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Introduction

Man’s inventiveness in manipulating a length of cloth into a three-dimensional shape to cover the human body has been demonstrated with astonishing variety over the past eight centuries. The continuous desire for change in dress cannot be dismissed as arbitrary. Fashion, whether in art, architecture, furniture or dress, must rather be seen as the expression of ideas shared by a number of people at any one time, often linked to fundamental changes in moral or social values, and thus reflecting the essential characteristics of a particular period; and dress as an art form, a skilful arrangement of materials through which ideas or messages, both personal and social, are communicated.

Articles of clothing were first used in this way as symbols of rank, authority or occupation, a function that still survives in, for example, a king’s crown, a bishop’s mitre and cope, special robes for judges or men of learning, and uniforms for military or specialized services. From these specific symbols developed the use of clothes to convey less obvious or direct messages such as the superiority of one individual over another, particularly in terms of wealth (which frequently also meant power), indicated by jewels, rich fabrics and furs, or garments in which it would be difficult to undertake physical labour. Even today clothes indicating financial success may be desired.

The need to achieve status and win admiration is a fundamental human instinct and is reflected in our clothing. Few people are completely indifferent to the clothes they wear; even those who choose to dress ‘out of fashion’ in what they consider a more aesthetic manner or one that is negligent or even slovenly often achieve a sense of superiority in being unconventional. But there is also a strong urge to belong; man is a social animal and needs to feel at one with the community. Fashion, particularly in the highly personal area of dress, is therefore an expression of the communal ideas or beliefs of a social group – as, for example, in the revolutionary casting-off of formality in the late 18th and early 19th centuries, the restrictive, often hypocritical formality of much of the Victorian period, the greater emancipation of women during the mid 1920s, and the deification of youth and revolt against the establishment in the 1960s.

The desire to be admired for physical beauty also plays an important part in costume. In seeking to achieve the ideal fashionable image, dress has been used to accentuate good points and disguise shortcomings. Success in attracting the opposite sex has been consistently admired and envied, but physical ideals have varied widely, noticeably rather more so for women than men during the 19th and 20th centuries.

Why should men and women dress differently? The assumption since the mid 16th century that skirts are correct for women and not for men (except in certain specialized dress such as the Scottish kilt) was fairly obviously brought about by roles they were called upon to play in society, underlined by religious pressures. Feminists may claim that masculine desire for superiority or dominance caused women to be dressed in garments that hampered their movements; but it may be that such garments were originally an indication of a lady’s privileged position. However, most upper and middle class women, forced until comparatively recently to accept marriage as the only respectable career, had for practical reasons to look for social advancement or financial stability in a husband if they had any choice at all, while men, who had greater freedom, might be attracted into marriage by beauty alone; and this may have encouraged what has been referred to as the erotic or seduction principle in women’s dress, with a constant change of emphasis on different parts of the anatomy to stimulate interest and attention. With less religious pressure and greater equality between the sexes in the last few decades, men and women have often worn similar clothes, so whether differentiation of the sexes by clothing will continue in the future is open to conjecture. I personally think that women’s dress, like men’s since the 19th century, will tend to change less dramatically and remain fairly practical; but on suitable occasions lavishly trailing skirts or robes in rich fabrics may still have a place, and perhaps convention and custom will alter to allow men also to wear such garments once again.

The study of fashion and costume is fascinating not only for the artistry and skilled craftsmanship it reveals but also for the many queries posed by the messages contained in dress. It requires careful observation of the construction and manufacture of original period garments whenever possible, and also of contemporary portraits, sculpture, prints and photographs to note how garments were worn. Also essential for an understanding of the exterior image is a knowledge of the corset or underwear worn beneath the outer garments; many theatrical ‘period’ costumes have proved unsatisfactory because this has been overlooked. I have therefore indicated, where space allows, how garments were made and how they were supported; and for the illustrations I have in every case worked from contemporary sources to endeavour to catch a little of the spirit of the age. From the 13th to the early 19th century there were often marked differences between the clothes worn in different countries; later fashion became more international. The illustrations therefore show the country of origin until c. 1900. Some of the costumes drawn from American magazines of the late 19th century may have originated in France, but I have taken the risk on occasion of labelling them American. It should be noted, too, that examples taken from fashion magazines often show very advanced styles and represent an ideal to which the fashion-conscious may aspire.

The more one studies costume the more there seems to be to discover. A detailed study of the costume of working-class people, which I have only touched on here, or of specialized costume for certain occupations or protective clothing from armour to the astronaut’s suit, would, for example, extend the story of western costume still further.

For the second edition I have added a chapter on the last two decades of the century and much of what I foresaw occurred. Women’s clothes became even simpler, with men and women wearing similar (or even the same) garments. The main difference has been the development and improvement of synthetic materials, either used alone or mixed with wool or cotton to improve stretch and crease resistance.

I have also looked at the relationship between designers and the press, who are always looking to publicize sensational and revealing evening dress. This has led to cat-walk shows which are governed more by production, design and choreography than the need to see the clothes. There is a similar problem with modern fashion photography, which does not necessarily focus on the garments in detail. An exhibition in New York even displayed designer garments as a kind of ‘art show’ as if they were paintings. I would argue, however, that clothes need to be seen on the body and in movement for their true qualities to be demonstrated.

Beautiful and unique clothes are still being made, not only by designers but also through the craftsmanship of the cutter and dressmaker or tailor. Their skills are surely something we should continue to appreciate.


1200~1450: Gothic

Few garments survive from earlier than the 16th century: our knowledge of the costume of the medieval period comes from contemporary memorial brasses, sculpture, paintings, frescoes and manuscripts. The Luttrell Psalter (completed 1340, now in the British Museum) and the Romance of Alexander (1338–44, Bodleian Library, Oxford) contain detailed illustrations not only of costume but of agricultural, sporting and manorial life. William Langland’s Piers Ploughman, Chaucer’s Canterbury Tales, and Sir Gawain and the Green Knight, all written in the 14th century, give us vivid verbal pictures of the costume and manners of the day.

The popular image of the later middle ages is one of magnificent cathedrals and romantic castles, religious fervour, crusades, chivalry, courtly love and people dressed in rich trailing garments whose slenderness and verticality echo the architectural style of the 12th to 15th centuries known as gothic. This somewhat romanticized image tends to obscure the manoeuvring for power among feudal lords, the hierarchy of the church, the rising bourgeoisie, the increasingly mercenary attitude of the crusading knights and their followers, and the discomforts of life in cold castles and houses with centrally-placed fires belching smoke, lit by flaring torches and tallow candles. The life of the peasants and serfs was hard, and the plague threatened all levels of society.

Nevertheless, this period saw a resurgence of art and architecture, religious aspiration, the invention of printing in c.1455, a greater intermingling of the peoples of Europe, wider and more intense trade, and the establishment of the Craft Guilds.

The attitudes and changing social patterns of the day were reflected, as in all periods, in its costume. It is difficult today to comprehend the extent of religious dominance during the 13th, 14th and early 15th centuries and its influence on thought and behaviour. The great Franciscan and Dominican orders established in 1214, which spread throughout Europe, were centres of learning at a time when schools scarcely existed and when the skills of reading and writing were as incomprehensible to the ordinary citizen as the computer still is to many people today. Art as well as learning was centred on the church; the monastic communities produced sculptures and frescoes to adorn their cathedrals and churches as well as exquisite manuscripts. Mosaics in coloured glass and precious metals inlaid with enamel vied with the richly woven and embroidered garments worn by the wealthy in the congregation.

Women’s costume was strongly influenced by church doctrine, which held that sin entered the world through Eve and that women were the eternal cause of sinful lust and thus the source of all wickedness. Women were therefore urged to conceal their physical charms, occasionally without success. With the exception of very young girls and brides, the hair had to be covered and as little as possible of the anatomy revealed. It is interesting to note that even the Virgin Mary was invariably portrayed with her hair covered, and that many nuns’ headdresses today are similar to those worn by most women in the early 13th century. Both men and women were attacked by the religious moralists of the day for their rich and extravagant dress.

The Crusades, in addition to bringing about a more cosmopolitan attitude and breaking up to some extent Europe’s provincialism, also introduced to the West the arts and crafts of the East – particularly, in dress, the beautiful richly woven fabrics. They also gave rise to the increased use of emblems: the armorial bearing or blazoning on a knight’s shield and garments proclaimed his title or origin so that he was instantly recognizable to friends and followers. The popularity of the tournament extended their use, even to women’s dress. Spectators at a tournament would have had a keen knowledge of blazoning. Emblems also formed part of the livery worn by the many escorts of a great lord when he and his household travelled from one of his houses or castles to another (a not uncommon event), thus advertising his importance.
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The privilege and power of the aristocracy and feudal lords was to be challenged by the bourgeoisie or merchant class to whom increased trade meant increased wealth, and by the Latin-speaking scholars who travelled between the growing universities of Paris, England and Italy. Sumptuary laws multiplied during the 14th and 15th centuries as rulers tried to control the manner of living of the steadily rising lower classes. But whereas in the 12th century a bourgeois woman could be fined for dressing like a noblewoman, by the 14th century her clothes might even surpass the noblewoman’s in richness and magnificence. Great fortunes were made from the import of woven textiles from the East, Spain and Italy, and from the export of raw wool, both important with regard to dress. Saracen weavers produced brocades in Granada from early times, and the Norman lords of Sicily brought Greek weavers to Lucca in the 13th century, from where they spread to Florence, Genoa, Venice (famous by the end of the 14th century for magnificent brocades of silk, velvet and metal thread), Bologna and Milan. These richly patterned fabrics were a revelation to Italy’s northern neighbours. The strongest influence of these Italian city states came later, during the Renaissance, and later still the emigration of many weavers to France and Flanders made Paris, Rouen and Lyons the great silk weaving centres of the 17th and 18th centuries. Philippa of Hainault, wife of Edward III of England, established a woollen mill at Norwich in 1331 with Flemish weavers, but the raw wool which was England’s largest export was woven almost entirely in Flanders. The protection of this vital trade was one of the causes of the Hundred Years War.

During the 250 years covered by this chapter, although variations existed in the style of clothing worn by different nationalities in Europe, it is possible to give a general description, commenting on any particular divergence from the overall pattern. Clothes changed from the loose flowing garments, very long for women and never above knee-length for men, of the 13 th century to a closer fit, obtained by greater skill and knowledge of ‘cut’ and the use of buttons, during the 14th. (Buttons found in use among the Turks and Mongols by the crusaders were copied, and replaced the earlier buckle fastenings.) In the late 14th and early 15th centuries came a more rigid, stiffened appearance and more exaggerated styles, originating at the Burgundian Court, with elaborate headdresses for women, very short tunics for men, trailing sleeves, and shoes with long pointed toes. In contrast, the peasants’ simple style of dress scarcely changed from the 13th to the 16th century. Of necessity the peasants were self-sufficient, spinning and weaving their own wool and linen and using skins from wild or domestic animals for warmth. Men would bandage twisted straw around their legs or use leather thongs, cross-gartered over their long hose to protect their legs. As materials manufactured in the towns became easier to obtain, untreated hides tended to disappear; but apart from admiring the rich and mighty as they passed by, or during an occasional visit to the town, country people were unaffected by fashion.

MEN

Undergarments consisted of a straight, loose garment with sleeves, originally called a chemise and subsequently referred to as a shirt. These garments were about knee-length and often slit up from the hem at the centre of the back and front. They were worn over a form of underpants, which must have been necessary under the short outer tunics, but it is difficult to find a reference to this. However, in Piero-Della-Francesca’s painting The Baptism of Christ’ a figure is clearly shown removing his shirt and revealing fairly close fitting underpants. These were known in Italian as mutand and were seemingly made of biancherin, a composite term applied to all white linen goods, personal and otherwise. Occasionally the name brache or braies is used to indicate something similar, but possibly this term refers to a looser fitting garment.

Over the chemise was worn a cote (cotte or coat), a calf- or ankle-length garment, moderately full, belted fairly low and often decorated with bands round the lowish neck and the hem. The sleeves, cut in one with the body, wide at the top and tapering to the wrist (a shape known today as dolman or magyar) were at first wrapped over and fastened and later buttoned. The cote could be worn alone, but was frequently worn with a surcote (sur-coat) – originally a simple covering for armour (such as the vest-like hauberk of chain mail) – a rectangle of cloth with a hole in the middle for the head to go through. Known also as a tabard, it became part of ordinary dress, evolving into a sleeveless tunic reaching the knees or ankles, with armholes wide enough to give room for the cote sleeves, and might be slit up at the front or back and worn belted or unbelted. Later it appears to have had sleeves attached and looks like a robe. The habit

















WOMEN










CHILDREN


ACCESSORIES AND JEWELRY









FABRICS AND COLOUR






OPS/images/f0012-01.jpg





OPS/images/f0010-01.jpg





OPS/images/f0011-01.jpg





OPS/styles/page-template.xpgt
 

   

   
	 
    

     
	 
    

     
	 
	 
    

     
	 
    

     
	 
	 
    

     
         
             
             
             
             
             
        
    

  

   
     
  





OPS/images/f0002-01.jpg







OPS/images/9781461663294.jpg
Fashion in Costume

1200~2000

Joan Nunn

SECOND EDITION







OPS/images/pub.jpg
NEW AMSTERDAM BOOKS
Ivan R. Dee, Publisher
Chicago





