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In its clothing fashion as in everything else, the French Revolution of 1789 sought both a 
rupture in time and a return to the republican values of ancient Greece and Rome. This talk 
presents French fashion revolution as it has been known, and as I have recast it in my recent 
book, Liberty, Equality, Fashion (Norton, 2024). Traditionally, revolutionary fashion has been 
considered neo-classical, and a key influence on future moments of classicism in the cycles 
of European fashion.  A closer look at history, however, reveals colonial models taken from 
the Caribbean Antilles, India, and Kashmir, as well as a politically charged public liberation of 
women’s bodies unrivalled until late in the 20th century.  

Anne Higonnet is the Barbara Novak Professor of Art History at Barnard College, Columbia 
University. She has published, most recently, the widely reviewed Liberty, Equality, Fashion: 
The Women Who Styled the French Revolution, as well as pieces in Vogue and Town & 
Country. She has also written five other books as well as many essays, and directed two 
book-scale digital projects. Her research has been supported by Getty, Guggenheim, Social 

Image Credit: Book Cover, Liberty, Equality, 
Fashion: The Women who Styled the French 
Revolution (W.W. Norton & Company, 2024).

“A deeply scholarly, impeccably researched book that’s also a genuine page-
turner. Liberty, Equality, Fashion reveals how inextricably global politics is 
woven into—even forged by—fashion and women’s personal, domestic 
lives. Using three influential women as a prism through which to examine 
one of the most critical and volatile eras in French history, Anne Higonnet 
combines the fine-grained observational skills of the biographer with the 
assured vision and far-ranging perspective of the historian. This is import-
ant and groundbreaking scholarship—exciting, new, and profoundly fem-
inist.” —RHONDA K. GARELICK, author of Mademoiselle: Coco Chanel 
and the Pulse of History
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“A tour de force, an invaluable 
contribution to our understanding of a 
watershed moment in human history.”

—CAROLINE WEBER, author of 
Queen of Fashion: What Marie 

Antoinette Wore to the Revolution

Joséphine Bonaparte, future Empress of 
France; Térézia Tallien, the most beauti-

ful woman in Europe; and Juliette Récam-
ier, muse of intellectuals, had nothing left to 
lose: they dared sartorial revolt. Together, 
Joséphine and Térézia shed the under-
wear cages and massive, rigid garments 
that women had been obliged to wear for 
centuries. They slipped into light, mobile 
dresses, cropped their hair short, wrapped 
themselves in shawls, and championed the 
handbag. Juliette made the new style stand 
for individual liberty.

The erotic audacity of these fashion 
revolutionaries conquered Europe, start-
ing with Napoleon. Everywhere a fashion 
magazine could reach, women imitated the 
styles coming from Paris. And when it was 
rolled back after only a decade, it would be 
another two centuries before fashionable 
women could dress so freely again.

Art historian Anne Higonnet discov-
ered the evidence that reveals the truth of 
a forgotten fashion revolution. It is a story 
for our time: of a revolution that demanded 
universal human rights, of self-creation, 
of women empowering each other, and of 
timeless glamor.

ANNE HIGONNET is professor of art 
history at Barnard College, Columbia Uni-
versity, where she teaches a course called 
“Clothing.” She has received many awards, 
including Guggenheim and Harvard Rad-
cliffe Institute fellowships.

“A page-turner that reads like a novel but is based on serious research. Some-
one should make this book into a movie.” —VALERIE STEELE, editor of 
Pink: The History of a Punk, Pretty, and Powerful Color

“I read Liberty, Equality, Fashion with enormous pleasure. it’s such an orig-
inal way of looking at history and the female sex in particular. I couldn’t 
resist galloping through it.” —ANTONIA FRASER, author of Marie Antoi-
nette: The Journey

Science Research Council, and Harvard-Radcliffe Institute 
fellowships, as well as by grants from the Mellon, 
Howard and Kress Foundations. She is a prize-winning 
teacher of popular lecture courses. During spring 2024, one 
of her courses was offered in hybrid form through 
Educational Equity Laboratory to five underserved New 
York City high schools.  She received her BA from Harvard 
College in 1980 and her PhD from Yale University in 1988. 


