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WITH 
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Monday, 18 October, 1909. 

The Rev. Dr STOKES, President, in the Chair. 

Mr W. B. REDFERN read a paper, illustrated with lantern 
slides and objects relating to the subject, on 

HAIR AND WIG POWDERING FROM EARLY DAYS. 
THE discovery, among some of the almost forgotten treasures 

in my collection of curios, of an ancient receipt for the payment 
of the tax on hair powder, led me to seafch for and compile 
some details regarding the use of powder on the human hair 
and on wigs. I find that the custom of using powder for the 
hair may be traced to the luxurious days of ancient Rome, 
when, it seems, gold dust was used for the purpose. The 
custom, probably, came from the East, since the Jews are 
known to have used - hair powder in early ages. Coming to 
a later date there is evidence that our, Saxon ancestors coloured 
the hair either by dyeing or powdering, for we see in Saxon 
drawings the heads and beards of the men coloured blue. 
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2 	 W. 13. REDFERN 

The use of hair powder, of some colour or other, can be 
traced through the Saxon and Mediaeval periods. During 
the reign Of Queen Elizabeth we find it was a common practice 
for the ladies of the Court to dye or powder their hair yellow, 
in compliment to their Queen, whose natural hair was of this 
colour, as was also that of her cousin and rival Mary Queen of 
Scots. It is recorded that Queen Elizabeth had as many as 
80 changes of false hair, and the Scottish Queen had such 
a number of changes of wigs that one of her favourite maids, 
Mary Seaton, could deck the head of her Royal Mistress with 
a different wig or false hair every day. The use of wigs and 
hair powder was not common in the reigns of James I and 
Charles I, but on his Restoration after his exile on the 
continent Charles II introduced into England many of the 
things and fashions with which he was familiar during his 
residence in France. Among' these were enormous wigs which 
soon took the place of natural hair,, which had been more 
'generally worn in this country during the previous reigns. 
The portraits of courtiers and gentlemen with the enormous 
flowing wigs seem to us uncomfortable and. absurd. Some 
faint idea of their size may be gathered from those still worn, 
in a very modified form, by our Judges. , 

In 1640 a writer said "On Monsieur Powder-wig "-  
• 	"Oh, doe but marke yon crisped sir, you meete! 
• How like a pageant he doth walk 'the street! 

See how his perfumed head is powder'd o'er! 
'Twould stink else, for it wanted salt before 

and in 1655 in another satire— 
"At the devill's shopps you buy 

A dresse. of powdered hayre, 
On which your feathers flaunt and fly; . 

- 	But I'de wish you have a care, 	 - 
Lest 'Lucifer's selfe, who is not prouder, 

- 	Do one day dresse your haire with a pdwder." 

• Again a little' later— 	' 	 •. 	: . 
"To eject powder in your hayre. 	 .' 

Here is a pretty puff."  
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Mealing" the head was a common term—as flour—or meal—
was used as a hair powder. 

In 1698 a French author, in his Me'moires et Observations en 
Angleterre, says of our gentlemen: "their perruques and their 
habits (clothes) were charged with powder like millers, and. 
their faces daubed with snuff." - 
- Wigs grew in size, and more powder was consumed, as time 
went on, and in the reigns of James II and William III they 
reached their greatest extravagance. The beaux of the period 
used vast qu'antities of powder in their wigs. Cibber in his 
play, Love's Last Shift, 1695, speaks of "a cloud of powder-
-battered out of a Beau's Periwig," and other 'observations 
come down to us from Gay, in advising persons passing - a 
coxcomb— 

"With caution by, 
Lest from his shoulders clouds of powder fly." 

When Simon Frazer, Lord Lovat of the '45 Highland Rising, 
'was about to be executed on Tower Hill, he was angry with 
the hairdresser for having insufficiently dressed his wig that he 
had sent the day before to be powdered. The man's excuse 
was that the weather threatened to be rainy. A shower of 
rain would have made the powder almost into dough. 

In alluding to the material of which hair powder was made, 
viz., corn, an author on the Art of Hair Dressing in 1770, says 
that 

"Their hoarded grain contractors spare 
- -. 	And starve the poor to beautify the hair." 

The pictures by Hogarth give examples of the variety of - 
wigs worn during his time in the middle- of the 18th century.. 
At this time we are nearing the period of the beaux of the 
Georges and the Regency, and foremost among these men of 
the fashionable world stands the well-known and much 
discussed Beau Brummell, the man who did a great deal in 
making Brighton a centre of the Beau monde. Strange to 
relate he was one of the first to lead the fashion of wearing the 
hair unpowdeed, and gradually from this time both wigs and 
powder disappeared. Brummell introduced the using of starch 

1-2 



4 	 W. B. REDFERN 

to' -keep in proper form the "elaborate bitt neat folds' of his 
cravat."  

1n the days of wigsnd powder a small room in the houses 
of the upper classes was set aside for the purpose of the 
hairdresser, or for those who had the care of the owner's *igs, 
which was known as the powdering chamber. Some of these. 
rooms still remain, though long since devoted to other uses. 
One of thee is preserved in the anCient hoñse known as 
Rainthorpe Hall, not far from Norwich, and another in the 
Elizabethan mansibn, .Hintldsham Hall, near Ipswich. Fre-
quently these retiring rooms opened Off the entrance hall 
of the. mansion, and on mirrival in his or .  her Sedan-chair, and 
having removed, in the lady's case, the dainty embroidered 
clogs from her high-heeled shoes; the visitor would enter the 
powdering room and retouch any part of the wig which 
required arranging or repowdering. Those dainty little stands 
with,which some of us now adorn the corners or windows of our 
drawing-rooms played an important part on these occasions. 

'The ewers and basins have, disappeared, but the stands, or 
faked reproductions, still remain with .us. 

'Till about 1715 the powder for the hair was simply wheat-' 
flour, but at this time one John Schnorr, a rich ironmaster of 
Germany, discovered that a soft, white earth, in which his 
horse's feet stuck one day as he was riding, could be dried and 
ground . into - powder, and he quickly introduced this as a 
substitute for wheat-flour. Singularly enough the head of a 
.pottery firm on using this powder on his own wig was struck 
with the fact that the earth from which it was made was 
exactly the material 'he required for making white porcelain. 

It is said that C. J. Fox, the statesman,' who, in his time 
was one of the most fashionable young men in London, resumed 
the' Saxon custom of powdering 'his hair with blue powder. For 
in the Monthly Magazine in 1806, he is described as," having 
his chapeau-bras, his red-heeled shoes and his blue hair 
powder." But 'the end of powdering was coming; the great 
statesman -Pitt 'gave it its death-blow, when in 1795, on 
February 23rd, he proposed to put a tax upon hair powder 
from, which he estimated an annual revenue of £210,000. - 
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The Act was passed, but, as nearly everyone gave up using 
powder, the tax proved of small value. It is recorded that the 
Whigs, headed by the Duke of Bedford, decided to baulk the 
Minister of his expected revenue by abandoning the use of 
powder. The Duke of Bedford, the Marquis of Angiesea, the 
Earl of Jersey, Lord William Russell and dthers, met in solemn 
conclave at Woburn Abbey, and. there sorrowfully cut off their 
queues or pigtails, and renounced the use of hair powder. 
Pitt's tax settled, the ancient fashion. The Act contained 
many curious exemptions which prove how completely the use 
of hair powder was then looked upon as a social necessity. In 
addition to the Royal Family and their servant, clergymen not 
possessing an income of £100 a year, subalterns in the army 
and officers in the navy, under the rank of masters and 
commanders, were exempted, . and in families all daughters 
except the two eldest were, also exempted. The receipt, 
particulars of which are given below, is for an elder daughter. 

In 1768,the heads of ladies were dressed with great care by 
the then all-important hairdresser. The substratum was corn-
posed of wool, tow, pads, and wire, over which was drawn the 
natural or false hair; on this again were arranged gauze 
trimmings, ribbons, feathers of enormous size and of all the 
colours of the rainbow, artificial flowers, etc., adding some 24 or 
36 inches to the actual height of the fair wearer. Ropes of 
pearls, small models of sows, coaches and horses made of blown 
glass, also added to the grotesque appearance of the pile. 
Altogether the size and weight (several pounds) must have 
been a source of great inconvenience and discomfort to the 
unfortunate victims of fashion. Heads thus carefully dressed 
were not of course very frequently taken to pieces. - 

In a number of the London Magazine of 1768, the whole 
• process is given.: "False locks to supply deficiency of natural 

hair, pornatums in profusion, greasy wool to bolter up the 
adopted locks, ana grey powder to conceal dust." - 

A hairdresser is described as asking a lady "how long it 
was since her head had been opened and repaired. She 

- replied, not above nine weeks; to - which he replied that that 
was as long as a head could well go in summer, and that 
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therefore it was proper to deliver it flow as it began to be 
a little Hasarcie'." The description of the said opening of the 
hair and the disturbance that it occasioned to its numerous 
inhabitants is best left to the imagination. 

The Duchess of Devonshire in 1774 was one of those who 
introduced the wearing of plumes of gaily coloured feathers. 

As I said before, the tax killed the. sale of hair powder, for 
nearly everyone either evaded the tax or gave up the luxury, 
for by 1812 there were only some 46,000 "guinea-pigs," or 
hair-tax payers, in the country, and "Periwigs large enough to 
load a camel and holding a bushel of powder" became only 

/ things to be read about by the matter-of-fact people df the 
present day. I ought to have said that powder was applied to 
the hair or wigs by a dredger (silver). I exhibit a receipt 
issued from the Stamp Office of the day to "Hannah 
Hutchinson, Spinster, Daughter of and Inmate with Mr Wm. 
Hutchinson of Hetton le Hole in the Parish of Houghton le 
Spring in the Countyof Durham, Housekeeper." Then follows 
the signature of the official and the statement that "This 
Certificate will expire on the fifth day of April 1798." The 
receipt describes itself "Hair Powder Annual Duty, 1797," and 
is issued at Durham. This you notice confirms the remark 
previously made as to the eldest daughter of a house not being 
exempt. - 

I also exhibit a case containing a number of pipes or 
roulettes used in' the process of curling wigs. These were of 
pipe-clay and were heated by being laid in a tray of white sand 
which was heated over a stove, and when the pipes were 
sufficiently hot they were used on the wigs in the same way as 
curling-tongs are now employed. The various sizes range from 
the small pipe for the upper part of the wig to the enormous 
ioulette which formed the larger curls seenatthe lower end of 
it. The wig was not only absurd from its immense size, but 
also 'from the fact that it was worn with suits of armour when 
the owner's head and shoulders were being transferred to 
canvas by the court painters of the period. 

C 
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