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Introduction




WHY A HISTORY OF WESTERN FASHION?


WE ALL HAVE an intuitive sense of what clothes mean. When you walk into a room or down the street, even without thinking about it, you immediately take note of clothing clues and judge the wearers accordingly. You can usually tell at a glance whether a person is rich, poor, or somewhere in the middle. Often, you can even guess what someone does for a living—the messenger with his pants legs rolled up, the businessman in his suit.


And yet, it’s rare that people think about what their own clothes signify about their place in the world or their priorities. Clothes are self-expression. If you have a limited range of outfits—say, only capri pants and T-shirts—it’s as though you have a limited range of words in your vocabulary.


While many historians concern themselves with the dress of indigenous civilizations, the work of certain designers, or with very specific periods in fashion, I am most interested in the clothes we wear right here and now and how various looks came into vogue. My focus in this book is on Western fashion, with a particular emphasis on America. I will look, piece by piece, at the items most Americans have in their closets and ask, “Do you know where this garment comes from—before Old Navy?”


This old thing?, you may think.


My answer is yes. Even that ratty band T-shirt has a fascinating history that goes back far before the Steel Wheels tour. While American fashion is often vilified as sloppy or as the poor relation of Parisian couture, I find it full of surprises, beauty, and history. And I love exploring the ways in which and the reasons why clothing changes over time.


Before writing this book, I considered myself to be something of a fashion expert. I was an educator for twenty-nine years, during which I loved learning as much as I loved teaching. And yet, while working on this book, my learning curve has so profoundly accelerated and my body of knowledge has so increased that I feel as though I’ve gone through graduate school again! The research required was simultaneously daunting and exhilarating. Every day brought exclamations of surprise and wonder.
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Marie Antoinette, wife of Louis the XVI, in a gown that typified the excess of the French court.





For example, I have always maintained that fashion is all about context—societal, cultural, historic, economic, and political. But even I was shocked by what a massive fashion shift occurred during the French Revolution. The sumptuous gowns during the reigns of Louis XIV, XV, and XVI became so dazzlingly vast and the wigs and headdresses so loftily high that architecture, interiors, and furniture all had to be reimagined. Then, in a moment, these dramatic silhouettes suddenly vanished, along with the royal court. In their place were dresses so basic that they resembled the simplest of nightgowns. These unbleached cotton garments had no infrastructure and no embellishments. It just goes to show: fashion and history are inextricably linked!


Why is it, you may ask, that the lion’s share of fashion history books examine fashion in the Western world? The answer is simple: for centuries clothing in the Western world has changed and evolved, while clothing in the East has remained unchanged. The Indian sari; the Chinese cheongsam, or qipao; the Korean hanbok; the Japanese kimono have all stayed the same for thousands of years. Their evolution is in the textile. The kimono, for example, is belted with an obi that must be 12 inches wide and 4.38 yards long. How’s that for prescriptive?


There are many examples of beautiful clothes in these parts of the world, and their histories are also fascinating, but there isn’t the same level of evolution. For this same reason, I’ll also put aside discussion of the European folk tradition. Regional peasant clothing is remarkable in its consistency. There is a Bronze Age clay figurine found in Romania of a woman whose costume bears an uncanny resemblance to a Bulgarian folk costume worn in the early twentieth century. That’s thirty-five hundred years in which the dress barely changed!1 But it’s a dead end for us if we’re talking about how fashion evolved to where we are today.


When you think, by contrast, about what happened to the toga, it’s pretty mind-blowing. The toga was just a piece of cloth that you draped around your body to preserve your modesty. The original toga was floor-length, and it was the apparel of the aristocracy. Wealthy Greeks and Romans wore it when gliding around rooms.


Outside, the ground was filthy, so the toga became shorter once Romans started to wear it beyond their marble-floored villas. Then, of course, people noticed that the bottom half of the garment became dirtier more quickly than the top, so the toga eventually evolved into separates . . . and today into both modern sportswear and the wrap dress.
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In the 1920s, the drapiness of the ancient toga returned for the first time in centuries (although not usually as explicitly as in this 1920 photograph!).





When I take students to the Metropolitan Museum of Art, I love to lead them through the museum chronologically, because that way they come to understand the evolution of ideas. Even more exciting: they start to anticipate what may come next. Everything comes from somewhere, for some purpose. That’s why I love Renaissance painting. Every element has meaning, from a sparrow to a lily. And that’s true of fashion, too.


In this book I will guide you age by age through fashion’s evolution from cavemen’s animal hides to the latest runway collections. Just as my students cheer when paintings with perspective emerge in the Met’s collection, I hope this book’s readers will gasp as they see how Saxon underwear begat the cargo capri pant (and why that’s the worst fashion trend in America today), or how the traditional Roman sandal, strapped up the leg to stay on in the heat of battle, evolved into the flip-flop worn by nearly every twenty-first-century college student.


High, narrow heels, by contrast, have always signified wealth—there’s no need to walk anywhere if you’re of such a high class that you are carried around in a sedan chair or—in modern times—a car. You can wear Jimmy Choos when you’re just stepping out of the back of a limo and onto a red carpet and don’t need to worry about getting your heel stuck in sidewalk gratings or cracks. In the 1990s, we had chunky heels, partly because it was not as fashionable to be rich during the grunge era.


Things happen for a reason and only have staying power for a reason. Some fashion historians argue that every change in fashion reflects a focus on a new erogenous zone and that changes in necklines and hemlines stem from a desire to stave off sexual boredom.


Fashion innovations vanish quickly if they aren’t sustainable—some garments return, some die out completely, and some never seem to leave at all. As I write this, some of the hippest young people in Brooklyn are running around in little tunic rompers nearly identical to those worn by soldiers in ancient Greece. Both groups value the freedom of movement such a garment provides, even if one is running on a battlefield and the other is scampering off to an indie rock show.




[image: images]


Jayne Mansfield shows off her high heels. A craze for clear shoes brought about the invention of sandal-foot—or sheer-toe and heel—panty hose.





And yet, most people are unaware of our nation’s political history—much less its fashion legacy. We’re living in a woefully a-historical age. Often when I asked my students at Parsons to tell me when World War II was, no one could. It’s especially galling that so few young designers know about American fashion history because there aren’t even very many years to learn about! Until World War II, we were a nation of copiers. During the war, we couldn’t copy from Europe, because the couture houses had closed. Along came American innovators like Claire McCardell and Norman Norell, representing two different aesthetics—sportswear and evening wear, respectively—and American creativity in fashion was born. The 1940s weren’t that long ago, but even fashion students at some of the best schools are ignorant of what a huge shift occurred in the field during that era.


Meanwhile, I could frequently tell which students had no historical sense simply by looking at how derivative their designs were. They kept thinking they were inventing the wheel with every new design because they hadn’t bothered to inform themselves that the wheel already had a long and happy history. This situation always reminds me of the Phoenicians. They made reproductions of Egyptian and Greek art, but they couldn’t read hieroglyphs, so the writing they reproduced was all gibberish. They’d never seen a chariot in real life, so the scenes they depicted on vases showed someone standing in a little cart without the horses attached. Borrowing from cultures without understanding the fundamentals can yield some pretty weird and wholly illogical perversions.


I am especially concerned that American fashion not be forgotten. Once, I met the head of a hot design school in the Netherlands, and she expressed nothing but contempt for American design—an attitude I find very offensive when espoused by Europeans and downright tragic when held by Americans. When I look through Project Runway applications, I am always struck by how few American designers are cited in the influences section. Invariably, the only designers they name are Alexander McQueen, Christian Dior, and Coco Chanel—often misspelled “Channel.” You only rarely see American designers listed. If you do, it’s usually Donna Karan. (I don’t understand why people don’t write Michael Kors—even just in their own political self-interest.)
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Claire McCardell is one of the all-time great American designers.





When it comes to fashion, we clearly need to become more patriotic and defend our own country’s tradition as a worthy extension of Western fashion history. I always wonder how these people who are trying to be the “next great American fashion designer” can fail to appreciate any of the historically great American designers. I’m thinking of Pauline Trigère, Claire McCardell, Norman Norell, Bill Blass, Rudi Gernreich, Bonnie Cashin, Larry Aldrich, Geoffrey Beene . . . . The list goes on and on! Instead, many young designers I meet idolize the Antwerp Six, early-eighties graduates of the Royal Academy of Fine Arts, including Dries van Noten and Ann Demeulemeester—and if people can’t spell “Chanel,” they really cannot spell “Demeulemeester.”


While I’m naming names, a quick note on terminology: there has been an assault in certain academic circles on the word “fashion.” I am unsettled by people’s dislike of the word—it’s not the other F-word! Some TV executives once suggested I use “style” instead, because “fashion” is elitist. But the elite don’t always like the word, either. A certain prestigious art school in the Northeast uses the phrase “apparel design” instead of “fashion design.” I was once on campus as part of an external review committee. In our exit interview, I told the president: “I believe the reason the program eschews the term ‘fashion’ is because this curriculum has nothing to do with fashion. It doesn’t address the marketplace. It doesn’t teach fashion history. It’s basically a dressmaking school. I was bored out of my skull. No one here is interested in innovation. Don’t you want your graduates to change the world?” (And that, dear readers, is one way to exempt yourself from future external review committees.)


I love the word “fashion.” That’s why I’m using it in the title of this book. Fashion is about change and about creating clothes within a historical context. To me, dismissing fashion as silly or unimportant seems like a denial of history and frequently a show of sexism—as if something that’s traditionally a concern of women isn’t valid as a field of academic inquiry. When the Parsons fashion department was founded in 1906, it was called “costume design,” because fashion was then a verb: to fashion. But the word “fashion” has evolved to mean something much more profound, and those who resist it seem to me to be on the wrong side of history.


American fashion designers are doing so much in spite of severe disadvantages in the global fashion world. First of all, they have always needed to make money from their work. They’re not subsidized by the textile mills, as the French are. And they haven’t enjoyed any of the design piracy protections that exist in Europe. It’s hard to be a designer in America! It takes a lot of courage and feistiness. In short: up with America; up with fashion. If I never get invited back to Europe, or to another conference on structural garment design, I can live with that.


Lastly, before I am deluged, inevitably, with mail from academics complaining that I didn’t mention a particular neckline or didn’t pay proper attention to doublet construction: this isn’t meant to be a textbook or exhaustive. Entire books have been written about what in this book are mere paragraphs. I have done my best to make sure the facts are straight, but minutiae have been eliminated. Unless you’ve read other histories of fashion, you wouldn’t believe the degree of complex detail with which authors write about the transition of a collar width from 1750 to 1753. Do we really care? Well, yes, but not that much.


I encourage anyone whose interest in fashion history is sparked by this book to educate themselves further with more-academic sources. For now, I hope you’ll enjoy this sweeping and selective look at my favorite parts of fashion history and that it will help drive home how much fun fashion, and historical inquiry, can be.


The primary purpose of this book is to give your clothes more significance. I’ve found that many people are afraid of taking a hard look at what’s in their closets, because fashion is scary to many people. It shouldn’t be. Fashion is fun and thrilling—and it’s something that concerns everyone who gets dressed in the morning, not just an elite crew in Manhattan.


I hope this fashion bible will encourage you to study your clothing and appreciate its fascinating origins. Every article means something—usually a lot of things. By exploring the meaning and history of our clothes, I hope this book will magically transform your cluttered closet into a world of wonders! To that end, I have included a work sheet at the back of the book as a guide if you’d like some suggestions for what to look for and what questions to ask. This kind of closet inventory can teach us a lot about fashion, and a lot about ourselves.


So, let’s climb into our time machine and get started!
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1.



UNDERWEAR



Security vs. Freedom




Panties, bras, lingerie . . . In defense of the corset



NOT LONG AGO, I was on a movie set with a charming young actress who hated wearing underwear. The director pulled the starlet aside several times to ask her to please put on some panties. Her character’s skirts were so short that he was afraid something might end up on camera that shouldn’t be in a PG-13 film. Not to mention that the constant flashing whenever she bent over was unnerving the crew.


Finally, she put on some underwear and everyone breathed a sigh of relief. Of course, she hated wearing a bra, too, and not long after she had a jumping scene in which her breasts bounced right out of her shirt.


Although this actress was clearly acting out (see, in my last book, Gunn’s Golden Rule 2: “The world owes you . . . nothing”), this kind of antagonism toward underwear is typical today. Since the 1960s, there has been a general rebellion on the part of American women against constricting undergarments, consequences be damned.


There would be nothing wrong with this, if it in fact made women happier not to wear structured underwear. But I regularly meet people—usually women, but men, too—who are dissatisfied with the way their bodies look in clothes. They complain to me that their pants don’t fit well or that they hate the lumpiness of their midsection under thin shirts. They say they wish they could be just a little smoother.


To which I say: you and everyone else throughout history! Didn’t you see Gone With the Wind? Remember that scene where Scarlett O’Hara is desperately trying to reclaim her tiny, prebaby waist by means of a tight-laced corset?


Long before the Civil War, women were engaging in similar behavior. In search of a smooth line, a trim waist, and curves in the right places (of course, the “right” places have changed from generation to generation), our ancestors created all kinds of contraptions for both men and women, including corsets made of whalebone and steel. Serious corseting continued well into the twentieth century. In 1946, Macy’s sold a garment called the Wisp, a boned belt that could be worn under the wasp-waisted “New Look,” as it was called, the aggressively hourglass style that came into vogue after World War II. Since the clothing revolution of the 1960s, we have imagined ourselves immune to this need for confinement. And yet, the desire to look a certain way still dominates our society. Fortunately, there are helpful garments out there for those who choose to wear them.


Shapewear—stretchy underwear that smoothes out lines and holds in bulges—is the answer to countless fashion-related complaints. These can be full bodysuits, underwear with a stomach panel, long shorts, or any undergarment with some body-specific engineering. Modern shapewear is far more comfortable and breathable than the corseting of the past. It’s a great example of the evolution of textiles, and it lets people look better in clothes without lacing, boning, or metal stays.
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Here’s an 1899 boned corset—a rather extreme way to get rid of muffin top.





“A girdle? Oh, no!” people invariably reply when I suggest they try a pair of Spanx, a Miraclesuit, Wacoal shorts, or whatever other brand of shapewear might answer the complaints they have about their body’s look in clothes. “I would feel so constrained. I need to feel free.”


This, to me, is a delusion. Wouldn’t you feel freer (to flirt, to land that big deal, to wow everyone at a party) if you looked your best? The demand for minimally constrictive clothing is a very recent fluke in fashion thinking—only since the hippie movement has shaping underwear acquired such a bad reputation. Even during the rational dress movement of the nineteenth century, women never sought to completely eliminate what were then called stays. They just wanted women to be able to wear seven pounds of undergarments rather than the typical fourteen. Even women who took up wearing bloomers and tailor-made jackets sustained their curvy figures with corsets. They wore them even when exercising!


Ironically, Americans’ disdain for corseting has paralleled an increase in our girth. We as a nation are in a vicious cycle of wearing looser and looser clothes because we are less and less comfortable in our bodies, and yet we are more and more insistent that we don’t want to be “constrained.” I believe our fear of tight underwear is a big part of why we are uncomfortable in our clothes. Tight underwear is your friend, America! (America does seem to be coming to this conclusion. Sara Blakely, the inventor of Spanx, is the youngest ever self-made female billionaire.)


Of course, I still respect people who prefer to let it all hang out. As in life, when it comes to your underwear, you have to make a choice between freedom and security. This is certainly the story of the corset, an object that shows up in various forms in many different cultures and has been a lightning rod for various notions of what women’s bodies should look like.


The usual take on corsets today is that they symbolize the oppression of women. At the costume departments of museums, we gawk at the tiny waists and the intricate structuring of these garments. We imagine that in times when women were more restricted, as in Victorian England, corseting was tightest, and when women were more liberated, as in the 1920s, it was loosest.
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Girdles, circa 1940.





This isn’t totally accurate throughout history. Men’s and women’s clothing in the Middle Ages, for example, was basically unisex and shapeless, and yet women then were hardly empowered. Still, there’s something to this idea of corseting reflecting women’s role in society.


The most constricting underwear in American history was arguably the corset of the first decade of the twentieth century. The popular shape of bodies for the time was the S-curve, so named after the way corseted women appeared from the side: all bust and hips. This required devices like straight steel busks at the front and boning around the body. Garters hanging down from the bottom of the corset typically held the tops of stockings. Women also wore a chemise and drawers.1


Given the complex architecture of these shape-defining garments, imagine how refreshing it was when the important and colorful but largely forgotten French designer Paul Poiret created a corsetless, high-waisted dress in 1906. The message: women, who in America were hovering on the brink of winning the vote, needed to move around.


Underwear responds to cultural change and vice versa. When large breasts are in fashion, contraptions like the Wonderbra flourish. When skinny, Twiggy-like looks are popular, you see bandeau flatteners. The forties and fifties saw torpedo bras. Then the hippie movement “liberated” women from their mother’s girdles. Was this really liberation? If you dress like a hippie in flowing dresses, of course you don’t need a girdle, or even a bra. But what if you want to wear a silk shirt and a power suit into a boardroom?


It’s my experience that, after the 1960s, women retained the idea that they needed to be free of corseting. When they started wearing non-hippie clothing, they felt uncomfortable without supportive underwear and yet they rejected underpinnings as oppressive. To me, it’s ironic that so many people avoid shapewear now, because wearing tight shirts with skinny jeans is easily as constricting as a corset but does your silhouette none of the same favors.
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This c. 1908 corset ad said the device “reduces the most portly figure to the standard of Beauty and Fashion.”





This is not to say that there haven’t been some diabolical inventions in shapewear’s past. Claiming certain corsets were good for the back, manufacturers strapped women into garments that at times restricted their breathing. Fashion historian Colleen Gau examined the health claims made by corset manufacturers of the past. In 1995, she conducted a test of the so-called health corset,2 which was worn at the end of the nineteenth century to give women that S-curve shape. She learned that it was pretty much impossible to exercise in one without passing out. That explains all the fainting Victorian women. They weren’t weak; their corsets just ensured that they couldn’t get enough oxygen into their lungs!






Does Your Bra Fit?
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1. The shoulder straps should not dig into your flesh or hang loose.


2. The cups should be neither overflowing nor gaping.


» A good bra will improve your posture as well as the drape of your clothes, and it will be comfortable enough that you’ll forget it’s even there.


3. The back closure should be neither too loose nor too tight, and it should not pull up or sag down.








Again, we can’t make too many assumptions. The cage crinoline that was introduced in 1856 may look to us like an iron maiden-esque torture device masquerading as an undergarment. In fact, the cage crinoline was liberating in its day. Before it came along, those huge skirts of the 1850s required six petticoats—not exactly conducive to vigorous activity or comfort. The cage crinoline made use of a rigid structure rather than layers of fabric, so it was lighter and comparatively freeing.3


The crinoline is probably never coming back, because modern life involves such hoop-skirt-unfriendly elements as compact cars, narrow sidewalks, and claustrophobic airplane seats. Then again, as fashion historian James Laver noted, women back in the nineteenth century wore crinolines even in crowded railway cars. “The laws of practicability,” he wrote, “are of extremely limited application in any matter connected with women’s dress.”4


I’m not suggesting that we all go back to tight-lacing. Most women agree that the brassiere, in all its forms, is a vast improvement on the elaborate corseting their bodies were subjected to for so many years throughout the West. The term “brassiere” came about in America around 1904 via ad copy for the DeBevoise Company, which used this French word for a child’s shirt to give the garment a French flair.


Universal cup sizing didn’t start until the 1930s. Before that, beginning around 1910, stores had fitters on hand to assist women. At many department stores today, you can still find a fitter. Every woman should measure herself once every couple of years, and certainly after having a baby or gaining or losing a lot of weight. Having a well-fitting bra can instantly make you seem slimmer, and it can vastly improve your day-to-day comfort.


So, who invented the bra? This is rather like the question about where jeans originated. It’s hard to say! Luman L. Chapman was issued U.S. patent 40,907 in 1863 for a shoulder-strapped bust supporter, but that was almost certainly not the first alternative to tight-laced corsets. Between that period and World War I, there were numerous other innovators, among them New York socialite Mary Phelps Jacob (also known as Caresse Crosby), who received a patent in 1913.


How, you may be wondering, does Otto Titsling (sometimes spelled Titzling), he of the silly song “Otto Titsling,” sung by Bette Midler in Beaches, feature in the history of the bra? (“For Otto Titsling had found his quest: / To lift and mold the female breast.”) Well, he is completely fictional, the hero of the amusing 1971 Wallace Reyburn satire Bust-Up: The Uplifting Tale of Otto Titzling and the Development of the Bra. In the story, Otto Titzling (“a two-tits-sling”) has an assistant, Hans Delving (“hands delving”) and a nemesis, Phillipe de Brassiere (“fill up the brassiere”). The moral: don’t learn your fashion history from movie tunes.


While we’re dispelling myths, I would like to address the matter of bra burning. Sometimes you hear feminists dismissively referred to as bra burners. Part of the legacy of the sixties is the mental image we have of women burning their bras in trash-can fires. Did you know this was a myth? It probably came about in the public imagination because at many Vietnam War protests, men were burning their draft cards, and in 1969 a protest against the Miss America pageant in Atlantic City involved a “freedom trash can,” into which high heels, bras, and other items perceived as oppressive were thrown. There was, however, no fire.5


Speaking of bras and freedom, the liberation implicit in a well-fitted bra has been somewhat ridiculously emphasized by manufacturers. A hilarious Maidenform campaign that lasted from 1949 to 1969 (twenty years!) showed models in various situations wearing nothing from the waist up but a bra. The slogans positioned the scenes as fantasies the woman was having. Two examples from 1952: “I dreamed I rode a streetcar in my Maidenform bra,” and “I dreamed I opened the World Series in my Maidenform bra.” A 1964 ad in Life magazine shows a woman sitting on the edge of a desk. The slogan: “I dreamed I went to work in my Maidenform bra.”6


Clearly, an image of a woman dreaming of being in an office wearing just her underwear was a product of its time. A 1983 Time magazine article7 discussed this ad campaign and reported that Maidenform dropped the fantasy theme of the ads in 1969, by which time women weren’t dreaming of being in offices. They were in offices, and they weren’t fantasizing about being shirtless.


New ads in the late 1970s showed models as doctors and lawyers. The new slogan: “The Maidenform woman. You never know where she’ll turn up.” Alas, they kept the bras in plain view, so you had pictures of nearly naked women in powerful situations, surrounded by fully clothed men, an image that didn’t exactly scream social progress.
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Maidenform bra ads of the 1960s showed women imagining themselves in all kinds of crazy places. (Another fantasy ad showed a woman actually working in an office.)





Of course, this question of whether underwear signals empowerment or subservience is eternal. Wearing a corset has long been a sign of wealth.8 Between the late Middle Ages and the early Renaissance, the corset was a social marker, because it signaled that the woman had a maid on hand to tighten and loosen the garment.9 In the 1800s, the corset was a sign of “middle-class self-discipline and of a restrictive sexual morality.”10 Women in the nineteenth century were kept, in other words, too physically uncomfortable to entertain ideas about fooling around with men who weren’t their husbands. Taking all those clothes off was just too much work, so they might as well stay faithful.


Some scholars, on the other hand, argue that the corset was a means of self-expression and that we can’t blame objectification on such garments because the demise of the corset didn’t exactly destroy our obsession with women’s bodies.11 The fashion historian Valerie Steele suggests that women wearing corsets today is actually a sign of empowerment. On her 1990 Blond Ambition tour, Madonna wore a gold corset by Jean Paul Gaultier when simulating masturbation to the song “Like a Virgin” and his famous cone bra over a pinstripe suit while singing “Express Yourself.” She in no way seemed repressed by wearing those pieces.


Thanks in great part to Madonna, visible underwear became a major form of rebellion for young people in the 1980s and 1990s. The textbook Fashion, Costume, and Culture calls this trend “the emergence of open sexuality as an important element in clothing design.”12 In the nineties, young women often wore underwear as outerwear, or let their bra straps show. It was aggressively antifashion and not always the most flattering look. And yet it was liberating in its way and helped spawn an industry of underwear meant to be flaunted.
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Madonna wore this famous corset by Jean Paul Gaultier on her 1990–91 Blond Ambition tour.





Witness the thong!


Perhaps you will remember how often thongs could be seen in the 1990s, emerging like whale tails from low-rise jeans. The boom in fitness and the rise of fabrics like spandex made people even more eager to show off their bodies. Designers like Calvin Klein brought out (at times disturbingly) thin models wearing next to no clothing. In 1980, the company produced the scandalous TV commercial in which a fifteen-year-old Brooke Shields asks, “You want to know what comes between me and my Calvins?” Answer: “Nothing.” Her legs are spread and she’s staring seductively at the camera from under a mane of hair.


Then there were the billboards of mostly naked young people such as Kate Moss and Marky Mark (Mark Wahlberg) lounging about erotically. But the Calvin Klein Jeans billboard near my Times Square office in 2009 was the most obscene to date. It showed four nearly naked, dazed-looking young people, one woman and three men, apparently mid-orgy. It’s a jeans ad, but so often it’s hard to tell the difference between Calvin Klein’s jeans ads and underwear ads.


Now let’s talk about panties. People tend to get carried away reading import into women’s underpants. The writer Alison Lurie has a whole scheme of underwear colors and their significance. A woman who wears red underpants, for example, is said to “enjoy jealous scenes and prefer the sound of doors slamming and plates crashing to the music of Mozart.” She continues to describe other colors, like “receptive blue,” “dreamy violet,” “cheerful yellow,” and “jazzy orange.”13 Bet you didn’t know when you grabbed a pair of panties out of your drawer in the dark this morning that you were signaling you were a dreamer or a plate thrower!


This level of overthinking goes back to the nineteenth century, when underpants for women were considered “unfeminine” and in violation of a biblical rule against women wearing men’s clothing.14 Isn’t it amazing that underwear is a relatively recent development?
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Before he was the serious actor Mark Wahlberg, Marky Mark modeled Calvin Klein underwear.





This anti-panty sentiment has cropped up at various times throughout fashion history. Groundbreaking American fashion designer and author Elizabeth Hawes thought it was absurd that clothes needed to be protected from our bodies by underwear: “It is merely that most of us have been taught evacuating and having sexual intercourse are dirty and we therefore dream up the notion the parts of the body that perform these functions must be dirty even though well washed and healthy.”15


Of course, by that point in history, people were actually bathing regularly, but just a hundred years earlier everyone was filthy. Until Beau Brummell, the Regency period arbiter of fashion and style (and the star of our suit chapter), daily bathing was far from common. The first deodorant wasn’t patented until 1888.16 For thousands of years, people were grubby and literally lousy with bugs. A 1900 medical paper found that in the huge skirts that were the fashion of the day there were “found large colonies of germs, including those of tuberculosis, typhoid, tetanus, influenza.”17


To me, wearing underwear is part of practicing good hygiene, and that’s part of why the proud underwearless recall to me the proud unwashed. One night when we were sitting together on Conan O’Brien’s couch, David Duchovny declared to our host, the audience, and me: “I’m not wearing any underwear! I never wear underwear.” I thought that was a little too much information, and I shifted away from him on the couch.


Women’s drawers, as they were once known, didn’t come into vogue until around 1900. After the influential hygienist Dr. Gustav Jaeger’s wool long underwear became popular, the chemise and drawers were connected in one garment. Chemises and corsets went out of fashion after World War I and were replaced by bras and girdles (to which were attached clips for stockings). On cold days women might add a vest of wool, silk, or knitted cotton.


Beginning around 1920, women often wore pink rayon, knee-length knickers. In the late thirties and forties, wide-leg French knickers were popular. In the 1950s, their poufy dresses often required stiff petticoats. As women started wearing slacks more often, petticoats went out of fashion, but the camisole came back in.18 Now we have access to pretty much all these different styles, and yet most women’s underwear repertoires are limited to drugstore cotton panties.


Men’s underwear has, by comparison, been relatively consistent over the centuries. Did the Greeks wear underwear? It’s a question surely fielded by every junior-high classics teacher. The truth is: there’s little evidence for undergarments.19 Athletes were typically naked. Romans likely wore nothing under their togas, either. (So much for the perennial Latin-class joke semper ubi sub ubi: homophonically rendered by snickering twelve-year-old classics students as “always wear under wear.”) In the second century BC, the Teutons defeated the Roman army. Under their tunics, the Teutons wore baggy trousers, or breeches, which the Romans saw as barbaric. The Teutons, for the most part, adopted the Roman way of dressing and got rid of their baggy underwear.20


In fact, baggy underclothes have symbolized barbarism for hundreds of years. In the eleventh century men wore braies, low-slung, ankle-length pants tied at the waist with a cord. Richer men’s braies were tight; poorer men’s were loose. Sometimes braies were tied with crisscrossing leg bands. Over the years, they grew shorter and shorter until they became something we would recognize as men’s underwear.21 The men’s undershirt became outerwear as our modern T-shirt, but men’s undershorts went in the opposite direction, starting out as shorts (outerwear) and becoming boxers (underwear).


Personally, I subscribe to the baggy-undershorts-as-barbaric philosophy and prefer jockey shorts. Boxer shorts ride up and can ruin the line of pants. Briefs don’t have anywhere to go. Other people may not even notice when your underwear rides up, but you certainly do! If you find yourself tugging at your underwear throughout the day to keep it in place, throw them away. Keep in mind, too, that the problem may not be that your underwear is too small. It may be too big. Too-large underwear can create just as many hassles as underwear that’s too tiny.


I find it incredible that what we consider essential underpants today were all but unknown to both men and women in England until the seventeenth century. “Charles II [who ruled 1660–1685] thought them immodest during a brief period when they were in vogue among the court, and even in 1800 they were greeted with cries of disgust.”22 “Gradually the outcry against wearing them died down, to be succeeded by an outcry against not wearing them.”23 David Duchovny would have fit right into the court of Charles II.


Speaking of men and underwear, I would encourage men to consider shapewear when they are wearing tuxedos or feel the need to pull out all the stops. I wear it if I need to look especially polished. I have three T-shirts that have elastic ribbing built into them. They reach to my hipbone. They’re very slimming. They’re hard to wrangle on, and I’m always sure I’m going to dislocate my shoulders taking them off, but they’re worth it.


“I’m a man!” men often say when I suggest this. “I can’t wear shapewear!”


I remind them that starting around 1810, the Apollo corset, a waist cincher stiffened with whalebone, was worn by men. It was often called a “Brummell bodice” or a “Cumberland corset” when worn by English men in the Regency period.24 This was a group of men who brought masculinity back to menswear and defeated the fops and their powdered wigs and frills for fashion supremacy. They looked stronger and manlier in their corsets.


Now let’s talk about sleepwear.


If you live alone, the matter of wearing nice sleeping clothes is between you and yourself. I would suggest that lounging around at home in silk pajamas may make you feel that life is slightly better than if you were lounging around in stained sweats. But if you live with a partner, he or she probably sees you rather often in your underwear and nightclothes. Wearing something attractive signifies that you care enough about your partner and yourself to keep up appearances even in private.


History is full of elegant home clothes. Ever wonder where that ratty bathrobe hanging on your bathroom door came from? Well, one of its lovely cousins is the elegantly named banyan. Starting in the seventeenth century, British men wore morning gowns, or banyans, before dressing for the day. These were usually made from some kind of printed silk or cotton with an exotic look. One high-collared, puff-sleeved morning gown formerly of the Brooklyn Museum collection dates from the 1820s. It looks like a patchwork quilt spawned with a trench coat,25 and it puts our terry-cloth rags to shame.


The 1920s, ’30s, and ’40s also saw a flurry of “pajamas,” although “dinner pajamas” and “beach pajamas” were far too elegant to wear to bed. Flipping through a Vogue from 1928, I found a pajama outfit consisting of a silver and green brocade jacket, chartreuse yellow lace-up pants and blouse, and green mules. The caption recommends this over-the-top ensemble for an afternoon tea or a casual dinner at home. One set of print dinner pajamas by Clare Potter even had matching shoes!


I wouldn’t suggest you need to go that far with your sleepwear, but you can buy a lovely nightshirt or pair of pajamas for less than a full tank of gas. It seems a small price to pay to save your partner from looking at you in the same old threadbare T-shirts night after night.


And while you’re already on the lingerie and sleepwear floor of your local department store, do go at least look at the shapewear. Plenty of women and men to whom I suggest shapewear feel insulted. They feel there must be some other way to achieve the silhouette they want other than foundation garments, but unless they are wearing couture clothing or have perfect posture, this is unlikely. I will say, though, that posture can go a long way toward making you look better in clothes—and wearing shapewear helps remind you to stand up straight.


Beyond feeling insulted, people complain that it is expensive. This is true. Good shapewear shorts or a shape-wear undershirt can cost $30 to $60. That’s not feasible for wearing every day. But for dressing up? It’s well worth spending that on your underwear to make your fancy dress or suit look its best.


Some people also complain that shapewear flattens you out too much. I would say that this in my experience is only true of the cheapest kinds, those spandex tubes that you shimmy into. Shapewear with true engineering shouldn’t distort your body. It should just neaten it.


So what kind is best for you? Finding the right undergarments can be daunting. Perhaps you’ll benefit from something that goes around the waist. Perhaps you’ll like the shorts. Talk to a salesperson about what you want to accentuate or deaccentuate about your body. See what they suggest. If you can’t find anyone helpful, try on one of each style.


Let go of any thoughts you have that shapewear is for grandmothers. At the heart of people’s objection to buying decent undergarments is that they think of them as for old people, and they don’t want to admit they themselves have grown older. It’s true that teenagers are typically good to go with the scantiest of underclothes. But the rest of us need a little help. American adults often want to stay in the same casual clothes that got them through college and believe these items help them look younger. Of course, the great irony is that you look much younger—sleeker, slimmer, in better shape—when you are more pulled together, and shapewear is a part of that.


Like any fashion change, it takes a bit of time to get used to wearing slimming garments—the results, however, are immediate. If it feels a little snug, just take a look at the S-curve corset of a hundred years ago and then try to tell me those stretchy Spanx are too confining. Together, let’s work to turn vanity into a virtue!






WHAT SHAPEWEAR IS RIGHT FOR YOU?


» Do you want to avoid a panty line, conceal cellulite, or mitigate bulges around your hips? Try a pair of shorts.


» Do you also want a smoother stomach or to conquer muffin top? Try a slimming camisole or a pair of shorts with a high waist.


» Do you want to look smoother under a dress? Try a shaping slip of whatever length you need.


» Do you want to look smoother under pants? Try a full-body slimmer with built-in shorts that go to the bottom of the thigh.


» Are you a man who wants to conceal bulges in your chest or stomach? Try a compression V-neck, crew, or tank. It will also give you lumbar support and improve your posture!
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T-SHIRTS



From Underwear to Everywhere




Graphic tees, tank tops, V-necks . . . Why a white T-shirt signals sexual availability



HOW QUICKLY the T-shirt has taken over our culture. Look around and you will see nearly everyone, people of every age and body type, wearing T-shirts. Typically a blend of cotton and polyester, some tees are tight; some are baggy. Some have crew necks, others scoop or V-necks. Some are solid, some striped, and some have pictures or messages on them. Some are fashionable and some are too sloppy even for farmwork.


Now that the T-shirt—named, of course, for its T shape—has attained world dominance, it’s hard to remember that as recently as the 1940s, no one would dream of being seen in public wearing one. T-shirts were always—and later we will discuss the cases in which I believe they still should be—underwear.


Various sorts of T-shaped tops have been around for hundreds of years as underpinnings of everything from chain mail to silk suits. But they weren’t clothes you’d wear outside. The early T-shirt existed to provide an extra layer of warmth and to absorb sweat. Until the twentieth century, the T-shirt’s role was strictly to form a barrier between a man’s body and the more valuable clothing he actually wanted the world to see.


In the late nineteenth century, a popular German hygienist named Dr. Gustav Jaeger encouraged men to wear undershirts made of wool as part of his “Sanitary Woolen System,” which he claimed “affords to the body the greatest protection against Cold, Heat and Dampness, with the least obstruction to the body’s exhalations.”1


Wool’s days were numbered, though, thanks to America’s boom in cotton. Eli Whitney’s 1793 cotton gin increased the supply of cotton—as did slavery. Cotton was America’s leading export by the 1850s, worth more than all of our country’s other crops put together.2


Undershirts made of cotton were more comfortable, and those wool undergarments were already starting to vanish as central heating spread. Companies like Fruit of the Loom (founded in 1851) and Hanes (founded in 1901) sold lighter undershirts.


The stretchy cotton shirt we are so familiar with today is much more elastic than its ancestors, which were shapeless and baggy. We learn from fashion historian Dennita Sewell’s essay on the garment3 that “shirts changed very little in shape from their introduction in medieval times through the mid-nineteenth century. They were loose fitting, made of a woven fabric, and constructed with rectangular pieces that formed a T shape.”




[image: images]


This 1793 patent model of Eli Whitney’s cotton gin shows how the invention quickly separated seeds from cotton, vastly increasing the supply of cotton for British Industrial Revolution cotton mills.





Most have short sleeves, but a popular variant is the sleeveless T-shirt, called a “tank top” since the 1960s. This is a reference to the tank swimsuit, so named for the 1920s term for a swimming pool: “swimming tank.” Of course, it also has a nastier name. According to Elissa Leibowitz in The Washington Post, the term “wifebeater” has been around since the mid-1990s, familiarized by the TV show Cops: “Potbellied and ketchup stained, he is sitting on a couch swilling beers when police rap on his trailer door to make a domestic violence call. More likely than not he’s wearing a ribbed, white tank top. A wife beater in a wifebeater.” The term appears to have started as teen slang around 1993 or 1994. Now that you know the word’s inauspicious origins, I suggest removing the term “wifebeater” from your vocabulary. Not only does it trivialize domestic abuse, it also became popular because of Cops . . . need I say more?


The invention of a sophisticated circular knitting machine during the Industrial Revolution made undershirts easier to mass-produce. As a result of the new technology, they also became somewhat more tightly fitted, but they weren’t nearly as soft or breathable as today’s T-shirts. The biggest advance in the undershirt ultimately came to America as so many items of clothing have—from France. During World War I, American soldiers discovered that the—quell surpris—French soldiers had lighter, more breathable underwear. When they came home from battle, they brought with them these new and improved undershirts.4
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