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Victims of Fashion

Animal products were used extensively in nineteenth-century Britain.
A middle-class Victorian woman might wear a dress made of alpaca
wool, drape herself in a sealskin jacket, brush her hair with a tortoise-
shell comb and sport feathers in her hat. She might entertain her friends
by playing a piano with ivory keys or own a parrot or monkey as a living
fashion accessory. In this innovative study, Helen Cowie examines the
role of these animal-based commodities in Britain in the long nine-
teenth century and traces their rise and fall in popularity in response
to changing tastes, availability and ethical concerns. Focusing on six
popular animal products – feathers, sealskin, ivory, alpaca wool, per-
fumes and exotic pets – she considers how animal commodities were
sourced and processed, how they were marketed and how they were
consumed. She also assesses the ecological impact of nineteenth-
century fashion.

Helen Louise Cowie is Professor of History at the University of York,
where she researches the history of animals and the history of science.
She is the author of Conquering Nature in Spain and Its Empire,

1750–1850 (2011), Exhibiting Animals in Nineteenth-Century Britain:

Empathy, Education, Entertainment (2014) and Llama (2017).
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Science in History is a major series of ambitious books on the history of the
sciences from the mid-eighteenth century through the mid-twentieth century,
highlighting work that interprets the sciences from perspectives drawn from
across the discipline of history. The focus on the major epoch of global economic,
industrial and social transformations is intended to encourage the use of sophis-
ticated historical models to make sense of the ways in which the sciences have
developed and changed. The series encourages the exploration of a wide range of
scientific traditions and the interrelations between them. It particularly welcomes
work that takes seriously the material practices of the sciences and is broad in
geographical scope.
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