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Public Underwear and Private Underwear

Yoshiko TOKUI, Professor Emeritus, Ochanomizu University

People today assume that underwear is not for show, but in historical retrospect, fashion styles
that showed underwear have appeared occasionally, indicating that views about underwear have
changed with the times. In medieval Europe, the social status of underwear was ambiguous:
persons in underwear were regarded as naked in some circumstances, while they were regarded
as dressed in others. This ambiguity is apparent in medieval French literature, which presents
many such examples. As one instance, in a scene in Tristan and Iseult, Tristan and Iseult are
described as sleeping together in underwear. The two are regarded as dressed, suggesting that
their relationship is simply platonic. On the other hand, in the story of Queen Guinevere’s love
affair with Sir Lancelot, the knight catches a glimpse of the queen in a white chemise without a
bliaud gown or cotte shift, and sneaks into her room, implying a romantic tryst. Underwear also
appears as the typical attire of a knight when making an apology: Assuming an obedient attitude,
he exposes himself in the most vulnerable state, as one who has lost the apparel that signified his
physical and social power as a knight. What a knight finds shameful and embarrassing in this
situation is not that he is seen nearly naked in underwear, but that he is on his knees without
symbols of his social power. Underwear was part of the public realm in the medieval era, but was
pushed away into the private realm as the concept of civil society and the sense of individuality
were established in the 19th century. In the modern era, underwear has turned into an attire
that stresses people’s embarrassment about nakedness, resulting in the emergence of the notion

that underwear should always be hidden.
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Fashion plate from Jounal des Demoiselles, juillet 1853.
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