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introduction


the joy of arm candy


p On the eve of World War II, the


tricolour leitmotif of Horst P Horst’s picture (August 1939) appears apt. Bags during the Thirties had become smoother and plainer, in keeping with the dominant American aesthetic of streamlining, which celebrated the new industrial materials such as plastics, Vitrolite glass and chrome. Coordinating accessories became a prevalent theme of how women dressed, with many fashion magazines featuring lessons on matching shoes to an outfit or to a bag. It was just as important for bags to be decorative as it was for them to be functional.


The legendary American Vogue editor Diana Vreeland once came up with the idea that women should dress more like men. The keystone of her thinking was “no more handbags”. Women, she decided, would wear shirts with big pockets, jackets with big pockets, skirts with big pockets. It was all about putting the world in your pocket. She began rushing around preaching her new creed, but no one liked it. First of all, everyone panicked that leather manufacturers would suffer. Others pointed out that bulging pockets would hardly improve the silhouette of clothes. But what really persuaded Vreeland to back offwas the argument that handbags are such a powerful fashion statement.


What’s in a handbag? Quite a lot, actually. Not only are they eminently practical, but they are also the stuff of fantasy and dreams. Bags are at once the simplest and yet the most complicated of accessories – infinitely revealing of a woman’s life. Former British Prime Minister Margaret Thatcher famously referred to her handbag as her “trusty companion”, while it was a “handbag” that the architect Zaha Hadid cited as the one object she travelled with to make her hotel room “feel her own”.


In recent decades handbags have become a powerful sartorial symbol, a social signifier of who we are and perhaps who we want to be, the subject of intense consumer desire, more revealing than our choice of shoes or even our winter coat (and, in recent years, certainly more expensive). Bags are also the style accent that rings the changes seasonally. As an icon of our post-modern globalized culture, handbags are venerated and ridiculed in equal measure.
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i This Vogue cover by Eduardo Benito (February 1924) heralded the arrival of spring fabrics and original Vogue designs that celebrated an understated simplicity and smartness. By day the clutch bag, tucked neatly under one arm, flattered the body and kept the smooth lines of the new streamlined silhouette. By the end of the Twenties bags had become wider than they were deep. As a result of a new cosmopolitanism, bold designs from Africa, Egypt, Morocco and the Far East became popular in art and fashion.


f Few other fabrics hold as much allure as velvet, with its subtle sheen, promise of drama and subversive punk undertones. In this Rory Payne photograph (October 2013), the model wears a chiffon and lace dress by Vilshenko, a Diane von Furstenberg velvet jacket and Sonia Rykiel block-heel sandals. The capacious velvet and leather bag by Emporio Armani is typical of the size of bag required by today’s women, who need to cart around all manner of tech gadgets, gym paraphernalia and flat shoes for the office commute.


“What are handbags for?” asked Vicki Woods in Vogue (February 2007). “For some women, a different bag is enough to change personality from day to day… obviously, handbags are mostly for the things women need to haul around with them – from money to makeup and Nurofen.” She reported that the December 1949 issue of the magazine wrote excitedly about the new fashion for smaller handbags. It told readers that their new bag should contain “a pigskin cigarette case, a square mock-gold compact, pantomime tickets for Miss Muppet at the Casino Theatre, a gold-edged chiffon handkerchief, silver Dunhill cigarette lighter, tiny black and gold covered opera glasses by Asprey, a silver heart-shaped key ring, cigarette holder with gold trumpet”.


Nearly 50 years on, Vogue’s then-editor Alexandra Shulman sent Woods an email (with reference to the piece): “My bag is vile inside, with crumbling cigarettes, chewing gum, receipts and pens that leak.” Woods herself admits that if a man’s hand goes near her handbag, even the man she’s been married to for years, “I go into a kind of rape-alert mode and squawk. Women’s handbags are public on the outside; utterly private within.”


Bags first came into fashion in about 1800, when the full skirts of the ancien régime in France gave way to the slender, diaphanous dresses of the First Empire. Prior to that, bags had been uncommon since most women carried small necessities in the pockets hidden inside their full skirts – the pockets were attached to a waistband, and reached through slits in the sides of the skirt. It was only when the narrow, gauzy neoclassical style of dress eliminated the space for pockets that bags came into fashion. These early bags were known in England as “indispensables”, because they contained crucial impedimenta such as fans and visiting cards and perhaps a small amount of money. No “nice” women wore cosmetics or worked in an office, so there was less to carry. As the 19th century progressed, the term “ridicule”, meaning a type of small handbag, evolved into “reticule” and was used in both English and French until 1912.


By the mid-20th century, the average woman needed a larger bag because she was away from home more often, working, shopping and socializing. And, by the Thirties, most of the bags that we carry today had already been invented, including the classic handbag with its clasp frame and handles, the clutch, the satchel, even the shoulder bag. “Shoulder bags liberated the hands and were capacious enough for the practical needs of the working woman,” writes Claire Wilcox in her book Bags, published in 1999
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by the Victoria & Albert Museum. Elsa Schiaparelli was one of the first fashion designers to create a shoulder bag in the late Thirties.


For many designer labels, accessories, specifically bags, have become their biggest cash cow: many brands admit that at least 70 percent of their sales are down to bags. And while handbags might speak of conformity, they also speak of individuality. Take the affluent Middle Eastern consumer, for whom it is culturally acceptable, encouraged even, to show offtheir wealth via expensive clothes and accessories. But perhaps a bigger motivation is that for women wearing floor-skimming burkas, the only way to stand out is via sunglasses or bags with a jewel-like, decorative edge. Limited-edition accessories are important, which explains why one shopper, according to the buying director of a London department store, took all ten limited-edition bags, paying hundreds of thousands of pounds to ensure her exclusivity.


Bags have boosted the fashion business since the early Nineties like nothing else. Between 2000 and 2005, sales of women’s outerwear rose by 12 percent, which sounds cheerful enough, but that is until you hear that handbag sales increased by a dizzying 146 percent.


According to Alicia Drake in Vogue (May 1999), the Nineties was the decade when accessories jumped out of the closet. One season they were fashion’s unsung heroes, a harmless essential – let’s face it, no one wanted to look greedy or too rich in the Nineties. The next they were reinvented as logo-bearing, waiting-list-inducing objects of global desire.


First up was Silvia Fendi, who introduced the Baguette and then its little sister, the Croissant, both fabulously decorative handbags, very expensive and quite hard to get your hands on outside Italy. Gucci revived the bamboo-handled Jackie O bag, and Milan became the centre of bag wars. In 1995 Diana, Princess of Wales, was given a Lady Dior bag, which caused a heady little It-bag rush for dainty pink-and-blue handbags (especially once they were renamed Princess bags). And when, in 1997, Marc Jacobs went to Louis Vuitton and turned the inaccessible super-luxury bag into a must-have fashion accessory, the whole world caught bag fever.


Phoebe Philo at Chloé began producing bags – first, the Bracelet, then the Silverado – made of worn-in leather and loaded with industrial-sized chunks of metal. She helped invent handbag hardware: the enormous great padlock that weighs half a kilo (1lb). Her bags hit the precise vibe of urban boho, a roughed-up


i This still-life painting by Giorgio de Chirico (January 1936), a modern artist of the time, details the likely impedimenta of a woman’s clutch bag – possibly a debutante’s.


A Greco-Italian artist who lived in Paris, de Chirico was more famous for horses, broken columns and seascapes but here he illustrates a pair of Chanel’s 16-button gloves and a pearl choker.
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sweetness that was intrinsically very “London” during the early Noughties. For nearly £800 ($1,000), you could get a seriously cool street bag but at a luxury price. By the time Philo came up with the Paddington for Spring 2005, a whirlwind was waiting to happen. Newspapers reported that “must-have” was “can’t-get”; every single one of the 8,000 Paddingtons produced for Spring 2005 was spoken for before even reaching the shops – in Europe, America and Japan. Averyl Oates, Harvey Nichols’s bag buyer-in-chief at the time, told Vogue in 2007 that there were “something like 137 people waiting for a £794 bag”. Net-a-Porter sold 376 Paddingtons online in the first 36 hours and had 700 names on a global waiting list. Their accessories director, Sojin Lee, remembers that “it was magic. Something about the Paddington elevated the Silverado and sales of that increased. We sell bags faster than clothes now.” Sales of bags at Net-a-Porter hadn’t merely doubled in the previous two years, they had risen by 400 percent.


Sometime in 2006, Tom Chapman, founder of the retailer MatchesFashion.com, moved the front door of his Notting Hill boutique. As Hadley Freeman reported in the Guardian (November 2006), after years of it opening into the clothing department, he decided it needed to be positioned a crucial couple of yards to the left in order to open into the shoes, bags and sunglasses. A minor adjustment, perhaps, but Chapman understood that there was “a real shift to accessories for customers and so I realized that it was important for the customer to be confronted with a lovely big wall of shoes and bags as soon as they come in, like sweets in a jar”. In just two years, his total profits from those “sweets” had doubled.


Sales aside, Fendi’s Baguette achieved cult status, provoking in-store tussles and appearing in just about every episode of Sex and the City and on every well-buffed shoulder, from Madonna’s to Gwyneth Paltrow’s. While instantly recognizable (the shape, the clasp, the abbreviated strap), the Baguette was also endlessly different. Coming as it did after seasons of homogenous fashion and Prada’s black nylon, it revelled in extravagance, over-embellishment and individuality. “It’s like a drug,” said Italian actor Sophia Loren, proud owner of at least ten.


While the concept of It-bags weighing as much as 10kg (22lb), with their blingy hardware and four-figure price tags, may seem abhorrent today during a less bullish economic climate, bags still remain popular. Why do we love them so much? As she told The Times in 2012, clinical psychologist Anita Abrams has a curious


i An image by Irving Penn (October 1944) of a drawstring bucket bag in suede and saddle leather. This style was both functional and stylish, important qualities in the Forties, when a woman could stash all her necessities inside, throw the bag over her shoulder and go. According to Vogue, this oversized shape drew influences from a sailor’s duffel bag. Designed by Koret, these bags, crafted out of “non-priority” yet supple, bookbinding leather and black wool, heeded wartime rationing. It is a style that has endured and been endlessly reinvented – more recently by Hedi Slimane at Saint Laurent, Mansur Gavriel and J.Crew.
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theory that harks back to mankind’s hunting and gathering stereotypes: “After many years observing the most successful presents I have given, I am baffled to note that boys and men tend to like anything that is vaguely phallic – umbrellas, pens or plastic swords – while girls love things that are womb-like, such as bags, baskets, things they can put things in.”


We may no longer live in the It-bag era, but it’s foolish to think we don’t care about our handbags. For the foreseeable future, women will have to carry around phones and makeup, and want to do so with style. Proof positive of their importance (should that ever have been doubted) was Crown Court judge Zoe Smith’s lament in 2012 that men don’t understand their significance and that handbag theft should not be trivialized. Furthermore, in June 2015, a Hermès Birkin sold at a Christie’s auction in Hong Kong for a record £146,716 ($222,912 at the time of sale), leading commentators to suggest that purchasing a luxury bag might be a safer investment than gold.


In 2008, just as the financial crisis struck, a curious thing happened to the designer bag industry. Handbags became more and more expensive, the wide gulf between an It-bag and a chain-store wannabe widening inexorably with seemingly nothing in between. Bag inflation (more than 20 percent a year on identical styles) careered ever northward. Suddenly, for the “I’m worth it” generation, £1,000 ($1,300) became the benchmark or “entry point” for a designer bag. It wasn’t to last long. A backlash ensued and consumers saw the advent of the “mid-priced bag”, which was the next bag phenomenon. Women still felt they were very much “worth it”, but times were certainly changing – even the Russian socialite and fashion plate Elena Perminova was heard saying that she didn’t own a Hermès Birkin because they were too expensive.
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