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Introduction


Costly thy habit as thy purse can buy, But not express’d in fancy; rich, not gaudy; For the apparel oft proclaims the man.


William Shakespeare, Hamlet (c.1599–1602), Act I, Scene 3, Line 70.


From Eve’s fig leaf to Hillary Clinton’s pantsuit, the way we choose to adorn our bodies communicates myriad meanings. Across cultures and throughout history people have used clothing to signify power and status, to decorate and beautify, and to prop up (or dismantle) regimes and display political allegiances. As such, sartorial stories form the backdrop of history and, when uncovered, they can be illuminating, entertaining and informative. The Fashion Chronicles is a manifesto for dress history, illustrating how clothing intersects with culture, politics and art, and how the study of clothing can act as a portal to the past.


Scientific analysis estimates that modern humans were wearing clothing 170,000 years ago, corresponding with the onset of an ice age. It has even been suggested that clothing use was one of the technologies that enabled early populations to migrate out of Africa,1 and that the adoption of clothing had repercussions on the development of modern human behaviour.2 Clothing is central to the human experience, and prehistoric clothed bodies, such as the Nordic Egtved Girl and Alpine Ötzi the Iceman, are vital to our understanding of the past. Unlocking the secrets of their clothing tells us about migration, trade and the structure of societies.


Some of our most well-known historical figures were also the best dressed, their style resonating through the centuries to impact our wardrobes today. King Charles II of England and Beau Brummell hold esteemed places in the evolution of the man’s suit, while the drapery of Ancient Greece, as captured in the poetry of Sappho, remains a design staple. Cleopatra and Boudicca were great leaders who have become iconic figures referenced on catwalks and movie screens. Controversial trendsetters, from Marie Antoinette and Georgiana Cavendish, Duchess of Devonshire to the Duke of Windsor, are lauded as style savants, while influential figures within the world of fashion defied the traditional to forge their own rules, such as magazine editor Diana Vreeland, designer Barbara Hulanicki and interior-designer-turned-muse Iris Apfel.


Historically, the power and wealth of the ruling class was displayed through dress: the 17th-century court finery of King Louis XIV of France, the coral beads of the Benin king, Oba Ewuare, and the luscious silks of Qianlong Emperor of China. A rise through the social ranks is a journey told in clothes, from Thomas Cromwell at the English Tudor court to the Italian Arnolfini merchants in 15th-century Bruges. Political allegiance can also be read on the body, whether fighting for women’s rights in the case of Amelia Bloomer, Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie and Dame Christabel Pankhurst, or running for government like socialist Keir Hardie. Dress chimes with revolutionary ideals, as seen in Jacques Hébert’s sans-culottes and Che Guevara’s battle fatigues and beret.


National and cultural identity is encoded and expressed through dress. An affiliation with adopted countries was forged in the wardrobes of Queen Amalia of Greece, Queen Marie of Romania and Catherine the Great of Russia. Garments tell the story of an empire or nation, from the statesmanlike toga of Emperor Augustus to the tartans of Sir Walter Scott. Clothing also documents a transitional time in a nation’s history, from ensuing globalization in the case of Empress Myeongseong of Korea, to national independence in India, a story told in the homespun cotton of Jawaharlal Nehru, the country’s first Prime Minister. Genghis Khan’s Silk Road, Shah Jahan’s chintz and Yinka Shonibare’s Dutch wax fabric show how textiles have shaped the world in which we live today.


The evolution of sportswear and shifting ideas around the public display of the body are tracked in Annette Kellerman’s swimwear, Suzanne Lenglen’s tennis garb, Jules Léotard’s maillot and the athleisure of Beyoncé. The stage has always been a site of spectacular style, from Vesta Tilley in Victorian music halls to Josephine Baker’s cabaret and the avant-garde ideas of Sadayakko Kawakami’s crosscultural hybrids. Oskar Schlemmer at the Bauhaus and Vaslav Nijinsky in the Ballets Russes questioned conventional ideas about the costumed performing body. The subversive yet popular styling of David Bowie, Grace Jones and Prince continues to inspire musicians and designers alike.


From the Copper Age to the Digital Age, The Fashion Chronicles travels across five thousand years to chart the style stories of a hundred of the best-dressed people in history. By shining a spotlight on the place of fashion in our heritage, we place it in a wider cultural, political and social sphere, ultimately proving that true style never lacks substance.
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Eve


Created from Adam’s rib, Eve, in the biblical telling of the fall of man, is the root cause of original sin. As recounted in Genesis 3:7 (King James Bible), after eating the forbidden fruit, ‘the eyes of them both were opened, and they knew that they were naked; and they sewed fig leaves together, and made themselves aprons.’ The story of Adam and Eve is crucial to many ideas around clothing, modesty and morality, but also appoints Eve as one of the first fashion designers, as sardonically noted by columnist Elsa Maxwell in American Vogue in 1934: ‘Eve…became the first couturière, when she evidenced such striking concern as to the proper angle in the draping of her fig leaf.’1


The fig leaf became a symbol of censorship and moral propriety with enormous repercussions for the history of art. Statues in classical antiquity were often nude, modelled on naked athletes in a display of beauty and good citizenship. But with the rise of Christianity, moral ideals based on the Garden of Eden story had less tolerance for the naked human form. This was formalized in 1563 when the Roman Catholic Council of Trent ruled that ‘all lasciviousness be avoided’ in religious images.2 This led to the ‘fig leaf campaign’, which saw painted or cast leaves deployed as a weapon in the war against indecency. As such, Eve’s legacy can be found in museums, galleries, churches and cathedrals the world over. The first nude statue to be displayed in the UK since the Roman era was erected in 1822 in Hyde Park as part of the Wellington Monument. The 5.5-m (18-ft) statue of Achilles was created from melted-down French cannon and included a prudently placed fig leaf, the subject of much satire at the time.


The fruits of Eve’s labour were celebrated in the early days of the silver screen. Fig Leaves (Howard Hawks, 1926) centres on the lives of a married couple: Adam and his fashion-obsessed wife Eve. Drawing on the idea of Eve as the original couturière, feted costume designer Adrian created fifty ensembles for a Technicolor fashion show sequence, which the Los Angeles Times described as ‘the most original and vivid array of gowns ever shown on the screen.’3 More recently, Vivienne Westwood has used the fig leaf as a recurring motif in her designs to signify environmental issues and moral hypocrisy.4
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Ötzi the Iceman
c.3500–3100BCE



Humans have been adorning themselves for millennia. In 1991, tourists discovered a body as they were walking in the Ötztal Alps along the Austrian–Italian border. It turned out to be the oldest frozen mummy ever found. Further inspection showed that his final moments were traumatic: he was shot by an arrow in the back and suffered a severe blow to the head. Theories as to why he met such a sudden and violent death range from ritual sacrifice to the political machinations of a younger rival. Named Ötzi, he has been intriguing scientists, archaeologists and historians ever since.


At least five different animals comprised the Iceman’s clothing, including sheep and goat hides stitched together to make a coat, a bear fur hat and goat-leather leggings. What makes Ötzi especially well dressed is not his rudimentary couture skills, nor his mix-and-match approach, but the fact that analysing his clothing tells us so much about the life of this prehistoric man. Studies of the varieties of animal skin that made up his Copper Age wardrobe have provided scientists with clues to the type of society in which he lived, leading them to surmise that he was part of an agricultural farming society rather than a more primitive hunter-gatherer group.5 The mixture of skins, from presumably farmed animals to wild creatures, implies that his choices were not only based on ease of availability, but also on specific attributes provided by different animals to offer, for example, better protection from the elements or more flexibility. As unfounded in science as it may be, perhaps an element of aesthetic choice also played a part in selecting what to wear in the Tyrolean snow more than 5,000 years ago.


Ötzi is adorned with 61 tattoos that are made up of groups of horizontal and vertical lines and Xs. They were likely made by rubbing charcoal into cuts and are thought to have been medicinal rather than decorative. Proving that fashion truly is cyclical, replicas of Ötzi’s boots, made of deer, calf and bear leather, were created by a Czech academic, who told the Telegraph: ‘Because the shoes are actually quite complex I’m convinced that even 5,300 years ago people had the equivalent of a cobbler who made shoes for other people.’6 The shoes are now available commercially as OTZ Shoes, established in 2009.
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Egtved Girl
c.1370BCE



In 1921, Thomas Thomsen excavated an oak-log coffin found in a burial mound in Egtved, near Vejle in Denmark. The coffin contained the remains of a girl aged between 16 and 18, who had been fully dressed for burial, placed on a cow hide and covered with a blanket. She was buried with an awl, a comb made of horn, a hairnet, a bucket that had once held a fermented drink (likely beer sweetened with honey) and the cremated remains of a child aged 5 to 6. It was later dated as a Bronze Age burial from c.1370BCE.


The burial clothes consisted of a short tunic-style bodice in fine wool, with a knee-length wool cord or string skirt and a belt featuring a bronze plate decorated with spirals, which is thought to represent the sun. The cord or string skirt was about 38cm (15 inches) long and wrapped around the waist twice, reaching down towards the knees. There are a number of theories about this style of skirt, which has been found in other Nordic burials as well as in areas of Southern and Eastern Europe and on Neolithic figurines, making it one of the first garments depicted on humans aside from animal furs. As the skirt provides no warmth, and very little modesty, it may relate to marriage, sexual intercourse and childbearing. Homer’s Iliad, from around 800BCE, corroborates this with the story of Hera donning a ‘girdle set with an hundred tassels’ to deflect Zeus’s attention from the Trojan battles. Aphrodite lends her just such a girdle, created for ‘love and lust and flirtation’. The plan is successful and Zeus is seduced away from Troy.7


Tests on Egtved Girl and her clothing shed new light on Bronze Age life. Isotope analysis of her teeth, fingernails, hair and clothing showed that she likely originated in southwest Germany around the Black Forest, and travelled throughout her life. The wool of her clothing was not produced locally, hinting at textile production as part of the economy. Researchers note that southern Germany and Denmark were dominant centres of power at the time, and it has been suggested that Egtved Girl was involved in a marriage to form an alliance to strengthen trade routes involving key commodities, such as Baltic amber, which could be found on the Danish coast and traded for bronze.8
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Tutankhamun
c.1341–c.23BCE



Tutankhamun was a boy-pharaoh of the 18th Dynasty, whose gold and blue funerary mask has become an icon of Ancient Egypt. His golden treasures are known the world over, but less renowned are the textiles and clothing that make up the largest group of items from his tomb. In 1923, shortly after the discovery, Howard Carter wrote: ‘The material from this tomb will be of supreme importance to the history of textile art and it needs very careful study.’9


The collection included 145 loincloths, 12 tunics, 28 gloves, 25 head coverings and nearly 100 sandals, some of which were worked in gold. The hoard also featured elaborately beaded pieces, garments embellished with gold discs resembling sequins and even a fake leopard skin made of woven linen with appliqued spots. Loincloths formed the basis of the Ancient Egyptian wardrobe, but while an ordinary member of the population could expect 37 to 50 threads per inch, royal loincloths were much more luxurious at 200.10 Our knowledge of Tutankhamun’s textiles comes predominantly from the work of Dr Gillian Vogelsang-Eastwood at the Textile Research Centre in the Netherlands. She has been studying the collection since the early 1990s and has re-created garments to gain an understanding of ancient techniques.


Personal appearance was of enormous importance to the pharaohs, and titles such as Royal Wigmaker and Hairdresser, and Keeper of the Royal Wardrobe stretch back for millennia before Tutankhamun’s time.11 Cosmetics were indispensable for both men and women. The most famous Egyptian make-up – kohl to emphasize the eyes – was immortalized in a love poem around 1300BCE: ‘My longing for you is my eye-paint, when I see you my eyes shine’. As well as making an aesthetic impact, it also had medicinal benefits: it helped to reduce glare from the sun and antiseptic properties provided relief from irritation.12
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On discovering Tutankhamun’s tomb in 1922, Howard Carter triggered a fresh wave of Egyptomania across art, design and fashion that filtered into many areas of popular culture.13 American Vogue acknowledged this impact in September 1923, noting:


‘Some months ago, the Pharaoh Tut-ankh-Amen stepped from the quiet darkness of the tomb into the noisy glare of modern publicity. From the divine mortal of three thousand six hundred years ago, he has become the familiar “King Tut” to the man in the street. Modern woman has adopted the designs and decorations invented by the ancient costumers of the Nile, adding to the fascination of her person the art and craft of the jewelers of old Thebes.’14
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Sappho
c.620–570BCE



Little is known of the Ancient Greek lyric poet Sappho, and only fragments of her poetry survive. Hailing from the island of Lesbos in the Aegean Sea, she was revered throughout the ancient world, with Plato declaring her ‘the Tenth Muse’. Her sensual poetry has cast her as an enduring symbol of desire and love between women.


During Sappho’s lifetime, women undertook weaving at home and fine, domestically produced textiles were a status symbol. However, a shift was underway, and luxuries such as Milesian cloaks and Lydian headbands and sandals were imported from abroad, impacting women’s position in Greek society.15 Sappho refers to clothing throughout her work. An indication that class and status were aligned with dress is evident in fragment 57, in which the rustic nature of country attire is linked to a lack of sophistication: ‘What country woman bewitches your mind…dressed in a country stola…not knowing how to draw the rags over her ankles?’16


Other fragments note the sensual and erotic qualities of sheer cloth with references to ‘see-through’ fabric (beudos, fragment 155) and the flowing texture of a dancer’s dress: ‘sing of Gongyla, while desire once again flies around you, the lovely one – for her dress excited you when you saw it; and I rejoice’ (fragment 22).17 This titillating dress is sometimes translated as ‘drapery’ or ‘fold’, so could relate to the peplos or chiton.


The peplos and chiton, along with the himation (cloak), were key components of the Ancient Greek wardrobe. They were each made from a single rectangle of fabric that was folded down one side then secured at the shoulders with stitches or pins known as fibulae. The peplos was folded over at the top to form an extra layer of draped fabric reaching below the waist. Usually made of heavier cloth, it is evident on Greek art from the Archaic and Classical periods. The peplos may have featured on Greek statuary even after it was no longer worn because it functioned as a marker of Greek identity and embodied traditional values.18


Drapery from Ancient Greece remains a perpetual source of inspiration for fashion designers. It can be found in the pleating of Mariano Fortuny in the early 20th century and in the drapery of Madame Grès in the 1940s..19 In more recent years, designers from Karl Lagerfeld to Jean Paul Gaultier have turned to influences from Classical and Archaic Greece, while Sophia Kokosalaki has drawn on her own Greek heritage to reimagine ancient drapery for the 21st century.
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Xin Zhui
c.213–163BCE



In 1971, a Han dynasty tomb was discovered that contained the exceptionally well-preserved body of Xin Zhui, also known as Lady Dai, the wife of a high-ranking official in Hunan Province, China. She had been buried with more than one thousand items to ensure her luxurious lifestyle continued in the afterlife. Many of these things were made from silk, highlighting the importance of the fabric in Chinese culture. Lady Dai was cocooned in twenty layers of silk and linen clothing, secured with silk bands, in a silk-lined coffin and covered with padded silk quilts. Silk brocade and embroidered silk adorned the outside of the coffin. Silk curtains, pillows, gowns, robes, gloves and shoes were found, as well as 46 rolls of the fabric.20 Painted wooden figurines in the tomb depict silk fashions of the day. Thought to have been part of her funerary procession, an exquisitely painted silk sheet over 2m (6½ feet) long was draped over the coffin, decorated with fantastical creatures, gods and grotesques.21


Silk cultivation dates back to the third millennium BCE in China, and the origins of sericulture are enshrined in mythology. The trade gave its name to the Silk Road, a system of commercial routes that joined the Far East to the Mediterranean, and China had a monopoly on silk production for at least a millennium and a half. During the Han dynasty, silk was so significant that it functioned as a form of unofficial currency; some civil servants even received their salaries in silk.22
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Images of the tomb’s discovery in 1971 tell a story about a very different point in history, also codified in dress. Workers clad in utilitarian blue ‘Mao suits’ and caps contrast with the lavish opulence inside the tomb. Predating Mao Zedong, the Sun Yat-sen uniform, as it is known in China, originated in the early years of the Chinese Republic, taking its name from the first president in 1912. Based on student uniforms, the suit forged a proletarian look that, while not regulated, created a collective identity in the People’s Republic of China as Mao took power. The Cultural Revolution (1966–76) was an attack on anything considered ‘un-Chinese’. Clothing became part of the battle, and Western suits were targeted along with modern Chinese styles such as the cheongsam. In the increasingly oppressive atmosphere, the Red Guards were known to attack people in the street for wearing inappropriate clothing, at times cutting off the offending articles with scissors.23
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Cleopatra
69–30BCE



Cleopatra VII was Queen of the Ptolemaic Kingdom of Egypt, a Macedonian–Greek dynasty descended from Alexander the Great’s general Ptolemy, and the final Egyptian dynasty before the Roman conquest. Cleopatra was highly educated and spoke many languages. She bore children with Roman generals Julius Caesar and later Marc Antony, and her relationships with these men are often portrayed as some of history’s most enigmatic love stories. Classical chroniclers believed she committed suicide by clasping an asp to her breast, an act that has been retold countless times. Some modern researchers, however, think it was more likely that she used poison.24


Throughout history Cleopatra has been depicted as the ultimate seductress, using her sorcerous charms to beguile men and vanquish her enemies. Unsurprisingly, Roman chroniclers perpetuated this representation during and after her lifetime, keen to paint her as a nefarious enchantress in the story of what would soon become the Roman Empire. The epic poem Pharsalia by Lucan, written around a century after Cleopatra’s death, encapsulates the Roman view of Cleopatra. He called her,


‘That disgrace of all Egypt, Deadly scourge of the Latin race, poison-seductress, Of Rome.’


Lucan compares her ‘ruinous beauty’ to Helen of Troy. Her clothing and jewellery – seen through a haze of poetic licence and Roman propaganda – helped to cement the image of her as a wanton temptress:


‘Decked out in exceedingly deadly beauty…


Cleopatra wore a fortune plundered from the Red Sea [pearls]


And her head and neck strained to support


Her adornments. Her breasts shined in Sidonian thread.’25


Plutarch, writing at a similar time, claimed Cleopatra had arrayed herself as Aphrodite, Greek goddess of love, when she first met Marc Antony.26
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Cleopatra soon became more archetype than person, a blueprint for our ideas surrounding powerful women and the way they present themselves in any age. Costuming Cleopatra allowed for an opulent Orientalism in the case of the Ballets Russes’ Cléopâtre (1909), and she has long been a popular figure for fancy dress and masquerade,27 as seen in Marquise de Chabannes’s Cleopatra costume featured in American Vogue in 1927. Other representations have reflected the fashions of the day,28 turning the Ptolemaic queen into a contemporary parable, the supreme vamp. Cinematic Cleopatras have enticed on the silver screen since the earliest days of film, showing viewers the pinnacle of Hollywood excess, from Cecil B DeMille’s sumptuous spectacle (1934) to the lavish extravagance of Elizabeth Taylor in 1963, each of which sparked fashions for ‘Egyptian’ styles based on the fateful queen.29
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Roman Emperor Augustus
63BCE–14CE



Born Gaius Octavius Thurinus, Augustus was the adopted son and heir of Julius Caesar, and became the first Emperor of the Roman Empire in 27BCE. When he came to power, the toga was the ultimate sartorial emblem of Roman citizenship. According to Pliny the Elder, the lineage of the toga went back to the Etruscan kings, and both women and men wore it. Woven from wool, the toga supported the early domestic economy based on sheep herding.30 While it was possible to import silk from China, it was viewed as a decadent luxury, so garments made entirely of silk were not considered appropriate for a legitimate emperor.31


To save the toga from decline, Augustus legislated that senators must wear it to the Forum to conduct public business, emphasizing its place in the social hierarchy. According to Roman historian Suetonius, Augustus invoked the poet Virgil, who had declared: ‘The Romans, lords of the world, the nation clad in the toga!’32 It became largely ceremonial dress, and increased in size to up to 5m (16½ft) wide. The swathes of drapery played an important role in the iconography of imperial statues.


Roman chroniclers linked strong statesmanship with sartorial propriety, often making reference to the toga. Controlling the drapery of the toga was seen as a metaphor for authority over the state and public affairs. Suetonius made this clear when he wrote of the emperor Caligula leaving a theatre in anger and tripping over his toga. This was one of many vestimentary examples that proved his inadequacy as a ruler.33


The Senate granted Augustus the right to wear a triumphal crown at important occasions, and he is often depicted with a laurel wreath around his head.34 Mars, the god of war, also came to be associated with Augustus and his rule. This heroic image was created by depicting Augustus in the cuirass (a piece of armour formed of a breastplate and backplate).35


The dress of the Roman Republic and Empire was revived and revered in the aftermath of the French Revolution, in the last decade of the 18th century. The egalitarian ideals mixed with the aesthetics of recently excavated ancient statues to create a Neoclassical ideal that could be worn on the body in the form of white muslin gowns, or in cropped hair imitating the style of Roman busts in a celebration of democratic antiquity.36
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Boudicca
c.30–61CE



Boudicca, Queen of the Iceni people, led an uprising against the occupying Roman Empire in 60 or 61CE and, although defeated, became a folk hero in Britain. No evidence of writing from pre-Roman Britain has been found, so our understanding of clothing and culture from this period is drawn from archaeological evidence, alongside Roman sources who viewed the tribes of late Iron Age Britain as barbarians. No writing on Boudicca exists from her lifetime, but Cassius Dio, a Roman historian born nearly a century later, described the warrior queen as very tall and, ‘in appearance most terrifying…a great mass of the tawniest hair fell to her hips; around her neck was a large golden necklace; and she wore a tunic of diverse colours over which a thick mantle was fastened with a brooch.’37 While some historians suggest that Dio was exaggerating for dramatic effect,38 some of these adornments certainly existed in 1st-century Britain.


Brooches and necklaces such as torcs have been found at archaeological sites that predate the Roman occupation. The tunic of ‘diverse colours’ could have been a stripe, check or tartan, and an excavation in Colchester did find a fragment of checked purple and white cloth.39 Clothing could have come in a number of colours, from cream or brown unbleached wool to vegetable or animal dyes in red, yellow, blue and purple.40 Natural dyes, especially blue derived from the woad plant, are central to the popular image of Boudicca as a warrior queen painted in battle to scare the enemy. This impression was formed in part by Julius Caesar the century before Boudicca’s rebellion, when he claimed that blue woad was used to enhance the Britons’ ‘terrifying appearance in battle’.41 This has sparked much debate. With limited archaeological evidence, the records come from Roman accounts, which were keen to emphasize how uncivilized Britons were. Sources such as Ovid, Pliny and Tacitus all noted that Britons stained their bodies, a practice seen as barbarous to Roman sensibilities. If skin was coloured, it could have been for decoration, for medical reasons such as disinfectant or, indeed, for going into battle.42


Today woad is grown and harvested in Norfolk by a company creating a range of products dyed with the natural pigment.43 British fashion label Boudicca, named after the warrior queen of ancient Britain, was one of its first clients.44
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Theodora Empress of the Byzantine Empire
c.500–548CE



Theodora became Empress of the Byzantine Empire through her marriage to Emperor Justinian I. The key chronicler of her time, the scholar Procopius of Caesarea, wrote two very conflicting accounts of her rise to power. The official version portrays Theodora as pious and politically influential. The unpublished account, likely written with political disillusionment and deploying rhetorical spin, would make a 21st-century tabloid blush with its salacious stories and detailed debauchery. Procopius tells us that Theodora came from humble beginnings as a courtesan and actress, which is backed up by another contemporary, John of Ephesus, who describes her as ‘from the brothel’, at a time when a profession on the stage and sex work were viewed as interchangeable. Theodora’s meteoric rise required Justinian, himself from a peasant family, to introduce special legislation to enable them to marry, and she welcomed her friends from the theatre into the palace throughout her reign.1


A lasting image of this compelling empress is found in the mosaics of Theodora and Justinian in the 6th-century Basilica of San Vitale in Ravenna, Italy. Both emperor and empress are depicted in high-ranking chlamys (cloaks) in imperial purple, a colour associated with wealth and power since antiquity. Theodora’s cloak has an embroidered gold border at the bottom featuring the Adoration of the Magi. She reportedly referenced her robes in defence of her husband at the time of the Nika riots in 532, claiming: ‘May I never be without the purple I wear, nor live to see the day when men do not call me “Your Majesty”.’2 Over the chlamys, Theodora wears a jewelled collar, and on her head a crown made all the more dramatic by pendilia of pearls and gems that hang below her shoulders.3 The chlamys was probably made from silk, as the silkworm was introduced from China to Europe during Justinian’s reign, and he quickly set up a monopoly on its production in the West.4


The enigmatic Theodora has directly inspired fashion collections from Romeo Gigli (Autumn/Winter 1989–90) and Karl Lagerfeld at Chanel (Paris-Byzance, Pre-Fall 2011). The Ravenna mosaic is also brought to mind in Dolce & Gabbana’s Autumn/Winter 2013–14 collection that drew on the later mosaics at the Sicilian Cathedral of Monreale.
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Charlemagne
c.742–814



Called by some the ‘Father of Europe’ and hailing from the Carolingian dynasty, Charlemagne was King of the Franks. In 800 he was crowned Emperor of the Romans by Pope Leo III, forming the basis of what became the Holy Roman Empire. This was a momentous occasion as he became the first emperor in Western Europe since the fall of Rome, marking the start of two empires in Europe: Byzantine in the East, centred on Constantinople, and Carolingian in the West. Charlemagne had a love of learning, establishing schools in monasteries and cathedrals. But he was also a medieval warrior, expanding his lands through massacre and warfare and violently forcing conversion to Christianity.


A courtier and scholar named Einhard, Charlemagne’s contemporary biographer, described him as tall and well built, with fair hair and piercing eyes.5 Einhard also recorded his dress in unusual detail for the time, telling us that Charlemagne wore the national dress common to all Franks: a linen shirt and breeches next to his skin, covered by a silk-fringed tunic, a cloak and a short jacket of otter or marten skins in the winter. The only time he diverged significantly from the dress of his subjects was on feast days when he might have carried a jewelled sword and ‘made use of embroidered clothes and shoes bedecked by a golden buckle, and he appeared crowned with a diadem of gold and gems, but on other days his dress varied little from the common dress of the people.’6


Einhard also noted that Charlemagne ‘despised foreign costumes, however handsome’, only allowing himself to be clothed in unfamiliar styles when in Rome, at the behest of the Pope, where he adopted the Roman tunic and chlamys (cloak).7 However, one of his most versatile garments, the cloak, was imported from England. Correspondence between Charlemagne and Offa, King of Mercia (an Anglo-Saxon kingdom in England) reveals that the Frankish king complained that the cloaks were getting smaller: ‘Our people make a demand about the size of the cloaks, that you may order them to be such as used to come to us in former times.’8 The cloak functioned as a blanket as well as protection from the elements. It became a point of contention for Charlemagne when shorter styles gained favour, as captured in a later account: ‘When I go off to empty my bowels, I catch cold because my backside is frozen.’9
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William the Conqueror
c.1028–87



Also known as King William I and William the Bastard, in British history William of Normandy earned his name as the Conqueror for his triumph over Harold II at the Battle of Hastings in 1066. The battle was the culmination of a succession crisis after the death of Edward the Confessor. The Normans made an extensive cultural impact on Anglo-Saxon society, affecting the nobility, clergy, architecture and language.


The best-known representation of William is on the Bayeux Tapestry (technically an embroidery), the most celebrated example of Anglo-Saxon art, assuming, as most scholars do, that it is the product of Anglo-Saxon craftsmanship. The wool-on-linen embroidery is nearly 70m (230ft) long, and many contemporary scholars believe its patron was Bishop Odo of Bayeux, William’s half-brother.10 There is political ambiguity throughout the piece, which makes attribution somewhat difficult. Although it is sympathetic to Harold in places, it is likely meant as a form of Norman propaganda. Is it to be considered art, craft, a political tract or a historical record? Created for display in a cathedral or castle, the embroidery was arguably a fashionable item in its own right.
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