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Abstract 
 
The Cohen and Benno families have moved to various continents over the decades. Originally 
from Egypt, the families were forced to relocate to Europe and then to the United States. This 
paper will discuss the history of the Cohen and Benno families by highlighting why they have 
moved all over the world as well as why each wedding was not like another. Social class and 
religious differences played a large part in the family histories and has influenced how they are 
today. This paper will also follow the fashion trends of the various decades to help further 
support that the Cohen and Benno families have remained classy, elegant, and stylish through the 
test of time.  
 
 
Fashion and Consumerism in Early Twentieth Century Egypt 
 
Fashion is international and universal. While it is something that is visible in magazines, on TV, 
and on the Internet, fashion can also be something that is passed down throughout a family. The 
Benno and Cohen families have a long history and it can be told by their fashion choices over 
time, specifically between 1927 and 1957. The Cohen and Benno families were originally from 
Egypt and because they were Jewish, the Egyptian government refused to consider them citizens; 
therefore, in 1956 the family decided to flee to Italy to start a new life, and then in 1959 they 
moved to the United States. They chose Italy because Egypt was very much influenced by 
European countries, mainly England, France, and Italy. The family largely spoke French as their 
first language and only spoke Arabic on the streets when they had to. Because Egypt had such a 
large international influence, they constantly were looking at magazines from all of the fashion 
capitals around the world for inspiration.  
 
When they felt inspiration for new clothing, rather than going to department stores to buy their 
outfits, they would recreate clothing they saw in the European fashion magazines for their own 
closets. The first step was to show the inspiration to their seamstress. They would then select the 
fabric, and complete sketches for the seamstress to begin constructing the patterns in order to 
sew the garments. This was the way many middle- and upper-class women would get their 
clothing. The men would do something similar by going to a tailor to custom fit their suits and 
shirts. Men’s suit pockets and handkerchiefs always had their monogram embroidered on them 
because of the tailored-to-fit lifestyle. Nothing was bought off of the racks at the stores like we 
do today. All upper-class families had their own seamstresses and tailors that for whenever they 
needed a custom garment made. The only things the family would buy at the store were shoes, 
ties, and hats. If they were to buy things from department stores, they chose between two kinds: 
the cheaper stores and the more expensive ones that carried international fashion, mainly from 
France and Italy (Benno).  
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In Egypt there were two ways of dressing. One was how the traditional Egyptians dressed and 
the other was dressing with European influences. The traditional Egyptian women and men 
would wear dresses rather than pants and suits and they generally lived in the villages, not so 
much the cities; this was referred to as the “colonial” style of dressing. Both Raymond and Rosy 
Benno, however, were very much influenced by European style because they attended French-
speaking schools and Ray went to boarding school in England. They were ahead of the fashion 
curve for the areas they lived in, because they were fortunate enough to be among the classes that 
could afford it. Most styles from the 1920s, ’30s, and ’40s were French-inspired because of the 
large influences France had on Egypt at the time. While both the middle and upper classes 
dressed similarly, what separated their fashion choices was that the upper class would have 
clothing that was better quality and fancier materials. For example, a middle class man may only 
have a cotton shirt to wear with his suit, whereas an upper class man would own both a cotton 
and silk shirt to wear with his suits. A person’s wealth was reflected in the fancier and more 
durable fabrics that they wore (Benno).  
 
Early 20th Century Wedding Fashion 
 
When people got married, they followed a similar approach to create their wedding dresses and 
suits. The men would still go to their tailors and women would go to their seamstresses with their 
ideas as to what they wanted to wear, which meant everything was handmade. Women’s dresses 
were mimics of dresses they had seen in the European magazines, but adapted for bridal wear to 
remained in style. The more money a bride had, the more elaborate her wedding dress was. A 
bride would start by shopping for the materials and then, similar to how a bride would shop 
nowadays with her friends and family at a dress shop, her closest family and friends would come 
to the house and help her decide on a style. The seamstress would have the dress was ready to 
wear several days later. If you were among the top of the upper class, you would go to a fashion 
house for all of these services rather than have them performed in your home (Benno).  
 
A large part of Jewish weddings is that men would wear kippahs and tallitot. However in the 
pictures of the Cohen and Benno families, it is evident that they are not wearing anything to 
represent their Jewish heritage. This is because they were not allowed to take pictures at the 
temple during the wedding. Instead, the next day the couple would dress up again and take 
pictures in a photographer’s studio. Since the pictures did not happen in the synagogue, they did 
not have to wear kippahs.  
 
A large difference between weddings in the early twentieth century and today is that there 
weren’t large receptions after the ceremony. After the ceremony, the guests would receive a gift, 
usually a box of candy with the bride and groom’s names on it, and then go to a lunch or dinner 
reception at a family member’s house. If there was not enough room to fit everyone, all the 
furniture would be moved out into the neighbor’s house. Along with that, everything was 
homemade and all of the relatives would pitch in to help prepare the food a week or so in 
advance; if you were well off you could afford to hire a caterer. Such casual receptions meant 
that a bride’s dress did not need to be as extravagant compared to how they are now. They were 
still stylish and glamorous for the time, yet appropriately simple and elegant (Benno).  
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Figure 1. Cohen Family 1932, Wedding Picture featuring Joseph and Clemy Cohen.  
Copyright Benno Family. 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 2. Cohen Family 1933, Wedding Picture featuring Yvone Eliakim and Albert Levi. 
Copyright Benno Family. 

 
 
 
 
 



	   	   Cohen 4 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 3. Cohen Family 1941, Wedding Picture featuring (from left to right) Riri Pessoa, Etty 
Pessoa, Lucy Cohen, Jacques Cohen, Rita Levi, Joyce Jabef, Rosy Cohen.  

Copyright Benno Family. 
 
 
Women married at earlier ages than they do today, which meant that they dressed more 
conservatively. They also did not usually date prior to getting married and marriages were 
traditionally arranged through relatives and friends. A bride’s family would pay the groom a 
dowry and the oldest daughter had to be married before the younger daughters. This may or may 
not have had an influence on wedding dress styles. Dresses generally had a conservative cut that 
left a large seam allowance in order to accommodate for the future (Nordtorp-Madson). For 
example, we can see in figures 1, 2, and 3 that the same dress is used in three different weddings. 
It is first seen in 1932 in Clemy and Joseph Cohen’s wedding, then in 1933 in Clemy’s younger 
sister Yvonne’s wedding, and then later in 1941 in her youngest brother Jacques’s wedding. This 
is potentially due to the fact that the oldest daughter was married off first, and then the next sister 
wore the same dress because she got married within the next year and then later they passed it 
down to their youngest brother’s bride. This pass down could also be due to World War II and a 
decrease in funds for the family to buy a different dress for each wedding. In 1932 Vogue saw 
that due to the international economic conditions of the Great Depression women would not be 
purchasing clothing in large volumes, so they “advised their readers to treat their wardrobe like a 
carefully chosen portfolio of investments” (Mulvagh 115). Since a wedding dress is a large 
investment, it is logical that the dress would be passed on and be in mint condition nine years 
later.  
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Even though the dress does not change between the three weddings, the headpiece does. In all 
three pictures the veil is the same, however unlike figures 1 and 2, the hat in figure 3 is different 
due to the decade change. In 1941 England, there were restrictions on clothing due to war 
rations. Since the majority of textiles were being used for wartime utilities, it was harder for 
women to make their outfits fashionable. The government gave women coupon-free floral hats 
and veils and this created a niche of hats that wasn’t part of everyday fashion prior to the war 
(Ewing and Mackrell 143). Since Egypt was largely influenced by Western Europe, the fact that 
the bride and her flower girls are all wearing floral hairpieces is clearly a correlation to the 
rations in England.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 4. Benno Family 1927, Wedding Picture featuring Selim and Rachel Benno.  
Copyright Benno Family. 

 
 
By looking at the progression of wedding dresses from 1927 through 1957, we are able to see the 
social history as well as the cultural history of each time period. Figure 4, dated from 1927, 
documents a time when hemlines got shorter and then gradually lowered again; as a result of the 
higher hemline, footwear became more noticeable and women paid more attention the shoes they 
wore. This is demonstrated in Rachel Benno’s dress. While she is sitting, her hemline rests on 
her knees, which tells us that the wedding dress did not reach the floor as it would have earlier in 
the century. Other noticeable details about her appearance relative to the time she got married is 
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her bobbed haircut, emphasized eyebrows, rouged cheeks, and bright lipstick (Tortora and 
Eubank 403). She is also wearing formal white silk gloves as opposed to the leather or knit ones 
for informal, everyday wear. The groom has distinct characteristics of the 1920s, as well. His 
collar is relatively high and stiff compared to how they appear as decades pass. The reason 
behind this is that men often had detachable collars so that their shirts would appear fresh and 
clean even if they had not been washed for several days (Tortora and Eubank 376). Another 
detail that should be noted is that he wears white bow tie with his tuxedo. This was because 
white was more formal than a black tie and worn with longer tailed coats. Along with that, the 
shoulders on men at this time were fuller and the pants cuffed.  
 
The first figure is dated in 1932 and, as previously discussed, this was the first bride to wear this 
dress. Her hemline is noticeably longer than the bride in figure 4, because at this point in the 
twentieth century all formal dresses reached the floor. We are only able to see her shoes because 
she is sitting, whereas in the 1920s we would be able to see them even if she were standing. 
Similar to the bride in figure 4, she has white silk gloves, a wavy bobbed haircut, defined 
eyebrows, and bright lipstick. What is interesting is that the Vogue cover from September 1932 
has the title “Hats, Gowns From Early Paris Openings.” The headline illustrates a large focus on 
the word “gown” rather than “dress” at the time, thus emphasizing the elegance of the bride’s 
wedding apparel. In figure 1, alongside the gown, the hat stands out because of its asymmetry 
and how it almost fully covers her head yet still showcases her waves. It really adds to the gown 
and tells us that she really was a fashionable woman because she paid attention to the trends of 
the time and had a well thought-out design. As for the groom, his collar is still higher than 
grooms in the more recent pictures and he also has a white tie, which tells us he was wearing a 
long-tailed jacket.  
 
Only a year separates figures 1 and 2. The look of the brides does not differ much at all; 
however, the grooms differ greatly. In figure 2, the groom’s collar is noticeably lower, yet still 
detachable, and his tie has some color to it. We cannot necessarily decipher what type of jacket 
her wears, but we know it is a full shouldered, double-breasted jacket. He also wears white 
evening gloves and holds a top hat, which is different from figures 1 and 4. 
 
The groom in figure 3 illustrates a similar sense of style, even though he is photographed about 
eight years later. His collar is lower as well as detachable. His bowtie is white, similar to that of 
figures 1 and 4, which also means that he is wearing a long-tailed coat. As for the bride’s dress, it 
is obvious that it is dated. During World War II, there was a decrease in available fabrics because 
they were going towards the war efforts. As a result, garments were not as full or fabric-heavy. 
The amount of fabric is far more than women would wear in 1941, so it was very obviously 
made before World War II began. The dresses of the flower girls, on the other hand, demonstrate 
the practice of using minimal fabric because of how short they are. According to Phyllis Tortora 
and Keith Eubank’s Survey of Historic Costume: A History of Western Dress, young girls of this 
time period wore loose smock-like dresses with cinched waistlines and puffy sleeves; all five of 
the young girls are wearing a similar design (420). We can compare this to figure 5 where the 
bride is wearing a post-war style dress inspired by Dior’s new look.  
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Figure 5. Benno Family 1957, Wedding Portrait featuring Rosy Cohen and Raymond Benno 
posing after their wedding in Milan. Copyright Benno Family. 

 
 
Post World War II Wedding Fashion  
 
The dress in figure 5, dated January 1957, diverts from wartime fashion with a fuller skirt that 
used much more fabric than dresses in the previous pictures. Also, a body-conscious jacket over 
the dress highlights the natural waistline. Besides the amount of fabric that was used to make this 
dress, another element that should be noted is that the bride is not wearing white gloves; it shows 
us that style is starting to evolve from the earlier decades when every evening dress was 
accompanied with silk gloves. Additionally, the groom is clearly not wearing a detachable collar, 
and he wears a suit rather than a tuxedo. The reason for a more casual look could be that this 
wedding was not planned far in advanced. Rosy Benno left Egypt before Raymond to go to Italy. 
On the boat she met a family with a daughter who married six months prior and had her wedding 
dress in great condition. She lent it to Rosy and it fit perfectly. Once Ray—traveling on a one-
week visa—met up with Rosy, they had to get married quickly in order to get a more permanent 
visa; otherwise they would be deported to Israel. The couple had to leave Egypt due to Palestine 
becoming divided between the Arabs and Jews after World War II. The Arab states were 
attacking the Jews and they did not feel it was safe to go back. Since the wedding was so rushed, 
Ray wore a suit that he brought from Egypt. It was not a long-tailed tuxedo as we saw in 
previous photographs. There was no family at this wedding and no reception afterwards, so the 
event did not call for formalwear. The only reason Raymond and Rosy felt the need to dress up 
was because they had to send pictures to their family members still in Egypt. They later had a 
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religious ceremony at a temple in Milan with random people throughout the community who had 
donated a veil and flowers to Rosy as well as champagne and cake for afterward.  
 
Conclusion 
 
Fashion changes with reason, though we do not always realize what the reason is. For the Cohen 
and Benno families much of that change was due to the social culture and the influences various 
countries had over Egypt throughout the first half of the twentieth century. It is interesting to find 
that fashion was the same on the western part of the world as it was on the eastern side, and still 
is today. Fashion is more global than we realize. What is produced and shown in Western Europe 
is slightly translated all over the world to fit so many different lifestyles and it is slightly changed 
from decade to decade. We may think that fashion changes at a rapid pace but in actuality it is 
very slow and consistent in revamping itself. History has proved that classic elegant style has 
largely influenced us today and has remained the focus of making society feel good in what they 
wear. While it seems as if we as a society are constantly designing new styles, in actuality we 
revert to the past and make it the present.  
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