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Introduction

THE JANUARY 16, 1797, EDITION OF a London gazette reported that one John Hetherington, haberdasher of the Strand, was arraigned on a charge of breach of the peace and inciting to riot and required to post bond in the amount of 500 pounds for the following offense:


It was in evidence that Mr. Hetherington… appeared on the public highway wearing upon his head what he called a silk hat (which was offered into evidence), a tall structure having a shining lustre, and calculated to frighten timid people. As a matter of fact, the officers of the Crown stated that several women fainted at the unusual sight, while children screamed, dogs yelped and a [young man] was thrown down by the crowd which had collected, and had his right arm broken. For these reasons the defendant was seized by the guards and taken before the Lord Mayor.



What rule, written or implied but apparently known to all (even dogs!), did Mr. Hetherington and his headwear violate? Tall, cylindrical hats were common well before the late eighteenth century: for instance, the Puritans of the mid-seventeenth century wore a severe black felt hat that is now familiar to every American schoolchild as the headwear of the Mayflower pilgrims. And a scant thirty years after Mr. Hetherington’s arrest, the top hat had become an avatar of the staid and self-satisfied plutocrat, marketed with names such as the D’Orsay, the Wellington, and the Regent. What now-obscure code allowed a top hat to be read as a provocation, “calculated to frighten” and deserving of legal sanction? Unfortunately, we can only speculate: the surviving record of the case begins and ends with this brief newspaper column.

It wasn’t the first time a hat caused a riot and it wouldn’t be the last. For instance, during the notorious Straw Hat Riot of 1922, marauding gangs in New York City violently enforced the rule that no man should wear a straw hat after September 15, knocking offending headwear off the heads of passersby, stomping on the hats and impaling them on pikes. The riots engulfed the city from the Bronx to the Battery: more than one thousand would-be fashion police gathered uptown on Amsterdam Avenue attacking straw-hatted bystanders, while downtown, fights between the vigilantes and citizens who attempted to defend their hats stopped traffic on the Manhattan Bridge.

One might think that such sartorial strictures and prescriptions are largely things of the past: the once-ubiquitous suit and tie, to say nothing of the dressy hat, are almost historical costume. But while dress codes may seem like a throwback, if anything they are growing more and more popular. For instance, in 1999 to 2000, 46.7 percent of U.S. public schools enforced a “strict dress code”—by 2013 to 2014, 58.5 percent did. Millions of people must conform to a dress code every day at work or school, and millions more confront dress codes after hours in restaurants, nightclubs, and theaters. Even the relaxed, bohemian domain of the American coffee shop is governed by dress codes: a 2014 dress code dictates that the Starbucks barista must eschew unnatural hair colors, nail polish, short skirts, and piercings other than earrings and subtle nose studs (no septum rings allowed). And dress codes aren’t just for school-age kids and image-conscious private businesses: they are in force on the public streets, where clothing deemed provocative or threatening may be against the law. Those “sagging” pants favored by some rappers and their fans could be grounds for arrest in certain cities, and if police decide they mark you as a member of a gang, they could even turn a minor crime into a capital offense.

Some dress codes not only prescribe and prohibit specific garments but also obsessively dictate the minutia of attire. Consider the 2010 dress code of the Union Bank of Switzerland, a forty-four-page tome that directs employees to avoid chipped nail polish and scuffed shoes, make sure that jewelry matches the metallic color of eyeglasses, and that neckties just touch the tops of belt buckles. Exacting and detailed rules about what to wear are everywhere.

Consider one small but telling example: today’s masculine formal and semiformal attire is almost a uniform, but it’s a uniform one must assemble through the mastery and application of rules. The canons of menswear dictate that a black-tie ensemble consists of a black or midnight-blue jacket with a peak lapel or shawl collar faced in satin or grosgrain, and pants with the outside seam covered by a silk or grosgrain stripe. If the jacket is double breasted, it must have a peak lapel. If it is single breasted, it can have a peak lapel or shawl collar, but never a notched lapel, which is characteristic of a more quotidian business suit. A cummerbund, worn so that its pleats face up (a nod to the era when men tucked theater tickets into it), must cover the waist, unless the jacket is double breasted, in which case a cummerbund must not be worn. Trousers must be supported by suspenders or “braces”—never a belt—and indeed, the trousers of a semiformal suit must not have belt loops. In 2010, the Wall Street Journal offered many of these rules, as well as a few others, in response to a reader’s inquiry:


Your shirt should be of white marcella… with a bib front.…

French cuffs are a must.…

[as is] The bowtie… and learn to tie it.…

[P]ocket square, cuff links, watch (which should match your cuff links).…



And even after following such detailed guidelines, you can still get it wrong: according to the men’s style blog The Art of Manliness, when attending a black-tie affair, “the implication that you would check the time is considered rude to the hosts.” In other words, when worn with a black-tie ensemble, a watch—even one that matches one’s cuff links—is inappropriate.

And yet the typical black-tie soiree is a come-as-you-are shindig compared to a day at the races in the Royal Enclosure at Ascot, where:


Ladies are kindly reminded that…

Dresses and skirts should be of modest length defined as falling just above the knee or longer.

Dresses and tops should have straps of one inch or greater.

Trouser suits are welcome. They should be of full length and of matching material and colour.

Hats should be worn; however a headpiece which has a solid base of 4 inches (10cm) or more in diameter is acceptable as an alternative to a hat.…

Strapless, off the shoulder, halter neck and spaghetti straps are not permitted.

Midriffs must be covered.

Fascinators are not permitted; neither are headpieces which do not have a solid base covering a sufficient area of the head (4 inches/10cm).



As for men, even an immaculately correct dinner suit ensemble, watch left safely behind at home, would be out of place at Ascot, where:


[I]t is a requirement to wear either black or grey morning dress which must include:

A waistcoat and tie (no cravats)

A black or grey top hat

Black shoes

A gentleman may remove his top hat within a restaurant, a private box, a private club or that facility’s terrace, balcony or garden. Hats may also be removed within any enclosed external seating area within the Royal Enclosure Garden.

The customisation of top hats (with, for example, coloured ribbons or bands) is not permitted in the Royal Enclosure.



Such nitpicking isn’t limited to unusually fastidious businesses and old-fashioned festivities. In 2018, I asked Kate Lanphear, creative director of Marie Claire magazine and a self-described “punk-rock girl,” about today’s dress codes. She pointed out that even oppositional subcultures that pride themselves on breaking all of the rules still “follow a code.… The patches you put on a denim jacket or the pins, the band T-shirt you’re wearing is still a code to other people to identify with… [they’re saying] I’m part of this tribe… [they’re] following the code of the rule breakers.” In other words, those rule breakers replace the old rules with new rules—often as uncompromising as those they just broke. Here, I am reminded of the Pinnacle Peak Steakhouse in Southern California, known for its large portions and rustic atmosphere, where employees wielding scissors cut off the neckties of unsuspecting businessmen: the work-a-day rule requiring neckties is replaced by an after-hours rule forbidding them. Similarly, free-spirited college students who blanch at the idea of a dress code imposed by university administrators seem happy to conform to intricate unwritten rules about attire: campus social cliques are readily identified by their shared style of dress, and the fashions of just a few years ago are as completely absent as if they had been prohibited by law. Their professors, for their part, advertise their disdain for surface appearances with a deshabillement that has become a kind of academic credential: the naïve assistant professor who wears a Dolce & Gabbana dress to a faculty meeting may need years to recover an aura of scholarly gravitas. Even the Silicon Valley style of casual wear has become a kind of dress code: if a sweatshirt and flip-flops demonstrate a single-minded focus on innovation, a suit and tie betray an outmoded concern with appearances and status. Accordingly, one Northern California investor advised to “never invest in a tech CEO that wears a suit.…” These unwritten dress codes can be as powerful as rules inscribed in law and enforced by police.

A different kind of dress code gives our clothing social meaning. It is said that it takes about three seconds to make a first impression. What you wear is one of the most important parts of that introductory image. Clothing can magnify and embellish natural differences and can make the abstract statuses of social hierarchy tangible. The European aristocrat and blue-blooded New England preppy are defined by the subtleties of dress as much as by wealth and family lineage. Gender difference is marked by clothing, hairstyles, and cosmetics. Racial and ethnic groups maintain the bonds of kinship and solidarity through distinctive grooming and attire. Even religious faith—often thought of as a matter of private belief—is given public significance by prescribed and forbidden dress and grooming. And we don’t just dress to impress others: our attire reflects our deepest commitments, aspirations, and sense of self. People often refer to a favorite item of clothing as a “signature”: what we choose to wear can be as personal as our name. Yet we often take these most conspicuous elements of social standing and personal distinction for granted.

Why is attire so rule bound? Why and when is clothing important enough to become the subject of treatises, rules and regulations, legislative proclamations and judicial edicts? What happens—and what should happen—when those rules come into conflict with changing social norms about equality and personal freedom? When do dress codes serve useful purposes and when are they needlessly repressive or unjust? What does it mean to dress for success, or to flout the rules in the interest of self-expression? Is our choice of attire ever really personal, or do we always dress to impress—or provoke—other people? Are rules about clothing less important in the era of telecommuting and online dating or have our less frequent face-to-face interactions become all the more loaded with meaning? Dress Codes will answer these questions and many others, exploring the laws of fashion throughout history to uncover the personal, social, and political significance of clothing—our most intimate and most public medium of self-expression.


Decoding Dress: Communication and Self-Fashioning

Like a lot of men, I inherited whatever sense of style I have from my father. He was a man of rigorous and refined sensibilities—a trained tailor, a scholar, an activist, and an ordained minister. For years my dad endured my sartorial misadventures (asymmetrical “new-wave” haircuts, nylon parachute pants, the “punk” look, which consisted of deliberately torn garments held together with safety pins or duct tape) in quiet despair. It is said that the boy is father to the man, but, at least in this case, it turned out the father was the father: at long last I followed my dad’s lead. I came to appreciate the virtues of well-cut tailored clothing, polished dress shoes, crisp shirts, even, on occasion, a necktie—though life in early twenty-first-century Northern California rarely calls for one. I learned how to tie a half and full Windsor and a four-in-hand knot and how to tie a bow tie—this last a skill needed only for rare black-tie events but, my dad insisted, worth mastering because “when the time comes, you won’t be stuck wearing one of those ridiculous clip-ons.” I learned how to tell the difference between a jacket properly constructed with a floating canvas and one that is fused (“glued together,” Dad would grumble). Most of all, I learned that clothing could be both a form of self-constitution and a medium of communication, and how attire conveys respect or disdain, purpose or aimlessness, seriousness or frivolity. This combination of personal significance and social meaning explains why governments, businesses, and the institutions of civil society regulate attire and why individuals often consider such regulations oppressive and insulting.

My father had died twelve years before I decided to enter Esquire magazine’s Best Dressed Real Man contest in 2009. My circumstances at the time will be familiar to any new parent: my second child was ten months old and my wife, Marlene, and I hadn’t been out to dinner or a movie in as many months; our aspirations to a glamorous and urbane existence were a faded memory, our fashionable—or at least serviceable—festive attire pushed aside to make room for a slew of cotton onesies and bright plastic baby toys; our feeble attempts at grown-up merrymaking reduced to cocktails hastily mixed in the kitchen in between bottle feedings and diaper changes. One day after work I decided it would be a welcome change of pace to enter the Esquire contest and rally our friends to support my quixotic campaign: harried forty-three-year-old dad versus a bevy of lantern-jawed aspiring actors, sinewy fashion models, and athletic-looking frat boys: David against Adonis. The entry deadline was the next day. Marlene got out the camera and snapped a series of pictures. My five-year-old son Cole explored my stack of old magazines while ten-month-old Ella did everything she could to get her parents’ attention. A few minutes later, with Ella screaming for a bottle or a diaper change, we called it quits. I uploaded the snapshots, filled out a short questionnaire, and hit “send.”
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One of my wife’s photos for my bid to be Esquire magazine’s Best Dressed Real Man. My son, Cole, is stage right reading a magazine; daughter, Ella, is in my lap, wriggling away to get to her mother.



Then I scoped out the competition. Other contestants had professional photos shot in exotic locations with exquisite backlighting. Some had already amassed tens of thousands of votes; I was hoping to break into triple digits. Several weeks later the website posted the top twenty-five semifinalists and, to my astonishment, there were the photos of me holding a squirming toddler while trying to show a favorite blue pinstripe suit to its best effect. It couldn’t be right: I refreshed the browser and waited for the real list of semifinalists to appear. I was still there. A few days later my phone rang: Esquire had narrowed the field to ten, whom they were now interviewing in order to select five finalists who would fly to New York, receive fabulous prizes, and appear on the Today show. They wanted to talk to me about my personal style. How did you choose what to wear? Can you be more specific? What tips do you offer others? “Be yourself” isn’t very helpful, is it? Why is style important to you? Who are your style inspirations? C’mon, everyone says their father; who else? Everyone says Cary Grant. Everyone says Miles Davis too. David Bowie; that’s better. Which era? Let’s Dance? Really? A few days later, the editor called again to break the bad news: I was number six, just short of the cut-off for finalists. It was all great fun, but also humbling. Talking about my personal style should have been easy: I’m a professor, someone who explains things to people for a living. But I blew the interview. I knew intuitively why I wore what I did, but I could not explain it to save my life—or my chances at a fabulous, all-expenses-paid weekend in New York City. My dad’s guidance had—against all odds—helped me into the top ten, but he couldn’t help me decrypt the inscrutable codes of dress.

In a sense this book is my response, in l’esprit d’escalier. In it, I will explore dress codes antique and contemporary: medieval sumptuary laws and modern indecency statutes, Renaissance vestimentary norms and Victorian-era sartorial etiquette, the sartorial rules of the road—and of the street, workplace, and school.



To understand why we care so much about what we—and other people—wear, I had to look at how clothing and fashion shape our behavior and perception of the world. That’s not always easy to do because the way clothing affects our social interactions and worldview is a matter of habit, so reflexive and deeply engrained that we don’t even notice it. Of course we do notice the multibillion-dollar fashion industry dedicated to offering us an array of clothes to choose from, the styles that change every few months, the clothes magazines and newspaper columns that report on the latest trends, the stores full of clothes, and all of those dress codes, rules, and expectations around clothing. But all this ever-changing detail, as overwhelming as it can seem, is just a small part of the world of fashion, like an eye-catching appliqué on top of a jacket.

We’re immersed in these details, but we rarely question or analyze the larger patterns of dress. For instance, what makes some fashions masculine and others feminine? Why are some garments considered bold or edgy and others conservative or demure? What makes high heels frivolously sexy and flat shoes sensible but boring? We make small decisions about the fit, cut, and embellishments of our clothing, but almost no one questions its basic design. Two thousand years ago, a politician would have worn a draped garment—what we today might call a “toga”—when going to discuss affairs of state. The political leaders and elites of seven hundred years ago still wore draped robes not so different from the ancient toga. But most of today’s politicians wear tailored trousers—the garb of the barbarian or the peasant to the ancients—and a matching longish jacket with lapels: the business suit. Why and when did this change take place? No one would dream of wearing a robe or a toga to an important meeting, but many women in more tradition-bound professions still eschew pants in favor of a dress or skirt, both essentially draped garments descended from the ancient toga. We take all of this, and much more, for granted. These larger and more long-lived trends in fashion organize society and shape how we think about ourselves. They are often the subject of explicit rules—dress codes—that determine both what clothing means and when and by whom it may be worn.

We need to look at changes in fashion over a long period of time—not seasons, years, or even decades but centuries—in order to see these larger trends. Looking at the rules that codified these changes alongside the historical events of the time helped me to understand what fashion meant then and what it means for us today. I learned that fashion is much more than just clothes.

Fashion is a way of communicating ideas, values, and aspirations through clothes. Through our attire, we announce who we are, what we care about, and where we belong—or aspire to belong—in society. Sometimes the message is obvious and direct, like the way an officer’s uniform conveys authority; other times, more inchoate and figurative, like the way a punk-rock girl’s denim jacket covered with patches and pins conveys rebellious swagger.

Less obviously, but perhaps more important, fashion is a means of transforming our sense of self and our sense of our place in society—what I will call, borrowing from the historian Stephen Greenblatt, self-fashioning. Attire can also change our self-perception and affect our learning, development, and sense of possibility. In a sense, we become what we dress for: our clothing trains us to occupy a social role—giving us confidence or sapping our courage, straightening our posture or forcing us to slouch, offering a sense of physical comfort and support or constraint and irritation. In this respect, in contradiction to the old saying, clothes actually do make the man (or woman, and they’ve long helped to establish the difference). Our clothing becomes a part of our bodies, both reflecting and shaping our personalities and helping us fit into various social roles—or making it hard for us to do so. An obvious example of this is women’s clothing in the mid-1800s, which consisted of large full skirts, frills, and boned corsets. These outfits not only sent the message that women were decorative objects, valuable mainly for their beauty; they also made it impossible for women to move around easily or quickly and harder for them to perform many types of physical tasks, which in turn served as a visual “evidence” that women were less competent than men. Most women internalized the dress codes of the time and only felt comfortable in such clothing. This in turn led some to think of themselves as helpless and fundamentally decorative: their clothing determined their social roles and ultimately their sense of self. Here’s another example of the self-fashioning power of clothing: psychological studies in 2012 and 2015 found that people who wore a white lab coat or dressed up for a job interview exhibited better abstract reasoning than people of comparable intelligence wearing jeans and T-shirts.

Dress codes are key pieces of evidence about both of these social functions of attire: communication and self-fashioning. “Dress code” has a double meaning: a code is a rule regulating action or behavior, such as a law, but a code is also a rule or a formula for interpreting or deciphering a text. So, a dress code is a rule or law regulating how we dress and also a rule controlling the meaning of our attire. In 1967 the semiologist Roland Barthes used the explicit discussions of clothing in high-fashion magazines as a guide to understand more mundane, day-to-day attire. He found that almost every detail of an ensemble—shirt collar, skirt length, color, pattern, fabric—could express passions, aspirations, fantasies, and convictions. The fashion magazine offered an incomplete lexicon of vestimentary meaning—it was at once a description of existing fashionable practices and a prescription for refining and improving them. I have a similar ambition for the study of dress codes. Dress codes simplify the often-overwhelming complexity of vestimentary custom because they take the form of rules. Because it must be specific in its prescriptions and prohibitions, a dress code—like fashion writing—makes the often implicit and unconscious meaning of attire explicit and deliberate. When a dress code requires or forbids an item of attire, it implies something of its social meaning. A dress code that excludes “unprofessional” attire simultaneously reinforces the perception that whatever attire it excludes is unprofessional. Ladies’ “fascinators” are modish and informal in comparison to hats that cover the top of the head; septum rings are edgier than nose studs. A dress code can be the Rosetta stone to decode the meaning of attire.

We can get a hint about how people understood an article of clothing by looking at the rules that allowed and prohibited it. Sometimes dress codes are quite explicit about the meaning of the attire they regulate: for instance, some Renaissance-era dress codes said that red or purple symbolized noble birth, and others insisted that jewelry and sumptuous adornments were signs of sexual licentiousness. Moreover, these dress codes didn’t just reflect preexisting associations between clothing and social status, sexual morality and political position—they also reinforced and at times even created those associations, changing the way people thought of those wearing a certain garment and how the people wearing it thought of themselves. Defining the social meaning of a garment can actually change the way it shapes individual self-image. For instance, remember that psychological experiment involving the white lab coat? It also found that people wearing an identical coat did not exhibit improved cognitive performance if they were told beforehand that it was a painter’s coat instead of a lab coat.

The Law of Fashion

In 1974, one year before he would become an associate justice of the Supreme Court of the United States, John Paul Stevens wrote the following:


From the earliest days of organized society… matters of appearance and dress have always been subjected to control and regulation, sometimes by custom and social pressure, sometimes by legal rules.… [J]ust as the individual has an interest in a choice among different styles of appearance… so also does society have a legitimate interest in placing limits on the exercise of that choice.



The case, Miller v. School District No. 167, involved a public school teacher who wore a “Vandyke” beard (a sort of abbreviated goatee shaped into a point at the chin, reminiscent of the Flemish painter Anthony van Dyck) in violation of his school’s dress code. The court opined that “dress and hair styles [are] matters of relatively trivial importance” and rejected Mr. Miller’s claim that the dress code violated his Constitutional rights.

I have no idea whether or not Miller deserved to keep his job as a math teacher. But I want to challenge the notion that dress and grooming are trivial—an idea all too common among lawyers, scholars, and other folks dedicated to weighty matters and serious causes. Most lawyers opt for safe and unremarkable professional attire, while the stereotypical intellectual exhibits a fashionable indifference to fashion: the best one can say of the attire of the typical professor is that it suggests a high-minded disdain toward clothes—a prejudice that has made any serious scholarly study of attire decidedly déclassé. Indeed, many years ago when I first wrote about disputes over dress codes, I too concluded that they were ultimately too trivial to merit the attention of lawyers or the courts. Today, I would insist clothing is as appropriate a subject for study, analysis, and even legal attention as any other art form or medium of expression. In this book I’ve tried to address these issues with more depth and nuance, stressing the importance of personal appearance in political struggles for equality and individual dignity and exploring the long history of efforts to shape and control it through dress codes.

For centuries, dress codes took the form of laws: medieval and Renaissance-era sumptuary laws assigned clothing according to social rank, the laws of American slave states prohibited Black people from dressing “above their condition,” public decency laws required men and women to wear attire considered appropriate to their sex. These laws inspired and reinforced a host of rules surrounding attire: private business, enterprises, and clubs adopted explicit dress codes, etiquette guides promulgated rules of socially acceptable dress, and informal norms calcified into hard-and-fast unwritten rules—such as the rule against wearing a straw hat after September 15—enforced by social pressure and mob violence.

Today, the law, which for hundreds of years had underwritten dress codes, now often undercuts them. Legal rights to expressive liberty and laws against discrimination increasingly clash with many kinds of dress codes: for instance, in 2015 the New York City Commission on Human Rights informed business in the Big Apple that “dress codes… that impose different standards… based on sex or gender” are unlawful. The dress codes this edict legally proscribes include “requiring different uniforms for men and women… requiring employees of one gender to wear a uniform specific to that gender.…” and, in what seems to be a jab at the famous (but now suspended) policy of Midtown Manhattan’s venerable 21 Club, “requiring all men to wear ties in order to dine at a restaurant.”

But for the most part, the idea that dress and grooming are trivial has ensured that only a small fraction of disputes about dress get any attention at all, and those that do must be attached to some “more serious” claim, such as discrimination or expressive liberty. For instance, dress codes imposed by the government may violate the First Amendment guarantee of freedom of expression. But, for the most part, this is true only when the attire prohibited is “symbolic” in a fairly uninteresting sense of the term: a stand-in for a statement that could easily be translated into words. Accordingly, lawyers and judges look for an explicit, manifesto-like message in clothing or grooming. This ham-fisted literalism misses what is most profound about vestimentary self-expression: its unique ability to embellish, obscure, and reshape the human body. Fashion is a unique mode of expression that cannot be mirrored or conveyed through language or any other medium. Fashion sends messages, but the significance of attire isn’t just a matter of literal meaning; it is more visceral and impressionistic than words on a page. A well-cut suit conveys wealth and sophistication by evoking other wealthy and sophisticated people—it is less an argument than a demonstration. An oversimplified idea of fashion-as-a-language leaves out everything distinctive about the expressive potential of clothing. It’s like insisting that a Mark Rothko painting is a statement about the loss of our authentic connection with nature in the condition of modernity—overlooking the powerful aesthetic experience that is as obvious as it is inscrutable.

Some dress codes may violate laws prohibiting discrimination. But which do and why is obscure and confusing to anyone without legal training. For instance, an employer can have different dress codes for men and women without, legally speaking, “discriminating” as long as the dress codes don’t impose “unequal burdens” on one sex or the other and are not “demeaning.” In recent years some courts have concluded that a sex-specific workplace dress code may unlawfully discriminate against transgender employees, but oddly, it is not the obvious discrimination involved in a sex-specific workplace dress code that violates the law but only the decision to enforce it based on an employee’s birth sex as opposed to the sex the employee identifies with. It’s not clear where this leaves people who don’t identify as either male or female. At the same time, in order to avoid “discrimination,” employers must make special exceptions to dress codes that apply to all for religiously motivated attire—in effect creating different dress codes for employees of different religions. Workplace dress codes may ban hairstyles that result from artifice—such as teased hair or braids—but not those that are a consequence of the natural texture of hair. But, of course, a dress code can regulate the length of hair. Meanwhile, apart from this welter of conceptually inconsistent rules and surprising exceptions, a business can have pretty much any dress code it wants to, even when personal appearance has nothing whatsoever to do with the job.

Consider the plight of Chastity Jones, an African American woman who was denied a job as a call center operator because she wore her hair in dreadlocks in violation of a workplace dress code. She sued, claiming race discrimination, but the dress code, which applied to everyone regardless of race, wasn’t obviously discriminatory and Jones couldn’t prove it was applied inequitably. But step away from the legal complexities for a minute and it is obvious that Chastity Jones deserved to win as a matter of simple fairness. There’s a powerful case to be made that hairstyles like locs are an important part of the struggle for equal respect and dignity. But we don’t even have to make that case to see Ms. Jones’s hair was important to her. What’s more, it had nothing to do with the job she had applied for. After all, the job in question was working at a telephone call center: no customer would ever see her hair! Because judges and lawyers—including no less a legal authority than John Paul Stevens—believe that dress and grooming are trivial, Ms. Jones couldn’t make that straightforward case. She had to frame her objections in terms that law would recognize. Unfortunately, that frame didn’t fit the picture well enough.

As a lawyer and scholar, I’ve spent much of my career studying, teaching, and advocating for reform in civil rights, a domain of the law where disputes involving attire and grooming are remarkably common. Because I also happen to be someone who is interested in fashion, I have always thought the legal arguments in many of these cases lost sight of some of the most obvious and important stakes of the disagreements. One reason I decided to explore the history of dress codes was to see more clearly what was at the center of these controversies. A look at earlier eras, before the idea that fashion is trivial and inconsequential had taken hold, revealed more candid discussions of dress—and the reasons for dress codes.

Status, Sex, Power, Personality

Our story begins in what many historians consider the end of antiquity and the beginning of a modern sensibility: the fourteenth century. The Middle Ages are coming to an end and the Renaissance is beginning to take shape. During this period, a new social sensibility emerges, one that places the individual at its center. This modern sensibility eventually inspired new forms of art, such as the novel, new conceptions of human consciousness in modern psychology, and the new political and ethical ideals of classical liberal thought, associated with theorists such as John Locke, Immanuel Kant, and Jean-Jacques Rousseau. New styles of attire accompanied and contributed to these developments: people sought out new ways of presenting the body as a reflection and extension of a unique individual personality. These new styles became the first “fashion” in the sense that I will use that term. While I would not go so far as to claim that fashion was an indispensable condition of modernity, the development of fashion played a role—and often a very important role—in contemporaneous social, intellectual, and political events. Throughout its long history, people thought fashion had political stakes; that’s why some passed laws and developed rules regulating it and why others struggled to resist and overturn those laws and rules.

Trying to interpret the language of clothing is a daunting task. Attire can convey an almost infinite number of messages, drawing on centuries of garments, each of which may evoke a historical moment, a social institution, a political struggle, an erotic possibility. How can anyone hope to unweave the myriad threads of the long history of fashion? Thankfully, we don’t have to. Using dress codes—rules, laws, and social strictures about clothing—as our Rosetta stone, we can identify four concerns underlying the major developments in fashion: status, sex, power, and personality.

Clothing is a status symbol, and history is replete with rules and laws designed to ensure that the social status of individuals is reflected in what they wear. Dress is also a sex symbol—social conventions and laws have ensured that clothing establishes whether one is male or female, sexually innocent or experienced, married or single, chaste or promiscuous. Attire is a uniform of power: it has helped define national belonging as much as any territorial border; it has differentiated ethnic groups and tribes as much as any language or cultural ritual; it has shaped religious sects as much as any scripture; and it has both established and challenged racial hierarchies. Finally, fashion is a medium for the expression of individual personality. We assemble our wardrobes and daily ensembles to reflect a distinctive point of view and confirm a distinctive sense of self. The history of fashion has run in parallel to the history of individualism: as individual freedom has grown, so has personal liberty in dress.

This book looks at how people tried to control fashion and why. Part One examines the use of dress codes to create status symbols in the late Middle Ages and Renaissance, just as fashion and the modern sensibility are born. The history of modern fashion and modern dress codes begins in the 1300s, when men stopped wearing draped garments and began wearing tailored clothing. With this technical innovation, clothing became a much more expressive medium than it had been before. For the next four centuries, fashion was the privilege of the elite and, accordingly, it often expressed royal power and aristocratic rank. In an era when most people were illiterate, social values were communicated through images: art, religious iconography, dazzling rituals, and, of course, sumptuous attire. But the emergence of modern fashion was a threat to an older social order. Fashion allowed individuals to assert distinctive personality, independent of—and even in opposition to—traditional social roles. Economic dynamism made a new class of people—merchants, bankers, and tradespeople—wealthy; they sought to show off their newfound success through fashion. Some upwardly mobile people copied aristocratic dress in order to pass themselves off as nobility, disrupting its exclusivity. Others used fashion to assert their own distinctive social status, challenging aristocratic preeminence. Many early modern dress codes were the efforts of elites to use fashion to reinforce familiar social roles and established prerogatives, and to outlaw, condemn, and ridicule the ambitions of social upstarts, religious minorities seeking social inclusion, and women asserting equality with men.

A profound change occurred in the late eighteenth century, when political revolutions and the influence of Enlightenment philosophy began to discredit aristocratic pretensions. Part Two explores the shift in fashion from opulence to elegance. The rise of Enlightenment ideals brought corresponding changes in dress codes. The display of opulence characteristic of elite attire in the Middle Ages and Renaissance gave way to a new ideal of understatement: the courtly display that advertised the divine right of kings and queens yielded to a new aristocratic wardrobe. In this new political context, high social status began to be associated with industriousness, competence, and enlightened reason as opposed to noble birth and honor, and it was marked by a new understated elite style. Men still distinguished themselves through their attire, but the mark of elite status was in subtle refinements rather than conspicuous adornment. In many respects, this shift was a way of preserving elitism under the guise of attacking it: advances in manufacturing and trade along with a growing market in secondhand clothing had made many formerly rare adornments and luxuries more widely available, diluting their value as signs of exclusive privilege. The new status symbols of elegance, by contrast, required education and acculturation, which were much harder to fake. Meanwhile, the decline of dynastic power and the rise of the nation-state as a political formation inspired new dress codes. The eighteenth and nineteenth centuries witnessed proposals for national civilian uniforms in Western Europe and the United States, as well as legislation outlawing the traditional dress of ethnic minorities in Great Britain.

This shift from conspicuous opulence to understated elegance was, for the most part, exclusive to men. Feminists and their allies such as Amelia Bloomer resisted the restrictions of gendered roles and gendered fashions, but their efforts to reform women’s dress met with ridicule and ended in failure. It would require a more fashionable form of resistance to begin to undo the gender norms that had kept women in corsets and petticoats for over a century. As women entered the workforce in large numbers during World War I, they finally achieved widespread acceptance of new, streamlined fashions that began to adopt some of the sartorial innovations of menswear. At first the “flapper” was ridiculed—as attempts to adopt practical, unadorned women’s wear had always been. But the clothing these women pioneered formed the basis of a reformed feminine dress code for the emancipated woman that is still with us today. Despite these unquestionable advances, many feminists would rightly insist that today’s fashions still reflect ancient patriarchal ideals of feminine decorativeness and compulsory modesty.

Part Three looks at power dressing. African Americans drew on the evocative power of attire to reinforce their claims to equal dignity and respect, first as slaves, runaways, and free Blacks struggling for basic humanity in an unapologetically racist society; after Emancipation, under the vicious indignities of Jim Crow, and, of course, during the civil rights struggle, when activists wore their “Sunday best” in an effort to confound racial stereotypes. Later generations of activists developed alternative sartorial vocabularies to the respectability politics of the early civil rights movement. These took the forms of a fashionable solidarity with agricultural laborers, the sleek, martial/beatnik garb of Black Power radicalism, and a romantic Afro-centrism. African Americans today still struggle over what some see as the elitism of respectability politics and what others condemn as the impracticality (and subtler elitism) of “radical chic.”

Parts Four and Five examine the dress codes of the late twentieth and early twenty-first centuries. Our ideas about attire have become more relaxed, but we continue to control dress and to judge others by what they wear.

Part Four examines the changing dress codes regulating and defining gendered attire. As women demand equality and begin to enjoy prerogatives once reserved for men, the stakes of dress codes for women involve both politics and personality. Some women seek to escape the limitations of conventional femininity by rejecting compulsory feminine decorativeness in favor of a modest austerity while others reject compulsory feminine modesty in favor of a daring sexual assertiveness. Each of these new forms of power dressing comes with its own distinctive promise—and peril. Meanwhile, the next generation challenges the conventional association of sex and gendered attire, creating a new vocabulary of sex symbols that don’t refer to biological reproductive roles.

Part Five explores today’s remixing of sartorial symbols, made possible by the absence of consistent dress codes, and the retailored expectations this change has brought. We are much more accepting of individual choice in fashion than past generations were: indeed, we not only accept but expect that clothing will reflect personality. Today, we all have the centuries-long history of fashion at our disposal: everyone is free to adopt any of the status symbols of the past, whether or not one occupies the social roles that once defined them. But of course, dress codes persist: both the written rules that govern, for example, the attire of high school students and employees in the service sector and the unwritten expectations that ensure that Manhattan investment bankers all wear the same style of fleece sweater over identical light-blue oxford cloth dress shirts. Even if the formal authority of the government is no longer typically involved, social expectations and pressures constrain individual freedom. Most people still expect that clothing will reflect the social class, race, religion, and sex of the person wearing it, and some consider transgressions of older strictures disrespectful or even deceptive. Accordingly, many of today’s dress codes are designed to make sure clothing continues to symbolize social position, both by censuring novel and unconventional uses of older sartorial symbols and by creating new status symbols that only a select few can decode. The triumph of individualism has created new opportunities for—and poses new challenges to—fashionable expression.

Dress Codes will look at what we wear and why to reveal how fashion made history.






Part One Status Symbols



One can make a gentleman with two yards of red cloth.

—COSIMO DE’ MEDICI

In difficult times, fashion is always outrageous.

—ELSA SCHIAPARELLI








Chapter One Encoding Status


Concerning the Excessive Display of Trunk Hose, Crowns, Ruffled Collars, Velvet, and Crimson Silk

IN 1565, THE HAPLESS RICHARD Walweyn, servant of Rowland Bangham, Esq., was arrested for wearing “a very monsterous and outraygeous greate payre of hose.” For his crime of fashion, Walweyn was detained “untyll such a tyme as he had bought or otherwyse provided himself of hoose of a decent & lawfull facyon [fashion] & sorte… and also shewed himself in same new hose this afternoone” to the Lord Mayor of London. The court ordered that the offending garment be confiscated and exhibited “in some open place in the nether hall where they maye be aptly seen and consideryd of the people as an example of extreme folye.”

Historian Victoria Buckley describes trunk hose as a “large pair of inflated shorts… ballooning out from the waist and tapering in around the upper thigh.”

They “could often be… ludicrous, with enormous amounts of padding and stiffening and even… panels sewn into the hose, in gaudy silks, which the wearer could pull through the outer fabric and puff up before strutting off.…” If trunk hose were the parachute pants of their day, Richard Walweyn was a Renaissance-era MC Hammer. And according to the authorities, trunk hose had become a public menace in Elizabethan England. A royal proclamation in 1551 lamented “the use of monstrous and outrageous greatness of hosen… crept a late into the Realme, to the great slaunder thereof, & the undoyng of a number usyng the same, beyng dryven for maynetenaunce thereof, to seeke suche unlawful wayes… as… have brought them to destruction.”
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Trunk hose were fashionable menswear during the Elizabethan era.



Accordingly, the law imposed severe penalties on those wearing such contraband clothing. Richard Walweyn’s punishment was lenient in comparison to that suffered by Thomas Bradshaw, a merchant tailor, who, in the same year, was arrested for wearing overstuffed trunk hose “contrary to good order.” The court that heard his case ordered “that all the stuffing & lyninges of his hose shalbe cut and pulled out… and he be put into his doublett [a fitted jacket] and hose, and so lead home through the streates into his… house, and there the lyninge and stuffing of th’other to be likewise cutt and pulled out.” If crimes of fashion were thought to stem from the sin of vanity, perhaps it seemed fitting that the punishment should be public shaming.

But breaches of good taste were not typically punished with criminal sanctions, even under the reign of the fashion-conscious Queen Elizabeth I. However tacky or unsightly overstuffed trunk hose may have been, and however vain those who wore them had shown themselves to be, why did the government expend limited resources enforcing such a dress code? Richard Walweyn and Thomas Bradshaw did more than violate the canons of sartorial refinement—they disrupted the political order of a society that treated outward appearances a marker of rank and privilege. Their conspicuous dress was seen as a kind of counterfeit, which threatened to undermine an economy of aristocratic and noble prerogative by cheapening its sartorial currency. From the late Middle Ages until the Age of Enlightenment, both law and custom required that clothing announce the social class, caste, occupation, religion, and, of course, gender of the wearer. These dress codes made clothing into status symbols, establishing a sartorial language that remains with us to this day.

In one sense, the Tudor era laws banning outrageous trunk hose carried on an ancient tradition. The Spartans earned their reputation for austerity with one of the earliest known laws against opulent attire, and their erstwhile rivals, the Athenians, passed regulations limiting sumptuous clothing as early as the sixth century B.C. The Romans—who first used the term “sumptuary” to describe such legislation—passed numerous laws restricting luxurious clothing, as well as indulgent meals, opulent furniture, and the exchange of lavish gifts. The earliest medieval European law prohibiting excessive luxury was passed in Genoa in 1157 and by the late Middle Ages, sumptuary dress codes were widespread throughout Europe. These early dress codes served to promote the virtue of austerity and to prevent waste generally. They restricted not only sumptuous attire but also lavish expenditures on feasts and festivities such as weddings and funerals.

Beginning in the 1300s, sumptuary laws were increasingly concerned with clothing. Moralists condemned sumptuous clothing as, at best, a distraction from the more important matters of spiritual purity and religious piety; at worst, a corrupting pleasure of the flesh. For religious authorities, clothing itself was a consequence of the fall from grace, and bodily adornment was among the many lures wanton women used to tempt men into vice and profligacy. Queen Elizabeth herself cited more prosaic motivations in a proclamation of June 15, 1574, defending the regulation of attire as a matter of national security and insisting that expensive foreign imports of textiles, furs, and finished garments upset the balance of trade: “[T]he money and treasure of the realm is and must be yearly conveyed out of the same to answer the said excess.” Sartorial competition also undermined law and order, as the cost of luxurious clothing threatened to bankrupt those of modest means, driving them to crime:


[A] great number of young gentlemen, otherwise serviceable, and others seeking by show of apparel to be esteemed as gentlemen, who, allured by the vain show of those things, do not only consume themselves, their goods, and lands which their parents left unto them, but also run into such debts and shifts as they cannot live out of danger of laws without attempting unlawful acts.



These were the standard justifications for sumptuary legislation, but it’s more likely that the main objective underlying the flurry of new dress codes was to reserve status symbols for the elite. The most urgent problem sumptuary laws addressed was not that “the meaner sort,” as one Elizabethan proclamation put it, were tempted to buy clothing they could not afford; it was that a growing number of the meaner sort could afford to compete with the elite in their attire. Indeed, the preamble to a 1533 act restricting apparel declared:


The sumptuous and costly array and apparel customarily worn in this realm, wherof hath ensued and daily do chance such sundry high and notable inconveniences as to be to the great, manifest and notorious detriment of the common weal, the subversion of good and politic order in knowledge and distinction of people according to their estates, pre-eminences, dignities and degrees.



Many sumptuary laws during the late Middle Ages and the Renaissance explicitly referred to social rank and status. For instance, in 1229 King Louis VIII of France imposed limits on the attire of the nobility in an effort to bring feudal lords under centralized control, and in 1279 King Philippe le Hardi III restricted the luxuriousness of attire on a sliding scale according to the amount of land owned. The English “Statute Concerning Diet and Apparel” of 1363 tied the luxuriousness of clothing directly to wealth: urban dwellers and landed gentry with comparable disposable incomes were subject to the same sumptuary restrictions. Milan’s sumptuary law of 1396 exempted the wives of knights, lawyers, and judges from restrictions on clothing and jewelry, while the preamble to a subsequent Milanese law of 1498 frankly explained that it was a response to the complaints of nobles and elites about the erosion of their privileges and, accordingly, its proscriptions did not apply to senators, barons, counts, marquises, friars, nuns, physicians, and, in applicable cases, their wives.

As legislators struggled to keep up with social mobility and new fashion trends, the rules took on a frenzied character: almost every aspect of attire was a potential target for legal strictures. Genoa banned the use of sable trims in 1157. In 1249 Siena restricted the length of trains on women’s dresses. In 1258 Alfonso X of Castile reserved scarlet cloaks for the king and silk for the nobility. The papal legate of the Romagna, in 1279, required all women in the region to wear veils; by contrast, Lucca in 1337 outlawed veils, hoods, and cloaks for all women other than nuns. A Florentine law of 1322 forbade women other than widows from wearing black. In 1375 in Aquila, only male relatives of the recently deceased were allowed to go unshaven and grow beards, and then only for a period of ten days.

Crowns were of particular concern. In late-thirteenth-century France, Philippe le Bel IV restricted the wearing of crowns to the upper echelons of society; his wife, Jeanne of Navarre, had, on at least one occasion, remarked caustically on the prevalence of opulent attire: “I believed myself to be the only queen and here I am seen with hundreds!” she complained. Outrage over the misuse of crowns was widespread: in 1439, an anonymous critic in Brescia complained that “builders, blacksmiths, pork-butchers, shoemakers and weavers dressed their wives in crimson velvet, in silk, in damask and finest scarlet; their sleeves, resembling widest banners, were lined with satin… fitting only for kings, on their heads pearls and the richest crowns glittered, crammed with gems.…”

“One can make a gentleman with two yards of red cloth,” remarked Cosimo de’ Medici, the powerful Florentine banker and effective ruler of Florence during the early fifteenth century, according to Niccolò Machiavelli. As the upper classes sought to maintain the status quo in the face of these disruptive innovations, the number of sumptuary laws increased dramatically, reaching a peak in the prosperous Renaissance era beginning in the fourteenth century. In cities up and down the Italian peninsula, republics and despots alike imposed new restrictions on the conspicuous display of luxury—especially clothing. European governments passed new dress codes in a desperate attempt to stay ahead of new fashions and new money. For example, according to historian Alan Hunt, the number of sumptuary laws in Florence increased from two in the thirteenth century to over twenty in the seventeenth, while Venice had one sumptuary law in the thirteenth century and twenty-eight by the seventeenth. England had no sumptuary laws in the thirteenth century but had put twenty in place by the sixteenth. Spain had only two sumptuary laws as late as the fifteenth century, but by the sixteenth century it had sixteen. France had one such law in the twelfth century and twenty in the seventeenth, by which time enforcement had been incorporated into both criminal law and the regulation of the economy: a 1656 law empowered the police to stop and search people on the streets of Paris for goods that violated the sumptuary codes, and merchants selling banned goods faced fines and could even lose the maitrise—the legal privilege to practice their trade—for repeated offenses.

The sumptuary laws of the late Middle Ages and Renaissance eras were attempts to define the social meaning of attire. These laws were a response to new social mobility and instability that came with economic prosperity. As Europe emerged from the Dark Ages, new technologies, new trade opportunities, increased migration, and population growth destabilized the older social order. The scope and magnitude of the changes in the late Middle Ages rivaled those of the Industrial Revolution of the nineteenth century or of today’s era of high technology and globalization. The twelfth century saw the development of manufactured paper, the invention of the magnetic compass, and the construction of the first known windmill. The Hanseatic League of cities, at its height in the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries, included outposts as far east as Russia and as far west as London and controlled trade in the Baltic and North Seas, bringing expanded trade, new wealth, and new ideas. The Silk Road trade route was dramatically expanded in the thirteenth century, bringing to Europe the technologies and goods of the East, most significantly China, then the greatest manufacturing power in human history. The first European universities were established in the twelfth and thirteenth centuries, and scholars in Italy, England, France, Spain, and Portugal began to translate Greek and Arabic texts, introducing both lost ancient and newly innovated mathematic, scientific, and philosophical ideas to Europe. This explosion of technology and trade allowed merchants, tradespeople, bankers, and other members of the petite bourgeoisie to indulge in conspicuous luxury previously exclusive to the landed aristocracy. Meanwhile, a thriving market in used—sometimes stolen—clothing threatened to further dilute the prestige, and confuse the social meaning, of attire.

Then, in the fourteenth century, the global pandemic of the plague devastated Europe, Asia, and the Middle East, killing hundreds of millions of people: historians estimate that 45 to 65 percent of the European population died between 1347 and 1351; tax records suggest that 80 percent of Florentines died in just four months in 1348. As the plague subsided, the resulting labor shortage allowed working people to demand higher compensation, better working conditions, and more respect, making social mobility more pronounced than ever.

Clothing was an indispensable status symbol of the established elite and the newly well-to-do alike. Clothing is an ideal means of displaying wealth and power: it is ubiquitous, personal, and portable. And any vestimentary embellishment that is not strictly functional demonstrates that the wearer can afford to squander resources; hence, luxurious attire is a wearable advertisement of success. As the sociologist Thorstein Veblen puts it in his famous Theory of the Leisure Class:


The basis on which good repute… rests is pecuniary strength… [demonstrated by] leisure and a conspicuous consumption of goods.… [E]xpenditure on dress has this advantage… our apparel is always in evidence and affords an indication of our pecuniary standing to all observers at the first glance.…”



If sumptuous attire was a way of asserting social dominance, sumptuary law was a way of keeping presumptuous upstarts in their place.

Fashion presented a distinctive opportunity because it alone could transform the body itself into a form of political persuasion. Most Europeans during the late Middle Ages were illiterate, and literacy spread only slowly during the Renaissance: for example, historians estimate that more than 90 percent of the English population was illiterate in 1500 and the majority remained so until the nineteenth century. As a consequence, these societies relied on verbal communication and images to convey messages that later societies conveyed through the written word. The church spread the Gospel through icons, paintings, ritual, and spectacle; the state addressed its citizens and the emissaries of foreign powers with magnificent celebrations, grand palaces, parades, and awe-inspiring monuments—visual arguments for deference and respect. Clothing was an integral part of these image-based polemics; a monarch could show other people she was extraordinary and destined to rule; a priest could suggest by his very physical presence the splendor of heaven and the glory of God. New developments in fashion amplified this type of visual persuasion: the tailor’s art, which became widespread in the fourteenth century, allowed clothing to communicate not only through sumptuous fabrics, vibrant colors, and surface adornments but also through form and shape. Rather than simply draping a body in finery, tailored clothing could transform it into something otherworldly, superhuman. But because fashion offered almost infinite possibilities for sartorial expressiveness, it invited novel—and potentially unsettling—visual arguments. If the queen could suggest majesty in an elaborate gown, enhanced with padded shoulders and ending dramatically in large, structured skirts, then a lowly merchant tailor could make a bold play for his own importance in an especially imposing pair of trunk hose.

The Tudors were especially aware of the power of personal image, and jealously guarded their prerogatives with respect to sartorial spectacle. In 1510 the first Parliament of Henry VIII passed “An Act Agaynst Wearing of Costly Apparrell.” It was misleadingly named as it did not actually outlaw expensive attire; instead it restricted clothing of prestigious colors, refined quality, and exotic place of manufacture to people of high status. For instance, the act forbade men under the degree of a lord to wear “any cloth of gold or silver, sables or woollen cloth made of out[side] of England, Wales, Ireland or Calais.” Crimson or blue velvet was off-limits to anyone under the degree of Knight of the Garter. Similarly, velvet, silk, or damask was forbidden to anyone under the rank of knight, with the exception of “sons of lords, judges, those of the king’s council and the mayor of London.” Even the common people were sorted according to status; the act provided that “no serving man is to use above 2 ½ yeards [of cloth] in a short gown or 3 in a long one; servants of husbandry, shepherds, and labourers, not having goods above 10 pounds in value, are forbidden to wear clothing exceeding 2s [shillings] the yard or hose exceeding 10d [pennies] the yard, under pain of three days’ confinement in the stocks.” Subsequent Acts of Apparel were passed in 1515, 1533, and 1554.

Queen Elizabeth I used the spectacle of clothing more effectively than any monarch before her. She turned the disadvantages of her gender in the man’s world of Renaissance England to her advantage, expressing through her attire an imposing otherworldliness that combined the sumptuous luxury of royalty and a severe, untouchable feminine virtue (Insert, Image #2). She understood the power of fashion and she was even more zealous than her infamous father, Henry VIII, in regulating the attire of others. Historian Wilfrid Hooper, writing in the early twentieth century, remarked that “the reign of Elizabeth marks an era of unprecedented activity in the history of restraints on apparel.” Numerous new proclamations regulated the quantity and quality of fabric used in hose and stockings, always reserving more luxurious fabrics such as velvet and satin for the upper classes.

Such laws were hard to enforce and often flouted: after all, if a nobleman was to be distinguished from a commoner by his attire, how else could one tell whether a person dressed in red silk and ermine was entitled to wear it? But the laws were taken seriously. Elizabeth personally admonished the lord mayor of London to ensure the sumptuary laws were obeyed, and, to reinforce the point, the Privy Council summoned the lord mayor and the aldermen of the city to the Star Chamber to make the same demand. She enacted an elaborate scheme of surveillance, enlisting the nobility, local magistrates, and the common people to enforce these laws. Methods of enforcement included a kind of bounty hunting. Elizabethan sumptuary laws, for instance, in addition to imposing fines, authorized the private individual “to seize any apparel worn contrary to the statute… and keep it for his own use.”

In November 1559, a letter sent from the Privy Council to the corporation of the city of London ordered two watchers appointed in each parish, armed with a list of everyone entitled to wear silk and the authority to detain anyone else caught wearing it. A proclamation of May 6, 1562, directed the mayor and Court of Aldermen of London to appoint in every ward four “substanciall & well meanying men” to apprehend sartorial scofflaws. In 1566, at the urging of the crown, the city appointed four “sadde and discrete personages” to stand watch at each of the entrance gates to the city beginning at seven in the morning:


Ther conynually to remayn and watche until XI of the clock, and from I of the clock in the afternoone of the same daye until VI of the clock at night, havinge a diligent eye duringe all the said tyme to all and everye such personne & persons as they shall see there to enter into the Cytte of London… using or wearinge annye greate and monstrous hosen, silk, velvet or weapons restreyned and prohibited.



Subsequent royal proclamations against excessive apparel followed in 1574, 1577, 1580, 1588, and 1597, each an attempt to address the powerful and varied seductions of fashion. For instance, a proclamation of 1580 added rules prohibiting “ruffes of excessive length and depth”—a reaction to the development of starch and wire frames to stiffen the folds of fabric and allow the fashioning of unusually large ruffled collars.

Those who aided and abetted vestimentary villains faced legal sanctions as well. According to the terms of a proclamation of 1561, tailors and hosiers were forbidden to provide garments to those unauthorized to wear them and were required to post a bond of 40 pounds to guarantee compliance; in addition, their premises were to be searched once every eight days for contraband garments. Under the provisions of the Act of Apparel of 1554, masters harboring servants who had violated the act faced the astonishing fine of 100 pounds.

While the Tudors and their aristocratic contemporaries throughout Europe enacted sumptuary codes that reinforced traditional privilege, more radical thinkers imagined a world in which the symbolism of attire would be turned upside down. Henry VIII’s Lord Chancellor, Thomas More, wrote of a fictional utopia in which all clothing would be “of one and the same pattern… down the centuries.…” and “of one color… the natural color.…” More’s Utopia described an egalitarian society where the problem of promiscuous luxury was solved, not by banning sumptuous attire or reserving it for the elite but instead by deliberately degrading it. In Utopia, gold and silver were used for chamber pots and to forge the chains of slaves, and criminals were forced to wear gold medals around their necks and gold crowns as punishment for their offenses, so that precious metals would become “a mark of ill fame.” The Utopians gave gems to small children as playthings, so that “when they have grown somewhat older and perceived that only children use such toys, they lay them aside, not by any order of their parents, but through their own feeling of shame, just as our own children, when they grow up, throw away their marbles, rattles and dolls.” In More’s imagining, the change in symbolism was so effective that when foreign ambassadors visited, adorned in conspicuous finery, the Utopians mistook them for clowns or slaves.

More’s utopian inversion of the social meaning of luxury was a sharp critique of the ethos of Tudor England, where dress codes made luxury the sign and privilege of high status. But Utopia also reflects an anxiety about the rapid pace of change in fashion, shared by the Tudor elite generally. In Utopia, clothing would be of one type down the centuries: for More, the good society was free not only of class distinctions but also of the vagaries of fashion. The elites of More’s day attempted to confront changes in fashion with dress codes that defined clothing as a status symbol. Fashion was the enemy of both the spiritually inspired radical egalitarian and the aristocrat jealously guarding his privilege. The rapid increase in sumptuary dress codes between the fourteenth and sixteenth centuries reflects the speed with which new fashions—and new, disruptive ideas about social status—were being created. As new fashions proliferated, lawmakers responded with new dress codes to keep up with, control, and define the latest styles. A story written by the late-fourteenth-century Italian writer Franco Sacchetti dramatized this problem. In it, a group of women flouted the sumptuary law of their city through a devious sartorial innovation: when ordered to remove sumptuous buttons proscribed by local law, they replied that the articles in question were not, in fact, buttons at all because the garments to which they were attached had no corresponding buttonholes. Fashion was always one step ahead of the law, so each new fashion required a new dress code. In reaction to these contrast changes, the Venetian Senate, in 1551, bluntly proclaimed, “[A]ll new fashions are banned.”



At the beginning of the Renaissance, in the era of trunk hose and fitted doublets, dress codes were, above all else, attempts to make sense of and control the meaning of attire. Upwardly mobile merchants, financiers, minor aristocrats, and successful tradespeople were transforming dress from a predictable and relatively stable marker of social position to a much more expressively rich and varied medium of self-expression. This happened because innovations in technique—especially the development of form-fitting tailored garments—coincided with changes in the economy that created new wealth and new mobility. As people flooded into cities in search of new opportunities, hierarchies based on established social relationships broke down. In a small village, everyone knew their place—and the place of their neighbors. In a big city full of strangers, the butcher’s wife could pass as an aristocrat and one could make a gentleman with two yards of red cloth. Because the economy was also booming and creating new opportunities for wealth, that butcher might earn enough to buy a crown for his wife and two yards of expensive red silk for his own tailored doublet—or monstrously extravagant pair of trunk hose. For these social upstarts, fashion was a way of asserting status—not simply by passing as aristocrats, but, more dangerously, by insisting that they were a new kind of aristocracy: an aristocracy based not on inherited titles but on wealth, talent, and the force of individual personality. These changes threatened a social order based on status and on spectacle, where political authority was intertwined with the ability to look the part, and statecraft was an elaborate theater of rituals. Renaissance-era dress codes tried to control fashion and force it into the service of the older social hierarchies. Fashion, in turn, exploited such older associations between attire and status in the service of something new: the modern, expressive individual.






Chapter Two Self-Fashioning


Regarding Togas, Gowns, Robes, and Tailored Clothing

UNTIL THE LATE MIDDLE AGES, ancient customs and hierarchical sumptuary laws defined the meaning of attire. But beginning in the late Middle Ages and especially in the Renaissance—the era of such outsize personalities as Shakespeare, Leonardo, and Michelangelo as well as less illustrious figures such as Richard Walweyn of the monstrous trunk hose—dress also became a mode of self-invention, or self-fashioning.

In the ancient world and the early Middle Ages, significant clothing reflected lineage, tradition, and inherited status. Styles changed slowly, and always in ways that were continuous with the familiar. Although attire was not unchanged and unchanging down the centuries as Thomas More would have liked, it changed slowly enough so that one could readily recognize new styles as slight variations on old ones. But by the early years of the Renaissance, this traditional vestimentary symbolism was being displaced by fast-paced changes of fashion. New technologies, new money, and new people contributed to the emergence of fashion in the modern sense, with its relentless, exhilarating, and exhausting pace. The new vestimentary imperative was not to communicate continuity with the past but to express the spirit of the present, the contemporary zeitgeist, the shock of the new.

Modern fashion emerged when economic mobility gave more people the resources and ambition to express themselves through their attire and new technologies allowed for dramatic advances in the design of garments. The most important technological innovation was modern tailoring, developed in the fourteenth century. Before the introduction of tailoring, most elite European clothing was some form of a draped garment—for instance, the ancient Roman toga or the medieval gown or robe. In the ancient world, trousers were rare and either the lowly garb of laborers or the exotic attire of Eastern civilizations, such as the Persians. According to historians Glenys Davies and Lloyd Llewellyn-Jones, “leg-coverings, shaped to fit the waist and legs… were a distinctive hallmark of ‘barbarians’ according to Greek and Roman understanding.” Historian Anne Hollander notes that tailoring was first used to make linen trousers and shirts designed to be worn under full-body plate armor, which was invented in the late Middle Ages. This new armor was a high-tech improvement over both chain mail and smaller plate armor that covered only discrete parts of the body such as the chest, forearms, or shins; it was expensive and cast for warriors and the elite, and so the tailored undergarments became a sign of high status as they evolved into outwear. Elite men adopted this, the first tailored clothing, and abandoned the draped robes previously common to both sexes.


[image: Image]
Ancient clothing for both men and women was typically a draped garment.



Tailoring allowed for clothing that skimmed the body, emphasizing the individual morphology of the wearer—clothing that was more personal. While draped garments conveyed status through color, embellishment, and fabric, the innovation of tailoring allowed clothing to conform to the body, suggesting the form of the person underneath. Men’s clothing adopted the new mode and the once-ubiquitous draped garments became the distinctive garb of tradition-bound occupations—the clergy, academia, and the law—and of women. Later, women’s clothing began to borrow some—but never all—of the elements of tailored menswear: for instance, sleeves and bodices hugged the body but below the waist the old draped form remained. Both men’s and women’s clothing became more expressive as it became more form fitting. These developments allowed attire to express a much broader range of social meanings—even if these meanings were less familiar and less clear than those of older draped garments. As a consequence, meaningful attire was available for the first time to people from many different social ranks and vocations—the butcher and his wife in addition to members of the nobility and the clergy. Clothing could be a vehicle of personal expression. Some historians refer to this as the birth of fashion.

The historian Stephen Greenblatt notes that the term “fashion” was used in the sixteenth century “as a way of designating the forming of a self… [both] the imposition upon a person of physical form… [and] a distinctive personality.” The emergence of sartorial meaning was part of this profound change in human consciousness: the rise of the modern individual.

This requires a bit of explanation. Of course, there have always been individuals, but the individual has not always been the focus of political and social ideals; indeed, people have not always thought of themselves, first and foremost, as individuals. Instead, they were members of groups, defined by collective enterprises and identities and by their role—or status—in such groups. The idea that we are, above all else, individuals, with personalities that transcend our social status, occupation, and family heritage, is relatively new. Individualism emerged in the late Middle Ages and the Renaissance—alongside fashion. Fashion, in the sense I will use the term, is an expression of individualism and could not exist without it. And it might not go too far to say that individualism also needed fashion to serve as its chief propagandist. According to philosopher Gilles Lipovetsky,


[a]t the end of the Middle Ages… we can observe an increase in awareness of subjective identity, a new desire to express individual uniqueness, a new exaltation of individuality.… [T]he passionate attachment to marks of personality, and the social celebration of individuality… facilitated the break with respect for tradition [and]… stimulated private imagination in a quest for novelty, difference, and originality.… By the end of the Middle Ages, the individualization of appearance had been legitimized: to be unlike others, to be unique, to attract attention by displaying signs of difference—these became legitimate aspirations.…



One can compare the birth of fashion with a contemporaneous turn in literature. Before the Middle Ages, Western literature typically took the form of the epic, which chronicled the important deeds of great men and women: kings and queens, warriors, knights, sages, and those who aided or hindered them in their weighty and momentous enterprises. The heroes and heroines of epics are defined by their status and by their place in history: the Father of the Nation; the Liberator of the People; the Seeker of Enlightenment. To the extent that the epic hero exhibits individual psychology, it is typically a relatively uncomplicated character trait that drives the epic narrative: the cunning of Odysseus, who outwitted the sirens; the vanity and pride of Achilles, who sulked in his tent while the Trojans routed the Greeks; the torn loyalties of Orestes, driven to avenge his father by killing his mother; the lust of Lancelot and Guinevere, who ruined Camelot through their indiscretions. The character of epic heroes is, by and large, not psychological: we care less about their motivations than about their actions and less about their internal sensibilities than about their status.

This pre-modern sensibility applied to politics and social life more generally. The king was important because he was the divinely ordained head of the state; the nobility were representatives of great houses, administrators of the lands, and defenders of the realm in times of war; the clergy were the representatives of God. These individuals were of interest because of what they represented. And so the attire of such important people was significant because it symbolized their status, not because it reflected their individuality. The clothing of the common people was, for the most part, simply functional—undistinguished and empty of symbolic meaning.

The emergence of the novel reflected—and perhaps helped to create—a new emphasis on individual personality. In novels, the internal psychology of the protagonist (no longer a hero) and of those he or she encounters drives the action, which need not involve great deeds. Indeed, when historically significant events occur in modern novels, they often serve as the context for individual psychological drama. Many great novels contain nothing of broad political or historical interest; instead they are snapshots of everyday life, characterized by relatively mundane happenings and the subtleties of social interactions and personal reflections. Contrast the exploits of Homer’s Odysseus (already a figure of unusual psychological complexity for an epic hero) and the ruminations of Proust’s narrator in À la recherche du temps perdu (In Search of Lost Time) or—more obviously—James Joyce’s Ulysses. This was a slow process, gathering steam over the course of centuries. There are hints of this development in the most sophisticated classical epics, and it was well underway as early as the fourteenth century: for example, Boccaccio’s The Decameron added psychological depth to ancient allegories. But it culminated in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries in the liberal philosophy of the Enlightenment and in what literary critic Ian Watt has called “the rise of the novel.”

Of course, it’s not that people did not express themselves through clothing, or that they lacked rich emotional lives before these developments. What they lacked was our modern sense of the centrality of psychological motivation. Today we are surrounded by psychological evaluations, examinations, and categorizations. “Personality type” is defined through rigorous psychological examinations and through the popular psychology of “personality tests” such as the Myers–Briggs evaluations. We decide guilt or innocence based as much on subjective motivation as on objective behavior: crime is defined by mens rea and violations of equal treatment by the concept of “discriminatory intent.” Psychology defines the modern person—for us it is the very essence of what it is to be human. We have replaced the concept of sin with the idea of malice, the confessional booth with the therapist’s couch, the immortal soul with the immutable psyche.

Because of its central focus on individual psychology rather than heroic deeds, the novel is a democratic medium—a chronicle of the common person. While only monarchs, warriors, and sages play a role in the epic theater of geopolitics, everyone has a rich psychological life entangled in the events of everyday life. The novel offers the wage laborer and middle manager the same attention and dignity it gives to the wealthy and powerful.

Fashion was (and is) democratic in the same way. By freeing vestimentary symbolism from tradition, it transformed the expressiveness of attire—once the exclusive platform of the powerful—into an inclusive showcase for individual personality. Fashion disrupted conventions. It allowed anyone who could afford it to use the sartorial symbolism of the elite, undermining its exclusivity and transforming its meaning.

To be sure, sometimes non-elites used fashion in an attempt to improve their reputation and esteem by passing themselves off as elites, or at least by demonstrating that they were as successful as elites. This is what Thorstein Veblen has referred to as “pecuniary emulation.” But this idea, which the historian of sumptuary law Alan Hunt calls a “rather simplistic model of envy [where] lower positions are presumed to aspire to… [emulate] their superiors,” is not the whole story. Today, empirical study has discredited the idea that fashions always start at the top and trickle down as less privileged groups emulate the elite. If anything, recent trends suggest the opposite: consider the development of expensive, high-fashion iterations of street culture such as punk, grunge, and hip-hop. The use of status symbols by upwardly mobile lower classes has never been just a matter of imitation; it also involved using such symbols to reflect their own ambitions and sensibilities, born of their own new social positions. To be sure, the fawning parvenu was ever-present, but the greater threat to the old social orders was a newly confident bourgeois class that insisted not on joining or aping the nobility but on its own distinctive place in society. As historian Daniel Roche writes, the rise of fashion fostered “a new state of mind, more individualistic, more hedonistic… more egalitarian and more free.” Fashion allowed for the assertion of individual personality, independent of social class, ethnicity, occupation, or any other group identity.

Clothing now involved showing off one’s personal sensibility as much as showing off one’s wealth. Newly enriched and empowered groups used old symbols of status in new ways: to insist on their own place among the elite, to challenge and transform old hierarchies, and to assert new social agency. The merchant’s wife might wear a jeweled tiara not in order to imitate royalty but as a way of asserting a new, higher status for, or among, merchants. Richard Walweyn might have worn his puffy trunk hose not to copy the dress of a nobleman but instead to insist on his own social significance. And perhaps, just perhaps, the problem wasn’t that he looked risible in his presumptuous attire but that he looked too good, and threatened to start a new fashion trend, further complicating the association between social status and apparel.

Dress codes have been a response to this profound change in human sensibility. Sumptuary laws were not only a way to control social mobility, they were also—and increasingly, as time went on—a way to decode the confusing new styles of clothing and the social roles and self-perceptions those new styles reflected. As a consequence, the dress codes that link clothing to ancient statuses are in constant tension with the modern desire for self-fashioning. For self-expression in attire is never as simple as bucking convention and wearing whatever one likes: it requires one to evoke dress codes and subvert them simultaneously.






Chapter Three Signs of Faith


On the Matter of Dresses with Indulgently Long Trains, Earrings and Other Vanities, and on the Habits of Women Religious—Inspired by Christian Dior

ALONG WITH THE NOBILITY, THE church was one of the most important institutions of European society during the Middle Ages and the Renaissance: one of the three estates of the realm in the ancien régime of pre-Revolutionary France and one of the two lordly estates in England. Like the nobility, the church marked its status with distinctive attire, and it joined the aristocratic classes in condemning the disruptive influence of fashion.

To the clergy, fashion encouraged sensuality, posed a challenge to conventional gender roles, and blurred the symbolism that separated heathen from believer. Worst of all, it facilitated individual self-assertion—an early form of the Enlightenment humanism that eventually would displace God, the church, and theology from their positions of cosmological centrality. Anticipating this threat—if not the extent or exact form of these developments—the medieval and Renaissance church waged holy war on fashion, using moral admonishment, the threat of divine retribution, and earthly political power to enforce restrictive dress codes. Despite these efforts, fashion flourished; indeed, it even influenced traditional religious dress, complicating and confusing its sectarian symbolism.


Wearable Ghettos


In 1427, Friar Bernardino of Siena authored a dress code—of sorts. Rather than legislative proclamations, he used rhetorical questions to assign meaning to fashionable attire and sanction the women who wore it:


How do you know where to borrow money? By the sign on the awning. How do you know where wine is sold? By the sign. How do we find an inn? By its sign. You go to the taverner for wine because you see his sign. You say to him, “give me some wine.… [Now, what of] a woman who puts on clothes or decorates her head with vanities that are the sign of a whore? You’d ask for her… you know what I mean, as you demand a whore, or if you like as you demand wine from a taverner.



Such moral judgments about attire worked hand in glove with the sumptuary laws of the day. They made the confusing abundance of novel fashions understandable to a mass audience, and they created a justification for formal and informal sanctions of fashionable dress. The main object of secular sumptuary law was social status; by contrast, the primary concerns of such religious admonishments were to stabilize the relationship between attire, sex, and religious faith. Just as sumptuary laws made clothing signify social position, these religious and moral dress codes made clothing stand for sex, sin, and religious conviction. Attire would be a sign of gender, and it would also distinguish sinful from virtuous expressions of sexuality—especially for women.

Friar Bernardino’s lecture was part of a long tradition of religious anti-fashion admonishment. The earliest Christians admonished the faithful to dress modestly, reserving special condemnation for women who used cosmetics or wore bright colors or jewelry. By the second century, Christian clergy began to formalize the customs of the church, some of the most important of which were detailed rules about clothing. Church Father Tertullian who, in the second century, authored the first Christian texts in Latin, advanced comprehensive strictures, based on principles of austerity and modesty. He inveighed against luxury of all kinds. Emphasizing the vanity of jewelry, he wrote, “Even though we call this thing a pearl, it certainly must be seen to be nothing else but a hard and round lump inside a shellfish.” Against clothing dyed in rich colors, he cautioned, “We cannot suppose that God was unable to produce sheep with purple or sky blue fleeces… hence they must be understood to be from the Devil, who is the corrupter of nature.” He advised Christian women to veil themselves, “so that they are content with one eye free, to enjoy rather half the light than to prostitute the entire face,” and insisted that Christians should “hat[e] to be the object of desire of another.” Against cosmetics, Tertullian wrote, “surely those women sin against God who anoint their faces with creams, stain their cheeks with rouge, or lengthen their eyebrows with antimony. Obviously, they are not satisfied with the creative skill of God.” He railed against the use of hair dyes and elaborate hairstyles, wigs, and braids, pointing out that vain women would not be able to take their artifices with them when they met their final reward (or punishment): “[W]hy not let God see you today as He will on your day of judgment?”

Friar Bernardino followed in this tradition, traveling the Italian peninsula preaching against the excesses of luxury. He equated feminine adornment with the Tower of Babel: “[J]ust as Nimrod, building that great tower, tried to erect it against the will of God, so when the head fortifies itself… such erections are considered self-exultations and rebellion against God. You can certainly see the ramparts and arrow slits… above, the hair and precious stones; in front, the face and made up eyes and an infernal smile; on the cheeks, the glow of rouge.” Medieval Christians saw Eve’s transgression in the Garden as a prototypically feminine weakness: the inherent sinfulness of the female body became an article of faith. Women were thought to be preternaturally inclined to the sin of vanity—a predisposition they announced with their sumptuous attire. According to one medieval parable, a woman,


appearing in church decked out like a peacock, did not notice that on the long hem of her luxuriant dress, a multitude of tiny demons was sitting.… [T]hey clapped for joy… for the woman’s inappropriate attire was nothing other than the devil’s snare.



Accordingly, many laws forbade prostitutes to enhance their attractiveness by wearing fur, silver, gemstones, and other finery considered to be an “expression of… feminine love of adornment.” And all women who wore lavish, ostentatious, and fashionable clothing—even those entitled by their class position to do so—faced moral censure. But many medieval and early Renaissance-era dress codes did not seek to eliminate sumptuous attire; instead they made all clothing into a sex symbol—a sign both of biological sex and of virtue or sin. In fact, the laws of many cities required female prostitutes to wear bright colors and superfluous trimmings such as ribbons as a sign of their profession. In a sense, these laws sought to reinforce sumptuary regulations using the reverse psychology described in Thomas More’s Utopia: by assigning showy finery to fallen women, the law would make it repellant to honorable women. For instance, fourteenth-century Siena assigned to prostitutes the silks and platform shoes its sumptuary laws otherwise banned. Similarly, in 1434 after a religious committee determined that dresses with trains were “indecent, immoral, and seriously excessive, the costume, in fact, of the prostitute,” the Bishop of Ferrara decreed that only prostitutes could wear them. In the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries, the Italian cities of Pisa and Milan required prostitutes to wear bright yellow ribbons or distinctive mantles as symbols of their profession; in fifteenth-century Florence, prostitutes were forced to announce their approach with bells attached to their hoods.



In the summer of 1416, about a decade before Friar Bernardino gave his address condemning feminine vanities, a woman identified only as “Allegra, wife of Joseph” was arrested in the Italian city of Ferrara and fined ten ducats for appearing in public without her earrings. Her crime of fashion was in failing to exhibit a visible sign of her community. Allegra was a Jew and the law dictated that Jewish women wear “rings hanging from both ears… uncovered and visible to all.” The symbolism could not have been clearer: in an era when superfluous adornment was condemned as a sign of sin, Jews were required by law to wear conspicuous jewelry. The dress codes that condemned jewelry as vanity also made it a mandatory sign of Judaism.

Until the fifteenth century, Jews in northern Italy had lived, for the most part, in harmony with Christians, sharing neighborhoods as well as many secular customs and fashions. According to historian Diane Owen Hughes:


Jews often became full members of Italian cities, which not only recognized their rights to citizenship but also occasionally appointed them to public office.… [T]heir houses were scattered throughout the city, side by side with those of Christian(s)… [and] it had become extremely difficult to distinguish Jews from Christians. They spoke the same language, lived in similar houses, and dressed with an eye to the same fashions.



Not only had Jews become socially integrated into these cities, they were also vital to the local economies, supplying goods, skilled trades, and financial capital to the nobility and, ironically, often to the churches as well: “[W]hen the friars needed money, they pledged their bibles to Jewish money-lenders; when they needed a new roof, they went to Jewish iron-mongers… when the monastery’s mattresses began to fall apart, they sought out a Jewish mattress maker.…”

In short, in their day-to-day casual interactions, the typical Northern Italian didn’t—and often couldn’t—distinguish between Christian and Jew. And that, for the authorities of the church, was the problem. Religious edicts had required that Jews wear distinguishing markings since the Fourth Lateran Council of 1215. For example, in 1221 Frederick II of Sicily demanded that the realm’s Jews wear a distinctive mark, although according to Hughes, “no urban government seems to have made its Jews conform to the… legislation.” In 1322, Pisa required “Jews… so that they might be recognized and distinguished from Christians… to have and wear on their clothes at the chest a clearly visible sign, that is an O of red cloth.” In Rome, in 1360, Jewish men were required to wear a red tabard and Jewish women a red overskirt.

In the fifteenth century, the laws imposing a Jewish sign multiplied and enforcement intensified. In a 1423 speech in Padua, Friar Bernardino of Siena advocated an aversion to Jews that prefigured the atavistic racism of later eras: “[Y]ou commit a cardinal sin if you eat or drink with them.… [A] sick man seeking to regain his health must not repair to a Jew… [and] one must not bathe together with a Jew.” According to historian Richard Sennett, an anti-Jewish canard condemned the Jewish banker who lent money at interest as a kind of sexual deviant who “puts his money to the unnatural act of generation”—combining the sins of avarice and lust. The clergy who insisted on sectarian segregation similarly tied the lust of the bejeweled temptress to the greed of the Jew. For example, Friar Giacoma della Marca insisted that feminine vanity was both a sign and an instrument of the avaricious Jew: the lust for luxury drove Christian families into debt and ultimately forced them “to pawn to the Jew for ten [soldi] a garment he will resell for thirty… Whence Jews become rich and Christians paupers.” According to Hughes, “[T]he Jewish sign, which came to mark Jews throughout the Italian peninsula in the fifteenth century, can almost everywhere be traced” to such religious teachings that linked Jewish impurity to the corruption of cosmopolitan cities where Christian and Jew mingled promiscuously. The anti-Jewish campaign of segregation was also an anti-urban campaign. It claimed to defend supposedly pure and humble countryfolk against sinful and decadent city-dwellers: “[A] skillful association of the impurity of the Jew with the impurity of urban society.…”

Hence, new laws required Jews to wear distinctive attire so that they could be identified on sight. These dress codes made religious faith visible and so reinforced the idea that Jews were a physically distinct and deviant people.

Earrings became a symbol of Jewish vanity almost by accident, as Christian authorities capitalized on a chance association. According to Hughes, in northern Italy, as in other parts of Northern Europe, earrings were not widely worn: the sumptuary laws of northern Italian cities, like those of France, Germany, and England, do not mention earrings, and public records in those areas do not list them among the estates of the wealthy or property pledged to secure debts. But in southern Italy, earrings were fashionable among both Christian and Jewish women. When Jews first migrated north to escape the worst of the Inquisition, they brought their fashion sense with them and, for a time, the earrings of Jewish women made them stand out. But by the fifteenth century, when Allegra was arrested for her unadorned earlobes, most Jewish women in northern Italian cities had abandoned their earrings. As religious authorities condemned earrings as vanities, defining them as symbols of shame and of sin, new dress codes forced Jewish women to wear them again.

In many Italian cities—especially those in the south where earrings had never distinguished Jew from Gentile—Jews were required by law to wear distinctive clothing, such as red skirts, yellow veils, red or yellow circular badges, and red coats. New dress codes stigmatized Jews using the same colorful fabric or garments that marked prostitutes. For instance, in the fifteenth century, Roman Jewish women were required to wear a red overskirt that prostitutes also wore; Jewish women in other parts of Italy had to wear a yellow veil—a sign of the prostitute in Italian cities from the fourteenth through the sixteenth centuries. In 1397, Venetian law required Jews to wear a yellow badge, and a 1416 law required prostitutes and pimps to wear a yellow scarf. In Viterbo, any Jewish woman who dared appear on the streets without her yellow veil could be stripped naked by the first person to apprehend her—the same punishment prescribed in other cities for prostitutes who strayed from the districts where they were allowed to solicit customers.

Earrings became signs of exotic sexuality, shared by Jewish women and prostitutes as a matter of law. Religious art featuring anthropomorphic depictions of cardinal sins often dressed the sin of Vanity or “Vainglory” in sumptuous attire and jeweled earrings; respectable women, by contrast, were presented with unadorned earlobes. The sermons of Friar Bernardino inspired the faithful to burn luxuries such as jewelry, fine clothing, and cosmetics—rituals that prefigured the notorious Mardi Gras bonfire of the vanities in Florence in 1497, overseen by Friar Girolamo Savonarola. By then, the laws of many Italian cities forbade Christian women from wearing earrings. If, as Friar Bernardino insisted, vanities were the sign of the fallen woman, they would also become the sign of the Jew.

Italian Jews did their best to counteract these anti-Jewish stereotypes. In 1418 they devised their own dress codes, eschewing cloaks of sable, ermine, silk, and velvet unless the luxurious fabrics were completely concealed from public view, “In order that we may carry ourselves in modesty and humility before the Lord our God, and to avoid arousing the envy of the Gentiles [emphasis added].”
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