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This book addresses a potentially huge subject (the title translates into English as: Choice of Dress. 

Fashion, Power and the Sense of the Possible in the Society and Politics of the Middle Ages), not least 

in the length of the period addressed (ninth to fifteenth centuries) – especially as comparisons and 

contrasts are drawn with modern practices in power-dressing, at least among German politicians of 

the later twentieth century. For readers with a background in mainly English language studies of dress, 

it provides a useful bibliography of contemporary medieval sources, including much German material 

which might be less familiar to many (p. 293–302); and also an up-to-date list of recent literature on 

dress and social theory pertinent to the study of dress, again much of it from continental Europe, 

especially Germany (p. 303–334). These bibliographies indicate the depth of the research which lies 

behind the book, but as many of the historical figures involved are not referenced in the index, it is 

best to see the book as a distillation of this research rather than a more extensive study. The English 

reader needs to be aware, also, that a knowledge of the specialist vocabulary of social and cultural 

theory in English would be a helpful aid to translation; and also that there is a fund of writing in English 

on gender studies and other social aspects of medieval clothing, not referenced here1. The author 

might also find interesting the growing body of research on surviving dress from archaeological 

excavations, some of which considers the socio-economic context implied by the finds, an interesting 

example being the use of striped, mottled and other ways of patterning cloth or producing multi-

coloured garments, evidenced in the archaeological record and often the subject of prohibition2. 

The book is divided into two broad sections. The first is based entirely on literary and documentary 

sources and concentrates on the use of dress to express power relations and status in society. This 

relies heavily on dress codes, sometimes expressed in regulations similar to the English sumptuary 

laws; and (often religiously inspired) critiques on moral and social improprieties in dress. A most 

interesting chapter (I, 4) looks at the impact of social climbers and dropouts (»Aufsteiger und 

Aussteiger«) which looks both at the necessity of the appearance of splendour for the elite and also at 

the impact of initially counter-cultural figures such as Francis of Assisi; and, in other chapters, using 

1 See for example Gale Owen-Crocker, Hannah Priest, Cross Dressing, in: Gale Owen-Crocker, Elizabeth 
Coatsworth, Maria Hayward (ed.), Encyclopedia of Medieval Dress and Textiles of the British Isles c. 450–1450, 
Leiden, Boston 2012, p. 156–158; especially references here and passim.

2 See for example Camilla Luise Dahl, Mengiađ klæthe and tweskifte klædher. Marbled, Patterned and Parti-
coloured Clothing in Medieval Scandinavia, in: Kathrine Vestergård Pedersen, Marie-Louise B. Nosch (ed.), The 
Medieval Broadcloth. Changing Trends in Fashions, Manufacturing and Consumption. Oxford, Oakville 2009 
(Ancient Textiles, 6), p. 122–138.
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both literary and historical examples, at the effect of disguises which employed clothing of someone of 

a subordinate status in order to conceal the identity of someone of truly royal or noble blood (for 

example, Richard I Lion Heart of England returning, after a finally ineffective campaign against Saladin 

in the Holy Land, through an unfriendly Austria disguised as a humble pilgrim of the lesser merchant 

class, which was however, seen through). The basic paradigm is that »clothes make the man«, but 

that while in certain circumstances this could be subverted, attempts at disguise could prove fragile. 

The relatively limited possibilities for playing with, or subverting, identities, is in fact an important 

theme of the book. Although there is much in these discussions which will be familiar to all interested 

in the social history of dress, the consistent use of modern theoretical approaches to re-interpret the 

past is exceptional and may be considered as strength in this section. 

The second part, (»Choice and Interpretation: the politics of choice of dress«), is, however, in some 

ways less satisfactory. Here the author creates case studies of particular ways in which clothes were 

used as signifiers of legitimate authority and status, or as codes which communicated shared or 

different status; or even of loss of status. The main evidence again comes in the form of frequent 

quotations from contemporary sources. However, the studies are backed up by visual examples, but 

these seem too few to be definitive of the points made, especially as factors other than contemporary 

fashions or concerns might influence representations, including mere copying of earlier models. I may 

have missed some nuances here, but the use of images seems less critical than the use of literary and 

documentary sources (although it has to be said these too can be coloured by the background and 

prejudices of the writers – and it has frequently been pointed out that dress codes and sumptuary laws 

are not needed if the codes are not regularly broken). Nevertheless the author uses a range of 

surviving visual material, including some remarkable surviving pieces, and some royal seals, as well 

as manuscript images, to underline some of his points. My feeling here, however, is that the riches of 

the visual record have been touched on rather than fully utilised. As the author concludes with images 

of Joschka Fischer (from two stages in his career) and Helmut Kohl to point up contrasts and perhaps 

some subtle similarities between modern and medieval representations of power, it seems to me that 

the visual study should have been at least as detailed as that of the literary and documentary record.
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