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‘The game’s going on rather better now’, she said, by way of keeping up the conversation a little.

‘’Tis so’, said the Duchess: ‘and the moral of that is – Oh, ’tis love, ’tis love, that makes the world go round’.

‘Somebody said’, Alice whispered, ‘that it’s done by everybody minding their own business’.

‘Ah well! It means much the same thing’, said the Duchess, digging her sharp little chin into Alice’s shoulder as she added, ‘and the moral of that is – Take care of the sense, and the sounds will take care of themselves’.

‘How fond she is of finding morals in things!’ Alice thought to herself.
Alice in Wonderland


Alice in Wonderland




PREFACE FOR THE RE-ISSUE
PAST AND PRESENT

Dress and Morality first appeared in 1986, and in 2003 was reprinted with a postscript, so this is the third time I have approached this topic. Looking back at the original book I would certainly re-think some of my attitudes and comments, would probably be less anecdotal and descriptive, and spend more time on the analysis of themes which I could only mention briefly because of the long time span covered. In partial expiation the book was not intended as an in-depth study, but a general survey of the links between dress and morality from classical antiquity to the time when it was first published; in retrospect perhaps too ambitious in scope. Some later contemporary aspects of the subject were briefly touched upon in the postscript to the 2003 edition. An Afterword cannot replace a book but can only sketch in some ideas about how, as I see it in the mid-101s, the concepts of dress and morality exist in different ways in a changing global world. This I do with some trepidation, for at times I am in terra incognita; I therefore hope that my thoughts, which I précis below, might suggest topics for further and future research.

By ‘past and present’ I mean not just a few words on the history of this book but on the history of morality as it applies to dress in the past (and to some extent still does), and how it applies today in a western multi-cultural society. There are three main subjects that I discuss. At the beginning I refer to the traditional Judaeo-Christian notions of dress and morality/immorality and the reader will find on occasion that I repeat myself when I think it relevant. I then widen out this topic into a discussion of provocative clothing of various kinds. This is then linked to the second subject, that of modesty – the antithesis of the immoral – and is apparent in the dress of devout Christian women (and others less or non religious), in reaction against the overt sexuality of much contemporary western fashion. It is more obviously to be seen in the clothing of Muslim women, not just in the Islamic world, especially the Middle East, but in Muslim communities in the West. It is in this context that problems occur, when the Islamic tradition of covering the body, the hair, and sometimes the face, comes into conflict with western ideas of women’s freedom to dress how they like. Finally I come to a brief consideration of the ethics of fashion, a new kind of morality partly derived from the idea that too much expenditure on clothing is immoral, and aiming to improve the ways in which clothing is produced and consumed. In short, this is morality in which society in general can be improved for the wider good; morality for the sake of goodness, an end in itself.
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INTRODUCTION


The word ‘morality’ is derived from the Latin ‘mores’, the habits and customs of society, and as one recent authority states: ‘There can be little doubt that the basis of customary morality is the instinct known as the herd or gregarious instinct, and the innate tendencies of sympathy, imitativeness and suggestibility which are clearly bound up with this instinct’.1

All societies have customs and taboos which include clothing, and most historians now discount the theory that clothing was originally devised for mere warmth; in the history of dress, reason and practicality often take second place to traditional, sometimes irrational customs, and even superstition. In many cases, what started out as a functional item of clothing is maintained by force of public opinion and the weight of ritual and habit, long after its original purpose has ceased; official and ceremonial clothing are obvious examples.

As well as being what Nietzsche called ‘the herd instinct of the individual’, morality serves to assure group solidarity, and with regard to dress, to act as a kind of social lubricant, to ease contacts between people in society. It is thus a conservative force, and the history of dress can be seen as a constant battle against the introduction of new styles, which may be thought of as ‘immoral’ until their novelty is muted by the passage of time.

This kind of moral indignation is based on what society deems to be acceptable in any given situation. It has been well defined by the art historian Quentin Bell, as ‘sartorial conscience’; clothes are not ‘immoral’ in themselves, but they become so when worn in inappropriate situations. Social disapproval is not codified in law, and the conventions fluctuate as public opinion changes. As the psychologist J. C. Flügel points out, the ease with which we adapt ourselves to change in dress, indicates that


such conventions do not depend on usefulness, beauty or convenience, but merely social approval and a desire for conformity; but failure to conform to these rules, however trivial ... can produce deep feelings of guilty discomfort similar to those aroused by the infringement of more primitive and permanent taboos.2



Each society classifies dress according to sex, age, and status; less easily definable categories are ‘proper’ and ‘improper’ with which we will be concerned. As Bell points out, when we talk about dress, we sometimes use words like ‘correct’ and ‘faultless’; we might also add ‘impeccable’ which literally means without sin. So as well as looking at dress in the light of its relationship to social custom, we will also be trying to define shifting notions of what is ‘immoral’ by which is invariably meant clothing that is sexually disturbing.

In addition, we will need to glance at the attempts by some reformers to invent an ideal dress – either timeless in order to obviate tiresome and expensive changes in fashion, or practical and hygienic, or aesthetic in periods when the prevailing costume is deemed to be ugly and inartistic. Such attempts are usually doomed to failure, especially those which look at the dress of the past through rose-coloured spectacles, for if the history of dress tells us anything, it is that time does not stand still.

In the past, the propriety of clothing has been pronounced on by authority, in the form of the Church or State. For many hundreds of years, religion was the arbiter of morals, and morality was synonymous with Christianity. The distinguished judge, Lord Devlin, delivering the Maccabaean Lecture in Jurisprudence at the British Academy in 1958, found morals to be both a subject for private judgement and for the community; until a century ago, he said, it was virtually impossible to distinguish between religion and morals, a state of affairs which he regretted was no longer the case.3

How far society in the west is bound by a religious ethic is not the subject of this book. Lenin, for example, felt that morality was to be subservient to the class struggle, but he knew and would have agreed with Lord Devlin, that ‘an established morality is as necessary as good government to the welfare of society’; Soviet society today is presumably no more ‘immoral’ than western societies which still pay lip service to a code of Christian religious ethics.

From the earliest times, the Christian church handed down a code of morals, which included strictures on clothing. Individualism in this respect was frowned on, and it was not until the Renaissance that the fierce hold of the church on all aspects of morality, including dress, began to slip. Paradoxically, this was also the period when advances in the cut and construction of clothing revealed and enhanced the shape of the body for the first time since the ancient world. Early Christian teachings stress the link between the outward appearance and the state of the soul, and a dislike of individualism in dress which draws attention to the self; this can also be seen in orthodox Judaism, and can lead in some communities to the evolution of what is virtually a uniform bereft of nearly all traces of individuality.4

Linked with this notion of a kind of uniform purity is a desire to avoid the fashion, and even to dispense with it altogether. The Amish inhabitants of Pennsylvania, direct descendants of a seventeenth-century German/Dutch Anabaptist sect (who believe in the complete separation of Church and State), claim to find the whole of late-twentieth-century civilization corrupting; they live in seclusion, farming in traditional ways (the more extreme refuse to use tractors or any machinery), and wearing versions of nineteenth-century costume – homespun dark suits for the men, and cotton print dresses for the women, and with hooks and eyes instead of buttons.

In some communities, fervent religious zeal is linked to a fierce rejection of what is seen as western decadence in manners and clothing.5 Iran, since 1979, has been ruled by a religious elite determined to create a fully Islamic state completely purged of western influences. Tentative steps under the last Shah to allow women certain rights have now been abandoned, and although there is no specific injunction in the Koran for women, to keep in seclusion or to veil their faces, women are forced to hide their bodies in the tent-like chador, so that the sight of their charms may not tempt the more excitable opposite sex.6 As in medieval Europe, in many Islamic countries women are dependent financially and socially on men; a woman’s chastity was the important property first of her father, and then of her husband. In order to catch a husband, there must be the correct amount of modesty, and the nicely judged display of physical charms; this can sometimes be a difficult balancing act in societies which are caught between traditional religious values and new western ideas.

It is often in such societies that the religious values, which the west treats lightly, are more enthusiastically enforced with regard to dress. For example, in the west we retain the idea of a white wedding out of traditional sentimentality, for one suspects that a minority of brides are virgins on their wedding day. In Africa, however, where the outward signs of Christianity are as appreciated as its spiritual values, a great deal of importance is placed on a bride’s virginity. Pregnant brides in the Roman Catholic diocese of Lagos, reported The Times (13 August 1984), were forbidden to wear white on their wedding day: ‘Archbishop Olubunmi Ọkogie said white was a symbol of purity, and it would be ridiculous for a pastor to proclaim a pregnant woman pure, when her position was obvious to the congregation’. What is acceptable in, say, Los Angeles, in terms of revealing or tight-fitting clothing, may be less acceptable in, for example, a provincial English country town, and positively frowned on in societies where strict traditional moral values are allied to strong religious beliefs. Thus, while young women in New York or London experiment with every new craze in dress without necessarily assigning moral or immoral values to a new garment, greater censorship is imposed in many developing countries; The Times (26 January 1984), for example, noted that the women of Swaziland were being urged to show greater modesty in dress, and not to wear slacks, short skirts and see-through clothes. The curious fact is that by the time such authorities decide to crack down on ‘immoral’ fashions, they are well out of date in the western world which initiated them. We thus have a constantly shifting picture throughout the world of what is currently thought ‘immoral’ in sartorial terms; it changes due to the extent of western penetration among the young in particular, and the strength of the non-European civilization against which it often collides. It is fair to say, however, that it is generally European fashions which are singled out for criticism, because of their perceived emphasis on the primary sexual areas of the body; while, as Quentin Bell points out, the Chinese find the display of feet improper and a Muslim woman veils her face, the western European draws attention to sexual anatomy – ‘Europeans’, he claims, ‘are far more immodest than the people of any other culture’.7 In societies which are non-European or which have only a very recent history of cultural links with the west, does not play the part it does in Europe. Europeans, and particularly northern Europeans, have a propensity for restlessness and change which can lead them to push fashion to outrageous and eccentric extremes – fruitful topics for outraged moralists; and for this reason. I have chosen to concentrate on Europe, and on England in particular.

The Christian religion (and that of Islam too) derives from a humble founder, and there is a feeling that humility in dress is pleasing in the eyes of God. Dress should reveal not just a humble state of mind, but show by its simplicity that the wearer spends little time on the adornment of the body, and is thus free to devote more – time and money – to the poor. This mixture of religious and personal morality is most evidenced in the habits of religious orders; their ample, loose robes of humble, often coarse fabrics, are both unprovocative and a protection against the temptations of the world. Extreme asceticism can sometimes lead to the wearing of a hair shirt, to mortify the flesh, and to keep the wearer in mind of the body’s inevitable decay and corruption. Today’s equivalent of such a personal commitment, by way of clothing, to an ideal, is not so much linked with religion (though of course it can still be seen in the dress of religious orders), as with a wider conception of the unity of man with Nature. Alexander Pope’s theory in his Essay on Man (1733–4) of the interdependence of Man and Nature – ‘The Furr that warms a Monarch, warm’d a Bear’ – might be the inspiration for those women who refuse to wear fur coats, or even leather shoes, which necessitate the killing of animals. The campaign against fur coats is of fairly recent origin, but it follows in the footsteps of the Edwardian attacks on the ‘immorality’ of using birds’ plumage to decorate the vast hats which were in vogue; such ‘murderous millinery’ was preached against in pulpits and derided in newspapers, but it was due more to a change in fashion than to a change of heart that women stopped wearing such styles in the second decade of this century.

In western Europe we live in an age only too aware of the finite resources of the world; too much opulence in dress can be thought of as positively immoral, and throughout history has been denounced with varying degrees of severity. Extravagance has often been politically tactless also; one has only to think of the French Revolution when clothing made of rich silks, and which needed careful manipulation, marked one out as a member of the hated aristocracy.

Outside Europe, the splendour and visible corruption of the lives of dictatorial rulers can also lead to downfall. The incredible expense – the silks, ermine, diamonds and gold – of the 1977 coronation, based on Napoleonic imagery, of the self-styled ‘Emperor’ Bokassa of the Central African Republic, one of the poorest countries in the world, led to his deposition only two years later.8

Fine clothes, being associated with an indolent and aristocratic life, are often proscribed by revolutionary governments, at least to begin with. When, in Orwell’s Animal Farm (1945), Mollie, the pretty, foolish white mare wonders if after the rebellion she will be allowed to eat sugar and wear ribbons in her mane, she is told sternly that ribbons are ‘the badge of slavery’; one of the commandments of the new political creed of ‘Animalism’ is that ‘No animal shall wear clothes’. But Mollie, a classical example of feminine weakness and backsliding, is lured to the opposing side by the promise of ribbons and an easy life.

Orwell’s political parable is a minor example of the way in which governments try to control the symbols of political belief as well as the substance of power. This theme is even more pronounced if we look at the past actions of governments determined to curb excessive expenditure on dress. The history of sumptuary legislation is imbued with the belief expressed by Sir Thomas More in his Utopia (1516) that ‘all classes of society are recklessly extravagant about clothes’; such extravagance is not only evil in itself, but it leads to the sins of pride and envy.

Sumptuary legislation, which in England existed from the fourteenth to the seventeenth centuries had as its avowed aim the protection of native textile industries, but the real purpose was to enforce class distinctions which it was felt were being eroded by dress; in addition, certain styles of dress, notably those which were too tight or revealing, were thought of as wicked and harmful to the morals of the people. Although sumptuary legislation fizzled out in the early seventeenth century (in any case it had never been very effective), the ideas which informed it continued to be re-stated in later centuries. Throughout the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries moralists worried both about class struggle, as expressed in the desire of the lower classes to ape the manners and costume of their betters, and about the amount of money spent on sartorial display and emulation. The American economist Thorstein Veblen was a forceful exponent at the end of the nineteenth century of the theory that women’s dress in particular was motivated by ‘conspicuous expensiveness’; expensive and wasteful clothing was necessary to create the image of the fashionable idle life, and connived at by their husbands as a tribute to their wealth. Like Wilde, Veblen found women’s fashion, ‘a form of ugliness so intolerable that we have, to alter it every six months. He never seems to have contemplated the fact that women actually liked their clothes, however restrictive, and That they – and presumably men – found them sexually attractive’.9

The failure of sumptuary legislation indicates the extent to which the state failed to make sartorial morality its concern; if, as we have seen, the common morality of society is complex and shifting mixture of custom, conviction, experience and prejudice, and if we have to resort to the somewhat baffled description of Lord Devlin, that ‘immorality, for the purpose of the law is what every right-minded person is presumed to consider immoral’,10 we might as well give up.

To some degree, however, the state can enforce a kind of sartorial morality, and that is by imposing a uniform as a sign of humiliation on its prisoners. This derives from the age-old practice of making criminals wear clothing which distinguishes them from the law-abiding; this can take the form of sack-cloth or generally dishevelled clothing and bedraggled hair, or of wearing just a shirt or shift as a sign of contrition. A similar feeling informs the clothing of penitents who wished to punish themselves by adopting deliberately humiliating dress.

Prison uniform is obscure in its origins. By the end of the eighteenth century, a number of striped uniforms may indicate that the brightly coloured and often striped dress, motley, of the medieval fool might have been one source of inspiration. Uniforms became necessary when England in the late eighteenth century began to send the first convicts to the penal settlements in Australia; it may well be that the arrow sign (still part of today’s shorthand for prisoners, although phased out earlier this century) was introduced at that time while the prisoners were waiting in the hulks (prison ships) for transportation. Prison uniform was both moral and practical. It reminded prisoners of their fall from grace, and it served to identify them if caught; even today, male prisoners who are known security risks have yellow patches sewn on their blue cotton uniforms. Uniform is not compulsory for women; it is not clear how far this is due to a feeling that women should not be regimented in this way. From the earliest days of the penal settlements in Australia, it proved far more difficult to get women to wear uniforms; instead of the stolen finery which many prisoners preferred, magistrates and prison reformers pleaded the cause of ‘plain but becoming’ uniforms:


the habit of being obliged to wear the semblance of decency, as is well known to moralists, sometimes produces the virtue of which it was at first only the symbol.11



In any question of what makes clothes ‘moral’ or ‘immoral’, it is always easier to define the latter, for moralists on the whole have always been quicker to condemn certain styles, than to take a more constructive and positive approach. This book is really a history of the criticisms directed at clothing on the grounds of its ‘immorality’, a term which is synonymous with clothing which repeals or emphasizes sexual areas of the body. The game of fashion is to some degree an ever-changing confrontation between modesty and sexual display, between desire and disgust, between dress and undress.

One twentieth-century writer finds that men and women in their clothing:


suggest that what is hidden may be equally or more attractive to the other sex than what is revealed, and so make public what they have nominally agreed to keep private.12



Apart from this sexually stimulating disguise, there have been times in the history of dress when the body is openly revealed, and thus clothes perform the function of keeping eroticism alive by constant change. Some authorities have evolved a theory of the ‘shifting erogeneous zone’ (a term first used by Havelock Ellis at the beginning of the 20th century, and then taken up by the psychologist Flügel and the dress historian Laver), a system whereby certain parts of the body – sometimes parts with no direct sexual appeal, like the waist or the back – become imbued temporarily with immense sexual attraction. Although acceptable to some extent, this theory has some flaws; certain primary sexual areas such as the breasts and the genitals remain attractive even though – like breasts in the 1920s – they are well hidden. And what Flügel and Laver think of as areas of secondary sexual significance have more to do with the natural development of fashion than any deliberate attempt to reinforce the sexuality of the body by emphasizing a hitherto unrevealed area of anatomy.

As the story of the history of dress unfolds, most of the criticism, certainly in the later periods, will be directed against women. This is to some extent due, as I have implied earlier, to their financial weakness which made them more dependent on their powers of sex attraction, and also to the fact that from the beginning of the nineteenth century, men had lost much of their peacock finery. Flügel found that men’s clothes were more moral than women’s, for they symbolized duty and self-control:


in the thickness of material and solidity of structure of their tailored garments, in the heavy and sober blackness of their shoes, in the virgin whiteness and starched stiffness of their collars and of their shirt-fronts, men exhibit to the outer world their would-be strength, steadfastness, and immunity from frivolous distraction ...13



As a contrast, women’s clothes in their expense and variety were indicative of the narcissism of women, a theory clearly at odds with the fact that men in the past were just as decorative in their dress as women.

Flügel was a psychologist and not a dress historian; although his theories are often illuminating and entertaining, they are also overly concerned with Freudian beliefs in the sexual significance of dress. Like Laver after him, Flügel believed certain clothes to be sexual organs – the tie is a phallic symbol, and fur is pubic hair, for example. Also imbued with inter-war ideas of psychoanalysis was C. W. Cunnington, whose popular books on the history of dress include frequent statements on the deep sexual meanings to be found in costume. All these writers believe that men and women give out sexual signals in their clothing, very often unconsciously. But, equally true is the fact that people deliberately set out to promote a certain image, which can sometimes be sexual and which they are aware of at the time. And for this reason, the historian should wherever possible look at what contemporaries say about the dress of their time, and not only at what later authorities say, for their preoccupations can affect the evidence before them and distort it; nineteenth-century dress reformers, for example, over-idealized classical Greek dress as the antithesis of what they considered to be their own restrictive costume. And male dress historians, impressed by their own clothes as tools of moral self-gratification, can over-emphasize the follies and frivolities that they see in the history of female costume. Our attitudes to dress are complex and often ambivalent. Our Judaeo-Christian heritage leads us to place little value on the adornment of the body, and makes us ashamed of nakedness; at the same time we have a prurient delight in the sexual implications of the semi-clothed body as it appears, for example, in the pages of tabloid newspapers. In the same way as in the past (perhaps there is still a lingering echo today), female beauty was a satanic temptation to men – women were admired for it and yet denounced for it.

We like to feel that today we are less inclined than in the past to make a direct equation between our dress and our morals. We would perhaps agree to despise, with Thomas Carlyle, the fashion-plated dandy ‘whose trade, office and existence consists in the wearing of clothes’, although we might spend longer than we would admit to on our appearance. Yet the man or woman in the street might link the mini skirts and see-through tops of the 1960s with sexual freedom; and there is firmly ensconced in the public imagination a Hollywood stereotype of the femme fatale, the sexually predatory women with dyed blonde hair, plunging décolletage and skin-tight dress. Ask our hypothetical man-in-the-street about the punk clothing of the early 1980s, and he might have strong feelings about the morality of those (of both sexes) who wore that tattered and outrageously dishevelled costume, their hair spiked and crested in lurid colours; such punks are the direct descendants of the early sixteenth-century German landsknechte with their slashed outfits and their menacing military air.

Many people today might voice their resentment of the recent trend towards sexual ambiguity in dress, most notably for some men, from the 1960s onwards – admittedly mainly in the fields of entertainment or what was regarded as sexual deviancy – to wear women’s clothing. Women, on the other hand, have been pillaging the male wardrobe for many hundreds of years (and have been criticized for it), in their desire for the novelty which is the essence of fashion. It is this desire for change which prompts such thefts – the bloomers, the trousers, the suits and so on, and not, as Cunnington argues, a wish ‘to escape from the bondage of sex’.14

Today, such borrowings are likely to be interpreted perhaps as the elements of masculinity in the female psyche. In the same way, men too, especially in earlier periods, had much of the ‘feminine’ in their clothing. Virginia Woolf’s eponymous hero/heroine Orlando delights in ‘the probity of breeches’ and ‘the seductiveness of petticoats’, to be worn with equal ease by either sex. Orlando’s (and Woolf’s) argument (that the kind of clothes we wear affect the way we behave may make us come to terms with the fact that in the second half of the twentieth century we have evolved, for better or for worse, a kind of sexual freedom which is reflected in present day clothing with its often unashamed concentration on the sexual characteristics of the body.

So many questions are raised by the topic of ‘Dress and Morality’, that it would take a much lengthier book than this to deal with them. Had I but world enough and time, this hypothetical, vast book would cover much more than the England which such exigencies force upon me.

I have chosen to discuss the subject within a chronological framework, for I find thematic books which dart around from century to century rather confusing – it is often, also, an excuse for dress historians who may not be familiar with some of the earlier periods to leave out great chunks of time on the spurious grounds that they are not interesting. With a chronology, however, there are problems, mainly of repetition, for it is inevitable that the same bits of the body will come under fire on frequent occasions. Every moralist, however, attacks ‘immorality’ in his or her own inimitable way; it is impossible not to agree with Logan Pearsall Smith that ‘an improper mind is a perpetual feast’. I have wherever possible used the simplest terms to describe clothing; problems of etymology in any case, especially in the earlier periods, only serve to be confusing. Historians of dress should be wary of using terms which may not be clearly defined in terms of present-day knowledge, and which would have been unknown to those they write about.

They should also be aware of the problems with regard to some of the earlier visual sources, where they might be stylized to conform with the prevailing artistic aesthetic. In any case, there is very little direct visual comment of a ‘moral’ kind on dress before the fourteenth century. ‘Pagan’ art celebrates the body and does not condemn it, and Christian art tends to serve God, and not to illustrate sin, unless it be of the wickedness of Eve. Thus, it is often difficult to find examples of the ‘immorality’ in dress which so exercises the minds of contemporary chroniclers. With the Renaissance, for a host of economic, social and cultural reasons, the proper study of mankind begins to be man, warts and all; both men and women can be seen to glory in the temptations of the world, which include body-enhancing clothing.

This book does not claim to be a history of dress; it is not about why fashion changed – whether due to social forces, technical advances, or the shifting dynamism within fashion itself – but about people’s attitudes to certain kinds of dress which they felt, within the prevailing social and cultural framework, to be taboo.

The story is often confused (people had contradictory ideas about what was ‘moral’ or ‘immoral’), and sometimes capricious; it is also amusing and humbling (for nothing is new in the history of denunciation), and it is just one approach to the many-faceted subject of the history of dress.




1
BODY AND SOUL



‘Shame isn’t spontaneous ... it’s artificial, it’s acquired ... The Christians invented it, just as the tailors in Savile Row invented the shame of wearing brown boots with a black coat. There was precious little of it before Christian times ... ’ Spandrell had lifted a long and bony hand, ‘I know, I know. Noble and nude and antique. But I believe they’re entirely a modern invention, those Swedish-drill pagans of ours. We trot them out whenever we want to bait the Christians. But did they ever exist? I have my doubts.

ALDOUS HUXLEY, POINT COUNTER POINT, 1928



Because so many later attitudes derive from interpretations of classical and Christian attitudes to dress and morality, it is important to see how far they diverge, and what, if anything, they have in common.

The classical world regarded excess in dress – either extravagant dress, or too-revealing dress – not so much as a sin in itself, but as a violation of reason, and against Nature. There was a firm belief, expounded by the philosophers, that man’s common sense should be the best guide of his actions.

In contrast, the Christian world tended to regard any minor delight in dress, however trivial, as evidence of irredeemable sin, and as direct disobedience to God’s law, which He had handed down to His interpreters on earth.

Attitudes to the naked body are typical of the gulf between the two schools of thought. The Greeks, said the art historian Kenneth Clark, created nudity, and the Christians created nakedness. The Greeks looked at the naked body with pride, although it must be admitted that only the young, idealized male was admired in this way. The Christians regarded the naked body as shameful, indicative of suffering, humiliation and, because of Eve betrayal.

Classical Greece is a place which we feel we know well even if we have never been there; we respect it as the fount of our ideas on democracy and thought, we admire the ‘purity’ of its art which is so much directed towards the representation of perfection. We admire, especially today, its belief that Man was the measure of all things – even Greek gods were imagined in human form – its intelligence, balance and maturity. We like to feel that the Greek idea of ‘harmonia’ is reflected in the clothes that they wore, taken to extremes, some art historians and some dress reformers wished to believe that the Greeks did not actually wear something as humdrum as clothes, but only beautiful drapery.

The story is much more complicated, and although it is true to say that probably much of Greek dress is dominated by simple rectangular shapes, there are many conflicting theories as to how Greek clothes were made, whether they were merely pinned, or sewn, and a considerable amount of semantic confusion over the names of garments.


[image: Four people stand side by side wearing long, straight garments with patterned bands featuring animal and geometric motifs along the front.]

1.1 The Muses.

Detail from the François Vase, by Kleitias c. 570. 

These fashionable ladies, wearing the Doric woollen peplos, show how it might be fastened with a long pin at the shoulder. This is probably the type of dress deplored by Herodotus in his reference to the battle of Aegina, and certainly such pins could inflict severe injury.


Until the great years of classical Greek civilization, that is before the sixth century B.C., we know very little about archaic Greek dress, except that in early vases and wall frescoes the dress depicted is quite fitted and colourfully patterned, reflecting the costume of pre-Hellenic Cretan civilization. Before the sixth century, we find men wearing either a long or short tunic called a chiton, and women in a long tunic called a peplos; this latter garment is referred to in Homer, and we assume that this early clothing was made of wool.

At some point during the sixth century Greek women changed from this, presumably rectangular, fairly narrow woollen dress, into something much more luxurious, the wider (though still possibly rectangular) linen chiton, wide enough to be draped in folds, or pleated, and to give the effect of sleeves. This changeover is recorded by the historian Herodotus, talking about the battle of Aegina (568), between the inhabitants of that island, and Athens, after which only one of the Athenians escaped alive:


when he reached Athens with a report of the disaster, the wives of the other men who had gone with him to Aegina, in grief and anger that he alone should have escaped, crowded round him and thrust the brooches, which they used for fastening their dresses, into his flesh, each one, as she struck, asking him where her husband was. So the poor fellow was killed, and the Athenians were more horrified at his fate than at the defeat of their troops in Aegina. The only way they could punish their women for the dreadful thing they had done was to make them adopt Ionian dress; previously Athenian women had worn Dorian dress ... now they were made to change to linen tunics, to prevent them from wearing brooches.1




[image: Two people sit facing each other on a decorated bench, each raising an arm. One person wears a pleated skirt and a ruffled tunic.]

1.2 Choro takes off her fillet at the couch of Pheidiades.

Detail of a vase painting by Smikros c. 515–510 B.C. 

In an intimate setting, the Greeks revelled in the shape of the body enhanced by flowing drapery. Pheidiades is naked except for his himation wrapped round the waist. Choro wears, under her cloak, a chiton made of byssus which both clings to, and reveals, the shape of the body.


How far Herodotus is here rationalizing a recent fashion change is hard to say; perhaps he was dramatizing a horrifying event with more concern for theatricality than veracity. One must emphasize that as Greece was a collection of city states, there were bound to be huge differences in the way that the inhabitants lived and dressed. In Sparta, for example, many were startled by the revealing dress of the Spartan women, known as the ‘hip-showing ones’ (their austere Doric peplos was open at the side), and even more so at their love of stripping off for wrestling. Herodotus, along with other Greeks, felt that when a woman put off her tunic in this way, she put off modesty.2 Although by the seventh century B.C., nude athletics were common in Athens, women did not take part, and thus the Spartan women were regarded as unique; Plato, however, proposed in his Republic that Greek women should exercise in the nude.3

Herodotus himself was a native of Caria in Asia Minor, close to Ionia, where the Greek cities were famed for their civilization and luxury, and from where, he says, came this more sumptuous dress for women. Generally, we find from the sixth century a movement away from the heroic Homerian styles, to the more easily sculptured and draped linen stuffs, possibly due to a change in trading patterns, and to closer links with the east. From c. 560 Greece began regular trading with Egypt which produced the best linen, a very fine, almost transparent and crinkled version known as byssus being highly prized.4

Wars with Persia, the ordeal which matured Greek civilization, also helped to introduce eastern clothing, tighter-fitting and more complex in cut. Not for the first time in the history of dress, the East was attacked by contemporaries for inspiring decadent, luxurious clothing, which included tailored and fitted garments like trousers and sleeves, and even decorated silk garments5 all of which was quite unlike the original Greek purity in dress. Even those who wore Ionian dress could be called unpatriotic, as the Ionian Greeks were allied to Persia, and Thucydides in his History of the Peloponnesian War tells us that by the middle of the fifth century, some women were returning to ‘simple woollen garments in the Dorian style.’ Many conservative Greeks regarded wrapping up the limbs in Ionian dress ‘as a vile innovation, tending to luxury and lasciviousness’.6

The situation is complicated by the fact that surviving works of art do not always show a smooth transition from one style of dress to another; in many cases, it seems, the Doric peplos and the Ionian chiton could be worn together, women taking, as they have always done, their styles of dress according to their fancy, and not for political reasons. For this reason, one suspects that although the Greek state passed laws against excessive luxury in dress – the first sumptuary law was passed in 594, limiting women except on festive days to three garments; a chiton, a peplos and a cloak called a himation – and although Plato wished to codify citizens lives including their clothing, such regulation was about as effective as later acts in this vein. Solon’s laws, which were meant to curb the luxurious propensities of the Athenian aristocracy, included an important distinction between the dress of good women and whores, insisting that the latter wear thin gauze-like material in saffron or flame-colour.7

Although Rome grew up contemporaneously with Greek civilization, its attitudes to life were quite different. Rome was always uneasily aware that the Greeks knew far more about art than they did – Roman strengths lay in a sense of ordered history, administration and law – although they made a habit of despising Greek luxury. The Romans, in fact, are close to the early Christian moralists in their denunciations of finery, looking back in many cases from the corruptions of the Empire, to an imagined time of austere and virtuous simplicity during the Republic.

The Roman satirist, a useful source of information to the dress historian ‘represents the old Roman spirit, and draws his ideal from an age of simple habits before Rome was corrupted by the arts of Greece and the luxury of the conquered East. He is apt to forget that luxury is not a synonym for vice’.8

The satirical poem was invented by the Romans, and it reached a fine art with Juvenal, the supreme exponent of savage indignation against the decadent courtier, the flatterer and the dissembler. Writing his satires in the early second century A.D., Juvenal (about whom we know very little) harks back to what he considers to be the moral and thrifty past of the early Republic. He attacks philosophers for their homosexuality, and ultra-fashionable lawyers whose dress verges on the effeminate:


But where will men draw the limit

When they see a high-born advocate dress in transparent chiffon

To prosecute loose-living women.9



Such men he later describes as ‘walking transparencies’, the implication being that they are wearing see-through silk garments. Such silks were coming into the west from China in the first century A.D., at which time we find Pliny the Elder deploring the fact that silk, hitherto worn only by women, had in these degenerate days, become popular with men.10 During the early years of the Empire (Augustus was the first Emperor 27 B.C.–A.D. 14), silks were forbidden to men, but it was difficult to enforce this, especially as the emperors themselves liked such luxury. Suetonius quotes with disapproval the sumptuous costume worn by the unspeakable Emperor Caligula (ruled A.D. 37–41), who:


paid no attention to traditional or current fashions in his dress, ignoring male conventions and even the human decencies. Often he made public appearances in a cloak covered with embroidery and encrusted with precious stones, a long-sleeved tunic and bracelets; or in silk (which men were forbidden by law to wear), or even in a woman’s robe; and came shod sometimes with slippers, sometimes with buskins, sometimes with military boots, sometimes with women’s shoes.11



Such strong disapproval lay in the fact that the ideal Roman was a man of military bearing, clothed in a simple knee-length tunic (based on the chiton), or a long tunic for an older man or official. The Roman Empire legally defined the social classes, and this was reflected in dress, in the stripes on the tunic according to rank, the augustus clavus worn by the knights (equites) and the latus clavus, or wide stripe worn by senators. The dreadful Trimalchio in Petronius’s Satyricon, a satire on Nero and his circle with its vulgarity and affectations, wears the latus clavus on his tunic although he has no right to it.12

Although as early as the fourth century B.C., Alexander the Great had introduced long sleeves from Persian dress, they were for many hundreds of years regarded as effeminate. Suetonius delicately hints at Julius Caesar’s homosexuality, or at least his over-dandified appearance, as he wore wrist-length sleeves to his tunic. Not until the end of the second century A.D., with the Emperor Commodus (180–193) was the sleeved tunic acceptable.

In the same way, long hair was looked on as oriental and effeminate; most emperors, except for Nero, preferred short and simple styles, and to be clean-shaven was the rule except for philosophers who wore beards. Men in mourning appeared unshaven, as did criminals who also appeared dirty and badly-dressed (sordidatus).

One of the tenets of Roman society was the fact that status was reflected in clothing, the most famous garment being the toga, which seemed in its heavy, sculptured woollen folds to incorporate the essence of Roman gravitas; symbolic of duty, fidelity, of the power and stability of the Roman Empire. It marked the profound difference between the law-protected Roman citizen who was entitled to wear it, and the non-citizen who was merely subject to the law.

To wear it properly constituted the mark of the Roman gentleman, no easy task, as it was, by the first century A.D. a voluminous garment. Quintilian, head of the most important school of oratory in Rome under Galba (reigned 69) and Vespasian (69–79) devoted a chapter in his Instỉtutio Oratoria on the correct wearing of the toga, and the shoes (sandals were improper with the dignity of the toga) which were worn with it, though he does say that it is as reprehensible to be too much a fop in this respect, as to be slovenly.13

Symbol of rank though it was, its heavy folds made it cumbersome and difficult to wear; Tertullian (c. 165–c. 220) in his De Pallio (in which he advocates the wearing of the pallium or long rectangular cloak) said that the toga had to be laid out in folds with a pincer the night before it was due to be put on, and needed the assistance of a slave to get into. Many writers, like Pliny the Younger (born 61 or 62), describe the relief they felt when they could abandon the toga on leaving Rome, where it had to be worn. Pliny is almost envious of an advocate, a certain Valerius Licinianus, who ‘made his entry clad in a Greek cloak – those who have been ritually banished are not allowed to wear the toga’.14 The exile was due to the fact that he had violated a Vestal Virgin, one of the six priestesses in charge of the cult of the Roman health goddess.

We are not told what she was wearing when this happened, but there would be many moralists who would, as they have always done, attribute her fate to the sexual attraction of her clothing.
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