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For my father and first reader, Robert S. Carlson, and my daughters, Kieran and Eliza, who listened to these stories as I collected them.









Throughout Pockets, I have endeavored to use terms that designers, makers, and individuals have used to identify themselves or their occupations. Where the book moves into the present day I have endeavored to recognize the advances in our understanding of gender fluidity and expression. The apparel industry still distinguishes men’s wear from women’s wear, but any history of the pocket cannot help but recognize, as this one does, the material limitations and structural inequities and inconsistencies that follow from enforcing specific gendered and binary ways that people may engage with the world.
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Introduction





After a hasty exit, I patted myself down, checking my pockets to see whether I had stashed anything useful. The scene was Lafayette Street, post-9/11 New York City, and it was impossible to tell whether the midday evacuation underway was just a drill or something more serious. Following the direction to leave now meant that most of the women attending the weekly staff meeting had left their handbags, purses, or knapsacks where they had put them, tucked under desks and draped over chairs. As I scanned the thinning crowd, it occurred to me that I was not the only one standing indecisively, at a loss about what to do next.


I was wearing what my limited salary and ambivalent aspirations allowed, which was surprisingly versatile given the constraints of twenty-first-century office attire. I believed I had achieved a certain mood, influenced by the looks of those colleagues I admired (the insouciant, this-is-only-my-day-job folks) while hoping to attain the finish of the ambitious, this-is-my-real-job folks. Yet nothing that I wore was particularly well made: what passes for casual chic these days is most often accomplished via shortcuts in construction. Thanks to global fast fashion, women’s clothes, in particular, prioritize trendy new effects over thoughtful design and careful execution. The tiny pockets in my trousers had been included as an afterthought, and my knit top was far too pliant to admit any secure containers.


My office mate (of the climbing-the-ladder camp, clad in an exquisite jacket) no longer bowed his head reverentially as he checked his phone; he must have decided to wait this out someplace more convivial. His digital assistant now tucked over his left breast, a streamlined wallet steadying his back-right flank, an ATM card and subway pass surely sandwiched there, he was off. Before turning away from the crowd on the sidewalk, he raised an eyebrow in my direction, asking if I needed to borrow twenty bucks.


Like this guy, some men have been generous in the lending of their pocket bounty. Some make room for keys and lipstick during a night out. But for the most part the well-pocketed seem unconscious of their built-in good fortune. It is difficult to appreciate what you’ve always had, and pockets tend to go unnoticed by those who have always enjoyed reliably useful ones. So dependable have they proved that a man might leave his clothes behind on the shore for a quick skinny dip but absentmindedly expect his pockets and their contents to have remained at his disposal.


If not likely, such an oversight was made at least once, and recorded for posterity, by someone who thought quite a lot about hasty exits and insufficient provisions. I encountered Daniel Defoe’s Robinson Crusoe years after that evacuation drill, having left commercial publishing to teach dress history and material culture (the things that humans make, that we interact with, and that help define us). Defoe’s pocket presumption, what his contemporaries called his “notorious blunder,” helped crystallize for me why standing on that New York City sidewalk had felt so disconcerting.


Defoe had allowed his famous castaway to wash up on his lonely island with only a knife, a pipe, and some tobacco. Not wanting to doom his character with such a meager inheritance, Defoe engineered a rescue: Crusoe spies his wrecked ship, foundering just offshore. Determined to investigate, he strips his clothes so he can swim to the boat, and once on deck is delighted to find a treasure trove of useful things, including a quantity of sailor’s biscuit that has weathered the storm. Stuffing his pockets with the hard rations, Crusoe swims back ashore, planning how he will salvage the remaining supplies of foodstuffs and carpenter’s tools. Although mostly unnoticed by readers today, “the famous Passage of his swimming to shore naked, with his Pockets full of Biscuits,” was the subject of lively speculation and mirth. According to the London Journal in 1725, Defoe’s continuity problem was “taken Notice of in Publik” for years after the book’s initial publication.


Defoe’s blunder likely conjured images ranging from the pleasurably outlandish to the faintly bawdy to receive this level of attention, but it could very well have raised more rudimentary questions (as it did for me) relating to pocket-hood itself. Just what kind of thing is a pocket? And how does having one cause such unreasonable expectations of loyal service?


In subtle but measurable ways, pockets are different from their more renown cousins, the ingenious bags people the world over, and for millennia, have used for specific purposes. Satchels, medicine bags, alms purses, and fashion bags (to name only a very few) can be carried in myriad ways: slung from the shoulder, worn around the neck, balanced on the head, toted by hand, or strapped to a belt. A comparatively late innovation in fitted or tailored apparel, pockets are certainly not the only solution to transporting necessaries. Yet the desire for a pouch integral to clothes—securely stitched into a permanent fold—is one reason pockets have been so widely adopted.


Nineteenth-century essayist and historian Thomas Carlyle believed that pockets were one of the only reasons to wear clothes at all. For humans, the “feeblest of bipeds,” clothing does not function, as legions of theologians would have it, to hide our nakedness, but to compensate for the woeful inadequacies of our very taut skin. Carlyle’s 1836 Sartor Resartus (Latin for The Tailor Retailored) was one of the first books to consider seriously the social role of clothes, and in it he points out the obvious: people are not marsupial mammals. Without pockets (or an unlikely ship close by), they could not carry the tools that, according to Carlyle, make them human—the tools that allow them to act and do.
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Figure 1. K page from Sally Sketch’s An Alphabetical Arrangement of Animals for Young Naturalists, 1821.






Carlyle’s readers were as tickled by his animal analysis as by the notion that some creatures had innately supplied themselves with secure little containers. Marsupials had been unknown in Europe until reports from Captain James Cook’s 1770 voyage to New South Wales described a wonderous animal who leapt great distances on its two hind legs and whose offspring snuggled in an “oblong pouch, of a vast depth.” As they welcomed this seemingly amiable creature into the pantheon of wild beasts, authors of everything from political cartoons to alphabet books to philosophical treatises remarked upon the similarities of pocket and pouch. Reading the K page from Sally Sketch’s 1821 alphabet, children would have learned that a human-made thing could actually be considered an external anatomical part (figure 1). It was not long before wits and pontificators took note of the way pockets had become naturalized. As one exclaimed, “A man without a pocket is a freak of nature!”


More skeptical commentators pointed out the intriguing limits of the marsupial–human comparison. If it was the female of the kangaroo species who sported a “pocket” from which the “young ones” in the alphabet book “are peeping,” why was it the male of the human species to whom nature seemed to have granted a near “pockets monopoly”? His suit was honeycombed with pockets, these critics observed pointedly, while his female companion often found herself without a single one. Highlighting this absurdity, the kangaroo mama in Emmy Payne’s 1944 children’s book Katy No Pocket finds herself—against biological law—pouchless, and so she takes a long and arduous journey to “get one” (figure 2). With her son Freddy at her side, struggling to keep up, Katy travels to the city, where she meets someone who seems to be “ALL pockets,” a be-tooled workman who kindly gives Katy his apron. His gift will allow Katy to carry her son Freddy about as she should, effortlessly.
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Figure 2. Illustration of Katy and Freddy in conversation with the aproned workman, by H. A. Rey, published in Emmy Payne’s Katy No Pocket, 1944.








Who has pockets and who has had to “get” them is one of the concerns of this book. Although a humble component of dress, pockets reveal much about the organization of daily life, including the way power is unevenly distributed. That the allocation of a fairly straightforward functional element of dress should be gendered is more than just a funny quirk, one of those mysterious traditions akin to placing men’s shirt buttons on the right and women’s on the left. However arbitrary, left-facing button placement has not interfered with anyone’s dressing in the morning. Differentiated pocket allotment is a more significant matter, and its immediate disadvantages continue to rankle.
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Figure 3. Ritratto di Robinson, by Tullio Pericoli, 1984. Pericoli’s portrait of Robinson Crusoe offers his likeness alongside a visual and textual inventory of the castaway’s useful tools. Scissors, saws, compass, and knives float above him like a penumbra, a shadow self, measuring out his very length and width.








How we use those pockets we have at our command (whether a dozen or far fewer) is another concern. What is it that we think we need to bring along, and how has that changed over time? That you might find Freddy ensconced in one of Katy’s new pockets—or a mini hacksaw in one of Crusoe’s—is no surprise. It is rather the idiosyncratic bits and pieces, the pocket litter, that have proved more intriguing. Questions about the collecting habits of others are responsible for innumerable lists and inventories, tell-alls of the what’s in his pockets or what’s in her purse variety that promise insider knowledge regarding people’s enthusiasms, aspirations, and anxieties (figure 3). That curiosity can shift to outright affront when what’s in the trouser pocket is the human hand. Because trouser pockets, as poet Harold Nemerov observes, provocatively “locate to lust,” their use once received inordinate attention from those trying to uphold standards of polite behavior. Under what conditions did some hands-in-pockets poses nonetheless come to signal an attractive sort of elegance and outlaw cool?


What we make of them is as important as how we make them, and from a design perspective, pockets are operationally unique. They are the only functional part of clothing that does not contribute in some way to the project of dressing the body. Unlike zippers, lacings, buttons, and belt loops, pockets do not help us put on, take off, or adjust the fit of our clothes. One could say that clothing, historically, has been altered to fit the pocket. At the very least, clothing has made room for these wily hitchhikers.


Since the first pockets were incorporated into men’s breeches almost five hundred years ago, tailors and dressmakers have stitched them in every conceivable location, most assiduously in the three-piece suit, where they have appeared from the interior breast of the coat to the tip of its tails. In the first Museum of Modern Art exhibition to explore clothing, the architect Bernard Rudofsky charted their distribution across the male body in an installation intended to visualize what he judged to be the excessive pocketing of the mid-twentieth century. In the accompanying catalog Rudofsky employs the conceit of an X-ray to peer under cover, demonstrating that pockets come in pairs and singletons, in different shapes and axial alignments (figure 4). The color-coded schematization makes plain that their placement shifts across the trunk with different articles of clothing. A preponderance congregate around chest and thighs and seem sensitive to right- and left-handedness. A man in trousers, shirt, vest, coat, and overcoat might have at his disposal twenty-four pockets, “layers upon layers” of them.
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Figure 4. 24 Pockets, by Bernard Rudofsky, published in Are Clothes Modern? An Essay on Contemporary Apparel, 1947.








As pockets proliferated, they acquired highly specialized uses and forms, and it is their diversification as much as their number that manifests our long engagement with them. The bellows pocket expands to accept cargo, for example, while poachers’ pockets cleverly disguise illegal spoils at the small of the back. Capacious hand-jammers protect the wearer from both cold and social embarrassment, while the minuscule ticket pocket exchanges flexibility for sure and rapid retrieval. Perhaps only a tailor schooled in the language of bespoke men’s wear could tell you why a double besom pocket with flap tucked in is more formal than a gusseted patch pocket with buttoned tab, but any nonexpert has enough experience wearing clothes to know that pockets serve as both ornament and functional device. Some make dramatic statements, while others are designed to be unobtrusive. They may lie open, ready for use, or defensively secure themselves with flaps, snaps, or buttons. Designers have crafted pockets in the most whimsical and fantastic shapes, mimicking tennis nets, bureau drawers, and scattered playing cards. In doing so, how have they responded to women’s vociferous calls for “pocket equality”?


Our fondness for pockets calls for a revision of what it means to be dressed, to acknowledge that we’ve achieved our sense of self-sufficiency with an array of concealed compartments. Ease, for most of us, is underwritten by a host of personal possessions—those small articles that allow surreptitious acts of self-care or provide practical or emotional assistance on the go. We count on pockets to protect and defend, a function, however, that can lead to distrust and fear. Hostile encounters between state and citizen are routinely preceded by the expression Put your hands where I can see them! We count on pockets even in despair, as when Virginia Woolf, before she waded into the fast-running River Ouse, weighed down her pockets with river stones to ensure her drowning.


Pockets evolved and continue to evolve as clothing and objects do. Will we still require pockets in a future in which conductive thread can be woven into one’s sleeve and programmed to open locked doors, obviating the need for keys? People have dreamed of worlds so advanced and enlightened that once necessary equipment could be made superfluous. In the meantime, even when we move through our days generously pocketed, we don’t always carry what might be useful. “Got a ship in your pocket?” asks Ralph sardonically in William Golding’s Lord of the Flies, as the castaway gazes at the horizon, wondering whether salvation will ever arrive. Clearly, some objects cannot be scaled for emergency use (and mobile phones have no make-me-a-ship app). Yet in assiduously accommodating handy implements, makers of clothing recognize a tenacious partnership between garments and objects. When they are included with thoughtfulness, pockets make evident sustained efforts to anticipate human need and augment human capacity. With pockets at our sides, we need never be entirely alone. Even when it feels that we are unaccountably left to our own devices.
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Figure 1. Front cover of the Clemens family copy of The Chronicle of the Cid, an 1883 edition of a twelfth-century epic poem. Inscribed “Merry Christmas to Clara Clemens / 1884 / from Papa.”













CHAPTER 1 Pocket Origins: “Carried Close, and Secret”






Mark Twain counted pockets among the most useful of inventions. For a man who had witnessed the rise of the steamship, the telegraph, and the cross-continental railroad, pockets would seem a surprising choice. But when he dreamed “of being a knight errant in the middle ages,” it was pockets he sorely missed.


Twain’s medieval fantasy so disquieted him that he awoke with a start and jotted down the particulars of his bad dream in a notebook he kept at his bedside table for that purpose: “No pockets in the armor. No way to manage certain requirements of nature. Can’t scratch. Cold in the head—can’t blow—can’t get at handkerchief, can’t use iron sleeve.” Like any good comedian, Twain soon transformed his personal experience into a memorable send up. Upset over the late nineteenth century’s cultural rehabilitation of knighthood, which surfaced as fawning praise of unbridled masculinity in figures like cowboys and robber barons, Twain hoped to land an “underhand blow at this nonsense of knight errantry.” And he managed to do so while writing what is believed to be one of the first time-travel adventure stories ever written.


When no-nonsense Hank Morgan is transported thirteen centuries back to the Britain of King Arthur in A Connecticut Yankee in King Arthur’s Court, he reluctantly agrees to do what other knights do, and he suits up to go “holy grailing.” In a scene that mirrors his dream, Twain reminds readers that knights were not invincible in their flashing mail and colorful banners, nor could they move with ease as was commonly depicted in popular illustration (figure 1). Trussed up in layers of metal, Morgan sweats like anyone would when encased in a heat-conducting material. Twain’s sweaty knight is further incapacitated by his armor’s impenetrable surface: as he perspires and wants his handkerchief, he remembers he cannot carry one. “Hang a man that would make a suit of armor without any pockets in it,” Morgan swears in the midst of his agony.


The Connecticut Yankee suffers his ordeal in armor so keenly that he proposes a “scandalous” solution: he will henceforth require the knights of the kingdom to carry some kind of purse. Making knights borrow a so-called feminine accessory was yet another way to undermine those “iron dudes” in Twain’s estimation. As Twain well knew (he annotated the ample collection of dress-history books in his library), the purse was an almost universal dress feature in the medieval era, carried by men and women alike. In hoping to score a point in his historical contrast between medieval and modern life, though, Twain obscured what is a much more interesting question: why would anyone have agreed to trade in their purses for pockets in the first place?


Identifying the catalysts for and mechanisms of such trades is improbably difficult. We tend to gravitate toward origin stories involving a particular personality, especially those where the temperament of the innovator, their ingenuity, and circumstance coincide. Earl Tupper provides one example: the Depression-era tinkerer and independent jobber at Dupont invented resealable containers (Tupperware) after visiting the rural kitchens of his female relatives, who needed to preserve every leftover. Most are less satisfying. Books that promise to reveal the extraordinary origins of common objects, from bubble gum to hula hoops to whistling teakettles, more often than not admit that the exact derivation is unknown. The older and more common the object, the more elusive the individual creators or the precise process of innovation. This is true with any examination of elements of dress. We know buttons with corresponding buttonholes, for example, came into wide use in medieval Europe, because they begin to be referenced in royal wardrobe accounts. Did anyone have that “aha!” moment—I can engineer a garment that need not be wide enough to slip over my head! We will never know.


The roots of those objects that seem to have arisen out of common agreement and enjoyed a spontaneous spread, though, are worth attempting to trace. They mark a kind of gulf. We can no longer remember exactly how we got by before the introduction of certain contraptions; we and the world are both a little different since they appeared. That the Connecticut Yankee insists that his armor needs pockets is wonderfully absurd (pockets would seem antithetical to armor’s protective function), but it suggests the ways we become entangled with things we have come to take for granted.




The independent life of early pockets





A survey of the world history of dress suggests that inset pockets are something of an oddity that arose in the context of European tailoring traditions. Pockets are not traditionally utilized in draped clothing that is folded, wrapped, or tied around the body, such as the Indian dhoti or sari, or in wraparound skirts worn across Southeast Asia, Africa, and the Pacific Islands. They are not placed, in other words, in clothing where social tradition values the integrity of cloth as it is taken from the loom. Wearers either carry a bag or craft temporary pockets made by folding excess cloth over a belt, as, for example, the chuba robe of Tibet, an ankle-length robe that is bound around the waist by a long sash, whose resulting cavity can hold useful items, or the Roman sinus, a sling-shaped fold in the toga that late Roman emperor Augustus insisted be searched for weapons.


In most cultures, and for much of the history of the West, people have carried the tools and ephemera of the everyday tucked more or less securely about their clothing, often into a belt, or suspended from a purse or pouch that is itself attached to a belt—and that was the case for the knights to whom Twain consigns a purse in order to feminize or otherwise demean them. Twain’s strategy would have failed miserably had he actually traveled back in time: the medieval belt and purse were highly desirable accessories, marks of taste and wealth, an indicator of sex appeal. As the “God of Love” reminded his readers in a popular medieval handbook of 1200, the male suitor who seeks to draw the attention of a prospective lover “is nothing without elegance.” Dress as well as you can according to your income, this Love God counseled, but splurge on flashy adornments, like gloves and belt, and be sure to “deck yourself out” with a “silk purse.”


And deck themselves out they did. Purses served as a mark of status and bravado essential to the aristocratic warrior ideal. Illustrated manuscripts from the 1300s through the 1400s are full of images depicting stately landowners as well as young, fashion-forward gallants who flaunted luxuriously fabricated purses made of embroidered silk and velvet or fine leather. Some were decoratively embossed or studded with jewels. Purses might be pouchlike in shape or stitched over a metallic frame and might include elaborate clasps and inner compartments. Affixed to a belt slung about the waist or hips, many included a slit through which a dagger could be fastened and displayed. A male figure in an illustrated edition of Boccaccio’s Decameron wears such a dagger purse (figure 2). The belt and purse combination proved a critical counterpoint to men’s dress, cinching in the tunic at the waist or hips and exaggerating the breadth of the shoulders. In 1342, Giovanni Villani, the Florentine historian, complained that these accessories made men look something like tightly girthed horses, as the ornately buckled belts, with their pendulant purses, strained against protruding bellies.
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Figure 2. Illustration in a 1414 edition of Giovanni Boccaccio’s The Decameron.








Women also attached purses to belts, but they wore them low, dangling to about mid-thigh either over or under their gowns. The woman in the Boccaccio illustration suspends her purse under her gown and has hiked up her gown to display it, an apparently evocative gesture (figure 2). According to medieval poets, the placement of belt and purse had enormous erotic appeal. Chaucer’s Miller, one of the pilgrims in The Canterbury Tales, admires the beautiful Alison’s girdle and describes the way it wraps around her lithe figure while her purse swings along and between her legs as she walks. For centuries, how you wore your purse distinguished masculine from feminine dress, but the purse itself did not belong to a single gender.


Pockets were in use in the medieval era, but they were independent of clothes and apparently humble accessories. Pocket is a borrowing of the French word for bag, poche, that took on a harsher intonation in medieval Anglo-Norman, as poke. When followed by the diminutive, -ette, it meant, quite simply, “small bag.” Early pockets had a range of uses. Chaucer’s Canterbury Tales records a pocket lined in wax as among the utensils necessary for the alchemist. In his 1552 book of herbal remedies, William Copland suggested that compounds useful to bind or “staunch the flux” be wrapped in a pocket that could be fastened to the site of the “grievance.” For the most part, though, work-a-day pockets were carried about one’s person. And, like any bag, they could pass hands or fall into the wrong hands. A henpecked husband in a 1530 broadsheet discovers so much when his domineering wife strips him of his pocket and sword and makes him pull the washing.
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Figure 3. One of a group of garments discovered in a peat bog in Norse Greenland, carbon-dated to between 1180 and 1530.








Affixing pockets inside clothing—where they were less likely to fall into the wrong hands—was not otherwise an immediately useful idea. Through the twelfth century, both sexes were clothed in long, loose robes or tunics. Cloth itself was such an investment in the preindustrial era that European tailors, like many of their global counterparts, made sure to utilize as much of the full length of material as possible. Cloth was far more expensive than labor. By the fourteenth century, tailors began to experiment in earnest with more complex constructions. Tailored dress, in contrast to draped, involves cutting up precious cloth into smaller shapes and then stitching or seaming those shapes together, resulting in a garment that closely follows the contours of trunk and appendages. Sections of those seams could be left unstitched, a strategy evident in rare examples of medieval clothing discovered in a stash of garments recovered from Norse Greenland gravesites. Of the eight intact garments, four include slits positioned in the seams between the front and side panels (figure 3). The slits were carefully finished with overcast stiches to ensure that the opening would not unravel and have been identified in both the men’s and women’s garments. These small openings at the side seam, positioned at about hip level accessible to the hands, allowed entry to a bag held under the garment. Wearers might have rested their hands in these openings, as does the figure meant to represent Joan, the daughter of King Edward III, in a small sculpture near her father’s tomb at Westminster Abbey (figure 4).
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Figure 4. Sculpture of Joan, the daughter of King Edward III, who mourns by his tomb while reaching through pocket slits in her gown, Westminster Abbey, 1377.








Even as European tailors were developing these construction techniques, medieval clothing practice still precluded the pocket’s integration. Fine woolen cloth for outerwear, tunics, and overdresses was reused again and again and taken apart and turned inside out for renewal. Because laundering involved beating garments on rocks (before effective soaps), fastenings like buttons were made as removable shanks to avoid damage. Medieval tailors assiduously avoided any element that would have compromised a garment’s reuse or care. And these practices of reuse and care were in sync with aesthetics and taste. Tailors drew on closures like buttons and string ties (which laced through small eyelet holes) to make clothing that conformed to and flattered the body, but medieval dress remained relatively free of ornament and still honored uninterrupted cloth surfaces. Inset pockets in such conditions would likely have proved a troublesome appendage.




Breeches: “No safer a store-house”





It was not until tailoring reached a more confident, even exuberant stage that pockets began to make sense. The idea seems to have occurred because of breeches, an article of dress that was understood to be men’s special prerogative.


Men’s dress noticeably articulated the legs beginning only in the early fourteenth century. (Although trousers have an ancient lineage, originating with horse-riding nomads of the Eurasian steppes and in use by at least 1000 BC, the practice of wearing trousers had vanished in medieval Europe.) Some dress scholars surmise that the development of plate armor instigated a shift to tighter-fitting and bifurcated (or two-legged) garments. Needing to protect the body under the armor, tailors learned to stitch cloth padding that closely hugged each limb (figure 5). Initially, these garments, called hose, looked something like tights; but the top part, from the waist to above the knees, eventually divided and became its own separate covering, called trunk hose or breeches. Women’s dress did not follow. While it grew tighter at the bodice, showing off cleavage and waist, women’s clothes nevertheless retained the enveloping skirt. This shift in men’s garments fueled a divergence that would eventually give rise to the trousers versus skirt distinction with which we are still familiar (figure 6).
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Figure 5. The Knight and the Lady with Helmet and Lance, by Master E. S., German, mid-fifteenth century. As firearms developed during the fifteenth century, the tunic-like mail no longer protected the body, and to better deflect projectiles, armorers developed plate armor. Unlike the draped mail, plate armor was fitted to the body and required specially designed padding underneath.
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Figure 6. Contemporary international pictograms used to identify gendered public lavatories still highlight the trouser/skirt distinction.








Breeches appeared in a range of styles across Europe and might resemble stiff, rounded pumpkins or droopy, puffy bloomers. So distinctive to the masculine sex were these articles that the power struggle between husband and wife for dominance in one’s marriage could be analogized as one between the skirt and the breeches. The “fight for the reeches” (later replaced with the question, Who wears the pants in this family?) was depicted in countless ballads illustrating man and wife literally engaging in a tug-of-war over them (figure 7). As breeches took on this symbolic significance as the seat of patriarchal power, the garment also performed some very real-world duties: not only did they decorously cover the breech, but they also accommodated an astonishingly diverse range of more-or-less useful things.


To achieve full, rounded breeches, tailors stuffed them with hair, tailors’ waste, quilted linings, and bombast, a cotton padding. In one of the many instances where material qualities take on figurative meanings, bombast came to stand for an attitude enabled by it. A bombastic man’s strut was amplified and enabled through the bombast that swelled his breeches. Critics made lavish sport of fashionable men who swaggered in their “breeches as big as good barrels.” Silhouette and size were key to the fashion, and anyone, including serving men and apprentices, could attempt to flaunt it in great breeches, according to critics like the puritan Philip Stubbes. In response, sumptuary laws, which for centuries had focused almost exclusively on materials (for example, regulating how much gold or silver a knight or a mere gentleman might wear on his doublet) turned to questions of form. By the early 1560s, the English crown passed a series of edicts to limit the “monstrous and outrageous greatness of hosen.” A 1562 edict included specific instructions that tailors use no more than one and three-quarters yards of fabric, and allowed them to insert no more than one lining. Well aware of this law, young serving men in a 1564 play disregarded the legislation and stuffed their hose with about seven yards of cloth. They were ridiculed for their willingness to bear such a burden; a character named Grim likens the young men’s breeches to duffels of water toted by mules, suggesting such ensembles are “good for none but such as have no buttocks.” Grim wonders whether the serving men’s motive should be attributed to conceit or whether they were simply doing a service by offering a place where they could lug around “other folk’s stuff.”
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Figure 7. The Married Man’s Complaint: Who Took a Shrew Instead of a Saint, ca. 1550s. A ballad woodcut illustrating the so-called fight for the breeches.








Fashion victims like these serving men faced not only derision but scrutiny by the state when watchers at the city gates checked for compliance with sumptuary law. The nobility tended to be passed over during such dragnets, while those with very little power bore the brunt of the state’s attention and supervision. Such was the case of a serving man named Richard Walweyn, who, along with his “monstrous hose,” was detained in January 1565. Walweyn’s hose were stripped from him, eviscerated, and then strung up on a pike and left to flutter there (disturbingly like severed heads on London Bridge) “where they may aptly be seen and considered by the people as an example of extreme folly.” Another working man, a tailor named Thomas Bradshaw, was made to parade home wearing the offending breeches, one leg of his hose torn, its insides trailing, and the other intact. Such public humiliation functioned literally to cut down in size those upstarts who exceeded their station, revealing their vanity to be made up of waste and rags.


Not only waste and rags were tucked into men’s breeches. Another anecdote about government oversight of breeches tells the story of an unnamed suspect who was hauled into court—also for wearing “his breeches contrary to the Law”—but who received no punishment. He was spared because his breeches included a newfangled thing called a pocket. As the prisoner approached the judges asking for forgiveness, he reached into the baglike pockets stitched to the inside of his breeches and proceeded to excavate a remarkable trove. In a scene resembling the circus gag where an endless line of clowns exits a tiny car one by one, he drew out a pair of sheets, two tablecloths, ten napkins, four shirts, a brush, a mirror, a comb, a nightcap, and “other things of use.” The courtroom was soon “strewn” with his belongings. The suspect then addressed the judges, explaining that he had “no safer a store-house” in which to secure his possessions. Mightily weighted down, he admitted his breeches felt like “a straight prison.” Yet he lauded the effectiveness of his pockets: they served as “a roome to lay up my goods in.” Amused by his performance, the judges laughed and dismissed him, telling him not to “alter the furniture of his store-house, but to rid the Hall of his Stuffe, and keep it as it pleased him.”
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Figure 8. Drawing of the trunk hose worn by Svante Sture in 1567, by Janet Arnold. The single drawstring “pocket bag” lies on the proper right side of hose; the codpiece laces the hose together at the center front, acting like the front fly of trousers. A common contention was that the codpiece also acted as a kind of pocket.








If not quite a storehouse, early pockets like the one in described in this account were sturdier and more capacious than the envelope-shape containers we are familiar with today. In her analysis of the very rare examples of still extant sixteenth-century garments, the dress historian Janet Arnold records what looks like a simple drawstring bag stitched into a pair of men’s trunk hose dated to 1567 that belonged to the Swedish count and statesman Svante Sture (figure 8). Arnold dubs this early version of a pocket a pocket-bag, indicating its transitional nature. But sixteenth-century people called them pockets (as I will here). Such pockets attached at the waistband and hung freely from it. Sture’s pocket measured twelve inches in depth, while others could be as deep as twenty inches. They might be made of linen, stiff canvas, or more durable leather. Some had a drawstring closure, while others might be pleated and stitched to a side seam. In this early configuration pockets were not necessarily easy to access, as indicated by the stock figure in a contemporary woodcut ballad illustration who requires two hands to loosen his pocket ties and reach into the recess (figure 9).
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Figure 9. The Plow-Mans Prophesie, ca. 1550s. In this ballad woodblock illustration, the man apparently reaches with some difficulty for the “pocket-bag” secured inside his breeches.








Early users of pockets nevertheless appreciated pockets’ attributes, if enthusiastic accounts in drama—which rivaled even those of the courts—are any measure. Like the suspect who tucked his whole household into his pockets, dramatists willfully exaggerated pockets’ scope and scale. The clown Frisco, in a late sixteenth-century comedy, wishes that he were wearing the notoriously large, baggy hose of a Dutchman rather than his own English ones. Having tricked a trio of hapless adversaries and fearing an imminent beating, he frantically searches out a place to hide. “Oh that I had the Dutchman’s Hose,” he cries, “that I might creepe into the Pockets!” According to Shakespeare, Caesar was such an outsized personality that he “carried the moon in his pocket.” In the imagination, at any rate, pockets’ scale was not fixed. From storehouse to haven to the heavens, the pocket’s boundaries seemed to extend to fit the circumstances.





A codpiece “like a pocket”?





A potential alternative to early pockets arose in the codpiece, an emblem of procreative energy and masculine prowess. Derived from cod, the slang word for scrotum, the codpiece was a triangular, detachable piece of fabric that laced the trunk hose together at the groin, acting like the front fly of modern trousers (figure 8). Unlike the understated front fly, codpieces often protruded conspicuously, and when codpieces were de rigueur, critics pointed out that men appeared to have been more interested in stuffing the codpiece with straw to achieve the obvious effect. Women noticed. In his 1450s book of fatherly advice, Peter Idley warned his son about women’s curiosity and brazenness. He condemned specifically the actions of women ogling and gossiping at church as they admired men’s revealing clothes, hoping to get a look at how the stuffing of the codpiece “stands out.” Ostentatious codpieces were stylish: Cornelius, the aristocratic gallant of Henry Medwall’s 1490s Fulgens and Lucres (the earliest extant secular, vernacular drama in Britain), wears a notable one. Cornelius is introduced as “a new man of fashion” who must have “a codpiece before almost thus large.” The line includes no stage direction, so just how far an actor might indicate was left to him to improvise.


Later codpieces were constructed over a rigid framework, sometimes leaving a hollow cavity in the interior. This cavity suggested to early modern historians that codpieces were used like pockets. According to a reference book of 1619, for example, when “unknit,” the codpiece “made way to the Linnen bags tyed to the inside between the Shirt and Codpiss, these Bags held every thing they carried about them.” The figure depicted in the 1510 Young Knight in a Landscape by the Italian painter Vittore Carpaccio wears a heavily padded codpiece as protection where armor was not feasible, and in what looks like a pocket housed on the outside of his codpiece, the knight has placed some sort of document, folded in quarters, with a reddish, quarter-round shape visible, perhaps a seal (figure 10). Evidence of using the codpiece as a container is extremely rare, however. And most assertions about function were made when men had taken to making fun of the apparent desire to “too much express our shameful parts.” Others objected even to that notion: Cesare Vecellio asked if one would really want to store a piece of fruit in “so sweet a closet” and then unlace one’s codpiece in public in order to proffer it to another? That this action in 1590 seemed “uncivil” to Vecellio (an artist and writer who had spent several decades compiling the most extensive catalog of fashions from around the world) marks a definitive turn against this accessory. Indeed, the idea that codpieces were at all utilitarian may have been a backhanded way to rationalize their century-long use after the fact.
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Figure 10. Young Knight in a Landscape, by Vittore Carpaccio, 1510.








Pockets were clearly less controversial than codpieces; they also surely carried more. Tailors, however, have been frustratingly mute about what precisely prompted them to commit to this possibility in the manufacture of clothes. The few sixteenth-century tailor’s manuals that survive, most printed in Spain, do not mention pockets, nor do they highlight new styles or techniques. Without explanation or commentary, pockets start to appear in tailors’ invoices, where they tend to be itemized separately. In 1581, William Petre’s tailor sent him a bill for making up blue Venetian trunk hose that notes the half a yard of linen it took to make the pockets. The bill includes an additional charge “for [two] leather pockettes for his other hosen.” As may have been the case here, pockets wore out and could be replaced as needed. By the 1550s, a date commonly used in encyclopedias of dress for marking the invention of pockets, pockets were still an emergent trend and far from universal. Of the few trunk hose that remain in museum collections, some include pockets and some do not. For example, the trunk hose of Svante Sture that Janet Arnold analyzed were discovered buried in an iron vault with those of his sons. The elder Sture wore the “conservative suit of an older man,” Arnold notes, while one son wore a fashionable velvet ensemble and the other, a hunting suit of “hard-wearing” leather and wool. Yet it was the father’s conservative trunk hose, and neither of the young men’s garments, that held a pocket.


As integrated pockets became more common and expected in men’s wear over the sixteenth century, they began to be called out by decorative trimmings. In a 1600 Dutch satirical print, the male customer who accompanies the woman to a shop wears breeches whose pocket is outlined in braid and punctuated by buttons (figure 11). Some women also attached pockets to the skirts of their gowns, likely at the placket (or skirt opening). The wardrobe accounts of Elizabeth I indicate that she had pockets sewn into a few of her more casual gowns and cloaks. But these were never decorative, and most women tended to rely on tried and true methods, continuing to carry a purse suspended from a belt, as does the female customer being fitted for a bumroll, a padded hip bustle, in figure 12. In this state of semi-undress, her suspended purse is visible.
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Figure 11. The Vanity of Women: Ruffs, attributed to Maerten de Vos, ca. 1600 (detail). The standing male figure at the right wears blowsy trunk hose, whose pocket opening at the side seam is outlined with topstitching and reinforced by braid and buttons.










Pockets and deadly politics





While motives for the pocket’s inclusion in men’s breeches have yet to be discovered, reactions and accommodations to them do appear in the historical record. Various edicts sought to limit the manufacture or distribution of some of the first objects intended to be carried in pockets: small-scale handguns. Perhaps for good reason, anxious rulers across Europe came to fear the potential of pocket pistols, also called “pocket dags,” that were “carried privily.” A dramatic wake-up call occurred on a winter night in 1549 when an intruder gained entry to the apartments of Henry VIII’s heir, Edward VI, and, startled by the excitable barking of Edward’s little dog, drew a gun from his pocket and shot it. A mere seven days later, Edward VI issued the first of repeated proclamations that attempted to create a protective bubble around the king. Fearing an actual assassin, he declared that no one could carry a pocket pistol within three miles of wherever the king happened to be in residence.
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Figure 12. The Vanity of Women: Masks and Bustles, attributed to Maerten de Vos, ca. 1600 (detail). The female customer who lifts her skirts in order to be fitted for a bumroll displays a purse hanging from a cord in much the same way that women in the medieval era carried their purses.
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Figure 13. Portrait Sir Martin Frobisher (1535?–1594), by Cornelis Ketel, 1577. The privateer and explorer holds a short-barrel wheel-lock pistol in one hand and rests the other against the handle of his sword.








That pistols—until this point several feet long—could now fit in pockets was made possible by the wheel-lock mechanism, one of the significant technological innovations of the early sixteenth century. Older military firearms were cumbersome, heavy guns and required that a soldier pause and use both hands to light a tapering flare to ignite the gun powder. The wheel-lock pistol, in contrast, could be loaded ahead of time and then fired at will with one hand in a dramatically efficient and surprising motion. A game-changer for military combat, this kind of handgun was also appreciated for its ease in hunting and sport shooting, and aristocrats who served in a military capacity enjoyed them in times of peace. They spent large sums to purchase and collect these bejeweled instruments, and often displayed them or gave them as gifts.


In his 1577 portrait, the adventurer and privateer Sir Martin Frobisher holds his pistol at the ready, unsettling the decorum of elite portraiture in which most gentleman merely rested a hand on a sheathed sword or rapier, many of them “clogged” with gold and silver (figure 13). Frobisher understood that the “greatest gallant” wore the “deepest ruff” around his neck and carried “the longest blade” at his side—that tied up in any man’s look were ideas about honor and his capacity for violence. (We still say, although rarely now, that a well-dressed person looks “sharp.”) Yet Frobisher’s image takes this capacity a step further than most, as his finger actually clasps the trigger of his gun. Placing the gun by the side of his sizable Venetian trunk hose, painter and subject seem to acknowledge the threat that pocket pistols posed.


In the meantime, the state began to limit handgun ownership and to qualify the conditions of their use. While rulers believed that elite men like Frobisher might be counted on for their loyalty, they were worried about armed insurrection by those with incomes lower than one hundred pounds a year. Their stated concern extended beyond their own safety to maintaining peace in general: with only a minuscule law-enforcement organization in England to thwart marauding troublemakers, urban violence was a major question of the day. In the monarch’s name, and with Parliament in agreement, various proclamations were printed, read aloud in public ceremonies, and posted for citizens to see (figure 14). Noting that her subjects “are in fear and danger of their lives,” Queen Elizabeth I asserted that no gun should be shorter than three-quarters of a yard. Anything shorter, in “a time of peace,” could have only one purpose: to “execute great and notable Robberies, and horrible murders.” A 1579 regulation updated the terms of the injunction, noting that small pistols were “commonly called pocket dags,” and forbade the manufacture, import, and sale of any gun “that may be hid in any pocket or like place about a man’s body to be his or carried covertly.” Elizabeth I’s successor, James I, observed darkly that “Pocket Dags” were “truly termed of their use . . . that are apparently made to be carried close, and secret.”


In Britain, the state eventually banned the pocket dag absolutely, no matter the owner’s rank (although the need to reissue the edicts periodically suggests that they remained ineffectual). Contemporaneously, the sovereign in France settled on a different strategy, focusing instead on those devious places “about a man’s body”—that is, pockets themselves—rather than the dangers they might conceal. A 1564 ordinance of Henri III limited the bombast in men’s trunk hose. It also explicitly banned placing pockets of a certain length inside them, presumably in an attempt to prevent the concealment of large guns. Of course, limiting the size of pockets rather than regulating the pistols at issue might seem a curious strategy. But this strategy would regain appeal in the late nineteenth-century United States, when state legislatures attempted to ban outright the new back or seat pockets on men’s trousers, calling them “pistol pockets.”
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Figure 14. A Proclamation against the use of Pocket-Dags, issued by James I in 1613. Only desperate persons carried pocket-dags, as small-scale handguns were known, according to this edict of James I.








For all their inefficacy, early modern and modern regulatory efforts suggest the political view that pockets could enable deadly violence. According to James I, pocket pistols were “odious . . . instruments of mischief and murther.” Not only did he lament that his peaceable kingdom had been “polluted with blood,” but he judged covert weapons to be unmanly, an aspect of the general upset that we moderns have perhaps lost. In his published letters of advice to his son, James outlined how a ruler should dress and behave, and he took special care to distinguish visible and covert weapons. He admonished his son to wear only those weapons which were “knightly and honorable,” and by this he meant “rapier, swords and daggers.” The king expected that the aristocrats gathered round him at court or ensconced on their own estates would be armed. Weapons themselves were not the problem. It was concealing one’s intentions that broke a long-standing social pact, signaling a general disintegration of chivalric codes. Pockets thus exacerbated a troubling turn. “Out with . . . your pocket-dagger,” demands Duarte, the quarrelsome braggart in John Fletcher and Philip Massinger’s 1619 play, The Custom of the Country, when he encounters Alonzo, his rival, on the street. He accuses Alonzo of the worst kind of cowardice: too timid is he to carry a sword with which to publicly defend his honor; rather, he sinks to the level of common criminal who pockets small-scale weapons with which to “murder men.”


Only the smallest minority of men were murderers or robbers who relied on pockets for their dastardly schemes. But this early use of pockets as containers for covert weapons was certainly a sensational one, drawing pockets into political debate, and influenced the way early pockets were represented. The belief that valor should be discernable to all accounts for some of the breathless commentary that followed the first successful assassination of a political leader by a handgun. In 1584 Prince William of Orange (an ally of Queen Elizabeth I and an enemy of Spain) was assassinated by a wheel-lock pistol, which the assassin, pretending to hand Prince William a letter, produced from his pocket (figure 15). Commentators kept coming back to this odd detail: the most unprepossessing of killers, dour in temperament and small in stature, had carried off a shocking assault, one that had the potential to tip the balance of power between England and Spain. Into one’s pockets, the wearer might place articles that gave him an internal source of confidence. Bravery need not be visible with a pistol tucked in your pocket.
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Figure 15. The Assassination of William the Silent, by Frans Hogenberg, 1584 (detail). Hogenberg’s graphic depiction of the assassination included highlights of the action in sequential order. It acted like a news report, although one of limited accuracy, relying as it did on secondhand accounts and hearsay.










Crime and new skills: “Diving into your storage”





Where the state saw danger, others identified opportunity. Pockets proved an irresistible temptation to criminals, so much so that with the advent of pockets an important subset of thieves required a name change and a new set of skills. Since the medieval period, cutpurse was the term for the thief who seized valuables directly from his victim. In Pieter Bruegel’s 1568 painting, The Misanthropist, a cutpurse in a field of sheep simply grabs the old man’s money bag and slices it free of its cord with a knife (figure 16). Most cutpurses, however, preferred to lurk in crowds, where the everyday jostle and noise helped to disguise their actions. Gaining access to pockets involved a greater degree of intimacy and a higher degree of risk. Capturing a shift in the relationship between criminal and victim, the first pickpockets were called “divers” in the colorful argot of the criminal underworld. The naive narrator who interviews a diver, among other various underworld characters, in John Dunton’s 1685 allegory, An Hue and Cry after Conscience, takes this designation literally. He asks the thief whether his job is to “plunge into the water.” (“Speak plain,” he begs.) The diver reluctantly replies that his job is to “lift . . . your Cargo by insensibly diving into your Storage.” Rather than cut at a cord, the diver plunged into private space.
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Figure 16. The Misanthropist, by Pieter Bruegel, 1568. The figure of the misanthrope is hooded and withdrawn—he does not notice the cutpurse, and indeed, that was Bruegel’s point. The theft is essentially the misanthrope’s fault, so concerned is he with his own affairs that he does not notice the thief in the wide-open landscape.








According to Robert Greene’s 1591 survey of criminal methods, the diver was a more respected criminal than the cutpurse. He was also something of a snob who “holds himself of the highest degree,” refusing even to carry a knife with which to cut his meat for “disdain” of being mistaken for a cutpurse. “Nimble handed,” the diver and pickpocket had to have the techniques and skill of a good surgeon, Greene remarked. Prostitutes, too, were thought to have the specialized skills of the pickpocket, and a perfect excuse for the intimacy pocket diving required. As the “wandering whore” who narrates Peter Aretine’s 1661 bawdy pamphlet, Strange News from Bartholomew-Fair, “dives” into the pockets of otherwise engaged customers, she manages to leave them “as clear as a room new swept.” The writer figures the prostitute’s successful foray as her domestication of the customer’s personal space. Rifling through another’s pockets was a real incursion into intimate parts.




Pockets: A social affair?





With their dramatic introduction, pockets seem to have traveled some distance from what the historian of technology George Basalla calls their “antecedent” artifact, the small bag or purse. All made things have antecedents, argues Basalla—and new things “are never pure creations of theory, ingenuity, or fancy.” If we paid more attention to continuity rather than startling innovation, he adds, we could reconstruct “a grand and vast network of linked artifacts,” a kind of artifactual family tree encompassing everything from existing artifacts to vanished ones. This network of object relations would better explain the diversity of the things we create and that surround us. On such a tree, pockets would be positioned as a mere offshoot of purses. And while pocket and purse share more qualities than not, their proximity belies the significance of small adjustments. Yoking bag to breeches in what looks like an improvisational “lash-up” created a tool demonstrably more private and personal than the public-facing purse whose uses and meanings could not have been foreseen.


The purse, important to one’s overall look, is a satellite accessory, eminently detachable. And with millennia of lead time, purses acquired specific associations marked by their contact with gold and silver. From biblical Judas, whose infamous purse with its thirty pieces of silver marked his betrayal, purses have carried a certain burden. No matter the articles placed there, the purse remains a container overridingly identified with money and, by extension, the person’s status, wealth, or lack thereof. In allegory and satire, purses might point out general qualities related to the person’s care of their resources, from munificence to cupidity and miserliness.


Pockets, too, can be associated with money (as immigrant narratives that begin with some version of and he arrived with only two dollars in his pocket attest). But, at least relative to purses, one’s money is the least interesting or remarked upon thing that people carry there. What did seem to capture people’s imagination was the feature that distinguishes pockets from their antecedent, their integral construction. Once the wearer places something inside their pocket, that thing disappears, enfolded and seemingly absorbed into uncertain depths. The notion that pockets swallow their contents shows up in the first common expressions that used or expanded on the word pocket, many of which exploited a beloved quirk of the English language in which speakers turn nouns into verbs. According to the Oxford English Dictionary, the phrase “to pocket up” initially referred to situations in which one kept one’s weapons and impulses in check. Rather than uphold one’s honor by readying for a fight (and drawing, say, one’s pocket pistol), one endured or swallowed some insult, circumventing a duel. The phrase’s resonance can be attributed to the difficulty the nobility had in calibrating their responses to perceived social slights at court, where a once fiercely independent aristocracy increasingly depended on a ruler for status and privilege. In his 1611 lament about the loss of aristocratic power, Anthony Stafford observed that while at court the nobleman had to “crouch and bow.” He had to appear unfazed as he confronted his enemies, putting on a “smooth front.” He could never reveal his true feelings but must “lick the feet of the great.” A gentleman, then, “must pocket up many a great wrong, to come to greatness.” Honor might be something you wear at your side, but your pride was something you had to suck up to make it at court.
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Figure 17. Portrait of Steven van der Meulen, Robert Dudley, Earl of Leicester, ca. 1564. Elizabeth’s adviser wears a purse in which he displays a strikingly white linen handkerchief. After their brief appearance in men’s purses in the 1560s, handkerchiefs were welcomed by pockets, taking on a very long compound name, pocket-hand-kerchief. Handkerchiefs are one of the few articles (other than pocket-watch chains) that are supposed to remain visible when held in pockets.








The nobleman’s reputation now rested on an array of attributes that had nothing to do with his fierceness or bluster as a warrior. What you chose to reveal and what you chose to keep to yourself involved an entirely new kind of calculus—a new kind of clothing—and the recognition that everyday encounters might require concealment or dissimulation. As early conduct books explained, the important thing to do in social situations was to consider the impression that you made on others, and to keep separate those things you did alone from the ones you did in company. Conduct books considered pockets private space and counseled readers not to draw out a letter from one’s pocket to read in the presence of others. Like checking one’s mobile phone today, retreating to personal matters in public indicated that one was bored by present company.
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Figure 18. Dior x Sacai collection, Spring 2022. Photograph by Brett Lloyd.








Because pockets were experienced as a quasi-extension of the person, the things held in them were thought to be especially revealing. In drama and literature, exploring the contents of pockets proved a kind of irresistible shorthand, a way to take another’s measure. Prince Hal famously calls out the blowhard Falstaff for not being what he claims in Shakespeare’s Henry IV. And no matter Falstaff’s grandiose assertions, Hal need only search Falstaff’s pockets, where a lint-covered piece of forgotten candy, “worthless tavern-reckonings, [and] memorandums of bawdy-houses” provide vivid proof of the knight’s dissolute existence. Such pocket disclosures threatened to reveal the distance between the person one presented to the world and the far more messy or contradictory one kept to oneself. Could your pockets “speak”? asks Antonio in The Tempest. And if so, would they say you “lie”? You might wear “good clothes,” as Thomas Dekker pointed out in a 1630 comedy, but carry neither “coin” nor “conscience” in your “torn pockets.”


For most, guarding against torn pockets had far more to do with necessity. In pocketing an increasingly long list of necessary articles, wearers came to feel a new dependence on a portable storehouse. Pockets acted as a sort of reservoir that held those items so critical to maintaining one’s equanimity, from coins to pistols to “bawdy house receipts.” Their eventual proliferation spoke to the recognition that a person’s sense of security was supported by a host of aids. As Joseph Hall observed in his 1598 book of satires, the social-climbing gallants who “still are poring on their pocket glass” did not seem to know how to get by without new artifacts of gentility such as small mirrors and handkerchiefs. Previously, people had used a sleeve to wipe their nose and had little way to see for themselves if they had done a good job. It is perhaps for this reason that Twain’s unlikely knight felt so betrayed by what he experienced as his armor’s bad design. Deprived of his pockets, he missed the assurance of those articles that had become his constant companions.


Why, then, didn’t pockets and purses simply coexist in masculine attire? A revival of medieval-style purses in the 1560s clearly demonstrates that a gentleman could accommodate purse, dagger, and sword about his waist while wearing breeches that likely contained a pocket (figure 17). Yet as pockets came into general use over the next fifty years, they compelled a certain allegiance. By the end of the sixteenth century, the purse was more and more associated with out-of-date country fashions. Only the “plain country fellow” in a homespun coat wears a purse or “side pouch at his side,” remarked Robert Greene. Few urbane gentlemen carried purses (or pouches) as the sixteenth century progressed. And if men’s purses simply went out of fashion, then it is notable that this is one fashion that had been slow to experience a revival. Men had routinely carried handbags such as briefcases that belong in the luggage continuum, but it has taken some four hundred years after the demise of the purse for the fashion forward to experiment with what has been recently dubbed—and not without contention—the “murse” or “man purse,” designed specifically for men (figure 18). They range from supposedly feminine clutch versions to elevated fanny packs to sporty messenger bags, yet wearing one remains something of a social experiment. Noting that the “luxe murse market” was expanding in 2019, a fashion journalist test-driving one nervously asked, “Could it work on a man such as myself? . . . Could I pull it off?” But for many others, there has been no need to experiment. Men’s wear pockets have proved more than satisfactory, having faithfully kept the wearer’s counsel. In welcoming pockets, men swapped spectacle for a private retreat, a secret territory of their own.
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TheMarried Mans complaine
Who took a Shrow inftead of a Saint.

Here i this Song is fet forth to the life - The Breeche sas fheisto domi neer
A Hen-peckr Husband and a Headeftrong wife | Yer how{oe're twil make you fmile I fee
He s as much te biame to let her wear, But from fuch Matches Jove deliver me.

Tune of, Come off my MotherSirrab, Sirraby &e.
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@sBytheKing | 7

R A;Proclamation againft the vle of Pocket-Dags.

=2 Hereas the bearing of VWeapons couertly, and fpecially of fhort
> f@ Dagges,and Piftols, (teuely teemedof heic bie, pocket Dagges, that
/W) ! ave apparantly mabe to be caviedelofe, and fecvet) hath euer beene,and
pet (S by the Zaves and policic of this Weatme Fraitly fobidden,
=) \| ascarying With it ineuitable dangerin the bands of defperate perlons.
AV & = 7 e ave nencrthelelle given to buderftand, that the bleof them isfud:
ﬂ‘),\”W%ﬁ denly groten bery common ¢ So agfoz the gaine comming theveof,
o both many ave dady made and bzought Wwithin the Bingdome,aud ag

i many brought i feom fozraine paves. 2And fome pevfons beingquettioned fozbearing of fuch
. about them, bauemavetheir excule, That beingdecaped m theiveftates,and indebted; and theres
foze feaving continualiy to be Aveeled, they Weave the fame oz theiv defence againttfuch Avveis,
2 cafe fo favee fromiuttercule, as it isof it felfe agrienous offence foz any manto avme himfelfe
agaimf Fulkice, and thereboze deletues (Withoutmoze) harpeanvlencre punithment. Wutbe:
finesthis euill confequence (wbich alone isnot to beneglected, ude haue iukt caule to prouide allo &
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