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FIFTY
HATS

The hat has three main but not mutually exclusive functions. The first – and perhaps the most fundamental – is to protect
against the elements and sometimes against a blow. A woolly winter hat and a bicycle helmet are in this respect allied. The
second function is symbolic or emblematic – the crown and the chef’s toque both indicate a role. The last – but not the least
– function is aesthetic – for hats, perhaps like no other item of clothing, have the power to transform. All three kinds of
hat are included in this book.


Sitting so prominently on the head and in such close proximity to the face, the hat can mesh with its wearer and his or her
identity in an extraordinary way; each is accentuated by the other. It is this iconic vividness that perhaps gives the hat
its prominence in our memories of events and personalities. Hats can act as a kind of frame for some very human moments in
history.


It is perhaps this same vividness (together with the cult of informality, of course) that partly explains the decline of the
fashion hat in the years after World World II. The hat attracts too much attention; it can say too much about the wearer.
In more recent decades, however, millinery – the art of the elegant hat – has undergone a revival, led by some of the designers you will meet in this book, Philip Treacy and Stephen Jones among
them. This is a renaissance that the Design Museum would like to celebrate here.
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	 Hats can be variously practical, beautiful, whimsical … Here the British model Erin O’Connor sports British milliner Stephen
Jones’s jaunty Union Jack hat (2006) at the opening of the designer’s exhibition ‘Hats: An Anthology’ at the Victoria and
Albert Museum, London, in 2009.



MONOMAKH’S CAP

1300s


From the chef’s high white toque to the cowboy’s Stetson (see page 24), one of the primary functions of the hat is to connote
status. This symbolic or emblematic role has its apogee in the crown: the usually precious headpiece that not only marks out
kingship, but also in some cases, bestows it. Even without its wearer the crown retains the aura of power – hence its widespread
use in graphic form as a symbol of the state.

Monomakh’s Cap, which was the first crown worn to inaugurate Russian rulers and was used for four centuries, is one of the
oldest surviving crowns in the world. Even in a country that rid itself of monarchy more than 90 years ago, it still retains
its potent mystique. Crowns invariably attract myth, and according to one legend a Russian grand prince, Vladimir Monomakh,
received the cap from a Byzantine emperor, Constantine IX Monomachus, who thus symbolically passed on the leadership of the
Christian world. The workmanship is Central Asian, however, and the crown was much more likely the gift of Öz-beg, Khan of
the Golden Horde.

The contrasting combination of rich filigree gold and the ring of sable fur is a fitting symbol of Russia, a sprawling country
that straddles, two great continents both geographically and culturally.
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Crowns are the ultimate status symbol in the form of a hat. Like the gold-and-sable Monomakh’s Cap shown here, they were traditionally
objects of elaborate material display, conveying the wealth, power and spiritual entitlement of the ruler who wore them.






HAT FOR MARIE ANTOINETTE

1787
Rose Bertin

During the 1780s the milliner Rose Bertin (1747–1813) became one of the most influential women in France. Through her close
relationship with, and influence over, her premier client, Marie Antoinette, she was able to manipulate the fashions of the
day and expand her entrepreneurial empire. In so doing she incidentally established Paris as the centre of haute couture and
set a template for the celebrity couturier that has, arguably, lasted to this day.

As a hat designer Bertin was hardly an innovator, but rather elaborated upon and literally enlarged the existing fashions
of her time. In the Versailles of the late eighteenth century, it was impossible to say where a lady’s coiffure ended and
her hat began. Swags of velvet, satin and silk, festooned with jewels and rare feathers, sat atop, or rather meshed with,
elaborate ‘poufs’ of padded and pomaded hair. Such towering, extravagant hairdos might be used to express one’s patriotism,
to commemorate celebrated events or simply to outstrip a rival at court.


Bertin’s creations were scandalously expensive – many times a workman’s monthly wages. It is not too much to say that, by
encouraging the French queen’s love of display and excess, this talented marchande de modes from the provinces helped to bring about the end of the monarchy.
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One of Rose Bertin’s elaborate headpieces for Marie Antoinette as shown in this detail from a painting by the Queen’s portraitist,
Elizabeth Vigée-Lebrun. Hairdo and hat fuse in an extravagant statement of fashion and femininity.






TOP HAT

1800s

Much as Paris was, as the essayist Walter Benjamin famously wrote, the ‘capital of the nineteenth century’, the headgear of
that century was the black top hat. At the hat’s apogee in the 1860s and 1870s, metropolitan streets and other ‘male’ spaces
such as the Stock Exchange were described as looking like forests of chimneys. The hat’s assertive, thrusting and, yes, phallic
shape formed a telling contrast with the archetypal female hat of the Victorian era – the protective, concealing bonnet (see
page 22).


Early versions of the top hat first appeared in France and Britain in the late eighteenth century and were initially a dandyish
fad. Extravagantly tall and coloured, their outlandish appearance caused an uproar whenever they were spotted in the street,
leading to their French nickname, the incroyable (‘unbelievable’). By the 1830s, however, the top hat had permeated throughout society and by the 1850s, under the patronage
of Britain’s eminently respectable and bourgeois Prince Albert, had thoroughly sobered into its now-classic black shape. By
this time, too, silk – hatter’s plush – had replaced the original beaver’s or rabbit’s felt.


Towards the end of the nineteenth century, the popularity of the top hat waned, replaced by more relaxed styles such as the
bowler and the trilby (see pages 16 and 28). The top hat has had a vigorous afterlife, however – as formal attire at weddings
and race days, and as livery for undertakers and doormen.
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One of the most famous top-hat wearers was the US President Abraham Lincoln, who used his to store letters and bills.
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By the early twentieth century the top hat – the classic headgear of the Victorian gentleman – was largely reserved for special occasions such as a day at the races.






FEZ

1826

In the early nineteenth century the modernizing sultan of the Ottoman Empire, Mahmud II, decreed the abolition of the traditional
male headgear, the turban, and its replacement by the tasselled red fez, which was already worn by some of his Greek subjects
and by Ottoman sailors in North Africa. The decree met with widespread resistance, even from Western visitors to Constantinople,
who missed the romantic exoticism of the turban and decried the ‘ugliness’ of the fez.

Through the nineteenth century, however, the Turks took to the fez with pride; despite its evident impracticality, it was
even worn by soldiers in the Turkish army. Then, in 1925, the fez met a sudden reversal of fortune, as another Westernizing
leader, the republican Mustafa Kemal Atatürk, suddenly donned a three-piece suit and Panama hat, and declared the fez illegal.
Western hats of all kinds – from flat caps to panamas – flooded the Turkish capital as its inhabitants struggled to find something
suitable with which to cover their heads while at prayer.


In the West the tasselled red fez has always had vaguely ‘Oriental’ connotations, from the Byzantine potentates depicted in
Renaissance altarpieces to decadent artists lounging in opium dens. For some Muslims around the world, the fez – adopted when
the Ottoman Empire was revered as the leader of the Islamic world – has remained a treasured symbol of identity.
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