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PREFACE

This book is the culmination of a lifetime’s obsession with garments in all their forms. Since childhood I have had an almost inexplicable fascination with dress and dressing up, from how clothes have been made to how they are worn and represented. Completing a fine arts degree in South Africa many years ago, with very limited knowledge of design history, I looked everywhere for employment, as do many young people. I had never seen a single original work of Classical, Renaissance, or Modern art, only reproductions in calendars and one or two oil paintings by local artists. I had never encountered a dress from the past, apart from my mother’s old clothes. I had one asset, however. I never said no to opportunities. Acquiring a position to design costumes for a state opera company came from sheer persistence. It was something way over my head, resulting in a more than urgent need to study dress. The situation was sink or swim.

Over the years as a researcher, I have passed through a great many different phases of the historiography of dress and fashion history. I have watched its astonishing and quickening rate of scholarly expansion. At the start of my career, “costume history” equated to theater dress, and sometimes the wearing of deteriorated “period” clothes to at least feel historic. My epiphany was acceptance into an impressive, very new course at London University’s Courtauld Institute of Art, London, taught by Stella Mary Newton, herself a former theatrical costume designer and fashion designer. I believe she kindly included me in her extremely small class because I could read an unusual language, Afrikaans.

I believe that Courtauld methods gave me my career. We were taught, above all, the intensive skill of looking at dress in art of all kinds. But I felt there was far more to the subject than dress in western Europe. My early belief in the power and complexities of what people wear around the world, the materials of their dress and social meanings, as well as aesthetics, has only expanded. These interests have been sustained over sixty-five years of looking at paintings, sculpture, surviving dress, textiles, and archaeological remains. A short period in Papua New Guinea opened my eyes further. My great regret is not having studied anthropology or archaeology, a lack highlighted by the achievements of Joanne B. Eicher, another of my mentors.

My primary intention in this book is to use time and the social world, as variously entwined with clothing, to suggest new perspectives for dress studies. I have deliberately decided to cover an extensive period of time in order to support my argument. The examples I use are naturally selective, with a slight emphasis on geographical areas with which I am familiar. As this is a book purporting to take a world view, I also felt impelled to consider body coverings of ancient peoples who lived in the “deep time” of prewritten history. One reason for this is that my childhood home was located relatively near the Sterkfontein Caves, one of the most productive paleoanthropological sites in the world and claimed by some as the “Cradle of Humankind.”

My book shows that time is a crucial tool for researching all aspects of clothing. The making of garments, their wearing, repairing, trading, replicating, the feelings we have about them, even their ceasing to be worn, represent shifting ground around which relationships of identity are constantly formed, then dissolved and transferred to other networks and associations. Being largely object focused, I have chosen not to be drawn too far into theoretical arguments, although different understandings of time that lie at the center of theoretical concerns with dress are important. Dress (fashion) and fabrics are associated with a multitude of temporal values beyond their physicality. Given their proximity to the body, clothes are signposts to specific social, physical, and emotional attachments. These embrace memory, the imagination, subjectivity, and proprieties of behavior but also loss. We need to rethink calling dress or fashion “typical” of any era, decade, or year.

Before proceeding, I need to clarify my use of the term “time.” I use it in connection with social time, not the interrelated theories of relativity which refer to the behavior of objects in space. It is generally agreed that time and space cannot be divorced, but my concern with relativities of time and dress means the issue of space is a less prominent ingredient; social and historical time are my primary concern.1 In the late 1990s emerged a new interest in Western historical thinking, termed the “temporal turn,” which reinvigorated a long-existing framework for changes in historical time.2 Corfield has looked carefully at the relationship of time to history and agrees that appreciation of the long term is important. Life is not made up of self-contained moments; instead the past meshes seamlessly with the present and the future.3 While favoring history over the long term (what she calls “through-time”), she urges historians to accept short-term focus studies that can be located within these longer-term frameworks, thus accepting interconnections between them. She argues traditional period divisions are outmoded, favoring focused discontinuities.4 Her work confirms the fragility of any subjective discussion on time, and the degree to which meanings are relative.

Using time, primarily in its Western understanding but certainly not entirely, is to open up avenues of new research allowing us to explore meanings of clothes not just about wearing them and why but details of their complex after lives. Dress may not retain its original social uses and indeed can outlive the body as an artifact. But there is a lesser known or understood, even hidden life of clothes, and related material networks, that exist over time beyond their apparent use. Clothing has narratives that extend from their primary use into keeping places, and are assembled in new ways as they enter into the historical frameworks of museums. They are also discarded from their primary use in the West and their potentially polluting factors exported to impoverished nations like those in Africa.

Many culturally specific terms are used to describe what people use to cover, supplement and modify their bodies. Over time, they have entered into use and been replaced as their suitability and usefulness diminishes. The etymology of dress is in fact an important subject that has been little studied to date. There are many terms in common use for articles that supplement and modify the body. These are difficult to define and discussed briefly in Chapter 1. There are other generalized phrases used repetitively by historians of dress which I explore in detail in Chapter 3.

In fact, one of my intentions in this book is to use time to expose inappropriate terms that still prevail in writing about fashion, dress, and clothing. There is some irony that to date a discipline of such inventiveness has been weighed down by outmoded terminology. I have deliberately chosen to use a format where chapters are followed by shorter focus accounts that explore in detail aspects of the related chapter. These shorter pieces are intended to stimulate ideas, which could hopefully later be reframed differently by others. Time is my fundamental scaffolding and the main unifying link for my ideas throughout.

No dress, fashion, clothing, or body modifications lie outside social and cultural understandings of time. Clocks tell time but not the time. Different cultures and constituencies have and do consolidate and measure time in various ways.5 Kristeva, for instance, envisaged two forms of feminine time, a third wave of feminism that created its own signifying spaces to replace male hegemony in the definition of identity.6 But industrial, agricultural, and leisure time, as well as countless other activities, policies, and imaginaries, have been shaped into definable entities. First Nations peoples, burdened by the deep shadow of colonialism, were required to abide by times set by the new settlers, and being different from their own, living in this way often had dire results, clothing included.7 Whatever the case, time lies at the heart of socio-cultural beliefs and practices that in various ways flow through to textiles, clothing, their making (and tools of fabrication), body ornamentation, valuing, preserving (treasuring), encountering, and technologies of wearing. Dress worldwide is culturally constituted by material and conceptual affirmation of the temporal, and concepts of time are found variously across great historical spans and geographic locations. Time and dress merge in the acts of making, remaking, trading, “handing down,” and more.

Riello and McNeil suggest fashion can be used as a lens to observe the change and lack of continuities in history but should also be studied in its own right rather than in connection with other forms of historical change.8 In their view, high fashion complicates time as a linear or cumulative phenomenon because of its cyclical practices, such as seasonal collections and annual catwalk shows. Their suggestion is that fashion, being a practice defined by change, becomes part of “a historical process that defines time itself,” something with which I only partially agree.9 Their views of the cyclical are useful to consider in the light of the work of leading cultural theorist of fashion, Susan B. Kaiser. She believes fashion is never finished but that time and space converge through the fashioned body, as demonstrated by complex entanglements of cultural experiences. Like Riello and McNeil, she does not hold with the idea that time is progressive or its routes linear, preferring the model of a “circuit of style-fashion-dress” where time and space are intertwined.10

But unlike Riello and McNeil, her position is, in part, more open ended than the purely cyclic as she suggests that journeys of style, production, and distribution can flow in multiple directions. Here she implies there are manifold routes which navigate and connect dress and associated meanings over time, twisting and turning through and beyond locations in many different ways.11 By contrast, I suggest there are occasions when time and space are not interwoven and can be separated conceptually. There are other occasions when time and dress are so closely aligned that the relationships, networks, and other interconnections between the two are more entangled than Kaiser specifies. This is the reason I have chosen to consider time almost exclusively in this exploration of Dressed in Time. I feel strongly that fixed notions of progressive developments in dress need to be reconsidered and replaced with the idea of networks, processes, and social interactions. This shows multiple, often uncoordinated, periodicities coexist in the complexity of outfits people wear. Dress practices may then be seen to build on associations or dismantle them, and existing systems of attire, including methods of making, intermittently connect or disconnect with those of other cultures and previous eras.

My account is trans-disciplinary, mindful that different cultural views of time have existed and continue to do so in customs around the world. I draw from a range of sources including material culture studies, fashion and dress history, cultural anthropology, archaeology, ethnography, curatorship, and art history. I reconsider familiar Eurocentric methods of approach to the subject, such as progressive linear chronology, context, and periodization of style, to show their limitations and offer alternatives. Whilst my book favors an object-based approach, the contextual is not discounted. Attempts to integrate makers and users in more personal ways are also within the remit. For instance, I embrace Sampson’s theoretical view of the transaction of making bespoke garments that has, in the past, disassociated makers from those who wear the garments they create. Offering an alternative to writing on consumption, she argues that the agency of makers, the material nature of the garments they make and also that of wearers are entangled. This creates a subtle matrix between these various constituents but also allows for each to be subjected to temporal analysis.12

The Eurocentric tenor of much writing on fashion and dress has, until recently, assumed an artificially polarized separation between Western and non-Western cultures. This separation has in the past created short comings in the understanding of economic and intersocial relations. A number of authors who have challenged such “center-to-periphery boundaries” are outlined by Jenss and Hofmann.13 I take this discussion further in Chapter 4 by considering widespread transnational influences, adaptations, and exchanges that have taken place in fabrics and garments over centuries, and the commercial networks that were established from the time when China first opened up trading systems beyond its borders. With reference to global interactions and cultural exchange, I acknowledge the exceptional publication Object Lives and Global Histories (2021) Lemire et al. (eds). Their challenging discussions on interactions between settler colonialism, imperial culture, and the agency of Indigenous peoples suggested useful new terminology, appropriate to the framework of their studies. By following an atypical time line and by using more “capacious chronologies,” best suited to the challenges of their subject matter, the authors opened my eyes to a much broader understanding of the subject of dress and demonstrated its usefulness to my own book.14

Lou Taylor’s work has also been a strong influence on my thinking. For her, material culture studies place their focus on the smallest observable details, sometimes considered “trivial.” These include stitching, repairing, or identifying out-of-sight items and other intangible factors. Here she asserts the need to draw on aspects of feeling, comfort, nostalgia, smell, or the sound of fabric in her own version of “the lived experience of dress.”15 These ancillary aspects or “trivia,” in fact, form some of the essential “distinctions” in dress and can be called the unspoken experiential aspects of clothing which inform some of the chapters in my book. Her insights into the dress of the underclasses of our society has also influenced comments in my book which claim it is essential we study the entire spectrum of a culture’s dress beyond the aesthetic treasures of the upper social classes.

My study joins what is a renewed interest being paid to all forms of materiality and its meanings in dress studies. I move beyond what have been described as the formal and technical characteristics of early studies of the material formerly associated with the contextual.16 I use time to open up these ideas and methods and engage with further complexities. Material artifacts of attire and personal adornment (including fashion) are never static. Individually they partake of ingredients of the past, serve the needs of the present and cause speculations about the future. They exist as mutable entities whose changing manifestations take place along entangled historical pathways.

In summary, this book explores ways particular constructs and constituencies of time are fundamental to the dress of the gendered and class-based body. It uses the cultural relativities of time as research tools to explore how clothes, as embodied arrangements of material things, are infused with evidence of the mutable, in turn reinforcing the nature and impact of social mores. I show how the intentions behind wearing, social hierarchies, attitudes to the self, ways clothes are perceived and the messages conveyed, including the political, are changing constantly. As the questions I ask of dress are subject to the relativities of time they hopefuly point the way for others to follow. Clothes can be read both as a sign of an integrated, relational social context but also as contradictory, irregular, and highly unsettled. My book offers former unexplored ways to re think clothes and the wearing body. To study clothing though the lens of time and in a multitude of social, historical, and geographical circumstances, is to view all dress in a new light.
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1

ABOUT TIME

What does time have to do with dress? For a start, defining time is daunting, if not impossible. Cultures worldwide have calculated time quite differently over the years, from the ancient Sumerians’ approach to twenty-first-century digital recording. How do these differences in understanding social time open challenging and unorthodox ways of looking at, as well as interpreting, the meanings of textiles, garments, and body modifications? The premise of my study is that if we use time as an interrogative tool, we discover fascinating and dynamic relativities present in all garments, and extensive new meanings about dress and associated embellishment. But the implications for the sartorial, in terms of time, are particularly extraordinary. These lie at the heart of all historical studies—chronology, sequencing, cause and effect, the short and long term. I propose that time is a previously unrecognized player in the narrative of all clothing.1 It presents an adventure in thinking and seeing.

Dress has been part of the evolution of humankind but its trajectory is by no means linear or straightforward. Its make-up reveals extraordinary subtle conversations between past and present, whether short lived or the reverse. Studies of historical and modern dressing (fashion, everyday wear, and more) have been intensively concerned with the progressive timeline approach. I suggest new ways to think about dress in relation to the possible origins of making cloth and clothing, the complex particularities of dress over the years, and about cultural exchanges from ancient times.

There is no doubt that beliefs about time have driven, and continue to drive, all forms of clothing around the world and across the centuries. Its dimensions have had profound and complicating implications for the meanings of apparel as well as its gendered and classed nature, be it everyday garments, high fashion, or ritual dressing. All categories of clothing have their own histories and are entangled with temporal pathways in association with others. I am not talking of a single narrative but an array of loose ends, as clothed wearers participate in the ebb and flow of social, spiritual, cultural, and mercantile engagements.2 As fashion historian Ellen Sampson suggests: “garments accrue agencies as they pass between the hands that made them.… They are always exerting the other’s agency back onto them via a cycle of imprint .… Makers and wearers of clothes, people and garments are entangled.”3

A central and problematic issue discussed in this book is what might be the date of a dress, a suit, or a pair of shoes. Alexandra Palmer’s opinion is that many historical costumes do not fit into established chronological development or match fashion plates. The reason being their construction may have been outside high fashion circles, due to the nature of personal taste, or even the age of the wearer and more.4 I expand on Palmer’s important point by examining whether any garment can have a firm date. It is, in fact, a far more complex query than it might seem.

Equally dress of various kinds is widely said to signify a particular decade or era. This is a convenient form of shorthand to be further examined. (See Focus 3b) The problem is pinning down what exactly is 1920s or 1940s fashion, or that of any other decade? By understanding many factors related to the temporal, the reader will find any answer to a question about the date of a garment surprising.

All dress (including body decoration and accessories) is made up variously of temporal particularities and ingredients, materially, spiritually, emotionally, and symbolically. Fashion consists of a multitude of movable components in which “there is a symbiosis between the perceived, the conceived and the experienced.”5 Some cultural theorists argue convincingly that we need to realize time and space cannot be separated: they are compressed.6 Others posit that fashion, defined by change in time, becomes a historical process that defines time itself.7 There are alternative views that need to be considered. Agnès Rocamora, in a discussion of acceleration as a mark of contemporary society (particularly in relation to fashion and the media), has opened up discussion about the way time has been taken for granted, especially in studies of fashion. She urges the temporal, as an unspoken element underpinning fashion’s workings, needs to be further interrogated.8

The present account takes up her call but chooses to emphasize the impact of time as part of the social by focusing on a wider range of dress and its representation than fashion alone. Time lies at the center of all clothing concerns, not just those of high-end dress. Every garment has its own pace and even accrued emotions, all have their own separate life itineraries plus individual elements with different histories. The uses of garments change, being variously treasured, memorialized, stored, or (when no longer needed) discarded. Research conducted by the supermarket chain Sainsbury’s in 2017 claimed 680 million unwanted clothes were thrown out in the UK in that year. Many were given to Oxfam to be sold in their charity shops, but 235 million items ended up in landfill.9 The piece suggests the extent of used clothing in the Western world is gradually matching, if not overtaking, that of new fashions.

We need to be aware of the particularities of dress and fashion and see how time was implicated in profound changes related to the “natural” time of seasons, secular as well as ecclesiastical time, rigid courtly time, marine time, rural and urban time, leisure time, modern industrial time, and postmodern time. Clothing that fades and deteriorates, secondhand wear, or the remains of garments, obviously occupy different registers of time. The popular twenty-first-century use of castoff clothing, rebadged as “vintage,” or the wearing of clothes borrowed from a close friend or partner, such as jumpers and jeans, are examples. The ambiguity of very tight jeans as high-priced brands, deliberately aged and torn simply as a fashion statement, also show how complicated is the relationship between time, dress, and consumption.

Nor should we forget the artificial Western supposition—now fully dismissed by Welters and Lillethun with their rich examples in Fashion History: A Global View (2018)—that non-Western dress is developmentally static. In fact, no “traditional” clothing suspends time, although its pace of change is likely to differ from the volatile characteristics of European high fashion.

Time on the Body

An account of ancient time and dress begins with markings on the skin, a partly decorated or incised body and not clothes per se. Adornment has been a primary means of social non-verbal communication with others, a key indicator of status and sexuality. Social anthropologists would record a prehistoric or traditional passage into adulthood likely demonstrated by specific body paint or tattooing. Different practices were later introduced on reaching a state of adulthood. A vestige of this continues, for instance, in Bariai (on the coast of West New Britain, Papua New Guinea) which has had complex and lengthy traditional procedures for dressing mothers and their first born for ceremony. According to social anthropologists, a first-born child is painted red on one side of the body and black on the other. The back of the child’s waistband is decorated with red, green, and yellow crotons. These have large and dramatic variegated leaves, and considered to be important items. Around the child’s neck are hung boar tusks (heirlooms) and strings of the most highly valued shell money, vula misi.10 Traditional signs of age and status have been indicated clearly by means of markings and body supplements.

Customs like these have ancient origins. Ceremony around children and mothers can explain something of the laborious life of early humankind around 10,000 to 8,000 BCE when the transition from hunter- gather societies changed gradually to the settled but overcrowded village life of agriculture and herding.11 Disease, brought on by co-habiting, increased child mortality and dress associated with religious practices—including burial rituals and skull cults—became more complex, initially in the Fertile Crescent of the Middle East.

Yet new methods applied by archaeologists have moved past cataloguing finds as such, rather regarding “things” as traces or itineraries. Joyce suggests that understanding of life with material things is now being understood as “a sense of material in constant motion” blurring the separations between bodies, places, and things.12 So, I take from this a shift from a prior static conception of the body as a public, legible surface, to an archaeological understanding of “wear” on the body as an active shaping of embodiment, centered on lived experiences. Further chapters explore changes indicated here and the place of the body in more detail.

Sewing and More

Tangled interwoven paths of body supplements, and their making over time, are found from prewritten history (for some historians a preferred term for prehistory) up to the present day. The following examples of sewing, needles, and types of looms are examples of the history of the long term, a revisionist method admired by Corfield in one of her Monthly Blogs, for its return to a range of new agendas, echoing her very broad embrace and theoretical interpretation of time across multiple societies.13 She suggests history resembles an exploding galaxy—or, the sum of many exploding galaxies where key human inventions came about at very different times and places.

My examples are intended to act as a form of conversation between apparently unrelated items. They open up the possibility of rethinking limitations in the individualized and straightforward developmental method found in conventional dress history, presenting a challenge to chronology, linearity, even the cyclical life of products. I recognize them as episodic moments, individual concepts, largely linked to Western, industrialized society. A reversal of conventional chronology is another method of assessing the history of clothing and ripe for interrogation, one that looks back in time from the present. Broadly my book is a way to underline many different scales and rhythms of time found in apparel, and how sensitivity to temporal issues can stimulate new questions about the origin of textiles and by extension clothing.

Consider examples from the nineteenth century as well as others from the ancient past. Practically all classes of Victorian women stitched and mended garments one way or another, as women have done for centuries. In the seventeenth century, embroidered cabinets and caskets, of which few now survive, were boxes richly stitched on the outside as well as inside. They held ink and quills and hid treasured items.14 Women who worked at sewing tables and out of needlework caskets were well versed in fine embroidery and a wide range of decorative and plain stitching, sometimes lace-making as well (Figure 1.1). If we look inside this finely carved and inlaid sewing box of a well-to-do Victorian woman, lined with velvet or quilted silk, we find it filled with mother-of-pearl spools, bodkins, crochet hooks, and needles. By contrast, working women had more mundane stitching and mending tasks and hence simpler containers.
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Figure 1.1   Needlework casket c. 1670s. British, embroidered in silk, metal thread, seed pearls etc. It contains glass bottles, ivory thread winders, a bodkin and other ivory embroidery tools. (Credit: Metropolitan Museum of Art, Public domain 39-13.4a-aaa.)





Now look far back in time to primeval history. Archaeologists agree items for sewing have an exceptionally ancient history. Sewing needles seem to have been one of humankind’s first tools and clearly one of its most enduring. Dependent on the task, they were likely used by men as well as women (Figure 1.2). What is claimed as the world’s oldest threading needle is made of bone, 7.6 cm long and at least 50,000 years old. It was found in 2016, discovered in the ancient Denisova Cave in the Altai Mountains, Siberia, occupied at various times over 282,000 years by Homo sapiens, Neanderthals and Denisova hominins (an archaic subspecies of humans).15 Yet at Sibudu, a Middle Stone Age rock shelter in KwaZulu-Natal, South Africa, ancient tools including needles have been found dating from 61,000 to 57,000 BCE or earlier. A bird-bone awl thought to date from 76,000 years BCE has been found in the same area too.16 Awls could pierce holes and likely allowed thread to pass through tough skins.

Early needles were made out of slivers of animal or bird bone, sharpened to a point at one end, with an eye at the other. Bird bones used for needles could be from large species.17 They were probably used to sew light skins together, later to make thread knots to construct nets, and for stitching more pliable woven cloth. If bone needles were used for sewing garments and other ornaments, it raises the question of how long it took for makers to shape these tools, grow raw materials for thread, perhaps acquire and tan leather, form the thread and to put it through needles.
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Figure 1.2   Bone tools including a thin sewing needle and fish hooks. France, Upper Palaeolithic/Late Magdalenian period. (Credit: DEA / G. DAGLI ORTI/De Agostini via Getty Images.)



Making Cloth

Fundamental to almost all cloth production for making garments are the activities of weaving, twining, plaiting, and spinning from grass and from other fibers such as flax, cotton, silk, and wool. Flax is an especially complicated fiber to produce. To make thread, it needs to be soaked and retted, the latter a way of breaking down the stems to extract the inner fibers. All cloth-making by hand is a lengthy, even arduous, process. So, what do we know of the origins of weaving cloth? To examine how time is relevant to the making of fabric, I discuss three examples of tools, other than needles. These are millennia apart but also concurrent, making them seem strangely haunting. I compare the great Jacquard loom, the individual backstrap and standard looms, and the first imprints of weaving found on hardened clay or mud.

There is no neat chronology or progressive narrative between ancient clay imprints and the Jacquard power loom, while the simple backstrap loom is still used all over Asia and Africa, as are industrial, mechanized Jacquard looms. This reinforces the argument that chronology is not the only way to study apparel. The mechanical loom is no more a sign of ingenuity than a backstrap loom and handwoven cloth. To construct a timeline of weaving technology is impossible, subjective, and probably unproductive. The point is that if we dismiss the concept of straightforward evolutionary progress, we are free to think more widely in terms of temporal irregularities.

The timber Jacquard power loom was invented in 1804–05 with earlier prototypes in the first half of the eighteenth century. It is a marvel of engineering in which the thread for patterns is controlled by punch cards. Most of these looms, of which there are numerous types, are huge (Figure 1.3). Each component of the Jacquard loom has its own micro history and time trajectory, namely the timber, the carding, the threads, and of course many fabric designs. Jacquard looms were first used to weave the most exacting of brocade patterns and the designs spread around the world. Their thread produced the finest, softest, and most intricate of women’s woven shawls of wool but other textiles as well. Modern factory looms used for mass production of textiles (in China, say) still employ the old practice of threading wefts, usually through vertical warps. Although modern thread mixes are mostly artificial fibers, the principle is the same as the historic woven cloth of the ancient past.
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Figure 1.3   Industrial weaving shed with power-driven Jacquard looms and punch cards carrying the patterns on the side and on top, engraved print. Paris, c. 1880. (Credit: Universal History Archive/Getty Images.)





The second example is the hand loom, which has ancient origins but is still in common use across Asia and Africa. Both silk and wool shawls—the latter made from the thick fleece of mountain goats tended by semi-nomadic people living at high altitude in the Himalayan “foothills”—were initially woven on these hand looms by artisans in Mongolia, Nepal, and the Kashmir region (Figure 1.4). The cashmere shawl industry had a varied and complex history (see Chapter 4 for a fuller discussion of cultural exchange) but flourished locally in the fifteenth century. The ornate patterns on shawls centered on a botanical motif, often the teardrop- or almond-shaped Buddhist boteh motif, spread by the East India Company, and traded across Europe.18 These shawls were increasingly popular toward the end of the eighteenth century. Indian and other Asian versions of Kashmir (pashmina) shawls, were brought back to Europe as souvenirs at this time by French and British travelers and returning soldiers.19

Indian patterns were copied by European and British weavers (mainly in the town of Paisley, Renfrewshire, Scotland) in the nineteenth century. They translated them to the Jacquard loom, which meant similar garments could be produced on a large scale. Their popularity was extensive, partly as they were admired by Josephine Bonaparte and later Queen Victoria, but this was surely due as well to their colorful patterns and aura of the exotic.
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Figure 1.4   Artisans weaving cashmere shawls, Kashmir region, 1900. (Credit: George Rinhart/Corbis via Getty Images.)





Towards the end of the twentieth century, restructuring of the world’s main economies and speed of digital information transfer altered the commercial success and popularity of local production centers across the globe, blurring and threatening national boundaries. New connections between production and consumption meant that design and making could happen anywhere. Kaiser sees computerization and other mechanization not as centralization of style, but as new sources of design, arising and traveling along open and multiple routes, while fashion labor and design ideas have become transnational and circuitous.20 Yet the fact is that in different ways, and at different speeds, the traveling nature of style ideas happened a great deal earlier than the twenty-first century.

The third example is amongst the first evidence we have of spun fibers used to weave fabric, allegedly the earliest known indications of this human practice. No woven textiles remain from prewritten history but impressions of Upper Paleolithic flax or other fiber threads, dated about 27,000 years BP, were discovered by Olga Soffer and other anthropologists at Dolní Vĕstonice, Moravia, Czech Republic.21 They were perhaps unintentionally pressed into small pieces of wet clay pottery, or plaster, and hardened. Various weaves and even fabric joins were detected. As “negative impressions” of former textiles and fibers, the chemical traces or fossil casts are labeled pseudomorphs.22 The term “fossil” is not normally used about fabric impressions, but these artifacts have a certain similarity to ammonite fossils and are immensely significant. They have been described as the first known signs of weaving cloth, but indications are the practice was happening much earlier.

In fact, more recently the first colored wild flax fibers, some dyed in blue, pink, and green, were taken from Upper Paleolithic layers of soil at Dzudzuana Cave, in the Caucasus, Georgia. The cave was inhabited intermittently during several periods between 32,000 to 26,000 years BP. Threads more than 34,000 years old, likely used for cloth, were discovered by archaeologist Ofer Bar-Yosef and team but identified only by using a microscope as they are invisible to the naked eye. They further indicate prehistoric hunter-gatherers made cords and threads, some likely for sewing garments.23 The great Jacquard loom and the small, ancient imprints found in the fragility of clay or microscopic items, are fascinating to compare. Woven threads are present in both but one most likely originated from a piece of cloth now physically absent.

Ancient textiles raise many questions: when and why was cloth first woven, on precisely what kind of loom and by whom? How long did it take to spin early threads and dye them, and how much time did it take to process dress fabrics? Hand looms are extraordinary technical inventions that offer many different ways to keep the warp threads stable for the weft. We are uncertain how gender relations impacted in early times, so it remains unclear whether weaving was undertaken by women or men or both. Cloth is an innovation of substantial importance to the study of humankind and its clothing. Placing time at the heart of clothing research allow us to see the long-term history of tools in relation to mechanization and the short and particular histories of varieties of looms, such as backstrap looms, apparently first seen in Eastern Asia from about 3000 BCE, and even earlier. Looms of all kinds have been found worldwide. Adding depth to our understanding of the relativities of weaving, the basic techniques—once discovered—have never been allowed to die.

Differences: The Complexity of Garments

Many, often uncoordinated disparities in style coexist in the complexity and different modalities of garments people wear. Forms of attire can be made up of dynamically different meanings, as Durham has shown about the polyvalency of a entirely different culture of Herero women’s garments, with what she terms their “slippery overabundance of meaning,” alive with possibilities.24 The relativity of worn clothing and the vibrant meanings of a possible European woman’s outfit is well demonstrated in a hypothetical urban example. We might look at a photograph of someone, say in a city, and comment on her clothing as personal “style,” with some reference to the latest dictates of fashion, perhaps drawn from a magazine or TV. But how accurate is this?

If we look more carefully, we might see an office-working Western woman of middle age walking down the street at midday in, say, 2004. She may wear a very recently bought fashionable linen skirt, but a long-time favorite hand-made cotton blouse or shirt, a hand-knitted wool cardigan that originally belonged to her sister, a deliberately “retro” brooch, well-used shoes, earrings of semi-precious stones, handed down from a family member, and an optician’s prescription glasses. Her handbag could have been bought on holiday and one of her stockings has a hole. She wears a digital Fitbit on her wrist with a time dial included. It is a watch but so much more. (See Focus 1a)

Each item in this composite outfit is a separate entity, having its own temporal road map and different rationale. All these garments are separate but tangled in an impermanent relationship. In their coming together, they project a woman’s identity, status, and perhaps age at a specific moment in time. The next day, the combination and meanings might be different. A similar argument might be made for the street clothes of a male office worker, or clothing worn in urban centers of many Asian or African countries at a similar time.

Yet in some areas in Africa and the Pacific, for instance, it is the practice for local dress and conventions, especially for leisure at home, to still play their part concurrently with global styles. For example, in Fiji, men and women wear Western dress to work in cities. On returning home or to a village from the city, women may change into a cotton blouse worn tucked into a sulu (skirt), while men wear isulu vakatoga (style imported from Tonga) their familiar, local clothing.25 At the same time, types of dress worn by Indigenous peoples, those emerging post-missionary influence, can be composite clothes, a mix of local and European stylistic elements. This is expediency, partly driven by the separation of work time from leisure but it is also a strong gesture toward local but mutable identity, a desire not to lose contact with familiar wear of the past.

Individuating Evidence

Individuality of dress is important to understand, especially in a time of mass production. For instance, if we look closely at the interior structure of a garment that has been much worn, such as a T-shirt or pair of jeans, perhaps shoes for rough walking in bush land, we can find individuating evidence such as wear and stains that are linked to habits and bodies of individual wearers. The individual imprint of any garment is important. Sykas, with years of experience looking at textiles and their methods, says very few garments that entered museum collections before his time of writing were free of previous alterations or changes made by different wearers.26 None was pristine.

An example is a 1745–60 tight-bodied English Spitalfields silk robe à l’anglaise of a wealthy woman, now in the collection of the Art Gallery of South Australia, which shows both perspiration stains from use, and where it has been altered and adjusted. The garment’s history does not match its material appearance.27 Beyond its presumed date, it was worn as well in the 1870s and probably also in the 1930s. Even in the twenty-first century, every made-up garment is a little like a unique fingerprint, with its own biography and genealogy, as well as its own history of conception, use, status, and changing story of fabrication and wearing.28 Much clothing, whether stylish outfits, copies or customary wear, if closely observed, has many marks of use, perhaps a lingering smell or darn, a patchwork of distinct elements all accrued over time. When garments are photographed the precise evidence of time may be erased, thus presenting a “magazine style” of dress history that belies the actual use of garments. Time is “woven” into all the material particulars of attire, as well as the disparate personal and collective memories of groups and individuals, their cultural specificities and associated mores.

Understanding the significance of time allows us to explore meanings in clothes which are not just worn but have individual complex after lives. Clothing is unlikely to retain its original social use forever. It can outlive the physical body. Some clothing, if left unworn—in a museum, say—loses its links with the body. It becomes an artifact or relic onto which new meanings can be attached. (See Focus 5a) Unworn garments call into question issues of relative longevity and personal or collective value, selective preservation, and disposability. We should bear in mind historic garments, made of textiles or even leather, are complicated by their potential instability and their ephemeral nature, a fugitive quality of decay, even rarity, that enhances their significance. 29 Archaeological finds of body supplements of the ancient past are, on the whole, extremely rare and this gives them the perception of being of great value. (See Focus 1b and 2b)

The physical existence of clothes may be as independent or individuated temporal objects, but there is also a little understood, sometimes hidden life of clothes, beyond their obvious initial use or presence today. Why clothes are sometimes preserved or found buried collectively is not always clear. The latter is the case in the UK. So called “hoards” of weapons, body ornaments, coins, and occasionally textiles have been excavated, abiding by certain regional arrangements of items. The very large Galloway Hoard (two separate burials) was found on land in Dumfries and Galloway in 2014. It is not dated absolutely but regarded as a Viking Age collection from c. 900 CE.30 By no means the earliest of its kind, it includes ornaments of silver and gold such as brooches, arm bands, a gold bird-shaped pin, an ingot, a pendant of rare metals, Byzantine textiles, and other artifacts.

But why were these things buried and what was the significance of each piece? Was it more than simply safe storage? Clothes are kept in the fabric of buildings to bring good fortune, perhaps unwanted but kept out of some superstitious fear that the past must not be forgotten. On the other hand, groups of garments, held collectively in museums, may be read less in terms of their integrated social context, rather as fortuitous even irregular objects, perhaps aesthetically displayed, and selected perhaps more for curatorial interest than their actual character warrants.

Other Viewpoints

My book takes issue with a number of conservative mainstays of dress history methods, such as the contextual approach, period style, and the chronological account of the changing nature of fashion and dress. It does this by demonstrating how a close temporal analysis can open new avenues of thought. The work of Julia Kristeva is important as it engages with temporality as a feminist consideration, time’s fluidity associated with “women’s time,” plus her concept of different kinds of time including periods, cycles, and the creative.

Central to this present study is the prime place accorded to material objects of clothing. My book is aware of the material “turn” in research which infused historical research some decades ago, challenging the postmodern preoccupation with theory-based knowledge. Here I acknowledge much prior work done by researchers such as Jules Prown and Lou Taylor, the latter instrumental over more recent years in championing object-based research. Taylor’s preference has always been socially inclusive and supportive of the significance of detailed observation of actual garments. This was even when object-centred research in the early historiography of dress studies was put under pressure by cultural theory in the later twentieth century.

Prown believed material objects have different forms of value but “objects created in the past are the only historical occurrences that continue to exist in the present.”31 They allow us to encounter the past at first hand. This straightforward claim suggests some secure and stable continuity for objects. This is not my present view. Material objects are certainly a way to encounter the past and indeed the present, but dress and accessories as well as textiles do not unconditionally represent the past.

The argument here fits with larger ideas that can be drawn from clothing but is not categoric.
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