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FIFTY BAGS

 

The bag is at once the simplest, the most complicated and the most emotion-laden of accessories. It is simple because since time immemorial it has served as a vital tool for living, even survival – there is evidence that one of the
bag genres featured in this book, the backpack, was used by our nomadic forebears. It is complicated because the bag has developed and fulfilled so many different functions that its diversity is almost bewildering – we would
scarcely recognize the generic relationship at all between, say, a nylon bicycle pannier and a calf-leather Gucci or Moschino.

Finally, it is emotion-laden because in one of its key manifestations, the handbag, it can be deeply expressive of a woman’s life – serving as a companion,
a receptacle of secrets, a status object and a means of self-display. This investment of emotion explains, and to some degree
justifies, the handbag’s key place in contemporary fashion culture, as well as the extraordinary ‘It bag’ explosion of the
1990s and 2000s. The handbag, it seems, has become an icon of our postmodern globalized culture – and, like all icons, is
alternately venerated and contested, desired and dismissed.


The handbag, however, is by no means the only kind of bag that the Design Museum wishes to celebrate in this book. At least
as much design ‘capital’ goes into the development of, say, an effective army rucksack as goes into a beautiful Fendi baguette.
It is, above all, the endless diversity and ingenuity of bag design that are on display here.
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A woman’s companion: whether an Orla Kiely tote (see page 2) or a classic Chanel 2.55 (right), the handbag is much, much more
than a mere receptacle.







GLADSTONE’S BUDGET BOX

c.1860

Every year on Budget day the Chancellor of the Exchequer – the UK’s finance minister – stands on the doorstep of his official
London home, 11 Downing Street, and raises a battered red briefcase towards the waiting press. The case’s worn, dog-eared
appearance is meant to reassure – the age-old traditions live on – but in reality most people look upon its annual appearance
with gloom. For the Chancellor is about to give his Budget speech to Parliament and that always means bad news for someone.


This famous briefcase, first used by William Gladstone when he served as Chancellor in 1859–66, is, technically speaking,
a box, one of a whole family of red or black despatch boxes used by the British government to transport classified documents.
The Budget box’s body is made of pine and covered with scarlet ram’s leather, while the inside is lined with lead – originally
intended to make the box sink in case of disaster at sea – and sombre black satin. The case has an oddity shared by all despatch
boxes in that it opens at the opposite side to the handle, making it impossible to carry without its first being locked.


The original Budget box had been used by all but two Chancellors since Gladstone. Sadly, owing to its fragility, its last
appearance was for the Budget of June 2010, after which it was ‘retired’ to the Cabinet War Rooms.
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The battered budget box has been used by dozens of British Chancellors of the Exchequer since 1860 and is one of the most potent symbols of the British government.






CARPETBAG

1860s

	 During the upheavals of the American Civil War (1861–5) and the Reconstruction period (1865–77) that followed, the carpetbag
became the symbol of a nation on the move. This cheap, hardwearing and capacious bag could be easily packed and carried, and
was a ubiquitous sight at stagecoach halts, railway stations and steamboat jetties as people fled the ravages of war or wandered
in search of new opportunities. Its appearance was a sure sign of a stranger in town, and during the Reconstruction the derogatory
term ‘carpetbagger’ was used to describe a profiteer from the North who came to exploit the prostrate, post-bellum South.


As the name implies, carpetbags were constructed from odd bits of used carpet stretched across a metal frame. Often made by
saddlers, they could be sold for around a dollar (roughly $20–$25 in today’s money). A commentator in the 1880s described
the bag thus: ‘The old-fashioned carpetbag is still unsurpassed by any, where rough wear is the principal thing to be studied.
Such a bag, if constructed of good Brussels carpeting and unquestionable workmanship, will last a lifetime, provided always
that a substantial frame is used.’ Some of the more rough-and-ready carpetbags served a double purpose: unlatched and unfolded,
they became a travel blanket, perfect for a long, cold night in a draughty railway carriage.


The bag of the opportunist though it may historically be, the carpetbag endures to this day. No longer made from carpet, it
still retains the rich Oriental patterning of its forebear and is valued as a strong and stylish travel bag.
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The carpetbag was the great American bag of the nineteenth century.






SELF-OPENING SACK

1883
Charles Stilwell

In 2008 New York’s Museum of Modern Art invited the Brazilian contemporary artist Vik Muniz to curate a show of his personal
favourites from the collection. One of his more unusual choices – which was startlingly juxtaposed with a Giacometti sculpture
– was a pleated brown paper bag of the kind that millions of Americans use for carrying home their groceries. Another typical
piece of conceptual art then, a neo-Duchampian ready-made? Not a bit of it, for this unassuming object was the ‘Self-Opening
Sack’, or SOS, patented by Charles Stilwell in 1883 and a landmark in US design history.


It is perhaps an exaggeration to claim that the nineteenth century invented shopping, but certainly during this time the habit
really took off. No wonder, then, that the century also saw a series of innovations in the development of the shopping bag.
While Francis Wolle invented the first paper-bag machine in 1852, the honour of being the ‘father’ of the modern grocery bag
is usually bestowed on the Philadelphia printer Charles Stilwell (1845–1919).


Stilwell’s principal concern was that his bag should stand up on its own, so he introduced side pleats that added enormously
to its structural strength. A simple-enough device, no doubt, but it was this unfussy design solution that made the bag an
enduring classic. You will never look at a grocery bag in the same way again.
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The paper shopping bag remained a stalwart of the grocery trade well into the 1970s, until the ‘triumph’ of the plastic carrier bag (see page 46).






SADDLEBAG

1880s

Whether you were a cowboy or an Indian, the saddlebag was an indispensable item out on the plains, something in which to carry
food, medicines and tools. A Native American rawhide saddlebag was flat, like an envelope, and was decorated with vivid patterns
and long fringes; a cowboy’s was typically plainer and more utilitarian, with a straightforward buckle flap. Most saddlebags
came in pairs, hanging at the back of the saddle, although smaller, single bags were sometimes carried at the pommel (front)
and cantle (back) as well.


The classic pouch-like saddlebag is a good example of form meeting function. Its narrow, almost semicircular body fits neatly
against the horse’s flanks – any longer and it would risk impeding the horse’s movement – and the leather has to be thick
and sturdy enough to withstand the constant scuffing and chafing. Surprisingly perhaps, despite its strong silhouette and
iconic status in the history of the American West, the saddlebag has had only minimal influence on the fashion bag. One exception
was John Galliano’s witty reinterpretation of the bag for Christian Dior in 2001, which turned the fashion house’s classic
‘D’ logo into stirrups.
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