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ABSTRACT 

 The purpose of this research project is to determine the evolving role of the Gibson Girl 

as an icon in popular magazines and periodicals as well as in works of literature during the late 

nineteenth and early twentieth century. In a time where the structure of a patriarchal society 

suppressed female independence, the image of the Gibson Girl encouraged change and 

opportunity for women in American urban society. Appearing in the late nineteenth century by 

the hands of illustrator Charles Dana Gibson, the Gibson Girl defined the ideal female of the 

time: white, graceful with beauty and independence. She epitomized the function of a 

quintessential woman in American society at the turn of the century. Arguably, the Gibson Girl 

was an early standardization of American female beauty. The ubiquity of her image in 

periodicals and magazines conceptualized a vision of faultless beauty, such as her bouffant 

pompadour hair and S-curve silhouette. The illustrations depicted her in a variety of situations, 

from attending high-society events to lounging on a beach in a bathing suit, all while setting 

fashion trends. Her image offered visualization for imitating a new kind of lifestyle for women. 
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I. INTRODUCTION 

 Who was the Gibson Girl?  What was her impact on society? How had she become 

iconographic and survived through time? These three questions look at the woman as well as the 

image. The anonymity of the Gibson Girl helped her image survive, but is there a woman behind 

the illustration?   

 At the beginning of the twentieth century, the term “Gibson Girl” was considered a label, 

an expression, and most importantly a celebrated identity. She was a two-dimensional illustration 

drawn with pen and ink featured in magazines, newspapers, and even on current memorabilia—

wallpaper, stationery, etc. The woman represented by the Gibson Girl encouraged females at the 

end of the nineteenth century to modify their persona. Her published image transcended across 

art fads and literary texts to become a fictional character that would survive beyond the lifetime 

of those influenced by her image. She allowed women to step out of the class boundaries and fall 

into the wider category of simply being like a Gibson Girl. Even in her flat-surfaced two-

dimensional existence, she as a character developed a third, elusive dimension that women could 

grasp and project onto her their own identities. The Gibson Girl represented a social convention 

in the form of an individualized identity imitated by the greater, urbanized female population of 

the late-nineteenth and early-twentieth century. 

 The first appearance of the Gibson Girl was in popular culture during the late 1890s. She 

was drawn as a mirrored image of the everyday women on New York streets. She was seen on 

Fifth Avenue, both behind the counter working and in front of the counter purchasing items for 

her modish wardrobe. She became an icon of ideal beauty because of the ideals she embodied—

elegance, grace, and self-confidence. Over the next three decades she became a trend both in 

fashion style and mannerisms for women. From all social classes, women imitated her in 
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personality and appearance to varying degrees by dressing like her or holding themselves with an 

air of dignified finesse. She allowed women to step out of the class boundaries and fall into the 

wider category of simply being a Gibson Girl.  

 Everyone knows the Gibson Girl even if they do not recognize her by name or even by 

her image. Her name became synonymous with the idea of ideal feminine beauty; she has 

contributed to current female prototypes of stereotypical expectations as seen in celebrities and 

do-it-all-dolls like Barbie. However, because she was a fictional, and technically an anonymous 

figure in American history, her legacy has since been lost. By tracking the development of this 

illustrated woman from 1890-1920 through magazines, newspapers and contemporary literature, 

in particular Stephen Crane’s Maggie: A Girl of the Streets, Theodore Dreiser’s Sister Carrie, 

and Edith Wharton’s House of Mirth, we can understand the impact she had on social 

conventions of American society. 

 

II. CRAFTING AN AMERICAN WOMAN 

 At a time when photography was a new method of capturing images and realism was the 

main artistic influence on artists, the illustrated Gibson Girl was drawn impeccably with pen and 

ink by Charles Dana Gibson. The two-dimensional beauty captured a third, elusive dimension of 

the reality in human nature that other images were attempting in the late 1890s. She first 

appeared in Life magazine and continued to be published in other popular media outlets. 

Gibson’s drawing of the emblematic woman generated a craze of idolizing a lifestyle that many 

assumed idyllic and one of rounded-out perfection. The Gibson Girl’s realistic appearance and 

demeanor made it appear as if Charles Dana Gibson was a natural with a pen and ink. According 

to Gibson’s biographer Fairfax Downey, “Scissors and never a pencil were his chosen 
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instruments.”1 Before he was an illustrator, Charles Dana Gibson made art with scissors. Gibson 

was introduced to silhouette cutting at the early age of five. His father entertained Charles by 

creating silhouettes of animals with the use of a simple pair of scissors.2 These paper figures 

fascinated Gibson and inspired him to begin creating silhouette cutouts on his own. Gibson’s true 

artistic talent emerged when he started to cut “his silhouettes from memory and produce whole 

scenes from a single sheet, with never any pasting or other makeshifts.”3 With age Gibson 

applied stories he learned in school to inspire new creations of silhouette narratives: “a silhouette 

of a pretty little maiden in bonnet and bustle about to dig in the sand records the first appearance 

of the Gibson Girl.”4 The illustrator found his calling at a young age. His silhouettes 

foreshadowed his success in creating the Gibson Girl, an illustrated portrait of the American 

woman at the cusp of the twentieth century.  

 Charles Dana Gibson pursued an education that would hone his artistic talents. He 

attended the Art Students’ League of New York, where he took courses that would “benefit him 

more than any university course.”5 Gibson succeeded in the educational field of artistic training. 

His approach towards an education for his artist profession was short-lived. With his skills nearly 

perfected after two years of training, “Gibson could not wait until he finished school to test the 

practical value of art he [learned].”6 He ventured out into the urban world of New York City in 

search of starting his profession as an illustrator. However, Gibson was “far more eager than [a] 

                                                
1 Fairfax Downey, Portrait of an Era as Drawn by Charles Dana Gibson, (New York: Charles 
Scribner’s Sons, 1936), 6. 
2 Ibid., 5. 
3 Ibid., 6. 
4 Ibid., 8. 
5 Ibid., 38.  
6 Ibid., 41. 
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polished artist,” and arguably not ready to begin his career just yet.7 Despite his enthusiasm from 

his youthful attitude, Charles Dana Gibson received many rejections before he was able to 

achieve commissioned work. The many refusals and rejections with the occasional low-paying 

work eventually passed, and Gibson then found himself in the office of Life magazine 

commissioning his work. After gaining some income from drawing for Life in his pre-Gibson 

Girl lifetime, Gibson saved enough to travel overseas to Europe and embark on a “pilgrimage” to 

the “metropolises of Art,” London and Paris.8 From there Gibson sought to meet George Du 

Maurier, an Englishman artist known for his self-titled maiden which is known to have directly 

inspired Gibson’s on illustrated Girl: 

Life printed several composites in which girls by the two artists met in the same 
picture. There and thereafter for American devotees the Gibson Girl demonstrated 
her superior loveliness over her elder, slightly taller relative from the Old World. 
The Du Maurier maiden was statuesque and her noble proportions sometimes 
reminded one of her creator’s admiration for ‘that mighty, beautiful but most 
uncertain quadruped thoroughbred horse.’ The Gibson Girl was stately, too, but 
more animated and graceful because, among other reasons, she wore a few less 
than the eight petticoats encompassing her British cousin.9  
 

For Charles Dana Gibson, his trip across the Atlantic made his career a success. After returning 

from his adventure abroad, Gibson found inspiration for new work to be commissioned. He had 

with him an image of a stunning beauty that embodied the essence of American womanhood. He 

created this woman in a clear illustration that would be named the Gibson Girl. 

 

III. DEFINITION OF THE GIBSON GIRL 

 The Gibson Girl represented the feminine ideal for a generation of women during the 

early twentieth century. The Gibson Girl appealed to all social classes in her actions as depicted 

                                                
7 Ibid., 42. 
8 Ibid., 81.  
9 Ibid., 86. 
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in the multitude of illustrated scenarios. But the questions with elusive answers remain: What 

was a Gibson Girl? Who was the model? Gibson’s intention with the Gibson Girl was to create a 

mirror image of the everyday American woman as he saw her. In an interview for the New York 

Times, Charles Dana Gibson claimed there was never an actual single, defining individual as the 

“Gibson Girl,” rather “she has been as the grains of sand in number.”10 While many people try to 

pin-point an individual woman from during the late-nineteenth century that was the “Gibson 

Girl,” the creator himself disagreed. In fact, Charles Dana Gibson explained the typecasting of 

the Gibson Girl to be a cultural phenomenon:  

“I haven’t really created a distinctive type,” . . . “the nation made the type. What 
Zangwill calls the ‘Melting Pot of Races’ has resulted in a certain character; why 
should it not also have turned out a certain type of face? If I have done anything it 
has been to put on paper some fair examples of that type with very great, with 
minute, care. There isn’t any ‘Gibson Girl,’ but there are many thousands of 
American girls, and for that let us all thank God.”11 

 
By compiling only the best or “fair” qualities of a Caucasian woman, Charles Dana Gibson 

created a harmoniously, all-encompassing female ideal in her looks and manners. Although 

Gibson claimed there is not a “distinctive type” of a woman shown within the Girl, the Gibson 

Girl’s image alone distinguished a certain quality about a female during the time. The Gibson 

Girl was understood to be an ensemble of clothing and characteristics. She was defined by her 

looks given her entire existence originated in two-dimension. However, Gibson did claim in the 

same interview with New York Times that he found the Gibson Girl surrounding him in everyday 

life: 

                                                
10 Edward Marshall, “The Gibson Girl Analyzed by her Originator: Artist Whose Delineation of 
the Young American Woman Made him Famous Tells How the Type Came Into Existence and 
What her Mission is,” New York Times, Nov. 20, 1910.  
http://search.proquest.com.ezproxy2.library.arizona.edu/docview/97017162?accountid=8360. 
11 Ibid. In mentioning the colloquial term “Melting Pot of Races,” it is assumed Charles Dana 
Gibson referenced the white European races as his Gibson Girl always appeared Caucasian and 
was never seen representing another race.    
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 “I’ll tell you how I got what you have called the ‘Gibson Girl.’ I saw her on the 
streets, I saw her at the theatres. I saw her in the churches, I saw her everywhere 
and doing everything. I saw her idling on Fifth Avenue and at work behind the 
counters of the stores. From hundreds, thousands, tens of thousands, I formed my 
ideal. In starting out in life, each man worth while [sic] has his ideal of 
womanhood. A poet may, perhaps, create his wholly from his fancy. I guess I’m 
not a poet. I got mine from the crowd. If there is any similarity between the 
women in my pictures, it is for the same reason that there is a similarity between 
the women in a writer’s novels. It really is not in the subject; it is in the handling. 
The lines that form from the faces, rather than the faces which are formed, have 
the same individuality. An artist who drew always the same girl would very 
quickly get to be monotonous.”12 

 
The Gibson Girl represented a spectrum of Caucasian woman found in cosmopolitan 

populations. As Charles Dana Gibson stated, she was both “idling” and “at work” on New 

York’s Fifth Avenue, a location known for its revenue and commercialism. The women “idling” 

refer to the females of a higher social-economic class. To idle was to be part of the leisure class. 

The women “at work” belonged to the middle-working class. These women were dependent on 

work in order to maintain a living. As seen in Theodore Dreiser’s novel Sister Carrie, the 

balance of work and leisure was hard to accomplish without sacrifice. The protagonist also 

demonstrates the struggle to move between classes and remain stable financially and socially. 

However, the Gibson Girl in illustration did not show any struggle with this class-crossing, 

especially as Charles Dana Gibson described her in multiple situations and circumstances where 

she was all-encompassing of traits across different social-economic classes. 

 Her published image transcended across media to become a fictional character in works 

by Stephen Crane, Theodore Dreiser, Edith Wharton, and more, who would survive beyond the 

lifetime of the individuals influenced by her image. The two-dimensional character developed a 

third, elusive dimension that women could grasp and project onto her their own identities. When 

referring to the Gibson Girl, people envision a set of traits and characteristics usually follow her 

                                                
12 Ibid. 
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iconic image of a poised, wasp-thin waist, young, white American beauty. Her solitaire image 

indicated a standardization and embodiment of beauty established through circulation of print 

media in the early-twentieth century. In the simplest form, the Gibson girl by Charles Dana 

Gibson was defined as an enigma that swept the American public into frenzy with standardizing 

beauty and re-examining gender roles.  

----------------------- 

 Many adjectives can describe a Gibson Girl: beautiful, flawless, poised, refined, stylish, 

coquettish, bright, young, and independent. All of these terms help conjure up an image of the 

iconic woman at the beginning of the twentieth century, but they fail to give an all-encompassing 

term other than the name she was given to identify her. Usual facts that can determine a concrete 

definition of a person cannot be answered for the Gibson Girl. Such facts include the details like 

an age or the name of a person. A closer examination of the Gibson Girl reveals that she was 

ambiguous in her age and was never given a name besides the label “The Gibson Girl.” The 

many illustrations featuring the Gibson Girl actually depict her as a young woman rather than a 

girl. The colloquial term of “girl” designates her as an eternal youth. By not calling her a woman, 

the use of “The Gibson Girl” generates the connotation of youth with beauty. In order to be 

considered beautiful, one must surely be youthful. The Gibson Girl appeared to be in a transitory 

state for little more than two decades, yet she remained ageless and frozen as forever-young. It 

could be said that the Gibson Girl was in a state of perpetual maturation prepping her for the 

marriage market, yet Gibson kept her in a state of independence and empowerment.  

 While the term “girl” suggests pre-pubescence, the body of the Gibson Girl proposed 

otherwise. The notable S-curve contour of her body emphasized her womanly assets. The 

seemingly unnatural shape of her silhouette made her an ideal woman rather than a real one. 
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Women used body-contorting undergarments, such as corset and stays, to obtain such a figure. 

This particular clothing item made the appearance of a woman similar to that of the Gibson Girl, 

an attractive and fashionable woman of the day. Not only did undergarments manipulate women 

to look like the Gibson Girl, but they were understood as the contraptions that would attract the 

opposite sex. Feminist writer Charlotte Perkins Gilman argued that women “often choose and 

wear her garments with no other ground of decision than that she thinks the things ‘becoming’ or 

knows it to be ‘stylish.’”13 In this consideration, the Gibson Girl could constructively be labeled 

a mannequin in the sense that she functions to display the fashionable clothes of the time period. 

With the public watching every move she made in the illustrations crafted by Charles Dana 

Gibson, the Gibson Girl became an unconscious platform to discuss gender restrictions within 

the function of clothing. Over the years of her circulation, Gibson drew the Gibson Girl “in more 

comfortable clothes, and her hairdo would become less towering and more functional, especially 

when she took up bicycling, golf, tennis, and swimming. Yet she was always dressed and self-

possessed. And, though in her “fearless-ness” she rarely smiled, she was unfailingly beautiful.”14 

The Gibson Girl challenged the parameters of social mores would otherwise control her. She 

flirted with the propriety rules of society while she flirted admirably with her avid spectators. 

 The anonymous identity of the Gibson Girl model remained ambiguous when Charles 

Dana Gibson stated that there was not a singular Gibson Girl, rather she was composed of many 

identities.15 The label of “The Gibson Girl” attracted women to replicate the lifestyle of “A 

Gibson Girl.” In 1904 a short story by journalist Archer Hallett featured in the Chicago Tribune, 

                                                
13 Charlotte Perkins Gilman, The Dress of Women: A Critical Introduction to the Symbolism and 
Sociology of Clothing, (1915, Edited by Michael R. Hill and Mary Jo Deegan, Reprint, Westport, 
CT: Greenwood Press, 2002), 22. 
14 Carolyn Kitch, The Girl on the Magazine Cover: The Origins of Visual Stereotypes in 
American Mass Media, (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2001), 39. 
15 See note 10. 
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the Gibson Girl is mistaken to be an individual rather than a type of identity or personality. The 

visual reception of the Gibson Girl generated a “type” of woman based on aesthetic appeal as 

presented in the illustration. The bachelors in the story demonstrate a satirical response to the 

anonymity of the Gibson Girl when they mistake a woman’s identity of being the “Gibson Girl” 

when her last name happened to be Gibson as well: 

 “O, Lord!” said Sinclair, between his sobs, “and you thought Miss Gibson 
was the ‘Gibson Girl’!” and he went off into a fresh peal of laughter. It was with 
great difficulty that he and Una between them eventually succeeded in getting the 
baronet to understand that there is such a person as Charles Dana Gibson, who 
was been called the American Du Maurier. That Miss Hydrangea Dankes, the 
millionaires, was known as the “Gibson Girl” because her beauty was exactly of 
the type for which his drawings are famous, and that the fact of her companion 
happening to be named Gibson was a mere accident, and had nothing to do with 
the case, like the flowers that bloom in the spring. 
 “Then Miss Clara Gibson is the penniless companion,” said the 
discomfited baronet, trying to realize his position. 
 “Yes,” said Una, “I am afraid I ought to have explained more clearly to 
you that it is the beautiful Miss Hydrangea Dankes who is the ‘Gibson girl.’”16  

 
The clue at identifying the true reincarnation of the “Gibson Girl” was to look at the one 

woman’s beauty and position in class. The woman with the maiden name Gibson was on the 

opposite end of the social rank in class. This short story indicates the stratification of female 

identity in the resulting image of the Gibson Girl. The Gibson Girl was considered a “type” of 

woman, thus supporting the creation of the illustration representing a stereotype.  The Gibson 

Girl was a brand given to the general population of American women at the start of the twentieth 

century. 

 
 
 
 
 

                                                
16 Archer Hallett, “The ‘Gibson Girl’,” Chicago Tribune, Jul. 10, 1904. 
http://search.proquest.com/docview/173117208?accountid=8360. 
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IV. CIRCULATION IN THE NEWSPAPERS AND MAGAZINES 
 
 The Gibson Girl was a solitary image widely circulated in magazines and newspapers in 

the late-nineteenth century, right when the popularity of printed media began to expand. Her 

image was well-received by the early-twentieth century urban American populace due to 

magazine circulation and popularity. The sensation of newsprint and topical magazines of the 

time facilitated the ubiquitous appearance of the Gibson Girl in American society. She was a 

phenomenon, an entity mesmerizing the masses in printed media with her looks displayed across 

multiple national magazines and newspapers. Tracing the circulation of the Gibson Girl images 

aids in the discovery of deciphering her reception and measuring her impact on American 

society, in particular the women of the twentieth century.  

 The Gibson Girl’s first appearance has been traced and recorded to Life magazine 

published in 1890. According to Charles Dana Gibson’s biographer Fairfax Downey, the Gibson 

Girl made her “formal entrance into society” by gracing the “pages of the best magazines.”17 

Downey described the woman’s image as a drawing quite literally coming to life through 

Gibson’s penmanship and artistry: 

Now a technique of fine lines, fastidious cross-hatching and subtle shading limned 
a tall, radiant being, her gaze clear, fearless and direct, her nose slightly and 
piquantly uptilted. Her lips fine-modelled and alluring. Her soft hair crowning a 
serene brow and caught up into a dainty chignon. The graceful column of her 
neck rising from the décolletage that barely concealed her delicately-rounded 
bosom. Her slim waist emphasized by the bodice cut of her gowns, gowns still 
with the vestige of a bustle and with full, smoothly-fluent skirts.18 

 
Her initial appearance in the magazines launched her image and identity into the sphere of media 

and real-life society even though her image itself stands as fiction. The reproductions of her 

image in these media outlets helped define her origin and decipher her impact on societal culture. 

                                                
17 Fairfax Downey, Portrait of an Era as Drawn by Charles Dana Gibson, 100. 
18 Ibid., 100-101. 
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A look into the foundation and launch pad of her success in the world of magazines provides 

insight to her reception. Her development and debut in Life magazine allows insight to 

America’s initial encounter with cultivating a culture engrossed in popular content. The 

magazines in wide circulation at the end of the late-nineteenth century and early-twentieth 

century were considered “popular magazines” for their availability to the masses. The cost of 

these magazines was extremely low with consideration of inflation and cost of living expenses. 

Ranging from as low as five cents to ten cents, popular magazines were affordable for most 

Americans, thus leading to increase sales of purchases from readers.19  At the start-up of the 

magazine industry, the readers were the main influence in demanding and thereby forming the 

particular topics and content included in magazines. Publishers were able to attract readers with 

the low prices of the magazines, yet to maintain this low price publishers relied heavily on 

advertising.20 This in point gave meaning to “popular” content and eventually culture. The 

reader’s wants and desires were met by editors providing messages in the content of the 

magazine’s material as well as the advertisements that were included. “Then, as now, magazines 

were edited for little publics within the population as a whole; but they were discovering new 

publics to which to appeal.”21 The image of the Gibson Girl reached widespread, varied readers. 

Her chances of catching on as a new trend were significantly high given the point of information 

of selling printed media from what the audience demanded. Once the Gibson Girl received her 

first praise in Life in 1890, the nation was soon to grasp onto the temporal icon of American 

womanhood during the transitory time between the late-nineteenth and early-twentieth century.   

                                                
19 Theodore Peterson, Magazines in the Twentieth Century, (Urbana, IL: The University of 
Illinois Press, 1956), 13. 
20 Ibid., 14.  
21 Ibid. 
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 Historian Frank Luther Mott provides profiles of popular magazines during the 

circulation of the Gibson Girl. Such statistics and descriptors of the magazines help conjure the 

landscape in which the Gibson Girl was thriving. Mott also provides insight to the audiences the 

Gibson Girl was reaching in the portrayal of her in particular magazines. The competition 

between newspapers and magazines during the late-nineteenth century became a social class 

indicator. Magazines were seen as “leisurely in habit, literary in tone, retrospective rather than 

timely, and friendly to the interests of the upper classes.”22 In a manner of speaking, the 

magazine was a sophisticated print media outlet. Magazines catered to the public with deep 

pockets. The magazine industry was a marketplace of selling for profit. The production of a 

magazine provided a deeper look inside the marketing sphere of consumerism: 

As magazines came to depend on advertising for economic support, the role of the 
typical publisher underwent a major change. No longer was he interested in the 
reader just as a reader; he became interested in the reader as a consumer of the 
advertiser’s goods and services. No longer was he a producer of just a 
convenience good; he became also the seller of a service, that of carrying the 
advertiser’s message to a group of consumers—as magazines became more and 
more specialized in editorial appeal, to a carefully screened, homogeneous group 
of consumers.23  
 

The Gibson Girl was that service for magazines. Her image became a commodity for the societal 

masses. Her ideal appearance held high market value in both her standardization of beauty and 

representation of feminine independence. The “homogeneous group of consumers” Peterson 

refers to was those in the middle- to upper-social classes. They could afford access to magazines 

and also had the means of imitating or living the fashionable life the Gibson Girl and her fellow 

illustrated companions portrayed. Although the Gibson Girl was not an actual advertisement in 

her initial appearance in magazines, she did enact the “service” being sold to consumers through 

                                                
22 Frank Luther Mott, A History of American Magazines 1885-1905, Vol. 4, (Cambridge: 

Harvard University Press, 1957), 2. 
23 Theodore Peterson, Magazines in the Twentieth Century, 26. 
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the repetitive images featuring her in multiple scenarios of cultivated life. Gibson’s intention 

with the Gibson Girl was to reflect the everyday American woman as he saw her in the growing 

metropolitan world of New York City. Her image created a fascination with the elite class of 

American society. She became a symbol of ideal beauty. Women from the lower and middle 

classes idolized the Gibson Girl and viewed her with reverence as an upstanding American 

woman. Circulating images of portraits in the magazine business became a phenomenon since “it 

was possible, for the first time, for middle-class readers to collect portraits of the great.”24 

Several magazines were known for printing images of famous individuals in American society 

on blank pages in order to preserve the magazine and collect said images in scrapbooks.25 The 

American populace entered a craze of idolizing the rich and famous with this phenomenon of 

collecting images. People were able to connect faces to well-known names they were reading 

about in printed news. With this fad, the Gibson Girl was considered a celebrity of sorts, given 

her embodiment of ideal characterizations of youthful beauty and grace. Her image represented a 

symbol of status in social class and trending fashion.  

 The format in which the Gibson Girl was issued is of relative importance in 

understanding her influence in society. The Gibson Girl image was first issued in Life magazine 

during the 1890s after Gibson signed a contract with the magazine company. During the late-

nineteenth century, "the paper kept abreast of current events, of developments in morals and 

manners, politics, of drama, literature, and the arts. It refused partisan allegiance in political 

contests, though it had its favorite leaders and its principles."26 Life encompassed a near-perfect 

setting for the character of the Gibson Girl. In her image alone, she incorporated almost all the 

                                                
24 Frank Luther Mott, A History of American Magazines 1885-1905, 152.  
25 Ibid. 
26 Ibid., 561. 
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defining aspects that Life stood for in its late-nineteenth century circulation. She was a current 

event, she displayed morals and manners in her appearance, she at times indirectly referred to 

politics, she inspired literature and drama, and she was art. The Gibson Girl was a sensation in 

the magazine industry. "The art work in Life developed to a very high point in the nineties," thus 

proclaiming Charles Dana Gibson’s Gibson Girl an influential standard in representing women in 

the last decade of the nineteenth century.27 

 Within the first decade of the twentieth century, Charles Dana Gibson shared his property 

that was the Gibson Girl with another magazine—Collier’s. Unlike the sensational and well-

established Life, Collier’s was slow to rise in popularity. In fact, illustration was able to brighten 

up the pages of Collier’s once money was invested into the magazine under the editorship of Rob 

Collier, son of the magazine’s creator Peter Fenelon Collier.28 Collier’s took on the work of 

Charles Dana Gibson in 1903, nearly a decade after the initial debut of the Gibson Girl in Life 

magazine. Although Collier’s featured illustrations by contemporaries of Gibson, such as 

Howard Chandler Christy, Harrison Fisher, and Henry Hutt, a trio of men who also portrayed 

“faces of pretty girls,” Gibson was considered a “sensational ‘catch’” and was revered as a 

“darling of the nineties” with his portrayal of the American beauty in his pretty-faced Gibson 

Girl.29 The Gibson Girl was viewed as a brand named image, like other renditions of American 

beauty were not up to par with the original American girl. Gibson entered into a contract with 

Collier’s, in which he would “draw a hundred double-page ‘cartoons’” in a distribution over four 

years.30 By gaining Charles Dana Gibson in producing original work for the magazine, Collier’s 

was able to positively invest in illustration. Collier’s would go on to leading a new era of colored 

                                                
27 Ibid., 564. 
28 Ibid., 456.  
29 Ibid. 
30 Ibid. 
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illustration with the momentum built by having commissioned work of the highly sought-after 

Charles Dana Gibson.  

 Illustrations in magazines became popular and well-received, given the message they 

portrayed without words at the end of the nineteenth century. Whether in color or drawn in pen 

and ink, illustrations provided a reflective sense of human nature. Amidst this trend, Scribner’s 

Magazine returned to the publishing world in 1887 ready to compete with leading magazines, 

such as The Atlantic Monthly, Century, and Harper’s New Monthly Magazine, all of which 

featured strong attributes of articles of literary prowess and quality illustrations gracing the 

pages.31 In order for Scribner’s to compete with such elite magazines, the editor Anson 

Burlingame crafted a formulaic approach to earn subscribers. He remained faithful in featuring 

articles and illustrations in his magazine of “popular topics with literary treatment.”32 Gibson’s 

illustrations of the Gibson Girl paired well with the editor’s intent. Not only was the image of the 

Gibson Girl a hot topic during the last decade of the nineteenth century, she also inspired literary 

works.33 Both the magazine and the book publishing company under the name of Scribner’s 

were involved in featuring the Gibson Girl image to the American populace in a way that iterated 

her sensation to inspire women in becoming the new, awe-invoking woman who was the Gibson 

Girl. 

                                                
31 Ibid., 717. The Atlantic did not feature illustrations, but was able to remain in high standings of 
quality by publishing 144 pages a month that consisted of literary tradition. The other two 
magazines, Century and Harper’s, were known for high numbers in circulation in the hundreds 
of thousands.  
32 Ibid., 718.  
33 Abbe Carter Goodloe, College Girls. New York: C. Scribner’s Sons, 1895. Courtesy of Hathi 
Trust Digital Library. http://hdl.handle.net/2027/uc2.ark:/13960/t1kh0gf3k. This books was 
illustrated by Charles Dana Gibson depicting college girls in identical similarity of his Gibson 
Girl. This source will be further discussed in the Evolution section of this paper. 
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 While the magazines of the late-nineteenth and early-twentieth century were marketing to 

a particular audience, newspapers were typically meant for the general public, thus resulting in 

newsworthy information for both high and low cultured individuals. During this time, American 

society experienced a broadening of social classes consisting of the high, middle, working and 

lower class division. The treatment of the Gibson Girl in magazines compared to the circulation 

of her in newspapers was her market commodity value. In the magazine sections, she was 

reported in a fictional literary sense and was manipulated indirectly as an advertising tool. 

Magazines leveraged her image to sell issues. In newspapers, she was featured in articles, 

editorials, and in pieces resembling societal announcements. Newspapers tracked the progresing 

fascination surrounding the Gibson Girl image and fad. Almost immediately after her initial 

sighting in magazines, the Gibson Girl appeared in reference to her launch into printed media in 

an article in 1895 the Chicago Tribune.34 This newspaper piece covered the details of an exhibit 

featuring Charles Dana Gibson’s illustrations featuring the Gibson Girl. The article discussed the 

benefits of having the illustrations presented formally rather than in commercial circulation of 

periodicals and books. An image of a woman appearing in likeness to the Gibson Girl 

accompanied the article. The marketable aspect of the Gibson Girl was her simple look that 

could be reproduced easily and in great similarity. The woman accompanying this article was no 

doubt from Charles Dana Gibson himself, but other newspaper pieces that were written more in 

the sense of an advertisement utilized the popular image of American beauty. The article also 

drew a conclusion on the multiplicity of an “American Girl” identity even with a lone figure 

representing the population of American women of the late-nineteenth century.  

                                                
34 “Drawings by C.D. Gibson,” Chicago Tribune, Jan. 27, 1895. 
http://search.proquest.com/docview/175068341?accountid=8360. 
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 Carrying into the beginning of the twentieth century, the growing popularity of the 

Gibson Girl’s appearance in newspapers was manifested in pieces commenting about her 

influential presence in fashion and disposition. In a 1902 Chicago Tribune article, the Gibson 

Girl was featured in the society affairs section depicting the Girl’s sense of fashion by describing 

in-depth detail of the dress and accessories adorned by the Girl. The text accompanying the 

image claimed the identity of the Gibson Girl as “Mrs. Charles Dana Gibson,” an indicator that 

credited the artist and provided ownership of the female figure.35 This article exposed the 

potential model from which the Gibson Girl was drawn, yet the Gibson Girl usually remained in 

anonymity.36 Another piece written in the same year as the above-mentioned article appeared in 

the editorial section of the Chicago Tribune. In this newspaper editorial, a featured story on the 

newlywed Mrs. John Henry Waggoner, nee Alicia Fidelia Tower depicted the emerging factor of 

imitating the temperament that the Gibson Girl suggested in the situations within the varied 

illustrations. The article read as a satirical piece commenting on the “New Woman” and the 

advantages she was taking in the social practice of matrimony.37 Alicia Fidelia, whether an actual 

person or a fictionalized identity to make a point, represented the beginning of the stereotype 

within the rendering of the Gibson Girl. 

 Newspapers were informational in providing biographical information on the creator of 

the Gibson Girl, Charles Dana Gibson. Within the first decade of the twentieth century, the 

image of the Gibson Girl evolved into a societal sensation of regulating norms and mores. Since 

                                                
35 “Here’s the Real Gibson Girl as She Looks Today,” Chicago Tribune, Apr. 27, 1902. 
http://search.proquest.com/docview/173022198?accountid=8360. 
36 See note 10 and 11, Edward Marshall’s interview with Charles Dana Gibson refuted that there 
was a specific person modeling as the Gibson Girl. Gibson stated that the Gibson Girl was 
embodied in every American woman. 
37 “An Ideal Twentieth Century Woman.” Chicago Tribune, May 28, 1902. 
http://search.proquest.com/docview/173103717?accountid=8360. 
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the Gibson Girl was noted as being responsible for causing the shift in a polite woman’s persona, 

the news media sought to tell the story of her creator and reveal the root of her inspiration. 

Journalist William Griffith wrote an interview piece in the New York Times about Charles Dana 

Gibson in 1905, which discussed Gibson’s fame and recognition in the art world due to the 

Gibson Girl.38 Griffith’s article provided a brief biography of the artist, but mostly covered 

details of Gibson’s career prior and post the creation of the well-received Gibson Girl. 

Newspapers reported both stories of factual and fictional intent, while also expanding the 

exposure and impact of the Gibson Girl’s image through following the public’s craze with her 

forward style.39 The newspaper articles help give a timeline of the Gibson Girl trend, as well as 

provide a glimpse at the general populace’s interaction with her as an entity in printed media. 

Because newspapers reported on the Gibson Girl with the minute details of her apparent 

influence, they made her seem like a real-life celebrity of the time. Her label was found in 

multiple articles in reference to socialites. This is where the rumors began to fly when 

speculating who was the true and only model for the very Gibson girl.  

 

V. REFLECTION IN FICTION 

 The elusive character of the Gibson Girl is reflected in contemporary novels written 

during and after her debut on printed paper. Such a reaction suggests that the indescribable 

qualities of the Gibson Girl were engaging enough to inspire literature. Whether or not the 

mutual influence of the illustration on literature can be proven, there are parallel impressions 

displayed in both narrative and character development of the female protagonists in Stephen 

                                                
38 William Griffith, “‘Gibson Girl’s’ Creator and American Girl Types,” New York Times, 
Apr,30, 1905, 
http://search.proquest.com.ezproxy2.library.arizona.edu/docview/96506361?accountid=8360.  
39 See note 16. 
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Crane’s Maggie: A Girl of the Streets, Theodore Dreiser’s Sister Carrie, and Edith Wharton’s 

House of Mirth. Each female protagonist embodies the stylistic and thematic traits of a Gibson 

girl—elegant refinement, fashionable style, and cultured self-confidence all the while balancing 

a sense of beauty, innocence and freedom. 

 Stephen Crane’s novel Maggie: A Girl of the Streets (1893), illustrates the life of the 

impoverished in the unfurling urban city of New York at the end of the nineteenth century. The 

publication of Crane’s novel simultaneously coincides with the emergence of the Gibson Girl 

image. While Charles Dana Gibson’s portrait of the ideal female flourished in magazines and 

newspapers and embodied the rich finesse of the upper class urban society, Stephen Crane’s 

novel unraveled the unpleasant living conditions of lower working class individuals of New 

York City. Crane’s novel provided an alternate side of a Gibson Girl portrait. He exposed the 

desire to become the female heroine of the turn of the century-urbanized America.  

 As the rise of the middle class established itself in American society at the time, the 

Gibson Girl facilitated the rise of female empowerment in more than one way. The female 

protagonist Maggie Johnson expresses interest in what the Gibson girl stands for—a balance of 

many characteristics, with the three important being beauty, innocence, and elegance. However, 

her background and origin consist of tenement dwelling of New York City. Such a place was 

considered impoverished and corrupt with urchins of the streets and criminals. Amidst this 

environment, Crane presents Maggie as an ingénue: 

The girl, Maggie, blossomed in a mud puddle. She grew to be a most rare and 
wonderful production of a tenement district, a pretty girl. None of the dirt of Rum 
Alley seemed to be in her veins. The philosophers up-stairs, down-stairs and on 
the same floor, puzzled over it. When a child, playing and fighting with gamins in 
the street, dirt disguised her. Attired in tatters and grime, she went unseen.40 

                                                
40 Stephen Crane, Maggie: A Girl of the Streets, Edited by Thomas A. Gullason, (1893, Reprint, 
New York: W.W. Norton and Company, 1979), 16-17. 
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In the simplest terms, something pretty as a flower does not belong in the mud because a flower 

cannot thrive in mud. The metaphor of a flower as femininity upholds the characteristics of 

beauty and innocence in a female. Crane’s juxtaposition of a flower in undesirable conditions, 

such as a mud puddle, suggests that the combination of feminine beauty and innocence would 

not belong nor flourish in the poverty stricken-living conditions of the lower class. He comments 

on the potential of Maggie’s beauty as a stipulation in moving up from the low social rank of 

tenement dweller, yet also recognizes the fault in her beauty being unnoticed because of the 

impoverished environment dulling the appearance of Maggie within her standard of living. An 

expectation for Maggie as a young woman in the low working social class at the end of the 

nineteenth century was to find employment in order to support her family. In the illustration 

“The Seed of Ambition” by Charles Dana Gibson, the scene supports the reality of Maggie’s life 

in the working class; however, the scene also expands the point of viewing the Gibson Girl as an 

advertisement icon.41 Within the illustration, a woman with similar physical appearances of the 

Gibson Girl—her gaze in particular—is seen in an advertisement on the wall and on a barrel on 

the left side of the image (see Figure 1). In this illustration, there is no definite Gibson Girl, but 

Charles Dana Gibson does portray the appeal and attraction of women in advertisements, which 

the Gibson Girl was known to be used for. The penetrating gaze upon the viewer that the Gibson 

Girl had in almost all her depictions broke through the second dimension of the paper and 

grabbed the attention of the viewer. She demanded an audience. With that authority over any 

spectator, many women at the late-nineteenth century imitated the Gibson Girl’s physical 

demeanor by wanting to dress and live like her in the glory and grace she exuded. 

                                                
41 Charles Dana Gibson and Edmund Vincent Gillon, The Gibson Girl and Her America: The 
Best Drawings of Charles Dana Gibson, (1969, Reprint, New York: Dover Publications, 2010), 
115. 
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 Figure 1. The Seed of Ambition. [c.1900] Courtesy of Dover Publications, 1969,  
 Reprint 2010. 
 

In parallel, the Gibson Girl appeared in illustrations able to support herself or there is always the 

lurking speculation that she was able to find a male companion to do so for her. Gibson’s 

illustration “The Race is Not Always to the Beautiful” demonstrated the Gibson Girl’s ability to 

attract the attention of men whilst remaining stoically aloof in men’s pursuance of her 

attention.42 As seen in Figure 2, the women presented in the illustration have the physical traits 

of the Gibson Girl—tiny waists, piled hair, and fashionable dresses. The woman surrounded by 

the men appears from high class means, as shown in her dress and the setting of being in some 

ballroom. Gibson’s title for this piece suggests there is an indirect measure to beauty. The 

woman surrounded by potential suitors appears to ideal beauty in her appearance, yet the women 

standing off to the right look on and have similar appearances, just not as elaborate. Gibson 

perhaps is commenting on the ornamentation of a woman in early twentieth century American 

society. 
                                                
42 Ibid., 80. 
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 Figure 2. The Race is Not Always to the Beautiful. [c.1900] Courtesy of Dover 
Publications, 1969, Reprint 2010. 

 

 The reality for Maggie and others in her position is encountering the enticing New York 

City life of leisure and luxury while remaining innocent and hardworking within her social class. 

Unfortunately for Maggie, this balance is difficult to maintain. The work ethic of Maggie 

disappears once she becomes grossly interested in the vanity of appearance. Her employment at 

the cuff and collar factory brings insight to working conditions for other women in the labor 

force due to their own personal circumstances, but mainly due to their classification and lower 

working class. The “other” women at the factory working alongside Maggie are considered 

“grizzled,” which then incites Maggie to correlate being youthful as a commodity of great 

value.43 Maggie’s interest in vanity becomes more extensive after she is introduced to Pete, a 

man who gives an air of contempt to the poor and acquaints Maggie with the allurement of 

                                                
43 Stephen Crane, Maggie: A Girl of the Streets, 26.  
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entertainment and amusement. Pete represents the men that appear in Gibson Girl illustrations, 

where they are attending to the presence of the Gibson Girl at leisure functions if need be—more 

of an accessory to the Gibson Girl in her air of aloof (see Figure 2). However, Pete himself also 

represents the balancing act of intermingling amongst class boundaries in regards to participating 

in amusement and leisure activities as he educates Maggie about high-class customs.44 The 

Gibson Girl is not the only mechanism from which individuals sought inspiration to socially 

climb. While attending the theater, Maggie questions if the “culture and refinement” imitated on 

the theater stage “could be acquired by a girl who lived in a tenement house and worked in a 

shirt factory.”45  Whether as a heroine on stage or as the Gibson Girl on the streets, women found 

refuge from reality in the allure of playing a character. Their mannerisms would change to 

imitate such paragons of beauty and elegance as seen portrayed in the Gibson Girl illustrations. 

As Maggie seeks freedom from her social class boundaries through the naïve pretense that Pete 

would be her protector, her incongruence to the Gibson Girl is prevalent. In comparison to the 

Gibson Girl’s show of independence from male companionship in illustrations, Maggie’s 

reliance on a male to guide her out of impoverishment and towards a more cultured living 

emphasizes the stringent patriarchal society during the time. The dominant stature of the Gibson 

Girl in illustrations with men does not portray such a thought; rather, men are drawn to 

accommodate and accompany the Gibson Girl in her endeavors (see Figure 2).  

 In regards to social mobility, the significance of beauty weighs as a fundamental factor in 

the estimation of social advancement as seen in the Gibson Girl illustrations. Gibson’s portrayed 

women in most of his illustrations with a demeanor of affability and nonchalance. Her gaze 

penetrates through the two-dimension of the page and influenced women to partake in the style 

                                                
44 Ibid.,, 23-24. 
45 Ibid., 28. 
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and mannerisms portrayed by the Gibson Girl—finesse and boldness. The “woman of brilliance 

and audacity” in Crane’s Maggie fits the physical factors that define a fashionable and 

impressionable woman much like a Gibson Girl. Crane portrays this unidentified woman by her 

physical demeanor, which Maggie instantly notices as smart and attractive:  

She perceived that her black dress fitted her to perfection. Her linen collar and 
cuffs were spotless. Tan gloves were stretched over her well-shaped hands. A hat 
of prevailing fashion perched jauntily upon her dark hair. She wore no jewelry 
and was painted with no apparent paint. She looked clear-eyed through the stares 
of the men.46 

 
However, the reputation of the “woman of brilliance and audacity” in Maggie remains to be 

determined as respectable. Crane alludes that the woman involves herself promiscuously with 

men, much like Pete and the mere boy at the theater hall.47 Crane also indicates difference 

between the “woman of brilliance and audacity” and Maggie, in that the woman is in fact a 

woman with such winsome qualities, and that Maggie is a girl in the circumstances of being 

unsophisticated in capturing the attention of men and boys.  

   The usual scenes of a Gibson Girl are able to highlight the essentials of an ideal lifestyle, 

such as luxury items like fashionable clothes, leisure activities and entertainment and suggests 

her capability to balance and maintain an impression of self-confidence—a telling factor of being 

considered a Gibson Girl. According to Crane, Maggie’s appearance falls short of standards due 

to her social class environment. Crane illustrates the extent of poverty Maggie is exposed to by 

describing her clothes as tatters and grime. Such an image is quite the opposite of the flawless 

impression of the Gibson Girl and even of the “woman of brilliance and audacity.” Crane’s 

Maggie is considerably unpolished compared to the sketches of a Gibson Girl. The items of 

clothing described for Maggie do not compare to the gowns worn by the Gibson Girl in 

                                                
46 Ibid., 45. 
47 Ibid., 45. 
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illustrations. Maggie is of the working class; therefore her wardrobe needed to be functional 

rather than fashionable. A particular illustration by Charles Dana Gibson titled “Going to Work” 

portrays a crowd of people that includes women.48 These women appear to be in less-than-

lustrous clothing, with simple hats and a simple silhouette (see Figure 3). Although this 

illustration’s main issue echoed the protestation of child labor, Gibson featured women within 

the crowd to demonstrate the inclusion of women in the work force in the early twentieth 

century. The responsibility of working as a woman during the last decade of the nineteenth 

century remained dedicated to providing for her family. The only girl featured in this illustration 

is the young girl in plain drab clothing heading to work—fulfilling her duty to contribute to the 

family.  

 

 Figure 3. Going to Work—Dedicated to the employers of children. [c.1900] 
Courtesy of Dover Publications, 1969, Reprint 2010. 

 

Other illustrations featuring the refined depiction of the Gibson Girl demonstrate being 

fashionable as an important characteristic. The clothing of the Gibson Girl emphasizes her 

                                                
48 Charles Dana Gibson and Edmund Vincent Gillon, The Gibson Girl and Her America: The 
Best Drawings of Charles Dana Gibson, 126.  
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function of an adornment. In Figure 4, the scene depicted by Charles Dana Gibson illustrated the 

persona embodied by the Gibson Girl, given the style of clothing and elaborate costumes she 

wore. Adorned with tall, cocked hats and striking dresses with feathers and lace, the women in 

the illustration demand the attention of the room based on their physical appearance. These 

women are assumed to be part of the higher class in American society as they are not featured 

working and are contemporarily dressed. 49 

 

 Figure 4. Studies in Expression—At a dramatic agency. [c.1900] 
Courtesy of Dover Publications, 1969, Reprint 2010. 

   

 Women seeking escape from social obligations found it by way of exploitation, which 

also enabled social climbing. The female body was exploited either cosmetically or through 

manual labor. The term cosmetically is made in reference to those women who sought to gain a 

sense of freedom through the means of outward appearance. While an exemplary Gibson Girl is 

all about balancing fine qualities of a woman, Crane presents Maggie as a contrasting image of 

                                                
49 Ibid., 97.  
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the realistic dimension of living in an urban center and being a factory woman. Maggie’s 

inability to generate an outward appearance of beauty and grace while maintaining innocence 

and self-confidence leaves her subpar in claiming the title of being considered a true Gibson Girl. 

 Nevertheless, the character of Maggie provides ample contrast to the attributes of being a 

Gibson Girl. Real, contemporary individuals in urban America like Maggie would always 

“[envy] elegance and soft palms.”50 The character Maggie in Maggie: A Girl of the Streets 

represents the struggle between maintaining an adherence to social mores of a patriarchal society 

and evolving to modernity, which the Gibson Girl represents in her illustrious activities that 

picture a sense of self-confidence and freedom.  

----------------------- 

 During the late nineteenth and early twentieth century, industrialization generated a rise 

of a middle class, thereby attracting poorer Americans from rural settings to explore a life of 

labor and social growth in urban cities. This type of migration was commonly understood as 

pursuing an “American Dream,” although such a phrase is considerably coined retroactively.51 

American cities in the early twentieth century offered a chance for social mobility because of the 

spike in urban development after industrialization. Capitalization and consumerism originated 

and thrived in urban environments due to the extensive size of population and source of cheap 

labor found with immigrants and rural migrants.  

 In his novel Sister Carrie (1900), Theodore Dreiser addresses contemporary concerns 

regarding rural-to-urban migration and social mobility. Dreiser’s female protagonist Carrie 

provides perspective on socialization from a rural background to urban acculturation. Dreiser’s 

                                                
50 Stephen Crane, Maggie: A Girl of the Streets, 25. 
51 Note on Historian James Truslow Adams in his 1931 book Epic of America. He popularized 
the phrase at this time. Defining the American Dream in American history has changed over time 
and is considered based on the needs and wants of the time period.   
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observation, as a naturalist writer, of a female pursuing a better life in the matter of urban 

employment is based on a reality. Women of the lower to middle class standing were pressured 

into leaving their homes at a young age in order to contribute financially to the family. This 

removal from the family home setting for young women also provided a new sense of 

independence. In his novel, Dreiser embeds a moral lesson in warning women of a certain age, 

which is eighteen years, about the perils of leaving home. Dreiser calls out that there is no 

“intermediate balance” for a young women to fend for herself because she either “falls into 

saving hands and becomes better, or she rapidly assumes the cosmopolitan standard of virtue and 

becomes worse.”52 Carrie embodies this struggle throughout the entire novel. Once Carrie 

reaches Chicago and lives with her sister, she is conflicted between managing a working class 

mentality and an upper class fantasy.  

 Dreiser maps the growth and appeal of urban employment, especially in the prospect of 

factories and department stores. Such establishments indicated a marginal growth of the 

commercialization of goods and fascination with capitalism. Dreiser comments on the 

importance and impact department stores made in their short amount of time in establishing 

themselves. Dreiser concludes, “The nature of these vast retail combinations, should they ever 

permanently disappear, will form an interesting chapter in the commercial history of our 

nation.”53 While out on a job hunt, Carrie meets constant refusal and dismissals from managers 

at the factories and companies in downtown Chicago. The rejections she receives are numerous 

and disheartening for Carrie, since the city life could yield opportunities for employment in its 

urban development. After one particular refusal, Carrie receives direction in asking for work at a 

                                                
52 Dreiser, Sister Carrie, (1900, Reprint, New York: Barnes and Noble Classics, 2005), 3. 
53 Ibid., 22. 
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department store, where “they often need young women as clerks.”54 Unfortunately for Carrie, 

her naiveté and inexperience in working with urban conditions hinder any chance to find ideal 

work. The innocence she harbors deceives her in the quest to find employment, for her honesty 

confines her to find less than ideal work in a factory shop. The work force for women in cities at 

the early twentieth century was competitive. Common jobs for lower middle class women like 

Carrie were indispensable factory jobs. Even then the employment offered in the growing cities 

ranged from skilled to unskilled positions. When Carrie reaches the city with hopes of finding a 

job offering her independence, she neglects to realize that American Dreams requires hard work 

and white lies. The innocence she harbors inhibits her in the quest to find employment, for her 

honesty of admitting to no prior experience confines her to find less than ideal work in a factory 

shop. When Carrie finally acquires a job, she meets the reality of the low working class in a 

grisly shop factory conditions: 

As the morning wore on the room became hotter. She felt the need of a breath of 
fresh air and a drink of water, but did not venture to stir. The stool she sat on was 
without a back or foot-rest, and she began to feel uncomfortable. She found, after 
a time, that her back was beginning to ache. She twisted and turned from one 
position to another slightly different, but it did not ease her for long. She was 
beginning to weary.55 

 
Carrie’s counterpart in Stephen Crane’s novel Maggie: A Girl of the Streets mentions how she 

grows weary at her factory employment, which she suspects will cost her her youthful value as a 

woman. Much like Maggie in Crane’s novel, Carrie finds herself realizing her self-worth and 

does not want to remain helpless in the lower class working. As Carrie leaves the job at the 

factory, she sets out to strive for more in what the city has to offer. Dreiser gradually allows 

Carrie to realize that confidence and assertiveness are key in gaining independence. However, 

                                                
54 Ibid., 21. 
55 Ibid., 35. 
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with too much confidence and assertiveness, Carrie also finds herself at a loss. As Dreiser 

warned before, there is no such thing as intermediate balance in living away from home in the 

cosmopolitan environment. The portrayal of a make-it or break-it world contrasts with the 

symbolic message communicated by the ubiquitous images of the seemingly talented and 

flawless Gibson Girl. The Gibson Girl’s illustrious personality and grace suggest an intermediate 

balance, which is claimed impossible by Dreiser. The running parallel of Carrie to the Gibson 

Girl in Dreiser’s novel extends the cyclical ideology of the Gibson Girl being an obtainable role 

to assume in the early twentieth century for the working middle class woman. As Carrie spends 

time assimilating to the city culture of Chicago, she begins to realize that she cannot be a shop 

girl if she wants to aspire to be more, to be like a Gibson Girl:  

Not only did Carrie feel the drag of desire for all which was new and pleasing in 
apparel for women, but she noticed too, with a touch at the heart, the fine ladies 
who elbowed and ignored her, brushing past in utter disregard of her presence, 
themselves eagerly enlisted in the materials which the store contained. Carrie was 
not familiar with the appearance of her more fortunate sisters of the city. Neither 
had she before known the nature and appearance of the shop girls with whom she 
now compared poorly. They were pretty in the main, some even handsome, with 
an air of independence and indifference which added, in the case of the more 
favoured, a certain piquancy. Their clothes were neat, in many instances fine, and 
wherever she encountered the eye of one it was only to recognise in it a keen 
analysis of her own position—her individual shortcomings of dress and that 
shadow of manner which she thought must hang about her and make clear to all 
who and what she was. A flame of envy lighted in her heart. She realised in a dim 
way how much the city held—wealth, fashion, ease—every adornment for 
women, and she longed for the dress and beauty with a whole heart.56  
 

Dreiser crafted his female protagonist Carrie to interact with characteristic trends surrounding the 

Gibson Girl. The position at the factory presents a great stretch from being considered in the 

running to be a Gibson Girl. Sister Carrie represents the middle class fluctuation between 

meeting a demand to provide for a family or giving in to the attraction of what can be considered 

                                                
56 Ibid., 22-23. 
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luxury if it means that the middle class could participate in activities that elites were enjoying. 

The upper class can afford time with money, whereas the middle working class cannot have 

money if they give up all their time to leisure; therefore there is not quite enough time to play or 

be entertained. The image of Charles Dana Gibson’s Gibson Girl represents this blend of 

socialization. The Gibson Girl is seen with aristocratic features in her fashionable appearance 

and flawless beauty; however, in some renditions the Gibson Girl can be seen enjoying sports 

such as golf or even lounging on a beach. The leisure activities depicted in Gibson Girl 

illustrations suggest a higher class standing due to the idleness in the scenes. From what Carrie 

experiences with leisure events and functions such as the theatre and dining out, she cannot claim 

unadulterated sophistication. Carrie is still under the trappings of worrying about money and 

affording the lifestyle of a stylish Gibson Girl.  

 Without employment, Carrie utilizes her connections with Drouet and Hurstwood, two 

male protagonists in the novel captivated by Carrie’s innocent charm and beauty. Carrie is able 

to unconsciously at first manipulate her upward mobility or at least her exposure to more leisure 

activities without having to work like before. Through her experiences and explorations of the 

city, with Drouet and Hurstwood to monetarily support her, Carrie actively pursues a Gibson Girl 

type of life. As Carrie advances and assimilates into the cosmopolitan world of Chicago, Drouet 

declines as the center of co-dependence from Carrie, and Carrie moves on to manipulate 

Hurstwood. The rise of Carrie in social context results in the demise of Hurstwood because she 

achieves, albeit in coercion, a life of amusement and entertainment in New York while 

Hurstwood suffers his reputation and pride by leaving his wife, family and job in Chicago. 

Dreiser seems to foreshadow what might happen to the allure and attraction of the Gibson Girl in 

regards to the patriarchal stratum of American society. He calls to attention the vice in acting on 
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baser needs—in regards to Carrie, her interested investment with beauty, wealth and ease that the 

city offers. When Carrie pursues her goal of a life of leisure and ease by depending on a man by 

quitting her job at the factory, Carrie breaks the cycle in providing materialistic goods for other 

women to identify cosmetically as a Gibson Girl. In this circumstance, Carrie is actively seeks to 

emulate a lifestyle of ornamentation as some Gibson Girl images demonstrate. When a man is in 

company with a Gibson Girl in illustrations, he is usually pursuing her romantically or from 

another perspective appears more of an accessory to her appearance (see Figure 2). The 

persistent characteristic in a Gibson Girl is her appearance to be strongly independent and 

adorned with grace and beauty while in fashionable style. The standalone Gibson Girl 

demonstrated her ability to appear regal and unaffected by social standards and expectations 

because she appeared to have the world in her hands. 

 When Carrie finds herself dependent on a man for financial support, she finds herself 

once again at a department store, but with a different mentality in observing the accessories and 

materials needed for achieving a finer look much like a Gibson Girl: 

There is nothing in this world more delightful than that middle state in which we 
mentally balance at times, possessed of the means, lured by desire, and yet 
deterred by conscience or want of decision. When Carrie began wandering around 
the [department] store amidst the fine displays she was in this mood. Her original 
experience in this same place had given her a high opinion of its merits. Now she 
paused at each individual bit of finery, where before she had hurried on. Her 
woman’s heart was warm with desire for them. How would she look in this, how 
charming that would make her! She came upon the corset counter and paused in 
rich reverie as she noted the dainty concoctions of colour and lace there displayed. 
If she would only make up her mind, she could have one of those now. She 
lingered in the jewelry department. She saw the earrings, the bracelets, the pins, 
the chains. What would she not have given if she could have had them all! She 
would look fine too, if only she had some of these things.57  
 

                                                
57 Ibid., 63. 
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A main trait of the Gibson Girl is maintaining her appearance. The longer Carrie lives in the city 

of Chicago and is exposed to the elements of wealth and elegance, the more Carrie becomes 

attuned to fixating on the importance of aesthetics. The consumer culture that surrounds the 

image of the Gibson Girl is described in Dreiser’s novel as an unrelenting magnetic force of want 

and needs. In the passage Carrie expresses the gravitation to own items that will alter her 

appearance to render her in likeness to the Gibson Girl silhouette. At the time of the publication 

of Sister Carrie, the trend of the Gibson Girl had been long underway with her debut nearly a 

decade old. Carrie at the department store a second time reveals her interest in material things 

such as the corset and jewelry, all things necessary to pull off a look of elegance—a look parallel 

to the image of a Gibson Girl.  

 The presence of the Gibson Girl in Theodore Dreiser’s novel Sister Carrie is more 

extensive than in Stephen Crane’s Maggie: A Girl of the Streets due to the character 

development of Carrie. Carrie develops from a rural girl to a city working girl and from there she 

aspires to be more. The attachment Carrie expresses with middle to upper class lifestyle displays 

an instinctive inclination to live a life of leisure and refinement; both qualities directly model the 

development of the Gibson Girl lifestyle by Charles Dana Gibson. Dreiser alludes to social 

climbing as being a congruent trend in the process of becoming a Gibson Girl. Dreiser’s 

portrayal of Carrie demonstrates the division between living as a working middle class woman 

and the ability to afford the lifestyle of a carefree Gibson Girl. The origins of the Gibson Girl 

emerged from a urban place due to her demonstrating leisure activities only accessible in a city. 

Carrie depicts the pursuit of the Gibson Girl identity. She embodies the chase women 

experienced, which included brief moments of confidence and freedom in the city life where 

employment tempted them to encounter a sense of independence. For Carrie, there would be 
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struggle with balance in possessing and affording a life of leisure from the station of working 

middle class. The responsibility and justification of a working class woman in the early twentieth 

century was to contribute financially to her family. Carrie finds herself desperate to enjoy the life 

of opportunity in amusement and leisure but refuses to work for it on her own independently. 

The Gibson Girl illustrations suggest a blithe spirit towards a life of accomplishment. What the 

Gibson Girl image fails to describe is the responsibility and effort in having an elaborate and 

charming lifestyle. Gibson attempted to capture that reality in his illustration “Studies of 

Expression—The ‘chorus girl’s’ visit home.”58  

 

 Figure 5. Studies in Expression—The ‘chorus girl’s’ visit home. [c.1900] Courtesy 
of Dover Publications, 1969, Reprint 2010. 

 
The contrast in clothing between the “chorus girl” and her family exhibits a defining quality 

between social classes by physical appearances. As Gibson focused on expression in this 

particular illustration, he captured the attitude dispelled by the typical Gibson Girl while 

showcasing the family in varying expressions ranging from admiration to puzzlement at the 

                                                
58 Charles Dana Gibson and Edmund Vincent Gillon, The Gibson Girl and Her America: The 
Best Drawings of Charles Dana Gibson, 116. 
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“chorus girl’s” astounding beauty. The chorus girl appeared in this illustration as a replica of the 

Gibson Girl in dressing fashionable and accessorizing. This scene depicted the flaunty nature of 

women when in imitation of the Gibson Girl style of dress. Carrie provides the reality behind the 

Gibson Girl look—the practicality and logistics in aspiring to become something attractive and 

ideal. At the end of the novel Carrie is an aspiring actress who still wants more from the 

consumer-driven society of urban America. Her quest for achieving more in life, both financially 

and socially, is never satisfied. Carrie as a fictional character in a contemporary novel suggests 

the predisposition of the Gibson Girl being a trending fad to which young women of the early 

twentieth century aspired to be like in appearance and manner of conduct.  

----------------------- 

 Another novel published around the circulation of the Gibson Girl was Edith Wharton’s 

House of Mirth (1905). Unlike the previous authors, Wharton provides a female narration and 

perspective on contemporary issues of societal expectations of women in early twentieth-century 

American urban areas, particularly New York. Wharton does best to capture the essence of the 

influence the Gibson Girl had on American society at the time her novel was published. The 

Gibson Girl presented a new outlook on a young woman's life in the burgeoning cities at the 

time. The allurement of entertainment and the sweeping investment in fashion generated an 

obsession to imitate the ideal found in the Gibson Girl manifestation. The construction of female 

protagonist Lily Bart in Edith Wharton's House of Mirth invites social commentary on the 

mystery behind the Gibson Girl. The portrayal of Lily reflects the impression of the Gibson Girl 

on American class hierarchies, and offers a perspective towards the expectations for a female in 

the world of the upper class.  
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 Wharton depicts the upper class during the twentieth century that the Gibson Girl 

illustration tends to overshadow. The reality of the social elite in urban American cities is the 

obsession with wealth. Money is an indication of social status. Money buys acceptance into elite 

circles, and money creates a price tag to cultured sophistication. The motif of money in House of 

Mirth acknowledges a sin that Wharton exposes to be the weakness of the upper class. Greed is 

the downfall of the rich because Wharton concludes that money cannot buy happiness nor 

guarantee safety in the case of Lily. The concern for Lily is her inability to stabilize her life in 

high society. By remaining unbalanced in being socially susceptible of being scorned, Lily 

remains vulnerable to societal shaming. She finds herself in a predicament where the only option 

is to marry into wealth to secure her place amongst fashionable society. Wharton presents Lily 

with a choice between love and wealth, where Lily decides to forget about her love interest 

Lawrence Seldon, a lawyer, and searches for wealth in marriage. In dialogue between Lily and 

Seldon, it is revealed what Wharton makes of marriage: 

“Is n’t marriage your vocation? Is n’t it what you ‘re all brought up for?” [said 
Seldon.] She [Lily] sighed. “I suppose so. What else is there?”…She shook her 
head wearily. “I threw away one or two gold chances when I first came out—I 
suppose every girl does; and you know I am horribly poor—and very expensive. I 
must have a great deal of money.”59  
 

Wharton communicates an understanding that marriage is the preferable course for a woman. 

However, the terminology suggesting marriage is a “vocation” or calling it a profession of a 

woman highlights the restraints women were still facing in the early twentieth century. In regards 

to the illustrations of the Gibson Girl, the idea of marriage is elusive, since the Gibson Girl is 

never defined in a marital status. The activities and situations in which the Gibson Girl is found 

do not indicate her as a wife, but more of an independent woman. In Gibson’s illustration “The 

                                                
59 Edith Wharton, House of Mirth, (1905, Reprint, New York: Penguin Classics, 1986), 9-10. 
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Supper—Shall it be what she is accustomed to or to the best he can afford?” the Gibson Girl is 

depicted as a conquest.60  

 

 Figure 6. The Supper—Shall it be what she is accustomed to or the best he can 
afford? [c.1900] Courtesy of Dover Publications, 1969, Reprint 2010. 

 

The caption alone correlates with the plot in Wharton’s House of Mirth—Lily must remain 

attractive to men and her peers. Figure 6 presents the circumstance in which Lily cannot marry 

Seldon because of his lack of prominence in society. As for Lily, her single status causes 

instability with her class status. The reserve of wealth in her name alone is not supportive enough 

for her lifestyle. The mention of Lily’s age also comes up in this moment of dialogue, in which it 

is inferred that Lily is at an age of “expiration” in terms of youthful value of an early twentieth-

century female. Again, the monetary theme is tied to an individual’s self-worth. In contrast, the 

Gibson Girl never seems to age. Her beauty and grace are frozen in time, therefore alluded to her 

                                                
60 Charles Dana Gibson and Edmund Vincent Gillon, The Gibson Girl and Her America: The 
Best Drawings of Charles Dana Gibson, 76. 



Manzur 38 

timelessness, yet remarking on the market value of youth. The term “Girl” alludes to an ever-

youthful and innocent individual.  

 Lily embodies the spirit of the Gibson Girl in her task to remain alluring in appearance. 

Wharton creates Lily to experience and share with readers the pressure a woman of the upper 

class must face while maintaining a façade of elegance and extravagance. Throughout the novel 

Lily’s peers study her; she is watched attentively in every move she makes in regards to her 

lifestyle choices. One slip of a social grace and the entire upper class society redefines the 

individual marking him or her an imposter or outcast. With wealth comes a sense of power and 

authority. The upper echelon sets social expectations. Those unable to meet the standards fall 

beneath the class of elites. In the eyes of Seldon, Lily is a balancing act of opposites attracting to 

make her a paragon of mesmerizing beauty, much like the Gibson Girl: 

 Everything about her was at once vigorous and exquisite, at once strong and fine. 
He [Seldon] had a confused sense that she must have cost a great deal to make, 
that a great many dull and ugly people must, in some mysterious way, have been 
sacrificed to produce her. He was aware that the qualities distinguishing her from 
the herd of her sex were chiefly external: as though a fine glaze of beauty and 
fastidiousness had been applied to vulgar clay. Yet the analogy left him 
unsatisfied, for a coarse texture will not take a high finish; and it was not possible 
that the material was fine, but that circumstance had fashioned it into a futile 
shape?61   

 
The commentary on Lily’s appearance coincides in analyzing the Gibson Girl. Wharton includes 

detailed observation about how Lily could afford her look, both in a monetary sense and cultured 

sense. The mentioning of “dull and ugly people” alludes to the fact that the upper class depended 

on the laboring of the working class in places like factories and department stores. Life in the 

upper class required no work because the price for admission to the upper circles of society cost 

a fortune that assured there would be no worry for affording such a lifestyle. The moment money 
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became a worry was the moment an individual’s status in the upper class would be called into 

question—case in point, Lily Bart in House of Mirth. Wharton utilizes Seldon, a lawyer and 

therefore a respected professional, yet not as rich elite, to remark on Lily’s appearance. From his 

outsider perspective, Wharton projects how shallow aesthetics are in concern to an individual’s 

character. In the commentary above, Wharton also implies a parallel resemblance of Lily to that 

of a Gibson Girl. The air of mysteriousness and metaphor of polishing of “vulgar clay” 

comments on the plasticity and cosmetic application of the Gibson Girl look. In regards to 

Charles Dana Gibson’s illustrations, wealth is alluded in the character of the Gibson Girl because 

of her appearance in particular styles of clothing and scenarios engaging her in leisure activities. 

The purchase of fashionable items can only be done with the currency of cash. Possessing fine 

cloths externally indicates an individual’s affluence that is, the Gibson Girl is presumed to be 

part of the high-class hierarchy.  

 Another defining attribute of the Gibson Girl that runs parallel in Wharton’s novel is the 

display of her as subjected caricature of the refined upper class. The wide circulation of the 

Gibson Girl in popular magazines and newsprint during the early twentieth century featured her 

on public inspection. The readers of such media viewed the Gibson Girl with instinctual scrutiny. 

Because the Gibson Girl represented perfection, it was an expectation that she held true to that 

characteristic in all her depictions. The Gibson Girl was a spectacle to be seen by all and 

therefore examined by all. The pressure to be perfection is felt by Wharton’s heroine Lily Bart. 

The pressure to maintain wealth and beauty for Lily causes her to finagle ways to keep up 

appearances. Lily manages to attend events like the opera and dinner parties where social elites 

flaunt their riches and status. Another manner in which the social elite spend their time and 

money was commissioning tableaux vivants, an art trend featuring societal leaders in “living 
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pictures” posing as other well-known classic works of art. Such staged performances were 

considered controversial in New York due to the potential “titillating possibilities of scantily clad 

performers.”62 When Lily appears in her own tableau vivant at the Wellington Bry ball, the 

spectators view her as a continuation of the painting she represents. Lily’s choice of tableau 

allows her to embody fully “the person represented without ceasing to be herself.”63 The trend of 

imitating the Gibson Girl is similar to the tableaux performed by the social elite. The Gibson Girl 

was a tableau for the majority of women, disregarding their class standing in a stricter sense. 

Lower class women could iterate the persona of the Gibson Girl by channeling her aloof 

demeanor and attempt her sophistication, as seen in Stephen Crane’s Maggie. Middle working 

class women were the living picture of the Gibson Girl in their search for entertainment and 

leisure activities that the Gibson Girl was illustrated performing. For the upper class like Lily, 

the tableau of the Gibson Girl was always performing in order to maintain the air of regal 

sophistication and grace. The responsibilities for women like Lily were to secure a position of 

wealth and live a life ideal as the Gibson Girl. The richer and more elite one was in early-

twentieth urban society, the more seamless it was being a Gibson Girl in day to day life.    

 Wharton’s portrayal of Lily exemplifies the struggle of maintaining the Gibson Girl 

persona. Lily attempts to find support through marriage, but is unfortunate in that quest due to 

unforeseeable circumstances that would harm her reputation.64 The details surrounding Lily’s life 

in the circles of high society express the importance of a gaze. Wharton exposed the shallow 

                                                
62 Jennie A. Kassanoff, “Taxidermy, Tableaux Vivants: Staging Race and Class in The House of 
Mirth,” PMLA 115, no. 1 (2000): 66, accessed February 27, 2014, 
http://www.jstor.org/stable/463231.   
63 Wharton, House of Mirth, 134.  
64 Wharton’s novel depicts the ruthlessness of other high society member to one another. The 
emotion of care and compassion is not present in the novel House of Mirth. The title itself 
suggests an irony in the way Wharton reveals the cruelness of the beau monde of rich 
Americans. Wharton’s House of Mirth provides intimate insight to the upper class social circles. 
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pageantry of the social elite in their pursuit of self-worship. Lily’s constant struggle to recognize 

her reality of financial instability contrasts with Charles Dana Gibson’s illustrations depicting a 

privileged class life of nonchalance and mirth. Her demise came from the inability to find a 

husband to financially support her, and her inability to keep her reputation beyond reproach from 

her peers. Wharton’s ending in The House of Mirth exposed the ruthlessness of social 

conventions enforced by members of urban America’s high class society.  

----------------------- 

 The use of literature in analyzing periods of time is remarkably exploratory. The social 

commentary embedded in works of literature provides insight into contemporary events. The 

description of such activities sometimes translates into the modernity occurring in the present 

and therefore colliding the past and present together in works of classic literature. While the 

themes presented in literature can be seen as timeless in this aspect, images are seen as dated. For 

instance, the Gibson Girl is a dated image due to her style of hair and clothing. Her outward 

appearance makes her assume an identity considered unreachable to modern society. However, 

what she stands for, interpreted in contemporary literature, is transferable to modern aspects of 

understanding gender roles.  

 The fictional characters in the contemporary novels by Crane, Dreiser, and Wharton 

suggest that the Gibson Girl encompasses more than one quality, thereby perpetuating the 

ubiquitous existence of Gibson Girls in turn of the century American society. The characters of 

Maggie, Carrie and Lily challenge the typicality of what it means to be a Gibson Girl. Each 

protagonist generates a profile that aspires to fit the overarching stereotype of what makes up the 

Gibson Girl. While the Gibson Girl is mainly reputable through her high-circulating illustrations 
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in popular magazines and newspapers of the times, her image can be seen in between the lines of 

texts. 

 

V. EVOLUTION OF THE GIBSON GIRL 

 The manifestation of the Gibson Girl at the late nineteenth century created a 

standardization of beauty and mannerism that was followed through the beginning of the 

twentieth century. From the top of her pompadour-piled hair atop a flawless fresh face down to 

her wasp thin waist, the Gibson Girl’s bust and body were found picturesque of the time. “At 

many historical moments, she seemed to merely to “mirror” what was happening in society.”65 

Depictions of the Gibson Girl demonstrated her attending high society functions such as the 

theatre in the latest fashion of long skirts, to experiencing a type of leisurely freedom found in 

sunbathing with swimming suits that dared show stocking-clad legs. Such an expansive 

collection of illustrations portraying her in situations from elite affairs to everyday activities 

made the Gibson Girl a role model for almost any woman living during the early twentieth 

century. Her iconography in today’s culture is associated with antiquated female beauty and 

grace; however, her predecessor of the Steel-Engraving Lady and successor of the Flapper Girl 

suggest a progressive timeline of femininity.   

 At the cusp of the new century, women were finding new outlets they could actively 

participate in gendered social functions and settings where they had previously been denied entry 

and acceptance. The imagery surrounding the Gibson Girl displayed her pursuing activities, such 

as playing golf and attending college, all in a flattering light. Her depiction of elegance and 

independence made her a champion of these events that she had previously little to no contact 
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due to gendered barriers. Women were not publically praised for active behavior. Contemporary 

Sociologist Thornstein Veblen believed in the patriarchal structure of society that detained 

women under the dependence of their husband’s wealth. Veblen did not agree in women being 

active, in fact he thought the ideal woman required “delicate and diminutive hands and feet and a 

slender waist,” which rendered her “incapable of useful effort and must therefore be supported in 

ideleness by her owner.”66 Despite the Gibson Girl’s slender waist, Charles Dana Gibson 

featured her in scenarios in which the Girl’s hands or feet were anything but diminutive, 

especially in her active leisure activities such as golf. Veblen’s description of the ideal pertains 

more to a precursor to the Gibson Girl that embodied the delicate balance of idleness and 

daintiness—the Steel-Engraving Lady. In Caroline Ticknor’s short story, “The Steel-Engraving 

Lady and The Gibson Girl,” the Steel-Engraving Lady sharply contrasts with the Gibson Girl. 

Flowery words are used to describe the Steel-Engraving Lady: “alabaster whiteness,” “glossy, 

abundant hair,” “her eyes were dreamy, and her embroidery frame lay idly upon the little stand 

beside her.”67 The Steel-Engraving Lady was the paragon of Veblen’s claim. She figuratively 

was emblematic as ornamentation. Arguably, the Gibson Girl was also rendered ornamentally; 

however, the juxtaposition of the Steel-Engraving Lady with the Gibson Girl in Ticknor’s short 

story introduces the Gibson Girl as a more robust and sturdy. Ticknor engaged the two ladies in 

heated debate over the other’s style of life and manners. The Gibson Girl was portrayed as 

masculine in comparison to the Steel-Engraving Lady: 

 “No wonder you can’t walk in those slim, tiny slippers!” the Gibson Girl 
exclaimed. 

                                                
66 Thorstein Veblen and Martha Bantha, Theory of the Leisure Class, The Oxford World’s 
Classics, (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2007), 99. http://www.myilibrary.com?ID=114521. 
67 Caroline Ticknor, “The Steel-Engraving Lady and The Gibson Girl,” The Atlantic Monthly, 
88,  (1901), Courtesy of Hathi Trust Digital Library. 
http://hdl.handle.net/2027/uc1.32106010305248. 
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 “And you can walk in those heavy men’s shoes?” the Steel-Engraving Lady 
questioned. “Methinks my slippers would carry me with greater ease. Are they 
your own, or have you possibly put on your brother’s shoes for an experiment? If 
they were only hidden beneath an ample length of skirt, they might seem less 
obtrusive. And is it true you walked the streets in such an abridged petticoat? You 
surely cannot realize it actually displays six inches of your stockings. I blush to 
think of any lady upon the street in such a guise.”68 
 

The contrast in appearance and insults shared between these two women in the dialogue 

demonstrated the tension in transitioning from one female role model to another during the late-

nineteenth and early-twentieth century. Ticknor provided insight to the social commentary on the 

differences between the two ideal women. The comments about the Gibson Girl’s manly shoes 

and shortness of skirt exhibited the evolution of female fashion. Gibson featured the Gibson Girl 

in current attire to document the latest trends; however, these trends were seen unfavorably from 

people of a later generation as represented in the Steel-Engraving Lady character. The 

disapproval of the Gibson Girl’s clothing as revealed in Ticknor’s short story did not meet an end 

to the new coming style. Feminist writer Charlotte Perkins Gilman defended the evolution of 

clothing: "Our clothing is literally involved to meet our needs as a scales of the fish or the 

feathers of a bird. It grows on us, socially, as there is grew on them individually."69  

The appearance of women during the end of the nineteenth century changed due to the 

Gibson Girl’s impression on the young women in urban society. The first generation of women 

pursuing a higher education roughly between 1865-1890 was categorized as masculine in 

appearance.70 These graduates challenged the traditional roles of domesticity and were perceived 

as unflattering women both in personality and appearance. The creation of the Gibson Girl 
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reshaped the perspective of college girls as being physically attractive. Gibson illustrated a short 

story collection by Abbe Carter Goodloe, College Girls (1895). One of the stories was titled 

“The College Beauty,” and described with great detail a female student preparing for an abroad 

trip:  

After she had entered the room one would have realized that they had really been 
waiting for her. Her mere presence seemed to make a difference. It was this 
magnetic quality which rendered her so irresistible and all adverse criticism of her 
so absurd. People might differ as to her beauty—there were some indeed, who 
said that she was too large, or that her eyes were not very expressive, or that her 
mouth was too small, but they all fell under her influence in some remarkable 
way, and were very much flattered when she asked them to drive with her, and 
never failed to point out to their friends as “the College Beauty, you know;” and 
even those who honestly wondered how she ever got through her examinations 
were forced to admit that she had a great deal of natural talent, which she did not 
always care to exercise.71 
 

Goodloe’s fictional “College Beauty” mirrored the similar effect the Gibson Girl portrayed in her 

illustrations—capturing the attention of an audience with her looks. The correlation the Gibson 

Girl had with the following generations of female college students altered the response to women 

earning a higher education. Ticknor also shared change of attitude towards women receiving an 

education in her short story to demonstrate the evolution the Gibson Girl made after her 

predecessor the Steel-Engraving Lady: 

 The Steel-Engraving Lady rose from her chair with grace and dignity; she 
crossed the room, and paused a moment on the threshold, where she bowed with 
the air of a princess who would dismiss her courtiers; then she was gone. 
 “She surely is an extinct type!” the Gibson Girl exclaimed. “I realize now 
what higher education has done toward freeing woman from chains of prejudice. I 
must be off. I’m due at the gold links at three-fifteen.”72 
 

The symbolic imagery behind this scene established an understanding of the new ideal woman—

the Gibson Girl. The departure of the Steel-Engraving Lady was figuratively and realistically 

                                                
71 Goodloe, Abbe Carter Goodloe, College Girls. (New York: C. Scribner’s Sons, 1895,) 191, 
Courtesy of Hathi Trust Digital Library. http://hdl.handle.net/2027/uc2.ark:/13960/t1kh0gf3k.,  
72 Caroline Ticknor, “The Steel-Engraving Lady and The Gibson Girl,” 108. 



Manzur 46 

important to the future of female gender roles in American society. 

 Like the Steel-Engraving Lady, the Gibson Girl had her own expiration date due to the 

change in years passing. As the twentieth century was approaching its first decade, Charles Dana 

Gibson held another interview revealing a truth about the Gibson Girl and her life. He stated, 

“She was dead—I mean married,” indicating that the famous, youthful beauty figuratively grew 

up and out of her stereotypical mold.73 However, if the Gibson Girl was featured as a wife, then 

her impact as her being independent, girlish, and flawless would not be as influential—she would 

then be another character, another identity to assume. Within the first three decades of the 

twentieth century, the Gibson Girl began to fade away like any other trend. Her influence on 

women’s fashion, however, was still prominent. In a 1929 Chicago Tribune article, the Gibson 

Girl was recognized as a benchmark in the design of women’s clothing. The 1920s featured 

loose-fitted dresses, the opposite in style of the corset-contorted silhouette of the Gibson Girl; 

however, in the article the waist of a dress was claimed to be raised higher and manipulated to be 

“normal” even with placing a belt in the same place where the Gibson Girl wore hers.74 The 

Gibson Girl was now a point of reference in designing and describing fashion.  

 

VI. CONCLUSION 

 In her early stages of circulation, the Gibson Girl was seen as an enigma of feminine 

ideal—she mirrored the women on the streets of urban centers, such as New York, and 

represented a mixture of females across all social classes. From golfing in the outdoors to 

attending elite house parties, she was seen doing almost everything everywhere. Women from all 
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classes aspired to be like her in mannerism and lifestyle—as seen in the female protagonists of 

Stephen Crane’s Maggie: A Girl of the Streets, Theodore Dreiser’s Sister Carrie, and Edith 

Wharton’s House of Mirth. The media newspapers portrayed her as a celebrity, following her 

every move with her style of fashion and social leisure activities. Popular magazines featured 

endless illustrations of her beauty in circumstances where she was the center of attention. Her 

penetrating gaze captured any viewer’s attention. Her stare challenged the observer to question 

her role in society.  

 The Gibson Girl was a commoditized image, a prized ornament that embodied American 

beauty during the 1890s and until 1920. She was a fantasized character—women wanted to be 

her and men wanted to marry her. Even though she remained ageless and frozen in time in her 

illustrations, she attracted the American society for nearly thirty years. For women, she lived a 

life of freedom in her leisure activities, such as playing golf, lounging on the beach in a swimsuit 

dress, and attending high-society events. For men she was a woman perfectly packaged with 

elegance and grace, an ideal candidate for marriage. Her perpetual youthful, independent beauty 

prevented her to grow with newer trends occurring in American society. Women of the early 

twentieth century began to expand their roles in society—they attended colleges, remained 

unmarried, and challenged the traditional patriarchal structure of society because of the Gibson 

Girl. However, as the years passed new iconography of the ideal female would take her place. 

The role and function of the Gibson Girl ended up stretching the limits of gendered boundaries 

while remaining the darling of all American society for nearly thirty years. 
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