27   31   58

501–1.500   25   21   46

1,501–5,000   22   20   42

5,001–10,000   16   15   31

Total 126 126 252

Source: WStLA, Zivilgericht, A2 – Faszikel 2 – Verlassenschaftsabhandlungen
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It is evident in the previous tables that the sample is skewed towards the lower end 
of the wealth spectrum. According to inventory data from 1815 and 1830, 33–37% 
of the inventoried population fall in the wealth tier 10–100 gulden, in contrast to the 
5–7% that fall in the wealth tier 5,001–10,000 gulden.28 Therefore, the sample is to 
a great degree in line with the wealth distribution of the inventoried population in 
other years, and follows the wealth distribution of the general population.

The body linen of the Viennese

Underclothes constituted not only an essential part of the dress of both sexes, but 
also a great number of items in inventories on the whole. The articles that comprise 
body linen make up between 52% and 60% of the total number of clothes and acces-
sories in the different years. The percentages for men range between 49% and 62%, 
and for women between 55% and 60%. It is interesting that 1803 is the year with the 
lowest percentage for both sexes. It probably signifies a period of greater emphasis 
on the accumulation of outer garments or domestic clothing, because the absolute 
number of items is also greater than in most other periods.

Table 3: The percentage of body linen in the total number of clothes and accessories in wealth 
tiers

Wealth tiers in 
Fl (CM)

1760s 
%

1783 
%

1803 
%

1823 
%

Male Female Male Female Male Female Male Female

10–100 65.1 61 57.8 55.5 42.7 57.8 54.6 54.8

101–500 50 56.7 53.9 56 51.8 60.6 59.5 60.8

501–1.500 54.3 57.2 66.4 52.2 49.4 50.3 57.6 58.4

1.501–5.000 64.7 55.3 69 59.8 48 50.5 52.1 64.4

5.001–10.000 73 66.1 65.8 55.4 48.1 51.2 58 60.8

Source: WStLA, Zivilgericht, A2 – Faszikel 2 – Verlassenschaftsabhandlungen

The percentage of body linen in total clothing remains above 50% almost through
out the period and in all wealth tiers. The constant high percentage of these articles 
in total clothing indicates that all social strata in Vienna had accumulated and main-
tained a great amount of linen. It shows the emphasis that was placed on the pos-
session of multiple changes of these garments across the social scale. Both the poo-
rer and the wealthier parts of the population devoted a similarly large percentage 
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of their dress to underclothes, a fact which denotes a conformity in ownership and 
consumption patterns regarding dress in this period.

The most important items that formed the basis of underwear were shirts and 
shifts, which covered the upper part of the body, and stockings, which covered 
the legs. Other items are important, but secondary to these articles. Even though 
changes in these garments are not considerable, the slight differences over time hint 
at greater differences in dress and appearance. Furthermore, the continuity or fluc-
tuation of their mean number reveals people’s attitude towards cleanliness and per-
sonal hygiene in this period.

Table 4: Men’s underclothes: Total number and mean number29

1760s 
Total

1760s 
Mean

1783 
Total

1783 
Mean

1803 
Total

1803 
Mean

1823 
Total

1823 
Mean Total

shirt 168 5.6 285 8.9 240 7.5 195 6.1 888

short shirt 28 0.9 28

day shirt 7 0.2 31 1 7 0.2 45

under waistcoat 40 1.3 43 1.3 5 0.2 3 0.1 91

cuffs (pair) 14 0.5 54 1.7 4 0.1 72

sleeves (pair) 8 0.3 2 0.1 10

long underpants 10 0.3 24 0.8 78 2.4 112

stockings (pair) 161 5.4 334 10.4 361 11.3 97 3 953

socks (pair) 6 0.2 1 0.03 8 0.3 110 3.4 125

Total 404 760 649 511 2.324

Source: WStLA, Zivilgericht, A2 – Faszikel 2 – Verlassenschaftsabhandlungen

Shirts and shifts were ubiquitous in Vienna, as was the norm in this period. Shirts 
were shorter than shifts, which reached almost to the ankles, but there is no dif-
ference in their description in the inventories. Their form was similar throughout 
Europe.3031Shirts and shifts had primarily a practical rather than an aesthetic func-
tion. They constituted the border between dress and nudity. They protected the body 
from the cold through their layering, and they established the mark of cleanliness 
through their regular change. However, even though they served mainly a practical 
purpose, they did not remain unaffected by fashion trends. In the eighteenth cen-
tury fashion dictated the use of accessories attached to the visible parts of shirts and 
shifts, such as cuffs, which were trimmed with lace and served as a display of fine 
linen and as an indication that the wearer did not perform harsh manual labour.3132
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Table 5: Women’s underclothes: Total number and mean number3230

1760s 
Total

1760s 
Mean

1783 
Total

1783 
Mean

1803 
Total

1803 
Mean

1823 
Total

1823 
Mean Total

shift 192 6,4 299 9,3 299 9,3 238 7,4 1.028

short shirt 1 0.03 17 0.5 18

day shirt 37 1.2 6 0.9 43

long shirt 6 0.2 6

cuffs (pair) 20 0.7 34 1.1 54

stays 34 1.1 35 1.1 39 1.2 17 0.5 125

jumps 1 0.03 7 0.2 11 0.3 1 0.03 20

corset 3 0.1 18 0.6 58 1.8 45 1.4 124

pannier 7 0.2 7

long under-
pants 6 0.9 6

trousers 3 0.1 2 0.1 2 0.1 7

stockings 
(pair) 79 2.6 299 9.3 326 10.2 328 10.3 1.032

Total 372 708 736 654 2.470

Source: WStLA, Zivilgericht, A2 – Faszikel 2 – Verlassenschaftsabhandlungen

The mean number of shirts and shifts is very important. It shows that each man 
had between six and ten shirts on average (including day shirts and short shirts), 
and each woman between seven and eleven shifts (including day shirts, long and 
short shirts). These surely sufficed for regular change according to hygiene princip-
les, popular in Europe at the time and by the middle of the eighteenth century also 
accessible to the middle, and even the lower strata of the population, when fairly fre-
quent change of body linen had already supplemented the clean hands and face as 
the mark of everyday cleanliness. This social form of cleanliness, which clung to the 
items of dress, was also a very important measure for character and morality in the 
period, and clean body linen was proof of respectable appearance.33

The provision and regular change of shirts and shifts for those who could not 
afford it became a point of emphasis in the regulations and practices of hospitals. It 
is also mentioned in medicinal topographies, which documented the sanitary prac-
tices in different European regions. These works were popular in the period and 
contributed to the new, increased contemporary sensitivity for cleanliness and pub-
lic hygiene. A medicinal topography of Vienna in 1810, which also describes simi-
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lar practices regarding undergarments in hospitals, echoes these evolving views on 
the subject across Europe as it is stated that it was compiled in order to better public 
health and that it was influenced by similar works for Hamburg, Berlin and Wurz
burg.34 

The numbers of shirts and shifts in Vienna are comparable to those of the Paris-
ian middle and lower strata, who at the end of the eighteenth century owned between 
six and fifteen shirts or shifts on average. In rural areas both in France and the Ger-
man territories these numbers were exceeded perhaps as a result of home produc-
tion or, in the case of Laichingen, local manufacture.35 Cleanliness, as represented 
in regular change of underclothes, was not only possible through the greater accu-
mulation of linen by a greater portion of the population, but also through its main-
tenance. Underclothes were prone to theft because they were washed more regularly 
and left to dry. Moreover, a small part of the population under research could also 
employ servants for the upkeep of these articles, as demonstrated through the serv-
ants’ beds recorded in their inventories.36

The condition of shirts and shifts is often mentioned in the inventories. These 
descriptions, even with the aforementioned limitations of the source, can provide 
hints regarding the replacement rate of underclothes.

Table 6: The condition of shirts and shifts in the period37

1760s 
%

1783
%

1803 
%

1823 
%

Shirts

bad and coarse 19.4

old 32.6 7 4.1 4.5

ordinary 1.6 6.3

worn-out 12.6 1.3

Shifts

bad and coarse 32.8 1.3

old 38.7 6.9 9.8

ordinary 7.9 7.8

worn-out

Source: WStLA, Zivilgericht, A2 – Faszikel 2 – Verlassenschaftsabhandlungen

In the 1760s a much larger percentage of shirts and shifts are described as old or 
worn-out than in subsequent periods.38 These descriptions of condition are used in 



153ÖZG 30 | 2019 | 1

the inventories mainly in order to denote a diminishing value, and are linked to the 
appraisal of items.39 The presence of old and worn-out shirts indicates that they did 
not possess the same value as other similar items due to their condition. Therefore, 
it would be safe to assume that not only the mean number of shirts and shifts, but 
also their replacement rate increased in the period. The absence of terms like bad or 
coarse in the last three periods also implies an increase in the quality of these gar-
ments. Finally, the term ordinary, which appears mainly in the last period, denotes a 
progressively increased standardization of underclothes.

A stratified sample of inventories enables the examination of the ownership of 
shirts and shifts in different wealth tiers. It can demonstrate the social depth, which 
the possession of multiple changes of underclothes reached.

Table 7: Shirts and shifts in wealth tiers: Mean number and percentage of old and worn-out 
clothing in total number

Wealth tiers in 
FL (CM)

1760s 
Mean

1760s 
%

1783 
Mean

1783 
%

1803 
Mean

1803 
%

1823 
Mean

1823 
%

Shirts

10–100 5.6 27.9 6.1 13.1 2.6 28.6 4.6 13

101–500 3.9 65.7 6.3 21.1 8.1 9.3

501–1,500 7.5 90 12.8 12.9 10.2 6.6

1,501–5,000 6 66.7 20.3 7.2 9.3 4.7

5,001–10,000 10.3 13.2 9.1 9 9

Shifts

10–100 6.1 21.3 7 4.6 4.6 15.2

101–500 4.2 42.9 7.6 23 11.3 8.9 29

501–1,500 10.7 18.8 13 8.1 8

1,501–5,000 9.8 59.2 14.5 12.1 12.7 10

5,001–10,000 10 70 7.8 12.8 12.3

Source: WStLA, Zivilgericht, A2 – Faszikel 2 – Verlassenschaftsabhandlungen

These numbers clearly show that most people even in the lower wealth tiers could 
change their underclothes at least twice a week. The biggest differences in mean 
number, even with some notable exceptions, can be observed in the first two peri-
ods at the limit of 500 gulden, and in the following periods at the limit of 100 gul-
den. Therefore, it could be postulated that gradually, even poorer people wanted 
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and could more frequently, even daily, change their underclothes. Apart from the 
1760s, old and worn-out clothes were mostly confined in the lower wealth tiers, a 
fact which indicates that wealthier people could replace their underclothes or bet-
ter maintain them.

The structure of the underwear of both sexes changes in this period. As regards 
men, the under waistcoat was a type of close-fitting waistcoat without sleeves that  
covered the chest and reached up to the hips, which was worn either on the skin 
in the winter or above the shirt, but always under the jacket. It was mostly worn in 
rural areas in German territories up to the 1820s, though there is evidence to sug-
gest that it had found its way into the wardrobe of the urban population in the sec-
ond half of the eighteenth century. In Vienna it is found in small numbers, about 
one per person. It was a functional rather than ornamental part of the dress. It was 
durable and hidden so it was not susceptible to fashion change and replacement. It 
was shorter than the waistcoat in the period, and its disappearance at the turn of the 
century coincided with the adoption of the shorter waistcoat.40 Changes in the form 
of the shirt are not detectable in the inventories, though another structural change 
of men’s undergarments is the adoption of the short shirt, which is present only in 
1823 and could be a response to the shortening of the waistcoat and the slimmer 
male silhouette.41

The fashion of undress and the adoption of the one-piece dress with the higher 
waist and the lower neckline, the chemise, at the start of the nineteenth century, 
influenced the structure of female underwear. This dress became popular in Europe 
at the time and, at least as regards the upper part of the population under research, 
was ubiquitous in Vienna as well. Shifts did not disappear, but they were influenced 
by this new form of dress. They became thinner, close-fitting and with a higher 
waistline.42 The short shirt (Schmißl/Chemisette) was introduced to Viennese cloth-
ing though servants, whose dress included elements of both urban dress and the tra-
ditional costume. This item not only moved up the social scale, but it also marked an 
intrusion of the traditional costume into contemporary fashion.43

Stays, jumps and corsets were all essential to female dress as a means of forming 
to the female silhouette with varied degrees of tightness. It is difficult to differentiate 
between the types of corsets through the description in the inventories, and it is also 
difficult to know whether they were worn as outer or undergarments, because the 
fabric of the corset is rarely mentioned.44 Stays were boned and very tight, whereas 
jumps were not supported through whalebone. Corsets were looser and were grad-
ually adopted in place of stays at the end of the eighteenth century, as is evident in 
the last two periods (table 5). They came from England and were considered a bet-
ter alternative to boned stays, which were criticized by doctors for their damaging 
effects on the body. However, in the 1810s, a stricter silhouette was gradually re-
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established. Looser corsets were replaced once again by boned stays, which were 
slightly different in form and were always worn underneath the dress.45 Stays are not 
found in great numbers in the inventories. Women owned only between one and 
three on average (including all types) throughout this period. Evidently, the corset 
was an expensive item that could not always be changed and matched with the outer 
garments. Nevertheless, it was present in female wardrobes because of its practical 
purpose of supporting the body and forming the silhouette.

In the flowing and continuously evolving structure of dress, the disappearance 
of an article leads to the gradual emergence of another. Undergarments can exem-
plify this relation. The adoption of socks and long underpants in place of stockings 
constitutes such an example. The long underpants (Gattiehosen) are trousers made 
of linen according to Hungarian design.46 They are present in 1783 and in 1803, 
but their number increases greatly in 1823 following the adoption of long trou-
sers (Table 4). Therefore, even though the prevailing narrative suggests that Vienna, 
especially after 1815, was the main source of fashion and that its influence radi-
ated across the Empire, the process was also reciprocal to a degree.47 Even though in 
Vienna they were relatively common, in German territories long underpants were 
rare at the start of the nineteenth century, even among the urban population. They 
were adopted gradually in the second half of the century, largely under the influ-
ence of military clothing, which also played a significant role in the adoption of 
trousers in Vienna.48 Apart from these long underpants though, no other type of 
drawers is mentioned. Short drawers or linings of washable material that could be 
detached from the breeches existed throughout the period. However, men in Vienna 
apparently did not wear them at all. Their absence from the inventories could also 
be attributed to their low value that made them not worth mentioning, or it could 
have been a sensitive subject not suitable for mention in official documents. The sit-
uation was similar for all but the nobility in Paris at the end of the eighteenth cen-
tury as well as in England and the German territories. Daniel Roche states that men 
and women in Paris wore no underwear under breeches and petticoats, and that was 
the norm.49 Women’s drawers were absent in Vienna as well. Underpants and trou-
sers worn under petticoats are rarely mentioned. These garments were advocated by 
doctors and moralists, but were adopted by women only hesitantly and caused some 
social tension at the time due to the association of trousers with masculinity and 
male dominance.50

Stockings comprised the second fundamental part of underwear for both sexes. 
They were an integral part of dress until 1823, when, as mentioned above, long 
underpants and socks largely replaced men’s stockings. Including socks, each man 
had between five and eleven pairs on average and each woman between three and 
ten pairs. As with shifts and shirts, these numbers are to a great degree in line with 
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those of the Parisian middle and lower strata at the end of the eighteenth century. 
Parisian women owned between six and twelve pairs of stockings and men between 
six and fifteen pairs.51 The production of stockings became increasingly mechanized 
in continental Europe in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. The use of knit-
ting frames in production enabled the fabrication of finer products in greater num-
ber, and, as a result, fashion trends accelerated rapidly. At the end of the eighteenth 
century stockings remained in fashion for only six months. The higher social strata 
decorated their stockings with elaborate designs, a prominent example of which is 
the zebra stripes that became popular in France in the reign of Louis XVI. Stockings 
were also colourful, and, as with patterns, different colours also moved in and out of 
fashion.52 Viennese inventories do not provide such detail in the descriptions. The 
stockings of both sexes did not have decoration, and only in a few cases is their col-
our mentioned. They were either black or white.

Stockings, and especially male stockings, are described in the inventories as 
stockings and under-stockings (Strümpfe/Unterstrümpfe). This description reaffirms 
the practical role of stockings as underclothes, a role which in the last period was 
taken on by the long underpants. It confirms the assumption that stockings were lay-
ered, especially in the winter as protection from the cold. In contrast to shirts and 
shifts, the materials of which might have been obvious to the appraisers at the time 
(mostly linen) and they did not bother to mention them, the fabrics of stockings are 
often mentioned in the inventories, perhaps as a means of differentiating between 
stockings, which were made from more expensive fabrics and were valued higher 
on average, and under-stockings, which were made from less expensive, less valu-
able materials.53

Wool and cotton have a place in the fabrics of women’s stockings in the eight-
eenth century together with yarn, which is also found in the following periods. Yarn 
(Zwirn) could represent a number of different fabrics, like cotton, linen or wool. 
It describes a thread made of two or more interlocked fibres, usually cotton and 
linen. Yarn stockings might have also been products of the knitting frame and the 
increased mechanization of production, products that were accessible by the pop-
ulation under research in the middle of the eighteenth century.54 Wool and silk are 
the most important fabrics for men’s stockings in the eighteenth century, when pre-
sumably silk stockings were worn over woolen under-stockings. The presence of 
cotton is even smaller in male than in female stockings, in contrast to English lower 
strata, where there was a marked trend towards cotton stockings from the middle 
of the eighteenth century.55 While silk retains its relatively high presence at the start 
of the nineteenth century, it disappears with the adoption of trousers. Silk stockings 
were a symbol for a refined appearance and surely a coveted commodity. There was 
no point for them to be hidden under trousers. They were an expensive article, val-
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Table 8: Fabrics of stockings (pair) and their percentage in total number

1760s 
Total

1760s 
%

1783 
Total

1783 
%

1803 
Total

1803 
%

1823 
Total

1823 
%

Female

cotton
9 11.4 23 7.7

silk
2 2.5 3 0.9 7 2.1

wool
20 25.3

yarn
10 12.7 41 13.7 12 3.7 40 12.2

Male

cotton
19 11.8

leather
2 1.2

silk
29 18 94 28.1 78 21.6 2 2.1

wool
40 24.8 25 7.5

yarn
11 6.8 3 0.9

Source: WStLA, Zivilgericht, A2 – Faszikel 2 – Verlassenschaftsabhandlungen

ued in 1783 at one gulden per pair.56 Their diffusion in the Viennese population con-
stitutes an indicator for their importance and the willingness of the lower strata to 
invest in their purchase.

Table 9: Men’s stockings (pair) in wealth tiers: Mean number and the percentage of silk stockings 
in total number

Wealth tiers in Fl (CM) 1760s 
Mean

1760s 
%

1783 
Mean

1783 
%

1803 
Mean

1803 
%

1823 
Mean

1823 
%

10–100 5 12.7 8.3 19.3 4.1 12.1 1.9

101–500 4 16.7 7.1 17.2 11.3 20.3 2.5

501–1,500 5.5 18.2 14.5 36.2 18.7 20.6 4.5 7.4

1,501–5,000 9.3 35.7 13.8 32.7 8.5 13.7 3

5,001–10,000 6.7 10 14.8 37.8 16.8 35.8 5

Source: WStLA, Zivilgericht, A2 – Faszikel 2 – Verlassenschaftsabhandlungen

Men in every wealth tier possessed silk stockings until the 1820s. In the period, 
12–20% of men’s stockings in the two lower tiers were made of silk. In 1783 more 
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than one third of the stockings of wealthier men, presumably most of their outer-
stockings, were made of silk. However, the differences are not as stark, and, even 
though in the 1760s silk stockings were scarce in the poorer part of the population, 
there are signs that they tried to achieve a respectable appearance. On average, men 
in the two lower tiers owned between four and eleven pairs of stockings and between 
one and two pairs of silk stockings in the period 1760–1803, a number that progres-
sively rose over time. Wealthier men owned on average between one and six pairs 
of silk stockings.

Body linen also includes certain accessories, which not only completed and 
enhanced the appearance, but also served practical functions. Neckerchiefs and 
handkerchiefs are an essential part of dress and constitute by far the most common 
item in the inventories. They are mostly mentioned together and could have been 
interchangeable in form and function.57 They were made from a wide range of fab-
rics and they added colour to one’s appearance.  

Table 10: Neckerchiefs and handkerchiefs in wealth tiers: Total number and mean number58

Wealth tiers 
in Fl (CM)

1760s 
Total

1760s 
Mean

1783 
Total

1783 
Mean

1803 
Total

1803 
Mean

1823 
Total

1823 
Mean Total

Female

10–100 45 4.5 88 11 54 6.8 99 9.9 286

101–500 20 4 72 9 199 28.4 171 24.4 462

501–1,500 25 4.2 157 22.4 73 10.4 56 11.2 311

1,501–5,000 44 8.8 67 16.8 79 13.2 107 15.3 297

5,001–10,000 31 7.8 59 11.8 55 13.8 67 22.3 212

Total 165 443 460 500 1,568

Male

10–100 87 7.9 129 12.9 39 4.9 90 9 345

101–500 61 6.8 112 12.4 116 16.6 82 13.7 371

501–1.500 42 10.5 102 25.5 112 16 148 24.7 404

1,501–5,000 63 21 159 39.8 56 9.3 52 7.4 330

5,001–10,000 22 7.3 117 23.4 58 14.5 37 12.3 234

Total 275 619 381 409 1,684

Source: WStLA, Zivilgericht, A2 – Faszikel 2 – Verlassenschaftsabhandlungen

Handkerchiefs and neckerchiefs were ubiquitous in Vienna, the same as in England 
and the German territories in the second half of the eighteenth century, but not in 
Paris, where these articles were distinctly rarer in the wardrobes of middle and lower 
strata.59 Even people in the lower wealth tiers had at least four on average, while 
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wealthier men in 1783 possessed between twenty-three and almost forty on ave-
rage. In the eighteenth century, men typically owned more neckerchiefs and hand-
kerchiefs than women, but in the nineteenth century this trend is reversed. Women 
also possessed articles such as scarves or purses that could replace these items to a 
degree. The sheer number of these articles indicates that they not only served as a dis-
play of expensive fabrics and refined embroidery, or cleanliness (the blowing of the 
nose or the wiping of sweat). They were also used as purses, where money and other 
essentials, such as tobacco were carried. Their mean numbers reaffirm their multi-
ple uses, as they show that everyone, especially men in every wealth tier, could carry 
more than two or even three daily. The description of some handkerchiefs also reveals 
their specific function as snuff handkerchiefs (Schnupftüchel). Snuff handkerchiefs 
are found in the inventories of both men and women in the eighteenth century, and 
reveal the widespread adoption by all social strata of snuffing tobacco, which was the 
most popular method of tobacco consumption in Europe at the time. The snuff hand-
kerchief served either as a small purse for the tobacco powder, or as part of the snuf-
fing ritual, which involved wiping the nose after the sneeze induced by snuffing.60

Table 11: Fabrics of handkerchiefs and neckerchiefs and their percentage in total number

1760s 
Total

1760s 
%

1783 
Total

1783 
%

1803 
Total

1803 
%

Female

cotton 55 33.3 22 5 1 0.2

canvas 15 9.1

linen 23 13.9 55 12.4 2 0.4

silk 10 6.1 23 5.2 3 0.7

wool 5 3

Male

cotton 49 17.8 12 2 5 1.3

canvas 38 13.8 19 3.1

linen 14 5.1 2 0.5

silk 4 0.7 4 1.1

wool 1 0.3

Source: WStLA, Zivilgericht, A2 – Faszikel 2 – Verlassenschaftsabhandlungen
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As part of the outer appearance neckerchiefs covered the chest and the neck, parts 
of the body that were left uncovered by shirts or dresses.61 They were situated in 
a very prominent part of the body, had a highly symbolic value and, as with sto-
ckings, offered themselves as indicators of respectable appearance. Even lower social 
strata could afford such items made of expensive fabrics, which John Styles descri-
bes as “petty clothing luxuries”.62 Information on their fabrics is available only for 
the period 1760–1803.

Cotton and canvas are the most common fabrics for men’s neckerchiefs, and cot-
ton, linen and silk for women’s. Canvas is a strong, durable fabric, and its presence in 
men’s handkerchiefs denotes their practical use. It disappears in female neckerchiefs 
in 1783, an indicator that these items perhaps gradually played a more ornamen-
tal role for women. The most common type of cotton fabric was muslin, a valu-
able, fine, semi-transparent cotton fabric with plain weave.63 Muslin neckerchiefs 
were common among all strata in the period. Even poorer men and women in the 
1760s owned at least one muslin neckerchief. These items were colourful for both 
sexes, especially for women. The colours of male neckerchiefs are white, blue and 
black, though they are seldom mentioned. The colours of female neckerchief are 
often mentioned and include black, brown, red and white. The assumption concer-
ning the ornamental character of female neckerchiefs is reinforced by the descrip-
tions of decoration. Lace, embroidery and in a few cases even gold thread ador-
ned female neckerchiefs, though most of these decorations were confined in the 
wealthier part of the sample.

Finally, another important female accessory that constituted part of body linen 
was the linen cap. Caps were part of everyday dress in the period, and, just like in 
other European countries, they were common among Viennese women.64

Table 12: Women’s caps in wealth tiers: Total number and mean number65

Wealth tiers 
in Fl (CM)

1760s 
Total

1760s 
Mean

1783 
Total

1783 
Mean

1803 
Total

1803 
Mean

1823 
Total

1823 
Mean Total

10–100 27 2.7 28 3.5 25 3.1 20 2 100

101–500 13 2.6 20 2.5 37 5.3 16 2.3 86

501–1.500 29 4.8 39 5.6 26 3.7 13 2.6 107

1.501–5.000 25 5 16 4 22 3.7 23 3.3 86

5.001–10.000 23 5.8 12 2.4 22 5.5 19 6.3 76

Total 117 115 132 91 455

Source: WStLA, Zivilgericht, A2 – Faszikel 2 – Verlassenschaftsabhandlungen
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In this period, each woman possessed at least two caps. They were initially part 
of the dowry, but they gradually entered the domain of fashion, as not only the wide 
range of styles, but also the engravings of the Wiener Modenzeitung, the first Vien-
nese fashion magazine, attest.66 Wealthier women owned in most cases five to six 
caps, which they could change according to style, like bun caps or tail caps, or dec-
oration. The overwhelming majority of caps do not register any fabric, as they were 
most likely made of linen.67 Even though they did not differ in material, their deco-
rations varied greatly. Caps were adorned with embroidery, trimmings and differ-
ent kinds of lace, like Netherlands lace, Brussels lace, blond lace and even gold lace. 
Unlike with neckerchiefs, gold lace and gold thread are also found in the inventories 
of poorer women. The fashion of the gold-adorned caps was widespread in Vienna 
at the end of the eighteenth and the start of the nineteenth century, not only among 
the bourgeoisie, but also in wider strata of the population. Caps constituted a part 
of the appearance, on which even poorer women could invest. However, the gold-
adorned cap was a very expensive item that was likely bought only once in a lifetime 
and was passed on to one’s daughter.68

Conclusions

This study has shown that body linen constituted a fundamental part of the material 
world of the Viennese. Underclothes and accessories were present in every wardrobe 
and in great number in the second half of the eighteenth and the start of the nine-
teenth century. Their presence in the Viennese inventories is also to a great degree 
in line with European norms of ownership in the period. The possession of body 
linen was important for all social strata in the eighteenth century, as new sensitivities 
about public hygiene and personal cleanliness developed in Vienna, as across Wes-
tern Europe. Clean, white linen was the standard by which character and morality 
were judged. Cleanliness and respectable appearance presupposed clean underclo-
thes, which in turn hinged on the capability of their upkeep and regular change. This 
ideal of cleanliness, which was in part brought about by an earlier European-wide 
process of linen accumulation that had started a century before 1760, also applied 
to the middle and lower strata in Vienna, who could not disguise their appearance 
with strong perfumes.69

The importance that was laid on body linen is exemplified by the fact that it con-
stituted the majority of the clothing of the Viennese throughout the period. The 
number of underclothes and accessories increased in the second half of the eight-
eenth century, but overall it followed the wealth curve of the population sample. 
Already in the 1760s, even a relatively poor part of the Viennese population pos-
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sessed sufficient changes of shirts and shifts that would have enabled them to main-
tain a level of cleanliness and respectable appearance, and progressively they could 
also preserve them better or replace them at a higher rate. Wealthier people could 
even change their underclothes daily at the end of the century. Neckerchiefs and 
handkerchiefs were ubiquitous, they had multiple uses and most people could carry 
more than two at all times. The mean number of stockings, as well as their descrip-
tion, suggest that they were worn in multiple layers.

Body linen was not a rigid set of clothing. Clothes and accessories moved in and 
out of it, both for practical and ornamental reasons. The structure of underclothes 
changed subtly for both men and women in the period, always in accordance with 
broader fashion changes that transformed dress and appearance. Certain articles 
like cuffs hid under coats and dresses, others, like male stockings, were replaced 
by long underpants and socks. Some items like stays changed in form, and others 
like female underpants made a timid appearance. Fashion also transformed certain 
underclothes and accessories, often at a rapid pace. Even though it is not mentioned 
in the inventories, linen, in various qualities, must have been omnipresent. By all 
accounts, it constituted the main fabric of underclothes. Furthermore, the fabric of 
certain items often defined their use. Wool was used in stockings and neckerchiefs as 
protection from the cold, in contrast to cotton or silk that served aesthetic purposes.

Specific clothes and accessories also functioned as indicators of refined appear-
ance. Men across the social scale wore silk stockings and muslin neckerchiefs. 
Women wore gold-adorned caps with elaborate decoration. These items consti-
tuted clothing luxuries that the broader strata of the Viennese population could and 
wanted to invest in. They show that body linen was not just a traditional, mundane 
cluster of goods, but it constituted the measure for social judgment. For the middle 
and lower strata in eighteenth- and nineteenth-century Vienna, it was a matter of 
great social significance that was worth a sizeable investment. It was a field of con-
stant struggle for social respectability and acceptance, in which everyone had to par-
take.
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