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INTRODUCTION 









 

In Schiller's "Ode to Joy" (the one set to music by Beethoven in the final movement of the Ninth Symphony), there is a passage that reads: Joy, beautiful divine spark, 

daughter of Elysium, 

we enter, fire-drunk, 

Heavenly One, your shrine. 

Your magic reunites 

what custom strictly divided. 



The  "Ode  to  Joy"  invokes  brotherhood  among  men.  This  is  why  the European  Council  chose  it  as  the  anthem  of  the  united  Europe.  Being brothers means being all equal; it means that differences in status do not matter.  But  there  is  fashion.  Schiller  wanted  to  contrast  two  opposing, irreconcilable  forces.  It  might  seem  peculiar  that  he  chose  fashion  to signify a force contrary to the ideals of brotherhood of his time. Yet he hit the mark. Fashion is the field where social and individual selfishness have always reigned supreme. It has always been this way. The fortunate, socially speaking, have always used clothing to make their good fortune evident.  The  rich  and  powerful  have  never  spared  any  expense  to  show off their wealth and power. Poetry is the realm of hopes and ideals. Music calls for brotherhood. Fashion simply states the facts. Humans speak and dress.  Speech  and  clothing  distinguish  them  from  the  animal  state  and transform them into cultural beings. There is perhaps no field of human creativity to which people have devoted more attention than clothing. Joy is  a  dream  that  unites;  fashion  is  a  reality  that  divides  –  or  rather,  a faithful mirror of the real divisions among people. Fashion does not lie. 

Studying  the  clothing  of  past  eras  means  profoundly  understanding  the social  structures  of  those  times,  much  more  directly  than  by  studying their narrowly defined arts and literatures. 





 

The Language of Clothing 

Clothing,  Erasmus  of  Rotterdam  asserted,  "is  the  body  of  the  body  and gives  an  idea  of  the  dispositions  of  the  soul."  There  is  no  population, however primitive, that does not have its particular way of covering and adorning the body. It is not just a matter of protecting the body from cold or  sun.  There  are,  in  fact,  other  very  important  factors  that  determine  a particular  type  of  clothing,  factors  related  to  the  social  condition  of human  beings,  who  are  not  purely  biological  creatures  like  animals  but live in a cultural dimension. Clothing is an expression of the culture of a people  and  a  historical  era.  This  culture  includes  the  sense  of  modesty, which establishes which parts of the body can be shown to strangers and which  cannot.  The  sense  of  modesty  is  always  tied  to  the  parts  of  the body  destined  for  reproduction,  felt  as  too  intimate  to  be  seen  by strangers, but the surrounding surface to be hidden varies greatly from era to era and from social class to social class. The dimension of modesty is linked to the dimension of licentiousness. From the late Middle Ages, the continuous  play  of  covering  and  uncovering  becomes  an  essential element of the relationship between men and women. 

Clothing  is  the  result  of  the  human  need  to  communicate  with  other human  beings.  Clothing  indeed  says  who  we  are.  In  some  cases,  this function  of  clothing  is  ostentatious.  Can  we  imagine  the  Pope  of  Rome dressed in a suit and tie? Yet today, even kings dress this way. The fact is that the Catholic religion presents itself as the custodian of an unchanging truth,  and  therefore  the  clothing  of  its  highest  minister  has  not  changed for several centuries. The Pope's attire precisely states this: truth does not change  with  changing  fashions.  But  this  aspect,  so  important  in determining the type of clothing, is also active in cases where it is not so evident. The very origin of clothing, at the dawn of human civilization, is linked not so much to the need to cover oneself as to the need to assert one's existence. "Within every group, there is always a minimal clothing, historically  and  culturally  determined,  beyond  which  the social, or  even biological, existence of the individual is annihilated." (Philippe Perrot). 

In  Italy,  in the late Middle  Ages, every  city  was  divided into numerous factions  that  fought  fiercely  with  each  other  to  take  control  of  the  city government. The most zealous representatives of each faction dressed in the colors of the party they belonged to. Thus, it was sufficient to see, for example, the color of a young man's breeches to understand which party he belonged to. 

In  late  16th-century  France,  each  order  (clergy,  nobility,  and  officials) distinguished itself from the others by their clothing, established by law. 

Moreover, within the same order, various ranks were marked by different garments.  Even  the  fabrics  were  prescribed.  Within  the  Chambre  de Comptes, the presidents wore rich silk robes, the maîtres and gens du Roi wore  satin,  the  auditors  wore  damask,  and  the  auditors  and  clerks  wore simple taffeta. 

Throughout  the  17th  century,  the  controlled  style  and  dark  colors  were the  prerogative  of  anti-absolutist  European  attire,  from  Flanders  to Geneva to England. The lavish polychromy of the Catholic aristocracies, covered  in  silk  and  gold,  was  countered  by  the  republican  sobriety  of those  who  identified  with  the  Protestant  ethic  of  free  conscience,  the sanctity of work, and thrift. 



 

But it was in May 1789, during the French Estates-General, on the eve of the  revolution,  that  the  symbolic  value  of  clothing  reached  one  of  its highest and most dramatic moments. The three estates of French society – 

clergy,  aristocracy,  and  bourgeoisie  –  gathered  to  discuss  the  country's grave  problems.  A  glance  at  the  assembly,  observing  the  astonishing difference in attire, was enough to understand how things would unfold. 

On one side, the rich colored garments, embroidered in gold and silver, adorned  with lace and  frills,  and the  powdered  wigs  of the aristocracy's representatives.  Alongside  them,  the  black  and  violet  cassocks  of  the clergy.  On  the  other  side,  the  intransigence  of  the  dark  clothes  of  the Third  Estate's  representatives.  It  was  an  extreme  confrontation.  Any compromise  was  impossible.  Two  worlds  clashed,  two  eras  confronted each other, and there was no solution other than the destruction of one of the two. A symbolic event that clearly demonstrates that the relationship between clothing and its meaning is not univocal. The black garment had been imposed by an ordinance of the master of ceremonies. The people's representatives had obeyed, but their way of wearing it had transformed it from a sign of submission into a sign of pride. The black of the poor and prayer had become the black of rebellion. The same garment, worn with a different spirit, changes its meaning. 

Women's  fashion,  besides  communicating  rank,  has  expressed  the symbolic  value  of  clothing  with  various  formulas  of  covering  and uncovering, more or less openly indicating sexual availability. Today it is no longer so, but in the past, married women dressed and styled their hair differently from single women. It had to be clear to everyone whether a woman was still available or not. This speaks to us of times when women were  subordinate  to  men,  and  their  social  status  was  closely  tied  to marriage.  For  prostitutes,  it  was  almost  always  mandatory  to  wear clothing that made them immediately recognizable. In the ancient Greek city of Sparta, prostitutes had to wear very colorful tunics. In 17th-18th century Venice, they had to wear long breeches, identifying underwear at a time when no other woman wore garments with divided legs. Authority imposed this to make it clear that these women had nothing in common with honest women, mothers, wives, and sisters. 

All  civilizations have established  that,  following the  death  of a relative, clothing should be in mourning, thus communicating the mourner's grief to everyone. Mourning clothes forgo colors. It is as if they say: a loved one no longer has life; I symbolically accompany them in this misfortune by renouncing the colors of life. And the whole society approves. 
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Introduction – Clothing as the Outward Sign of Class Differences. Franz Xaver Winterhalter,  Madame di  Jurjevicz, 1860, Museum of Fine Arts, Boston. 
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Introduction – The clothing of peasants does not change at all according to fashion trends, but adapts very slowly to changes. Shirt with sleeves just below the elbow, sleeveless bodice with a small peplum, bell skirt, handkerchief around the neck and head, bare feet. Albertus Brondgeest,  Girl Standing Near a Fence, 1813, Rijksmuseum, Amsterdam. 
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Introduction – The Pope's attire does not change with the shifts in fashion. Its message is: I do not change, just as the truth I represent does not change. 
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Introduction – Byzantine Costume. The Archbishop of Ravenna, Maximian, wears a white dalmatic and a chasuble, or planet, similar to the Roman paenula but made of precious fabric. Over his shoulders, he has a stole, symbol of priestly office. In the mid-6th century, the Byzantine Empire became a major producer of silk. The image conveys a sense of a great and proud tradition, straddling East and West, combined with the illusion of eternity. The dignitaries' cloaks have leather fastenings.  Justinian and His Court, Mosaic, 6th century. San Vitale, Ravenna. 

















 

Time, Frivolity, and Spirit 

Fashion  possesses  an  impressive  normative  force.  Those  who  do  not respect  it  appear  ridiculous  or  scandalous.  Alternatively,  their  originality might be appreciated. The outcome is the same. In both cases, the power of fashion is at work, constantly determining, for often elusive reasons, what is  suitable  for  the  times  and  what  is  not.  Frivolity,  or  the  seemingly arbitrary rapid changes that fashion imposes, is the light-hearted dimension of  time's  dominance  over  humans.  Time  is  the  great  master  of  life  and fashion.  What  was  valuable  yesterday  means  nothing  today.  What  once proclaimed "I am" to the world now falls silent, unable to speak the new language,  outdated.  Outdated  by  whom?  By  the  new  present,  the  new generations, the new time. Proust recounts that it seemed no one could ever be more elegant than the Baron de Charlus. Every detail of his attire, every touch,  became  law,  imitated  by  throngs  of  admirers.  But  when  the  first wounded and dead began to return from the front of the First World War, the most elegant man in Paris suddenly appeared hopelessly outdated, out of  fashion,  a  representative  of  the  old  world.  A  new  present,  made  of different things, dense with new substance, had arrived with its irresistible force,  sweeping  everything  away.  The  present  is  the  dimension  of everything. Fashion is the theater of the appearances of the present. Why does  one  thing  become  fashionable  and  another  not?  The  mechanism  is astonishing. What unfathomable alchemies underpin the irresistible success of a garment, a style, a color, an accessory, a way of putting them together and wearing them? Dressing is so closely connected with the culture of the time that it is never a mere whim, as it often appears to contemporaries. In every  era,  some  people  are  more  prominent  than  others  and  seem  to embody  the  present  or  even  anticipate  it.  But  history  itself,  the  events  of history,  also  shape  fashion.  The  spirit  of  the  time  always  acts  upon everything.  It  is  no  coincidence  that  Giacomo  Leopardi  compared  the action  of fashion to that  of  death:  it  decisively  determines  who  and  what should remain and who should not. 

The  frequent  fact  that  many  fashion  solutions  of  the  past  seem incomprehensible  stems  from  our  condition  as  later  generations.  It  is extraordinarily difficult to reconstruct the spirit of the time. Every scholar of ancient languages knows that a lifetime dedicated to the study of ancient Greek  will  not  enable  them  to  achieve  the  linguistic  competence  of  a contemporary Piraeus porter of Socrates. This is not to say that there is a cause-and-effect  relationship  between  the  spirit  of  the  time  and  every minute detail, but it is certain that even the way of dressing is a system of signs  that  can  be  traced  back  to  the  prevailing  mentality,  finding  in  it an ideal  path  for  historical  reconstruction.  Could  the  dagger  stuck  in  the puffed breeches of 16th-century Spanish costume, the only example in the entire  history  of  costume  of  a  weapon  piercing  the  garment  itself,  have been adopted in eras other than that of the advent of Jesuit morality, with its exhortation to self-discipline and obedience "perinde ac cadaver"? 
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Introduction – In the Dutch 17th century, the color black declared a political and religious affiliation. Franz Hals,  The Regents of St Elizabeth Hospital of Haarlem, Frans Hals Museum, Haarlem. 
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Introduction – Eighteenth Century. French Revolution. In 1794, the painter Jacques-Louis David was commissioned to design costumes for the new democratic offices. David created highly theatrical costumes, laden with ancient references. Although no one ever wore them, the sketches are significant in their intention to provide a formal appearance to the new positions. Jacques-Louis David , The Representative of the People, Musée Carnavalet, Paris. 
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Introduction – The Clothing of Venetian Courtesans in the Sixteenth Century. The attire of Venetian courtesans in the sixteenth century included braghesse, along with high clogs. Illustration from Cesare Vecellio, Degli Habiti Antichi et Moderni, 1590. 
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Introduction – Sixteenth Century. 

Spain. A costume of extraordinary 

contrasts. The fragility of the almost 

bare legs and the softness of the 

balloon-like breeches stand in stark 

opposition to the torso, stiffened by a 

duck-breasted cuirass that also encases 

the neck. The head appears separated 

from the rest of the body by the white 

line of the ruff. The stiffness of the 

neck makes the ruff adhere to the nape 

and chin, giving the head an 

inclination that mirrors the geometry 

of the cuirass. The small dagger 

characteristic of this attire is tucked 

into the strips of the breeches, as if 

piercing the flesh. The codpiece 

creates a strong virile contrast with the 

feminine puffiness of the breeches. 

Alonso Sanchez Coello,  Don John of 

 Austria, Escorial, Madrid. 
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Introduction – Romans. The difference between mother and daughter is noticeable. Galla Placidia dresses according to the classic Roman style. 

The fastening of the palla with a knot on the chest was typical of married women of that era. Onoria, on the other hand, wears a scarf reminiscent of the Byzantine loron. She also wears a necklace and pearl earrings.  Presumed portrait of Galla Placidia with her children Valentinian and Onoria, 4th century, Cross of Desiderio, Museum of Brescia. 





 

Art, Fashion, and Theater 

In  discussing  the  Burgundian  court  of  the  fifteenth  century,  Dutch historian  Johan  Huizinga  writes:  "Fashion  is  much  closer  to  art  than academic aesthetics would like to admit. In its accentuation of the beauty and movements of the body, it is intimately linked to one of the arts, that of dance. But even setting that aside, the fact remains that, in the 1400s, the domain of fashion, or if you prefer, the style of dress, was closer to that of art than we are inclined to think. [...] Fashion itself has essential properties in common with art: style and rhythm are as indispensable to it as  they  are  to  art.  The  late  Middle  Ages  always  introduced  a  style  into fashion, of which even the solemnity of a coronation today can only give a pale idea. In everyday life, differences in furs and colors, in headwear and  hoods,  highlighted  the  rigid  social  class  order,  pompous  offices, states of joy or sorrow, and affectionate relationships between friends and lovers. All social relationships had their aesthetics elaborated in the most expressive  manner.  The  higher  the  moral  and  aesthetic  level  of  these relationships, the closer the expression could come to pure art. Courtesy and etiquette can reveal all their beauty only in life itself, in clothing, and in splendor." (The Autumn of the Middle Ages, 1966, 71). 

Academic  history  has  always  distinguished  between  major  and  minor arts.  The  origin  of  this  distinction  lies  in  the  fact  that  every  historical study must necessarily be conducted on documents, that is, on the objects of the past that we moderns possess. The buildings, statues, and paintings of  all  kinds,  which  form  the  immense  artistic  heritage  of  humanity  and are preserved with great care, have determined an art historiography that limits  its  field  of  investigation  to  architecture,  statuary,  and  painting. 

Theater and fashion have not left monuments. These are arts that work on the ephemeral, creating events that quickly pass. Only in recent decades, especially  due  to  the  impetus  of  French  researchers,  have  theater  and fashion,  along  with  many  other  minor  arts,  become  fully  part  of  the history of human creativity. 

There  is  no  doubt  that  there  is  a  very  close  relationship  between  art  and fashion. The style with which houses and churches are built and decorated is no different from the style with which clothes are made. The purpose of the  product  and  the  materials  change,  but  the  style  of  the  era  does  not. 

Today we live in an era where even very beautiful clothes do not astonish as  they  once  did.  The  rapidity  of  production  and  turnover  has  stripped clothes of their symbolic value. In the past, however, clothes were a highly suggestive  status  symbol.  For  this  reason,  costumes  have  always  been  so important  in  theater.  The  Elizabethan  theater,  for  example,  which  readily dispensed with scenery, relied heavily on the beauty of the costumes. The public  would  flock  to  the  theater  for  this  reason,  to  see  the  wonderful clothes worn by the actors. The entire Italian Renaissance theater also had costumes as an essential element of its charm, which captivated audiences from all over Europe. Even in this field, things have changed significantly in  the  twentieth  century  compared  to  the  past.  In  the  twentieth  century, theatrical  and  film  costumes  are  philological,  intended  to  faithfully reconstruct  an  era.  In  the  past,  costumes  were  simply  beautiful.  As  in Veronese's "The Wedding at Cana," where all the characters are dressed as people did in Veronese's time and not in Christ's time, so it was in theater. 

Often  actors  wore  clothes  donated  by  aristocratic  patrons,  hence  secondhand, of great craftsmanship and sumptuous. Costumes are the closest link 



 

between  theater  and  fashion,  between  theater  in  the  strict  sense  and  the theater of society. 



 

Fashion and Costume 

When  we  talk  about  fashion,  we  think  of  something  highly  variable  and capricious. This perception of clothing dates back to the late Middle Ages, when  a  notable  new  social  ferment  was  taking  place  across  Europe, especially  in  France  and  Italy.  In  short,  many  bourgeois,  particularly merchants, had become so wealthy that they wanted to adopt the lifestyle of the nobility. They also wanted to dress like nobles. Since they had plenty of  money,  they  could  buy  the  most  precious  fabrics  and  embellishments and  pay  the  best  craftsmen.  It  is  precisely  during  this  period  that  the professional  figure  of  the  tailor  emerged.  Before  this,  even  the  richest people  had  their  clothes  made  at  home.  The  old  nobility  viewed  these newly  wealthy  individuals  with  disdain,  considering  them  graceless  by definition, and changed their way of dressing to avoid being confused with them.  The  newly  rich  then  imitated  the  new  way  the  nobles  dressed, following the new fashion. This began an endless chase, setting in motion a massive cycle of interests. The production and trade of textiles became one of  the  most  significant  economic  activities.  One  can  thus  say  that  vanity has been, and still is, one of the greatest economic drivers of the West. It can  also  be  said  that  fashion  has  been  an  entirely  Western  phenomenon because,  in  the  West,  early  capitalist  societies  made  social  classes permeable.  In  caste-based  India,  to  take  an  extreme  example,  something like fashion never emerged because it was not possible to move from one caste  to  another.  No  one  in  India  ever  needed  to  change  their  type  of clothing to distinguish themselves from new arrivals because there were no new  arrivals.  From  the  mid-1300s,  we  can  genuinely  talk  about  fashion. 

For  earlier  periods  and  in  contexts  where  changes  are  much  slower  or clothing is considered an element of national identity, the term costume is usually used. 

In  the  1300s,  thus  began  the  long  aristocratic  and  artisanal  period  of fashion, which would only end in the second half of the 19th century when industrial  production  completely  changed  the  landscape  of  clothing.  The chase  for  fashion  also  began,  as  we  mentioned,  along  with  the  sense  of needing to be continually updated. This change was truly extraordinary and entirely Western, linked to the economic adventure of the bourgeoisie, the consequent development of individualism, and the new sense of the value of  the  present  compared  to  the  past.  In  traditionalist  civilizations,  where what counts comes from the past and novelty is not appreciated in any field of  human  action,  fashion  does  not  exist.  The  great  social,  economic,  and cultural movement of the late Western Middle Ages led to the rejection, at least  in  embryonic  and  not  entirely  conscious  forms,  of  the  compelling force  of  tradition.  In  the  pre-humanistic  era,  the  symbolic  system  of clothing  was  among  the  first  to  explicitly  announce  the  arrival  of  the modern  world.  "There  is  no  fashion,"  writes  Gilles  Lipovetsky  (The Empire of Fashion, 1989), "unless the love for the new becomes a constant principle, a habit that is not just curiosity towards the foreign, but a cultural requirement."  Fashion  is  the  outward  aspect,  the  mark  of  the  greatest invention  of  the  West:  the  free  individual.  It  expresses,  to  use  another expression by Lipovetsky, "the frivolous ecstasy of the Self." 
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Introduction – Elizabethan Era. In the Elizabethan era, the costumes worn on stage by actors were sumptuous garments donated by nobles. 

Gwyneth Paltrow and Joseph Fiennes in a scene from the film Shakespeare in Love.  
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Introduction – Gothic Era. In the Gothic era, we can begin to speak of fashion. In the fifteenth century, the Gothic style of clothing, thanks to the prestige of the very wealthy and refined Burgundy, assumed an international character. Throughout Europe, the Franco-Burgundian fashion prevailed, which for young men included the short jacket with flaps, known as the pourpoint, marking a true revolution. The very elegant central figure in the miniature, Duke Philip the Good of Burgundy, wears a black velvet pourpoint open in the front to reveal the shirt, with a stiff collar and padded shoulders, cinched at the waist and ending with a skirt-like bottom. The cuffs are trimmed with fur. On his head, he wears an elaborate chaperon à turban, as if shaped by the wind, fastened under the chin. His hose matches his outfit, ending with pointed shoes à la poulaine. The other figures wear long or short robes according to their age and function. Rogier van der Weyden, Chroniques de Hainaut, 1448, Bibliothèque Royale de Belgique, Brussels. 





 

Climate, Religion, Wealth 

Clothing has always been, of course, a direct consequence of the climate. 

The earliest Mediterranean civilizations developed in a particularly warm environment,  which  determined  the  type  of  garments  to  be  worn. 

However, it is known that it is not only the climate that dictates how one dresses.  Factors  such  as  religion,  political  power,  and  wealth  also strongly influence dress, as we will see. For example, the moral rigor of the Counter-Reformation, combined with a pronounced sense of duty and submission to the destiny of the nation, as well as an arrogant disdain for any type of work, dictated the characteristics of sixteenth-century Spanish attire in its total denial of pleasure. 

But above all, wealth and social rank have always had great importance in clothing throughout the ages, up to the present day. Naked, we are all equal. It is clothing, and also the way the body is adorned, that can make it clear to everyone who is richer and more important. This is primarily the cause of changes in fashion. In fact, one can assert that clothing has been  the  most  important  outward  sign  of  wealth.  To  function  as  a distinctive  mark  of  wealth,  and  thus  as  a  barrier,  clothing  must  have characteristics that immediately declare its unsuitability for labor. It must be precious and uncomfortable. Whoever wears it asserts that they do not need  to  engage  in  manual  labor.  The  Roman  toga,  uncomfortable  and unnecessarily  ample,  carried  this  meaning.  Those  who  wore  it  were involved  in  politics,  law,  and  business,  certainly  not  in  petty  commerce and even less in hard labor. For the late medieval aristocracy, luxurious clothing  "was  not  something  superfluous,  but  a  tool  of  self-assertion" 

(Max Weber). 

The pursuit of discomfort is what seems strangest to us moderns. Yet it has been this way in many historical periods. For the rich and powerful, it was a heavy burden to always be appropriately dressed. A woman of high society  in  the  eighteenth  century  had  to  change  her  dress  many  times  a day, as a specific outfit was required for each occasion of the day. These were not easy clothes to put on and take off. The rigid corset was a real torment.  Indeed,  ladies  often  fainted  from  the  exertion  and  heat.  But  it consoled them greatly to know that peasant women, as Susanna, the maid in The Marriage of Figaro, says, "questi non son mali da donne triviali." 
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Introduction – Fifteenth 

Century. By the fifteenth 

century, all young men wore 

short doublets with tight, 

colorful hose. Women wore 

dresses called gonnella in 

Italy and cotardie in France. 

Typical were the pointed hats 

with feathers in the front. The 

character at the top wears a 

fitted doublet with a deep V-

neck, ending in a skirt-like 

bottom, with double sleeves. 

The blue hose are extremely 

tight-fitting. The long boots 

are made of soft leather, with 

long spurs. On his head, he 

wears a felt sugar-loaf hat. 

These outfits demonstrate a 

more relaxed relationship 

between the sexes. Robinet 

Testard, Lust, miniature from a Book of Hours, Poitiers, ca. 1475. 

Morgan Library, New York. 













 

Males and Females 

“Why do women cover with so many piled-up obstacles the parts that are the  main  seat  of  our  and  their  desires?  What  purpose  do  the  imposing bastions  with  which  our  women  now  arm  their  flanks  serve,  if  not  to sharpen  our  desires  and  draw  us  toward  them  while  distancing themselves?”  Thus  wrote  the  keen  Montaigne  in  1580,  and  in  the eighteenth  century,  Réstif  de  la  Bretonne,  an  equally  acute  observer  of the  customs  of the  Age  of  Enlightenment,  noted:  “Women"s  modesty  is only their way of playing politics. Everything they hide or mask is hidden or  masked  only  to  increase  the  price  when  they  yield  it.”  Despite  the misogynistic  tone  of  these  observations,  which  fail  to  consider  that women are actors in a play not written by them, what is of interest is the conscious  observation  of  clothing  as  a  collection  of  sexual  signals.  All fashion, with its ebbs and flows and its seemingly senseless changes, can be  interpreted  as  a  response  to  the  need  to  “renew  sexual  information” 

(André  Martinet).  From  this  perspective,  the  immense  crinolines  within which the ladies of the Second Empire twirled performed a function quite similar to the palm leaf skirts waved in dance by Polynesian women. 

There  have  been  times  when  the  role  of  clothing  in  differentiating  the sexes and highlighting their distinct characteristics has been very strong. 

In  the  nineteenth  century,  for  example,  when  male  moralism  turned  the female  body  into  a  dark  object  of  desire,  high  society  women,  tightly enclosed  during  the  day,  in  the  evening  would  display  part  of  their bosoms  with  low-cut  dresses  but  were  simultaneously  buried  under mountains  of  skirts  and  petticoats  to  safeguard  decency,  which  forbade revealing the division of the legs. This made even the fleeting glimpse of a stockinged ankle an erotic stimulus. Men, serious and all about capital and labor, wore clothes in only two colors: white for shirts and ties, black for  everything  else.  By  the  late  eighteenth  century,  men  had  already abandoned  the  competition  with  women  in  the  game  of  appearances, especially regarding makeup, which they left behind forever. “What does a  man  look  like  next  to  his  wife?  He,  black,  simple,  dull,  smelling  of cigar. She, rosy, coquettish, splendid, exuding the amber scent of powder. 

Doesn"t the husband seem like the cook of the lady in his Sunday best?” 

Thus  wrote  a  French  observer  around  1850,  pictorially  highlighting  the extreme point reached by the evolution of dress according to gender. 

The  dark  male  suit  has  a  long  history,  also  representative  of  the fluctuations in the sense of fashion traits over time. The earliest traces are found in the Burgundian nobles" preference for black velvet, interpreted as a mark of great distinction. Then there is the dark and closed, funereal, and militaristic dress of the times of Charles V and Philip II, signifying a strict  will  of  domination  over  oneself  and  others,  as  well  as  a  fierce Catholic moralism. The reformed Flanders made it their own, attributing to  it  a  revolutionary,  libertarian  value,  much  like  Cromwell's  followers, the ascetic Protestants, lightning bolts of war in direct contact with God, who  would  eventually  behead  the  King  of  England.  The  Quakers, trembling  before  God,  brought  it  to  America  as  a  symbol  of  their  inner illumination,  entirely  alien  to  any  external  appearance.  In  England,  the black suit remained the attire of the bourgeoisie, who had destroyed royal absolutism  and  won  the  right  to  sit  in  parliament,  and  they  saw  it  as opposition to the colorful and idle pomp of the aristocracy. Likewise, the representatives of the Third Estate in France imbued black, which is the 



 

negation  of  colors  and  hence  the  negation  of  differences,  with  an  anti-nobility  political  significance.  Finally,  the dark  suit  assumed  the typical meanings  of  nineteenth-century  bourgeois  male  attire:  willpower,  work capacity, thrift, moral integrity, and loyalty to societal and family values. 

In  ancient  times,  the  difference  between  the  sexes  in  terms  of  clothing was not so pronounced. There were no pants. Men and women wore short or  long  tunics.  The  kalasiris,  for  example,  was  a  light  and  almost transparent tunic used by women in ancient Egypt, but men also wore it on certain occasions. The same applies to the Middle Ages when the only difference between the male and female bliaud was the length: below the knee for men, to the ground for women. 



From  the  period  when  we  can  truly  start  talking  about  fashion,  with  its cyclical returns to which no one can escape, the train and the fitted bodice appear. These are fashion traits clearly linked to sexuality, mimetic of the love  call.  The  train,  besides  being  a  sign  of  willingness  to  spend unnecessarily and thus of belonging to a high social rank, is the cultured metaphor  of  the  invitation  to  the  male,  the  human  and  cultural  way  of moving the tail. The fitted bodice, highlighting the breasts and hips while cinching the waist, is a promise of an easy embrace, a tactile anticipation of the sexual union. The male imagines embracing the fragile waist of the female,  and  with  the advent  of couple  dancing,  he  can  even  get a  taste. 

The woman grants the privilege of dancing with her and embracing her at her  pleasure,  even  if in forms  rigidly  determined by  social conventions. 

The train and the fitted bodice have a very long life, never fully leaving the scene. This longevity is due not to comfort, which is entirely lacking, or  to  purely  aesthetic  value,  a  concept  highly  mutable,  but  to  their symbolic  consistency.  During the  same  period,  we are  talking  about the mid-fourteenth  century,  men's  clothing  also  changes  irreversibly  and astonishingly. The straight tunic, which had enveloped the male figure for millennia, is replaced by a short pourpoint that leaves the legs covered in tight hose visible. 

In certain eras, the game of erotic attraction is considered reprehensible, while in others it is enjoyed as a natural pleasure of life, a way to enhance the  social  play.  Eras  of  great  ideals  and  universal  projects  love  austere clothing, while less idealistic eras dedicated to more limited and concrete projects  love  sensually  free  clothing.  The  eighteenth  century,  the  great century  of  fashion  and  lightness,  as  well  as  knowledge  and  freedom, loved wide female necklines. But even tight culottes, short male trousers, played  their  part,  if  it  is  true  that  the  old  court  aristocracy  ladies, returning to France after the revolutionary and Napoleonic fire, lamented that with the adoption of long and wide trousers, it was no longer possible to  understand  what  men  were  thinking.  The  great  idealist  Beethoven, severely dressed in black according to the fashion of the early nineteenth century, could not understand how Mozart, in pastel silks and powdered wig,  could  put  his  genius  at  the  service  of  an  opera  with  an  immoral subject like the sweetest Così fan tutte. Beethoven could not understand because his moralistic era could not understand what was perfectly clear and natural to Mozart: that men and women live and strive for the pursuit of individual happiness, that men and women are made for pleasure. 

In  the  bourgeois  nineteenth  century,  hypocritical  moralism  exalts  the comedy of eroticism, playing with hiding and showing. The woman is a great  masculine  oxymoron:  saint  and  prostitute.  It  is  the  century  of  silk lingerie. Even sound enters the game. The irresistible frou-frou from the 



 

shell  of  silk  skirts  and  petticoats  recalls  the  unreachable  and  desired nudity.  The  creaking  of  the  corset  stays  gives  the  embrace  a  sadistic touch. The woman is bound, fragile, offered. 
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Introduction – Sixteenth Century. Germany. Sixteenth-century German costume is a fusion of Gothic memories and Italian influences. When the Protestant Reformation opposed Germany to Italy and Spain, which remained faithful to the Catholic Church, even the style of clothing took on such distinct characteristics that it defined a “Reformation costume.” One of the defining elements is the women's use of large headdresses reminiscent of Gothic hennins, but not as elongated. Married women were required to cover their hair in public. Beneath the cap, supported by a metal frame, a veil was used to cover every strand of hair. This was a deliberate attempt to reject the Italian Renaissance, considered lascivious, and to reconnect with the German Middle Ages. The lady in the illustration is dressed for church, wearing a pleated, lined mantle. Underneath, she wears a damask gown with a fur-trimmed border. Albrecht Dürer, A Lady of Nuremberg in Church Attire, 1500, Graphische Sammlung Albertina, Vienna. 
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Introduction – Body-Con Style. The pop singer Shakira in a body-conscious model by Versace. Spring 2010. Even in less uninhibited eras than ours, women's clothing has been a means of seduction through the gaze. 
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Introduction – Nineteenth Century. In the bourgeois century, men's clothing became severe. Frivolity became an exclusively feminine trait. She is dressed in Empire style, that is, almost naked, with a low neckline and sleeveless. He is very dressed, in a dark redingote, white waistcoat, and shirt with a high collar tightened by a multi-layered cravat. In few other eras has the difference in clothing between males and females been so pronounced. 





[image: Image 18]





Introduction – Twentieth Century. Women playing golf. 1905. Sports activities began to change women's habits, making clothing more relaxed. Tailored suits and boater hats. No false volumes. 











 

Belonging and Power 

The way people dressed in ancient times, as well as in more recent times, has always been linked to their status, not only for economic reasons but also  for  social  reasons  and  a  sense  of  belonging.  In  ancient  Egypt,  for example, certain headdresses were reserved exclusively for the pharaoh. 

Even  today,  we  know  that  a  crown  signifies  a  very  special  person,  a sovereign. 

Colors  also  provided  indications  about  a  person.  In  ancient  Greece,  for example,  fabrics  could  be  dyed  purple,  but  the  precious  dye  obtained from shells was exclusively controlled by Phoenician traders who sold it at exorbitant prices. Therefore, only a very few could afford purple tunics and  cloaks,  making  this  color  a  sign  of  royalty.  The  Greek  theater audience, when they saw an actor enter the stage wearing a purple cloak, immediately  understood  that  he  was  portraying  a  king.  In  Agamemnon, the purple cloth that Clytemnestra insists her returning war-hero husband tread  upon,  to  display  their  wealth,  appears  as  a  sign  of  his  impending violent death. The purple path that Agamemnon finally decides to walk, leading  to  his  unaware  demise,  became  for  the  Athenian  audience  a symbol  of  the  condition  of  sovereigns  –  great  and  adventurous,  yet destined for misfortune and bloodshed. 

In ancient Rome, those who aspired to public office were recognizable by the  toga  they  wore,  a  type  of  wide,  draped  cloak  that  was  completely white.  This  is  why  they  were  called  "candidates,"  a  term  we  still  use today. 

Moving to later periods, in the Middle Ages, clothing continued to clearly indicate  the  status  of  the  person  wearing  it.  The  poor  were  expressly forbidden to wear colorful garments. Even the measurements were often regulated by law. The poor in the Middle Ages were like prisoners. 

Only  in  very  recent  times,  after  World  War  II,  with  the  rise  of  the democratic  lifestyle  brought  to  Europe  by  the  Americans,  has  clothing lost its function of declaring a person's rank and belonging, although not entirely. There are still some cases, such as religious or military uniforms, but today it is certainly not possible to tell by someone's clothes on the street  whether they  are  a farmer or  a  government official. Today  we  all think  that  a  person's  worth  is  determined  by  who  they  are,  not  by  the category  they  belong  to.  Clothing  has  therefore  almost  entirely  lost  this function.  However,  it  still  serves  the  ancient  purpose  of  indicating economic  status.  The  wealthy  have  always  wanted  to  distinguish themselves  from  others. This is still true today,  but clothing  differences are less conspicuous. Wealth is usually less ostentatious. Elegance, which is  a  subtle  and  elusive  reality,  has  become  more  sought  after  than  pure and  simple  luxury.  Elegance,  which  became  the  goal  of  the  privileged classes  by  the  end  of  the  eighteenth  century,  primarily  under  English influence, is determined more by the quality of fabrics and tailoring, the finesse  of  details,  and  the  overall  measure  of  the  ensemble  than  by  the display of cost. These qualities may escape the untrained eye, but people of quality can recognize them instantly. 

A  separate  discussion  for  our  times  concerns  young  people,  who,  in recent  decades,  have  rejected  the  way  of  dressing  of  adults,  along  with their  values  and  lifestyle.  Young  people  strongly  feel  the  sense  of belonging to a group, especially if the group is united by an attitude that opposes  established  values.  The  flower  children  of  the  1960s,  hippies, 



 

and punks are examples of this way of living their youth, their time, and, consequently,  their  clothing.  Another  aspect  of  this  particular  way  of understanding clothing is very relevant today. In Western countries, many people  of  different  origins  and  religions  live.  In  particular,  there  are citizens  of  Islamic  faith  who  are  very  attached  to  their  customs  and religious and family values. In this case, the way of dressing, especially for  women,  carries  a  strong  cultural  significance  and  ends  up  assuming the value of an alternative identity, often in violent contrast with the West and its freedoms. 
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Introduction – Excessive, Provocative Clothing. The excessive, provocative clothing of fashionable young people during the time of the French Revolution. Known as incroyables and merveilleuses. Modes parisiennes. Contemporary print.. 
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Introduction – Two Flower Children or Hippies. The youth world in rebellion. Sexual freedom, rock music, and casual clothing. Woodstock 1969. 
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Introduction – The toga is still the distinctive garment of judges, who form a strong professional category, almost a caste. 
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Introduction – Twentieth Century. United States. The word "zoot" is a grotesque distortion of "suit," 

which means a complete outfit. This highlights the excessive taste of this fashion, which thrived among black dandies, or zooties, on Manhattan's 52nd Street, known as Swing Street, and in trendy clubs. 











































 

Belonging and Distinction 

Those who strive to be constantly in fashion chase a phoenix. They aim to stand out by adopting shared attire. This is the strangest characteristic of fashion"s power, but it is also its intrinsic feature. The word "fashion" 

itself  means  a  particular  way  of  dressing,  particular  in  the  sense  that  it unites  a specific  category  of  people  at  a  specific  moment  in history.  So how can one achieve distinction by seeking uniformity? 

In the France of Louis XIV, a unifying court fashion emerged. It was the king  who  dictated  it.  He,  by  his  example,  set  the  colors,  fabrics,  and styles,  deciding  whether  the  balance  tipped  towards  extravagance  or simplicity,  whether  ribbons  were  added  or  removed,  whether  feathers adorned  hats,  whether  beards  were  cut,  whether  hair  was  lengthened  or shortened, whether wigs were elevated or lowered. The nobility followed suit  and,  being  considered  the  quintessence  of  the  national  spirit,  was followed by everyone else, each according to their means. 

At  the  same  time,  fashion  creates  conditions  for  the  affirmation  of individuality.  Fashion  is  a  fluid  system,  susceptible  to  individual contributions that influence its course. Based on the royal attire, you see shoes à la Pompignan, hairstyles à la Cadenet or à la Sévigné, and spurs à la  Guise.  Women  could  play  with  the  depth  of  their  necklines  and  the width of their skirts, but within precise limits. Fashion, therefore, stands as  a  delicate  balance  between  the  collective  and  the  individual.  Put another  way,  it  ensures  a  mix  of  resistance  and  flexibility  within  the semiotic system of hierarchies. Individual taste operates within a system that  approves  or  disapproves  of  its  social  tolerability.  The  system  itself ensures enough flexibility not to become ossified and dissolve. 

Choices, therefore, are within a limited scope because the structure of the attire is, from time to time, imperative. Individual choices can be made in color, stitching details, embroidery, designs, collars, and accessories. But one  cannot  go  beyond  these  limits,  under  penalty  of  exclusion.  The system is both pliable and rigid, ever-changing. There is also a category of  particularly  refined  people  who  devote  more  time  and  care  to  their attire than others, to whom a certain inventive freedom is granted. These are the originals, who exist in every era and for whom a name is coined each  time:  muguets,  muscadins,  merveilleuses  and  incroyables, fashionables, dandies, fops, fashion victims, and more. 

Fashion  mirrors  society,  and  like  society,  it  is  a  complex  system  within which  antagonistic  and  complementary  forces  act,  as  sociologist  Edgar Morin  wrote  in  his  The  Lost  Paradigm  (1973):  “Thus,  society  and individuality  appear  to  us  as  two  complementary  and  at  the  same  time antagonistic  realities.  Society  torments  individuality  by  imposing  its patterns  and  constraints,  while  at  the  same  time  offering  structures  that allow it to express itself. It uses individual differentiation and variety for its articulation, which would otherwise dissipate randomly.” 
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Introduction – The first of the dandies, Lord Brummell, in a caricature from 1805. 
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Introduction – The poet Charles Baudelaire was a dandy. Photo by Nadar. 











 

The Clothing of the Poor 

The history of costume and fashion almost always focuses on the habits of the ruling  classes.  It  is  the rich and powerful  who  drive  creativity  in clothing and impose their style on other social classes. The mechanism is quite  simple  and  repeats  itself  in  every  era.  The  motivation  lies  in  the desire  to  distinguish  oneself,  paralleled  by  the  desire  to  imitate.  Those who  cannot  afford  the  clothing  of  the  more  fortunate  imitate  it  poorly, settling for mimicking the style or perhaps wearing a few accessories. 

This was the case for a very particular category of workers: the servants in  the  eighteenth  century.  Close  to  the  luxury  of  their  masters,  they imitated and spread it, having received accessories or cast-off clothes as gifts,  which  they  then  flaunted  on  various  occasions,  perhaps  giving themselves airs of being little masters. Generally, however, the clothing of workers is so simple and dictated by the necessities of their work that its  evolution  is  very  slow  or  almost  non-existent.  The  most  important garments are the traditional festive clothes, which are imitations of those worn  by  the  small  provincial  nobility.  These  clothes  serve  as  fixed models tied to a strong territorial identity, and thus are alien to the typical variations of fashion. 

However, in the eighteenth century, as a movement of ideas took shape that aimed to break away from the world of powdered wigs and senseless privileges,  fashion  began  to  draw  inspiration  from  the  clothing  of  the lower classes. The case of the tailcoat is emblematic. It was a jacket used by soldiers that first became a country outfit for gentlemen and then, in the  nineteenth century,  an  indispensable evening  wear for  every  elegant man,  paired  with  a  top  hat.  Another  example  is  the  caraco,  a  women"s jacket named after Susanna, the maid in Mozart's The Marriage of Figaro. 

From the eighteenth century onwards, the difference between the clothes of the rich and the poor was less about the type of garment, color, or style 

–  as  in  previous  centuries,  when  sumptuary  laws  forbade  the  lower classes  from  wearing  clothes  resembling  those  of  the  powerful  –  and more  about  the  quality  of  the  fabrics  and  tailoring,  the  richness  of  the accessories,  the  cleanliness,  and  the  crucial  factor  of  the  number  of garments owned. 
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Introduction – Gothic. France. Nobles lead a refined, courtly life, while commoners live a life of labor, only slightly refined by their proximity to the aristocracy. Shirt, short tunic, cloth headwear, hose. 

Limbourg Brothers,  Les Très Riches Heures du Duc de Berry, circa 1416, Musée Condé, Chantilly. 
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Introduction – Sixteenth Century in Italy. Circa 1575.  Venetian peasants. Anonymous, MS. 457, Beinecke Library, Yale University, New Haven. The clothing of the lower classes looks from a distance at the fashions of the privileged classes, attempting to imitate them. 

















[image: Image 27]





Introduction – Sixteenth Century in Italy. Simple shirt and sleeveless doublet. Straw hat typical of peasants. Annibale Carracci,  The Bean Eater, 1580-90, Galleria Colonna, Rome. 
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Introduction – Sixteenth Century. Germany. Albrecht Dürer,  Peasants Dancing, 1514, Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York. The poor wear their clothes until they are completely worn out. Shirts, hooded tunics, skirts and petticoats, thick stockings. 
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Introduction – Sixteenth Century in Italy. Popular clothing. Bodice with a wide square back neckline. The sleeves are rolled up for work. The abundant skirt is held at the waist with a narrow band. Pontormo (1494-1556), Vertumnus and Pomona, detail, Villa Medici di Poggio a Caiano. 
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Introduction – Sixteenth Century. Germany. A shoe and a slipper for this poor German of 1510. Tattered, tight-fitting linen breeches. However, there is a shirt under the dirty jacket. In his hand, a peculiar felt hat with a feather, resembling those of the Alpine troops. Hieronymus Bosch, The Prodigal Son, after 1510, Musée Boymans-van Beuningen, Rotterdam. 











 

Young and Old 

In Fellini"s beautiful film   Casanova, there is a scene where the old Don Juan recites Ariosto before the court of  Count Waldstein in the castle of Dux,  Bohemia.  His  delivery  is  emphatic.  His  outfit  consists  of  an embroidered  jacket,  light-colored  waistcoat,  knee-length  trousers,  and white  stockings,  the  typical  three-piece  ensemble  of  the  eighteenth century. He wears a powdered white wig, and his face is also made up. In the back of the room, a group of young people stand watching him with ironic smiles. They are dressed in the romantic style, in black, with high and  stiff  collars,  white  cravats  wrapped  around  their  necks,  short  black hair left free, and no makeup. That mocking look is enough to render the elegant  Casanova,  the  most  famous  man  of  the  eighteenth  century,  the friend of the King of France, and the lover of Pompadour, the irresistible seducer  who  elevated  the  art  of  dressing  as  the  art  of  seduction, irreparably  ridiculous.  The  generational  gap  becomes  visible  in  the difference in clothing. The passage of time is the master of fashion. When they  can,  young  people  mark  their  difference  from  the  old  with  their clothes.  Poor  Casanova  was  elegant,  now  he  is  comical,  like  an  old, colorful parrot. The renewal of fashion is closely linked to the renewal of generations. In almost all eras, the clothes of the young differ from those of the old. Usually, the dress of the old is more sober, less colorful, and does not show the features of the body. In short, it lacks the elements that characterize  the  dress  as  a  sexual  signal.  In  almost  all  civilizations,  the sexuality of the elderly is inhibited or hidden. Love suits the young, says a verse of Horace. In Greece and Rome, the elderly never wore the short tunic,  which left  the legs bare  from  the  knee  down.  In  fifteenth-century Italy, when young men gladly wore very tight and colorful tights, which also  strongly  highlighted  the  volume  of  the  genitals  with  the  use  of  the codpiece, the not-so-young preferred long coats, gowns, and cloaks, that is, clothes that reached almost to the feet. However, in certain periods, the differences  seem  to  disappear,  as  in  the  frivolous  Rococo,  when  even many old men and women covered themselves in colorful, rustling silks adorned with flowers and wore makeup in pastel colors, like young girls. 

In  the  second  half  of  the  twentieth  century,  fashion  is  dictated  by  the young.  For the first time  in  history,  the  elderly  are  trying  to  imitate the young. Nowadays, sporty style, tracksuits, and sneakers are no longer the exclusive prerogative of the young. 



 

Children 

Childhood has never been recognized as an age of life equal to the others, with  its  own  needs  and  values.  Children  have  always  been  considered imperfect  little  adults.  Erasmus  of  Rotterdam  said  that  childhood  is  a madness  to  be  corrected.  About  a  century  later,  Pierre  de  Bérulle,  a theorist  of  Port-Royal,  wrote,  "Childhood  is  the  most  vile  and  abject condition of human nature after death." An unrecognized condition does not  have  its  own  dress.  Consequently,  children"s  clothes  have  always been  the  same  as  those  of  adults,  only  smaller.  This  was  true  even  in periods when clothes were extraordinarily restrictive and uncomfortable. 

Iconography preserves surreal images of children with sad faces, stiff in their  little  outfits.  Only  with  the  eighteenth  century,  the  Age  of Enlightenment,  did  things  begin  to  change.  Rousseau  and  other philosophes,  spiritual  fathers  of  the  modern  world,  recognized  that childhood  has  its  own  value,  not  measurable  by  the  standards  of  adult life. While it was previously thought that the shorter childhood lasted, the better, Rousseau taught the world that childhood should last as long as it needs  to,  that  it  is  not  a  waste  of  time,  and  that  an  adult  will  be  much more  adult  the  more  they  have  been  a  child.  Thus  began  the  idea  of dressing children differently from adults, in a way suitable for their age. 

In  the  eighteenth  century,  the  attitudes  of  adults  towards  children changed.  In  previous  centuries,  infant  mortality  was  so  high  that  adults unconsciously  tempered  their  grief  with  a  kind  of  indifference  towards the very young, as if the true birth date was not the day of delivery  but what we still call the start of life. Very young children lived in a twilight reality, less real than that of adults who had already passed the dangerous initial  phase  and  entered  real  life.  In  the  eighteenth  century,  fewer children  were  born,  more  survived,  and  they  were  loved  more.  As  a result, now that they were real even from a young age, they were dressed considering their particular reality. In the late Middle Ages and up to the seventeenth  century,  young  children  of  the  upper  classes  dressed  in  the old-fashioned  way.  Even  after  the  fourteenth-century  revolution  that shortened  male  attire  forever,  giving  it  the  shape  it  has  retained  to  this day  with  the  short  jacket  and  separated  legs,  children  continued  to  be dressed in long tunics and medieval-style caps. Until a few decades ago, this attire was still used for newborns, who were given a cap quite similar to  those  worn  by  peasants  in  the  thirteenth  century  and  a  dress  like  a girl's.  The  practice  of  dressing  children  differently  from  adults  became widespread  in  the  sixteenth  century.  But  they  were  still  adult  clothes, albeit  of  an  outdated  style.  As  Philippe  Ariès  writes  in   Padri  e  figli (1960), "The first outfit for children was the outfit everyone wore about a century earlier, now reserved only for them." 

In  the  eighteenth  century,  things  changed  for  everyone,  including children, who finally saw their desire to move, run, and play recognized as  a  positive  growth  factor.  However,  the  archaic  tendency  remained, with boys not being distinguishable from girls until at least four or five years old. This tendency lasted until World War I and was closely linked to the denial of infant sexuality. There was an effort to delay as much as possible  the  transition  from  angelic  innocence  to  sexual  differentiation. 

The  same  reasoning  underlies  the  various  disguises  to  which  children were  subjected  until  the  mid-twentieth  century.  They  were  dressed mainly in outfits reminiscent of professions, such as the sailor suit, which 



 

was  very  popular  until  well  into  the  twentieth  century.  In  children's disguises,  we  can  see  a  clear  example  of  how  fashion  incorporates  the prejudices  and  ideals  of  an  era.  The  child  is  naive,  just  as  certain categories  of  workers  are  naive.  This  double  deception  reveals  a  truth: bourgeois  morality  has  long  denied  expression  to  sexuality  and  class struggle. 
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I Introduction – Twentieth Century. Three 

generations dressed according to different logics. For the family photograph, the young adults of the working class dress with bourgeois decorum. The man wears a white shirt, dark suit, and tie. The woman is in a dark tailored jacket and dress. The elderly seated woman, however, is dressed according to traditional customs: a white embroidered shirt with a wide collar and a long dark skirt with short pleats. 

The hairstyles of the two women also reflect different attitudes toward fashion. The young woman has her hair gathered at the nape with two charming waves at the temples. The elderly woman sports a timeless Mediterranean hairstyle with a long braid coiled around her head. In adherence to tradition, she has never cut her hair. The children are dressed as was customary in the nineteenth century, according to a code aimed at denying their sexual identity: white rompers with a belt and embroidered shoulder cover, almost like a feminine capelet.  The Todarello family, Sulmona, 1928. 
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Introduction – Italian Quattrocento. Giovanni Bellini, 

ca. 

1426-1516,  Presentation at the Temple, detail, 1460-64, 

Fondazione Querini Stampalia, Venice. Until a few 

decades ago, infants were tightly swaddled to prevent 

them 

from growing crooked. This was one of the first 

corrective actions that constituted the upbringing and 

education of children and young people in traditional 

societies. 

. 
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Introduction – Between the Sixteenth and Seventeenth Centuries in Italy. The child wears a simple doublet over a shirt and breeches with feet, open at the center. The two garments are fastened together. 

Leather sandals. Caravaggio,  Madonna del Rosario (detail), 1607, Kunsthistorisches Museum, Vienna 
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Introduction – Sixteenth Century in Italy. Simple dress in silk satin. The full sleeves of previous eras are now gathered at the top. Bronzino (1503-1572),  Portrait of Bia, Illegitimate Daughter of Cosimo I de’ 

 Medici, c. 1545, Uffizi, Florence. 
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Introduction – Sixteenth Century in Spain. The young princess looks like a doll in her rigid and perfect costume. The farthingale, the stiff structure that supports the skirt, is enormous. Even the hairstyle contributes to making the whole look extraordinarily immobile. The position of her arms is a pose, certainly, but the girl seems to be saying: where can I rest them without ruining something? Velázquez, Maria Teresa, 1652-53, Kunsthistorisches Museum, Vienna. 
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Introduction – Nineteenth Century. Friedrich Wasmann,  Paul, Maria, and Filomena von Putzer, 1870, Nationalgalerie, Berlin. Even in the nineteenth century, for special occasions, children dressed like adults. A portrait was an important occasion. However, these garments generally reflect a certain delay in the fashion of the time. 











 

Cities and Provinces 

In the periods preceding the 19th century, communication between cities and  provinces  was  very  slow.  As  a  result,  fashion  trends  reached  small towns and rural  areas  with  great delay, if  at all. This highlights  another limitation of the history of clothing: it essentially focuses on the attire of a very few, those few who, living in political and economic capitals, are constantly in the public eye. For others, time passes much more slowly. 

Provincial nobility adopts new fashions with considerable delay or not at all, partly due to disinterest, partly due to lack of information, and partly due to traditionalism. Moreover, before the advent of the first newspapers and periodicals in the late 18th century, which allowed for a widespread dissemination  of  ideas  in  this  field  as  well,  even  members  of  the  high aristocracy  could  appear  out  of  fashion.  This  was  the  case  with  Maria Theresa  of  Austria,  the  betrothed  of  Louis  XIV,  who  appeared  sadly outdated upon her arrival in Paris from Vienna, at a time when Paris was already the fashion capital of Europe. 



 

Public and Private 

The  iconographic  documentation  used  to  study  the  clothing  of  distant epochs  almost  always  presents  famous  figures  wearing  significant garments. Did people in those times always dress like this? Certainly not. 

We  have  indirect  documentation,  mainly  literary,  that  informs  us  about clothing  in  unofficial  situations.  Paintings  represent  people  as  they wished to  appear. Therefore,  we  must  consider them  with  caution if  we want  to  understand  how  people  actually  dressed  in  everyday  life. 

However, if our interest lies in the language of fashion, i.e., the creativity of  various  eras  concerning  clothing,  those  official  documents  with  all those posed figures tell us what we need to know. 

A Roman senator, for instance, would wear a simple light tunic at home, especially in the summer, much like a long shirt, similar to what all other Romans, including workers, wore. But it is the toga, with all its unstable drapery that required slow walking and keeping the left arm always in the same  uncomfortable  position,  that  tells  us  how  the  senator,  like  all Roman citizens of rank, wanted to be seen, how he practically intended to be, and what was important to him:   mos maiorum, moderation, honesty, decorum, and self-control. 



 

The Dress, a Cultural Object 

“In a graceful style that layers different forms and hides a strengthening tradition, in Madame Swann"s dresses, those uncertain memories of vests or bows, sometimes a tendency quickly suppressed towards a „boat ride" 

and  even  a  vague  and  remote  allusion  to  „follow  me,  young  man," 

circulated under a concrete form the unfinished call to other, older styles, which were impossible to find practically realized by the dressmaker or the  milliner, but  which came  to  mind  continually,  and  cloaked Madame Swann in a certain nobility – perhaps because their very uselessness made those  frills  seem  aimed  at  a  purpose  beyond  utilitarian,  perhaps  for  the vestiges of the past they preserved in themselves, or perhaps for a kind of individuality of the clothing that, peculiar to that woman, attributed to her varied outfits the same family air. It was felt that in dressing, she did not simply aim for comfort or aesthetics; she was surrounded by her toilette as by the delicate and sublimated mechanism of a civilization.” (Proust, In the Shadow of Young Girls in Flower). 

The  great  oenologist  Luigi  Veronelli  recounted  a  story  about  a community of winemakers from Monferrato, the inhabitants of Monforte, who  in  the  16th  century  adhered  to  a  heretical  sect  and  were  therefore deported  en  masse  to  Milan,  where  they  were  tortured  to  repent.  Some did not give in and died as heroes amidst terrible suffering. But almost all the  others  surrendered  to  the  pain  and  repented.  Reaccepted  into  the motherly bosom of the Church, they were sent back home as they were, wounded, mutilated, humiliated, tormented by the memory of their dead in  Milan,  oppressed  by  remorse  and  hatred.  Since  then,  their  wine  has never  been  the  same.  The  Barolo  of  Monforte  even  today  is  different from  the  others,  with  streaks  of  anger  that,  Veronelli  said,  the  cultured palate can distinguish. 

Jerzy  Grotowski,  the  revered  master  of  1970s  theatrical  avant-gardes, asserted  that  an  actor,  after  a  long  training  on  his  own  body,  comes  to discover  the  gestures  of  his  parents,  grandparents,  and  ancestors.  That body  technique,  which  seems  to  us  a  natural  endowment,  is  actually  a cultural product that has its current moment of evolution in us. 

Every  human  action  is  history  and  creation,  heritage,  and  individual contribution.  Nothing  is  born  from  nothing.  We  are  historical,  cultural beings,  even  if  we  sometimes  mistakenly  believe  that  everything  has always  been  this  way  or,  conversely,  that  we  have  invented  everything ourselves.  In  every  object,  there  is  the  whole  history  of  that  era.  And every object is a fossil of itself, if one knows how to read it in its material depth. 

We, like every "we" of every era, live like the prince in Borges' story who had  a  long  series  of  columns  built,  painted  in  such  a  way  that  at  every point, looking forward and backward, one saw only columns of the same identical  color.  Yet,  the  columns  were  painted  in  different  shades,  so subtle that they could not be perceived by the human eye but such as to leave  the  traveler  speechless  when  at  a  certain  point  he  realized  that, without him noticing, the columns had all changed color. The emotion of history  lies  in  rising  and  observing  the  changes  that  elude  us  below,  in observing  all  the  changes  that  have  led  to  today,  in  letting  oneself  be taken by the vertigo of time. 



 

Conclusions 

To  summarize,  at  least  six  factors  can  be  identified  that  determine clothing in various historical periods: 

  Climate, which necessitates protection from cold or heat. 

  Sense of modesty, which dictates that certain body parts be hidden from strangers. 

  Display of wealth and power, which is often reflected in the opulence and design of attire. 

  Identification of rank or function, allowing individuals to signify their social or professional status. 

  Social, religious, cultural, and ethnic belonging, which influences style and fabric choices. 

  Sexual and age differences, which dictate different clothing styles for men and women, and for different age groups. 

The  evolution  of  costume  and  fashion involves such  significant  cultural elements  that  studying  their  history  provides  a  unique  perspective  on human  history  as  a  whole.  It  is  a  very  particular  viewpoint,  but  also  a privileged one, allowing us to see people from past eras in their desires, daily  lives,  ceremonial  practices,  caste  presumptions,  revolutionary energies,  social,  economic,  religious,  moral,  and  political  evolutions, erotic preferences, and prejudices. 

The economic aspect of the issue is equally important. Fernand Braudel, in  his  1979  essay  "Le  strutture  del  quotidiano,"  wrote,  "The  history  of clothing  is  less  anecdotal  than  it  appears.  It  raises  all  issues:  raw materials,  processing  methods,  cultural  stasis,  fashions,  social hierarchies." Daniel Roche, in his 1989 book "The Language of Fashion," 

links  the  great fashion boom  of  the eighteenth century  with the  birth  of political  economy  in  the  same  years.  In  eighteenth-century  Paris,  there was an economy  of clothing,  with its industries, clientele,  and interests, which drove the pace of clothing turnover to accelerate, with continental consequences. 

In short, there has always been a close relationship between fashion, the 

"goddess of appearances," and major social, artistic, economic, political, and cultural events. Studying this relationship, abandoning the concept of fashion as mere caprice linked to current trends and not history, allows us to understand the history of civilization from within. 
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The  clothing  of  ancient  populations  was  made  up  of  few  garments,  of very  simple  craftsmanship.  Clothes  were  not  tailored  but  rather  pinned with  brooches  and  fastened  with  laces.  These  clothes  were  woven  at home, in wool or linen. They consisted mostly of loincloths, cloths tied around the waist like a skirt, tunics, larger cloths that entirely or partially covered  the  body  and  could  be  fastened  with  a  belt  at  the  waist  or  left loose, and cloaks, heavier cloths typically worn over the tunic to protect against cold or to enhance the figure. 

There  was  a  significant  difference  between  the  clothing  of  common people and that of the wealthy or those in high technical or governmental positions. Workers wore simple garments such as basic loincloths or short tunics  that  allowed  freedom  of  movement.  People  of  higher  rank  wore more elaborate clothing, including long, draped tunics, often colorful and decorated. Dyeing fabrics was costly. 

From early on, society has been based on inequality. The powerful know from  the  outset  that  power  is  a  system  of  symbols.  Even  in  ancient populations, this led to the use of clothing as a symbol of distinction. The Pharaoh's  garments  were  not  like  those  of  the  peasant,  even  though  the basic structure was similar. The Pharaoh had to be considered a god. His image  had  to  shine  in  the  eyes  of  the  people.  Greek  kings  and  Roman senators  also  wore  garments  that  marked  their  differences  from  the masses of subjects and laborers. At the beginning of history, the barrier effect of clothing was already fully active. 

The  most  striking  characteristic  of  ancient  costume,  and  we  can  extend this consideration to the Middle Ages until the 1300s, is its durability. In ancient  Egypt,  the  kalasiris,  worn  by  both  sexes,  lasted  for  fifteen hundred  years.  Greek  women  wore  the  peplos,  a  tunic  made  of  coarse wool, until the sixth century B.C., after which it was replaced by a lighter tunic, the chiton, which lasted for centuries with slight changes. In Rome, citizens  dressed  in  the  same  way  for  almost  a  thousand  years,  wearing tunics  and  togas,  with  only  minor  structural  changes.  Small  changes, which did not involve the basic model, were always and only generated by  military  conquests  and  not  by  the internal  movement  of societies,  as would  happen  from  the  1300s  onwards  when  fashion  in  the  strict  sense could  be  discussed.  In  a  dialectical  relationship  between  the  conquered and  the  conquerors,  exchanges  of  habits  and  customs  occurred.  The chiton  came  to  the  polis  from  Ionia,  furs  and  breeches  entered  Roman clothing  from  contact  with  the  nomadic  populations  of  the  north.  Silks and  precious  colors,  as  well  as  perfumes  and  cosmetic  creams,  always came from the East, the mysterious provider of luxuries and pleasures. 

Over  the  course  of  a  millenary  history,  Egyptian  clothing  changed  very little.  Egyptian  society  was  authoritarian  and  traditionalist.  The  rigid stratification  of  society,  the  division  of  functions  into  fixed  hereditary categories, prevented any form of social mixing. The religious dimension of  life  and  power,  as  in  any  society  rigidly  based  on  tradition,  also influenced  the  methods  of  weaving,  tailoring,  and  ornamentation.  The climate of Egypt is extraordinarily hot. The basic clothing was therefore simple  and  light,  made  of  linen.  Linen,  white  and  light,  was  also attributed a religious value, symbolizing spiritual purity. 

The figure of the Egyptian noble, as we see in the surviving paintings, is characterized  by  the  contrast  between  the  simple  line  of  the  garment, which  softly  envelops  the  body  and  allows  its  forms  to  be  glimpsed through  the  thin  linen,  and  the  magnificence  with  which  the  head  is adorned: a colorful collar, hosckh, often covering the shoulders entirely, a 

  

  

made-up  face  (skin,  eyes,  lips),  a  rich  wig  often  adorned  with  tiaras, diadems,  and  headpieces,  many  of  them  gold.  A  tendency  toward geometry informs the iconographic documentation of Egyptian costume, in works often of such beauty, such purity in lines, and such splendor in colors, used in elementary tones with an enchanted sensibility, that they leave  us  in  awe.  The  basic  garment  for  men  was  the  loincloth,  which covered  from  the  waist  to  the  knees.  Everyone,  including  the  Pharaoh, wore  this  simple  garment.  Over  time,  the  original  cloth  became  more elaborate, pleated, and rigid, made of fine fabric: the skentis. The skentis was  the  loincloth  of  the  king,  judges,  and  priests.  Sometimes  important men wore the kalasiris, a garment typical of Egyptian women's costume, over the skentis. 

Women wore a long and transparent tunic: the kalasiris. In archaic times, the  kalasiris  was  supported  by  long  straps  that  left  the  breasts  exposed. 

Goddesses were also represented in fine and tight garments that revealed their forms. In some paintings, the kalasiris appears tight-fitting, in others soft and enveloping. Often important women wore two kalasiris, one over the other, the first like a tunic, the second like a light cloak. 

Besides the loincloth and tunic, which formed the basis of clothing, there was  also  a  sleeveless  shirt,  which  was  combined in  different  ways  with the  loincloth  and  its  belt.  Some  priests  wore  a  particular  scarf  during ceremonies or dressed in a leopard skin. From the use of fur came a small decorative mantle, made of precious fabric. 

Aside  from  garlands  or  long  colored  ribbons  that  could  adorn  women's heads, headpieces were generally reserved for rulers and people of high rank.  The  king  of  Upper  Egypt  wore  a  white  crown,  while  the  king  of Lower Egypt wore a red crown. When Pharaoh Menes (2238-2176 B.C.) unified  Egypt,  the  new  state  was  symbolized  by  a  double  crown  in  the colors of the two former kingdoms. In the simplicity of the garments, the headpiece  carried  much  of  the  symbolic  function  of  clothing.  The Pharaoh's head was richly adorned, in stark contrast to the near-nudity of the rest of the body. A typical Egyptian headpiece was the klaft, a fabric with  two  tails  falling  over  the  shoulders  and,  in  the  case  of  rulers, decorated  with  gold  leaf.  Egyptians  in  important  roles  used  wigs,  both men  and  women.  Over  the  wig,  a  headpiece  could  be  worn,  sometimes precious, sometimes in the shape of a bird or another animal. 

Men  and  women,  even  of  high  rank,  went  barefoot.  During  the  New Kingdom,  sandals  became  more  common,  but  it  was  forbidden  to  wear them  in  front  of  a  superior.  In  the  tombs  of  both  rich  and  poor,  simple sandals with soles made of leather or papyrus have been found. In some representations,  scenes  can  be  observed  of  servants,  foot-washers, carrying the sandals of their masters. Egyptians considered body and hair ointments  a  necessity.  In  a  document  from  the  time,  some  workers,  left without  pay,  complained  about  the  lack  of  food  and  creams.  This  is because  the  creams  were  used  to  soften  skin  dried  by  the  hot  and  dry climate. Women darkened their eyebrows, made up their eyes, and dyed their  nails  with  yellow-red  henna.  On  the  funerary  monuments  of  high-ranking  Egyptians,  inscriptions  such  as  Guardian  of  the  Ointment  Jars and Overseer of Makeup can sometimes be found. 

Both  men  and  women  wore  jewelry,  and  women  also  wore  artificial flowers. Preferred ornaments were necklaces, bracelets above and below the  elbow,  and  anklets.  In  the  second  millennium  B.C.,  Egyptian goldsmithing reached a high level. The ornaments of kings were splendid creations  in  gold  and  precious  stones.  Many  ancient  peoples  considered 
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