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Tangible Cultural Heritage:
The Early History of Blue Jeans

MARCELL SEBOK™

An image by the Master of the
Blue Jeans

Some five years ago, when I stood in front of a
painting together with my students, I was liter-
ally struck by the “realism” of a beggar boy, a
street urchin, looking at me (Fig. 1). The image
was shown in the exhibition entitled Caravaggio
to Canaletto in the Museum of Fine Arts, Buda-
pest, in a room that contained a number of sim-
ilar canvases. Besides the boy’s desperate gaze
and the exhaustive details of the image, his
jacket attracted my attention. Close observation
of his garment revealed it as a blue jeans’ jacket.

Weeks later I visited the exhibition again to
have another look at the boy (whose official tag
under the image was A Beggar Boy with a Piece
of Pie) and I also purchased the exhibition cata-
logue, which offered a meticulous summary on
the possible painter and the possible origins of
the image.! It turned out that art historical re-
search cannot identify the artist, but labels him
as the Master of Blue Jeans from seventeenth-cen-
tury Lombardy. Since his recent discovery, a pri-
vate collector has devotedly started to assemble
all his available portraits, which resulted in an
exhibition on “a new painter of reality in late sev-
enteenth-century Europe” in the Gallerie Canesso,
Paris in 2010.2

Ever since, I still wonder about this image, but
not from an art historical perspective; it is rather
noteworthy to have such an accurate represen-
tation of blue jeans from the Early Modern Peri-
od, which generates a fairly simple question: How
could that be? Or in other words: How could a
young beggar wear blue jeans painted so realis-
tically? Therefore, here I briefly deal with some
correlations amongst the history of textiles and

*  Department of Medieval Studies, Central European Uni-
versity, Budapest

» Fig. 1. A Beggar Boy with a Piece of Pie by the Master of
the Blue Jeans. Source: The Master of the Blue Jeans. Exhibi-
tion Catalogue (Paris: Galerie Canesso, 2010), 37.

networks of material culture with regard to blue
jeans or denim and have no intention of solving
the problem of authorship.?

It seems that there is a predominant convic-
tion, mostly in popular histories, that blue jeans
belong to the classical American tradition, and
were designed in the nineteenth century by the
German-born Levi Strauss. As persuasive as it is,
this origin story is false; although Levi Strauss
was in fact an innovative businessman who made
a fortune out of his invention, it had nothing to
do with the origins of blue jeans.*
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Three cities, three fabrics

Looking into the scholarship and local histories
in search of blue jeans reveals three main loca-
tions, Nimes, France; Genoa, Italy; and Dungri,
India, and consequently pinpoint three products:
denim, jeans, and dungarees.

Nimes, a city in the Occitanie region of south-
ern France between Montpellier and Avignon,
provided homes for a number of families involved
in the silk industry from the Middle Ages on-
wards. In the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries,
the Andrés were one of the prominent Protestant
families in Nimes who established trading posts
all over the world. Joseph André operated his
business and built his fortune in the silk industry
and commercialization of Serge de Nimes (silk of
Nimes), the famous “de Nimes” — or denim. This
fabric, made of wool and silk beginning in the
sixteenth century, was used to make fustians
(cords or corduroy) and casaquins (a robe worn
as a jacket for informal wear) for local people.
The wool came from sheep rearing and the silk
from the magnaneries (Occitan silkworm hous-
es), silk farms in the Cévennes Mountains. Silk
and wool were later replaced by the less expen-
sive cotton, imported from Africa and Asia. Fol-
lowing the withdrawal of the Edict of Nantes by
Louis XIV in 1685 (a decree protecting Protestants
in the region), the André family had to go into
exile. They found refuge in Genoa at one of the
important trading posts.

There seems to be agreement about the ety-
mology of “denim,” since it derives from the city
name. Denim was a solid cotton textile and proved
to be strong and adaptable thanks to the twill
stitch (Fig. 2), which produces a diagonal pattern.
Diagonally woven (twill) cloth was sturdier and
draped better than tabby (simple) weaves (Fig.
3), therefore they were in greater demand for
both clothing and bedding. The textile industry
in Nimes also produced a particularly sturdy
woolen fabric with a twill weave, which did well
on the market. This led to product diversification
and the city’s merchants began to export abroad,
particularly to the flourishing English market.
Thus, besides the ecclesiastical politics against
Protestants, logical economic reasons fostered
the expansion of textile products. Sales points
were opened in two key cities, Cadiz and Genoa,

» Fig. 2. A diagram of twill weaving. Source: Emanuel
Anthony Posselt, Technology of Textile Design (London,
S. Low, Marston, Searle & Rivington, 1889), 9, Fig.1

» Fig. 3. A diagram of plain or tabby weaving.
Source: Posselt, Technology of Textile Design, 17, Fig 31.

in order to serve foreign markets, and Genoa was
the departure point for goods destined for North
America and the Levant.

According to some sources, from the fifteenth
century on denim competed with fustian, a fab-
ric produced in the village of Chieri, Province
of Turin, which was transported to Genoa for
export or used to produce sail bags and canvas.
This type of thread was the first used for man-
ufacturing work trousers, the predecessors of
blue jeans. Genoese fustian was a medium qual-
ity fabric compared to that from Milan or Naples®
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and had a reasonable cost, which led to Genoa’s
name being linked to a world-famous product
for a long time. As for the name, and again, ety-
mology: our use of the word “jeans” comes from
the French word for Genoa: Génes. Without going
into further in-depth details of textile history,
one can say that the story of jeans covers those
of two fabrics and a garment. By definition, jeans
are a cotton twill of a single color, recognizable
by its oblique thread structure. Denim is also a
cotton twill, but is particularized by indigo blue
warp threads and unbleached weft threads. This
explains the gradual fading proper to the aging
of the fabric. By the seventeenth century in Eu-
rope, and by the end of the eighteenth century—
when textile manufacturing was about to begin
in North America, in Baltimore, for instance—
the two words, jeans and denim did not overlap,
but coexisted at the same time. Jeans was a fab-
ric used for work clothes in general, while den-
im was coarser, considered to be of higher qual-
ity, and was used for over-garments such as
overalls.” Indigo denim, in which the warp
thread is dyed while the weft thread is left white,
became the most common denim. And looking
at the beggar boy’s jacket, we can see, as a result
of the warp-faced twill weaving, that the outer
surface of his cloth is dominated by blue warp
threads and the other side is dominated by al-
most white (overused) weft threads.

Students of textile history tend to forget about
another important part of the whole story: a den-
im predecessor known as dungaree, which was
produced in India for hundreds of years. The word
originates from the Hindi word dungri referring
to a type of coarse and sturdy cloth. The word also
goes back to Dongari Kapar at Bombay, where the
rough cloth first got its name and its indigo color.?
According to the Oxford English Dictionary, the
word dungaree entered English with the meaning
of indigo-blue sailors’ trousers in the early seven-
teenth century, and the first element of the name
of Donagari Killa (“hill fort”), is “the name of a
fortification and the adjacent port near Mumbai,
from which the cloth was originally traded.” The
entry also reflects the regular production of trou-
sers and to the Portuguese sailors who purchased
increasing amounts: wide-legged, blue-dyed, and
hard-wearing dungarees. Simultaneously, sailors
in the Genoese navy and Genoese stevedores —

both working on the docks of Genoa and the neigh-
boring areas of southern France — also wore jeans
or denim or dungarees.’ It should also be stressed
that all the indigo needed for dyeing came from
indigo plantations in India until the late nine-
teenth century.

Blue

Indigo (and its cultivation) was long known in
India and it was traded from the fourth century
BC. There is evidence for indigo manufacturing
and commerce from Dioscorides and Marco
Polo."* Indigo was praised for its medicinal qual-
ities by Pliny the Elder and documented in Genoa
as early as 1140. From the second part of the
sixteenth century it spread throughout Europe
because of intensified trade with the Middle and
Far East.!? Spain and Italy were the first two
countries to accept the new product and Genoa’s
merchants were ready to use their entrepre-
neurial skills for successful distribution.®

Considering these processes and influences,
along with noting that blue-colored cloth was
commonly used for working class clothing all over
Europe, we can also see blue—either as reflection
of reality or at least as an apparent consequence
of socio-economic changes—in seventeenth-cen-
tury painting (such as in Italian veduta (panora-
mas) or genre scene paintings or scenes from
Flanders) of individuals and groups of lower-
middle-class figures. The beggar boy in the defi-
nitely oversized blue jeans jacket demonstrates
all of these, although the jacket’s specific prove-
nance is still uncertain.

Notes
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