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Abstract 
 
This essay will explore how differences and similarities in fashion style are present in families, 
as well as the importance of tradition, popular culture, and aspirational thinking. By analyzing 
these aspects in the Steigerwald family and comparing this information to magazines, films, and 
style icons of various decades, this paper will gather evidence of the familial influence on 
fashion. 
 
 
Fashion down the Family Line 
 
Whether we like it or not, we inherit many of our traits from the family members that came 
before us. In the writer’s family, the Steigerwalds, members hope to inherit the bright blue eyes 
from the Weinheimer line, the continual sun-kissed shade of skin from Native American 
ancestors, or the business-savvy brain of the many entrepreneurs and inventors in the lineage. 
But amongst these desired genes, there is a feature especially appreciated: an eye for design and 
color. Though several decades may distance us from our relatives, we are certainly influenced by 
their fashion sense. In particular, many women in families connect through fashion and popular 
culture of the past and present.  
 
The ability to naturally recognize and execute designs and color combinations has translated into 
an appreciation for all things artistic, particularly for fashion in the Steigerwald family. 
According to Monica Steigerwald, it has been a noteworthy trait for many generations. “I think 
people have artistic genes and that gets passed on. For example, you [the author] are very artistic 
and have a great fashion sense, and most likely you got some of that from your grandmother, and 
both your great-grandmothers were very fashionable women … I think that just kind of stays 
with a person … it’s something you learn but also there’s an artistic line that goes through there 
…” (Steigerwald, Monica). 
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Figure 1. Lillian Phillips in Syracuse, New York, 1922. 

 
The importance of dressing up and dressing fashionably has been stressed in this family for 
decades. Firstly, Lillian Phillips, the great-grandmother of the youngest living family member, 
Jessica, was a stylish flapper during the 1920s. Pictured in figure 1, her “finger waves” hairstyle 
shows her appreciation for modern trends. This hair style “was developed in the 1920s to add 
style to, and soften the hard appearance of, the bobbed hairstyles … many Hollywood movie 
stars wore the latest finger waves … finger waving is the shaping or molding of the hair while 
wet into ‘s’ shaped curved undulations …” (Finger Waves).  
 

 
Figure 2. Lillian Phillips in Syracuse, New York, 1927. 
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Figure 3. Carey Mulligan as Daisey Buchanan in The Great Gatsby, 2013. 

 
Additionally, the fur that adorns Phillips’s sweater in figure 2 is another clue that this woman is 
fashionable. Fur was the epitome of chic as described by Worth Global Style Network: “Focus 
on 1920s looks … complementing the womenswear look for this trend, fur materials … plush 
collars and stoles …” (Foster). Evidence of this is also in the recent film The Great Gatsby (see 
figure 3). Described as “an orgy for fashion lovers,” the film depicts stylish 1920s statements 
such as Daisy’s fur collar (Mower).  
 

 
Figure 4. Mary Louise in a pink shirtdress in Syracuse, New York, 1965. 
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Figure 5. A Serbin advertisement for shirtdresses in American Vogue, August 1965. 

 
The next family member to note is Mary Louise Steigerwald, grandmother to the author. Mary 
Louise’s most well-known fashion quality is her dedication to always looking presentable. Mary 
Louise dresses up for even day-to-day activities. Seen in figure 4, Mary Louise has lunch with 
her children in a feminine and chic pink shirtdress. This style was popular for the time, as made 
clear by figure 5. This photograph is an advertisement for a very similar shirtdress from the 
August 1965 issue of Vogue. Mary Louise’s commitment to expressing a ladylike and polite 
attitude through her clothing is something that the younger generations of the family continue to 
admire in Mary Louise. 
 

 
Figure 6. Monica Steigerwald strikes a pose in the suburbs of Philadelphia, Pennsylvania, 1980. 
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After Mary Louise is her daughter, Monica Steigerwald, whose appreciation for fashion is 
expressed a bit differently than the women who came before her. Captured in figure 6, Monica 
Steigerwald was a clothing model for several years of her life. “It taught me to be confident in 
myself, about fashion … how to choose a wardrobe that presents yourself in a positive way and 
look stylish, one that works for your body type. My look was considered very ‘girl next door’ so 
it taught me how to dress in a classic way.” What does she mean by “classic”? Monica explains, 
“ … in the 80s it was all prep ….” The described style makes perfect sense given that classy and 
traditional women such as First Lady Nancy Reagan and Princess Diana were style icons. 
According to Jane Farrell-Beck and Jean Parsons in 20th Century Dress in the United States, 
“Although many rock and roll stars were fashion icons of the period, it was Princess Diana of 
Great Britain who was the most photographed and watched celebrity … First Lady Nancy 
Reagan was one of the style leaders in the United States …” (212-13). But why exactly were 
these women style leaders, and why did they have such an effect on Monica Steigerwald? The 
Los Angeles Daily News describes twentieth century style icons by saying: “… these women 
would have been famous regardless of what they wore. Yet each learned to use clothing to add 
luster to her aura, becoming a symbol of fashion confidence and independence. Each became an 
icon to whom other women looked for inspiration and validation” (Houston).  
 

 
Figure 7. Characters from the 1983 American film Valley Girl. 

 
Furthermore, Monica Steigerwald’s sense of style very directly reflects a popular movie made in 
1983, Valley Girl. The movie grossed over $16 million dollars, making impressions on young 
women all over America (“Valley Girl (1983)”). Outfits very similar to what Monica is pictured 
wearing in figure 6 are seen throughout the movie. For example, in figure 7, the actress on the far 
right wears a top that resembles the same top that Monica wears in figure 6. Just like the women 
that came before her, Monica is influenced by the movies, style icons, and magazines that make 
up popular culture.  
 
In addition to the commonality of fashion and its importance in each Steigerwald woman’s life, 
all of these women share fashion icons and role models. Mary Louise and her granddaughter 
Jessica (the author) share an appreciation for “elegant old movie stars like Audrey Hepburn … 
and Ester Williams …” (Steigerwald, Mary Louise). Monica and her daughter Jessica share an 
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admiration for the character Charlotte, played by Kirsten Davis, from the television series Sex 
and the City “ … because it [is] always very classy and New York …” (Steigerwald, Monica). 
The fact that these women share style role models is rather striking because these women have 
such large differences in age. Between Mary Louise and her granddaughter Jessica, there are 52 
years that separate them. This seemingly unimportant detail is actually rather significant because 
it ties the women of the Steigerwald family together.  
 
Beyond fashion commonalities through the Steigerwald generations, there is also a tradition. 
First, they share an adolescent enjoyment of Seventeen magazine. “My sister and I were in love 
with Seventeen magazine …” says Mary Louise. “… we would fight when that got delivered. 
And during the summers we would study it to see what we were going to buy for going to 
college that fall.” Monica Steigerwald and Jessica also noted the publication as a source of 
inspiration and fashion schooling. 
 
Another tradition amongst the Steigerwald family is a fixation with Ralph Lauren. When asked 
to describe their style, members of the family use words such as “classic,” “preppy,” and 
“timeless.” Therefore, it makes complete sense that this particular fashion designer and brand be 
a uniting factor for the family. Monica Steigerwald describes the esteem as so:  
 

…Ralph Lauren, everybody in this family loves him. The clothes last forever, they’re very classical and 
they never go out of style… I could buy everyone in this family a Ralph Lauren shirt in different colors and 
everybody would be happy about it … as far as, does it bring the family together? I think events and things 
like that do. I mean anything that can bring a family together is a good thing, whether its fashion or food or 
whatever, it’s a positive thing.  
 

So what is the point in mentioning all of these fashion-related traditions in the Steigerwald 
family? Well, when asked about the relationship between fashion and tradition, Monica replied, 
“… it keeps the family together, its gives unity … it gives you comfort … and you feel more 
close as a family …” (Steigerwald, Monica). Although there has been an abundance of 
similarities between the Steigerwald women, there are even more differences amongst them. 
However, these traditions guarantee that a common thread is woven between the women despite 
differences in taste and levels of appreciation for fashion. It also provides reliability and 
closeness regardless of the many decades that separate the women in age. 
 
Mary Louise Steigerwald recognizes the importance of tradition but even more so, the impact of 
fashion. As previously stated, Mary Louise is known for dressing up for casual activities and 
seemingly unimportant events. Nonetheless, she recognizes the effect that fashion and clothing 
can have a person. “If the family approves of how you look and how you’re putting yourself 
together, then I think that you feel on the right track. Because you’re accepted at home then you 
feel good about yourself to take yourself out in front of other people, and think you’re confident 
... I think that it just makes you feel good about yourself and good about others. If you look 
really good … you have a better life …” (Steigerwald, Mary Louise). This is clearly a woman 
that does not push fashion on her family members for the sake of materialistic reasons but to 
establish worth, confidence, and self-respect. Family is a supportive web of people who build 
each other up to be a confident individuals; Mary Louise draws that strength out of people 
through the importance she places on fashion. 
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This family dynamic in regards to fashion is a two way street. Not only can one see the element 
of influence, but one can also see the component of inspiration. The younger generations look 
towards the older and established generations for inspiration. “Especially as women, we look up 
to our mothers and our grandmothers … we want to look like them,” Monica explains. Mary 
Louise goes on to state, “I think that if you admire someone, you sort of want to be like them, or 
copy them in certain ways ….” As these women described their awareness of admiration in a 
nostalgic sense, it occurred to the writer (the granddaughter of Mary Louise) that these women 
knew little of how much they are admired by the generations after them. Aspiration has a very 
strong, but also a very overlooked effect on fashion and family dynamics. 
 
While conversing with the Steigerwald family, and observing their interview attire, it was clear 
that their fashion choices are very different. Monica describes her priority as comfort, whereas 
Mary Louise says quality is important to her, as well as fashion that “makes your spirit feel 
good” (Steigerwald, Mary Louise). The youngest member of the family, Jessica appreciates 
clothing that gives her confidence and expresses femininity. Also, each woman’s initial 
appreciation and fashion education stemmed from various sources. Mary Louise notes her 
employment at Talbots was a key factor in establishing her sense of style. Monica identifies her 
time as a model as an educational experience. And for Jessica, it was the fashion illustration 
classes she took as a child. 
 
The Steigerwalds the family line will continue to grow and, in doing so, will hopefully keep 
traditions of emphasizing style and fashion. Whether or not the future children will carry the 
artistic genes is yet to be determined; though one can be certain that tradition, family 
photographs, and role modeling will have an influence on individual style. No one knows what 
the future decades hold—wars, disease, economic downturns—and what effect the times will 
have on the fashion. Regardless, women will always connect through fashion and culture as they 
have in decades of the past. 
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