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Interview: Eyes on underwear in Western History

Shigeru KASHIMA, Professor, Meiji University

In the Renaissance period in Europe, the practice of bath-taking was regarded as a hotbed for
the Black Death and syphilis, and the custom faded away. After the disappearance of this
custom, underwear became very susceptible to unsanitariness due to human scurf, so changing
one’s underwear frequently became a symbol of wealth, and sparkling-white linen underwear
was an emblem of the rich for a long time. Linen underwear was however eventually replaced by
cotton underwear: Britain colonized India by military means, transplanted Indian cotton to the
United States and cultivated it there, developing a major cotton production industry. The
combination of capital earned from the British-led triangular trading, a great supply of cotton
fibers, and inexpensive labor resulting from the takeover of Scotland by Britain triggered the
Industrial Revolution. When the supply of cotton cloth eventually became abundant, cotton
fiber became gradually reduced in value. As the material used for expensive underwear, silk

became popular.

In Europe where white underwear was traditionally a symbol of wealth, the sexuality of
underwear became conspicuous after the 19th century. More specifically, the subject of bottom
underwear was regarded as an extreme taboo. Women'’s shorts, which had evolved to subdue the
feeling of embarrassment, took on the role of intensifying desire precisely because they were so

thoroughly hidden from view, and they themselves became an object of desire.

How were the desire and phantasm concerning underwear represented and reproduced? One of
the media useful in responding to this question is men’s magazines, which appeared with the
development of journalism. Phantasm about underwear increased through the illustrations
carried by men’s magazines. Many men’s magazines were published from around the end of the
19th century. The magazines issued later became more direct and extreme. Especially during

the First World War, men’s magazines more often carried sensational and extreme illustrations



to catering to soldiers in the battlefields. Some of the contributors of those illustrations later
became first-rank painters and illustrators. Those erotic magazines provided emerging artists

with good opportunities to make their debut.
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Linen underwear or shift made in England in the middle of the 16™ century. Collection of The Kyoto
Costume Institute.
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“Promenade de Longchamp [Walk of Longchamp],” illustrated by Jean-Henri Mrlet, written by Guillaume
de Bertier de Sauvigny, in Tableaux de Paris. Collection of Shigeru Kashima. ©NOEMA inc. JAPAN.
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Gil Blas, 27 January 1985. Collection of Shigeru Kashima. ©NOEMA inc. JAPAN.
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Fantasio, 1 January 1918. Collection of Shigeru Kashima. ©NOEMA inc. JAPAN.
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