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You Are What You Wear
Dressed: The Secret Life of Clothes

By Shahidha Bari
( Jonathan Cape 320pp £25)

A telling French phrase to describe 
a girl who has lost her virginity is 

elle a vu le loup (‘she has seen the wolf ’). 
This is just one of the many delectable 
facts waiting to be discovered in Shahidha 
Bari’s Dressed. It comes as part of a dis-
cussion about Little Red Riding Hood 
in a chapter entitled ‘Fur, Feathers 
and Skin’. To give a sense of Bari’s 
cultural range, her other reference 
points include Anna Karenina’s fur 
cloak, Rubens’s sexy Helena Four-
ment in a Fur Wrap (with asides on 
how Titian and El Greco handled 
similar subjects), Sacher-Masoch’s 
Venus in Furs, the 1925 film Joyless 
Street, in which the young Greta 
Garbo is caught between poverty 
and prostitution, and Angela Cart-
er’s dark and glittering fairy tales. (I 
was sorry there was no mention of 
Meret Oppenheim’s erotically surre-
alist fur cup and saucer, or of Roald 
Dahl’s bewitching reimagining of 
Little Red Riding Hood as an ava-
ricious prepubescent assassin.) 

In Dressed, Bari, a cultural his-
torian, tackles an immense subject: 
the clothes we choose to wear and 
why and how we wear them. As she 
puts it in her introduction, ‘Clothes 
tell our stories, some that we would 
rather not tell, others that we hardly 
know ourselves.’ The book is struc-
tured by item – from dresses through 
suits, coats and jackets to pockets, purses 
and suitcases – and each chapter opens 
with a page or two of memoir. I’m not 
sure these passages are entirely success-
ful: Bari’s reminiscences add very little to 
Dressed, though perhaps it could not call 
itself contemporary literary nonfiction 
without them.

But Dressed is irresistible when Bari 
riffs with extraordinary breadth and depth 
on the cultural meanings of the items she 
describes. The chapter on shoes opens with 
Edouard Manet’s Olympia gazing coolly 

out at us like a Second Empire Kate Moss, 
wearing only a single blue and white satin 
backless slipper that, I have to confess, I 
had never noticed before. It is ‘footwear 
that cares not one whit for functionality’, 
observes Bari. ‘Manet’s demi-mondaine, 
who will never need to stand, is destined 

always to be supine, supremely sexed.’ The 
names of shoes, Bari writes, are like an 
incantation: 

brogues and clogs, decks and Doc Martens, 
espadrilles, flip-flops, galoshes, gumboots, 
kitten heels, lace-ups, loafers, moccasins, 
mules, sturdy oxfords, studs, trainers, wad-
ers and walking boots. Each offers a way 
of navigating the world. We can flounder, 
trip or trek. We walk the earth in so many 
ways, with such determination and desire, 
that sometimes it feels as though we might 
even step clear off it and away.

From Paris in the 1860s we move to 
Mount Sinai, where God commands 
Moses to remove his shoes because he 
stands on holy ground, and Rome, where 
Emperor Nero kicks his pregnant wife 
Poppaea to death for nagging him about 
getting home late. We learn that the hu-
man foot possesses more nerve endings 
than any other part of the body; we re-
ceive Primo Levi’s valuable advice that 
shoes are the most important thing in 
times of war, ‘because if you have shoes, 
then you can run and steal’. Bari reminds 
us of a line in Shakespeare’s Sonnet 130: 
‘My mistress, when she walks, treads on 

the ground’. ‘This doubled mo-
tion’, Bari says, ‘suggests two feet 
but it also serves, mischievously, 
to supply an extra beat to meet the 
metrical footage required by iambic 
pentameter … metaphorically an-
choring the mistress on earth and 
metapoetically drawing our atten-
tion to the writer’s own unerring 
sense of metre.’ 

On and on we wander, past Gin-
ger Rogers and Fred Astaire, Zin-
edine Zidane and Michael ‘Air’ 
Jordan, Jean-Jacques Rousseau walk-
ing and Haruki Murakami running, 
Ted Hughes and Heidegger, as Bari 
meditates on flight and resistance, 
movement and autonomy: ‘Freud 
asks what does woman want, but he 
might also ask where might a woman 
go, who might she love and what 
might she choose to leave behind?’

I put Dressed down having been 
dazzled by Bari’s learning and 
insights and, at last, won over by her 
apparent inability to use one descrip-
tor if she can think of two (Eliza 

Doolittle is an ‘incorrigible enunciator’; 
Mary Poppins is ‘insanely competent’). I 
also along the way compiled a long list 
of classic movies to watch and gleaned 
a wealth of fascinating new information. 
Dhaka muslin, for instance, so ethereal 
that it was known as the ‘skin of the moon’, 
was traditionally made from cotton carded 
using the jawbone of a Gangetic catfish 
and smoothed in the skin of a mud eel. I 
knew houndstooth was ‘named whimsi-
cally for the canines of canines’, but I had 
never thought to associate herringbone 
with the bones of herrings. ‘Here, animals 

‘Lady in a Fur Wrap’ by El Greco, 1577–9
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give these issues the respect they deserve. 
Don’t buy compulsively without sparing a 
thought for the resources (human and oth-
erwise) used to feed ‘the inner emptiness 
… the dress seeks to fill’. More than this, 
though, Bari communicates the joy and 
powerful sense of interconnected humanity 
clothes can bring. They are, she writes, ‘the 
stuff of our material life and the expression 
of an immaterial one, too’.
To order this book from the Literary Review 
Bookshop, see page 19.

‘Even now, after working on this book 
for several years, I find it difficult to 

explain to strangers where I am writing 
about,’ Caroline Crampton confesses in The 
Way to the Sea. It is a hard book to catego-
rise. One might call it a kind of loose-knit, 
autobiographically inflected portrait of the 
Thames Estuary, if that helps. Crampton 
has spent a lot of time on a sailing boat out 
beyond the eastern reaches of the river with 
her parents, white South Africans who left 
the country years ago and took to the sea. 
Before that, by the time she was six, she 
had lived in six different houses. But this 
isn’t a straightforward source-to-sea journey 
down the Thames, though it is arranged as 
such, and there aren’t many descriptions of 
the author’s own experiences on the water.

Instead it’s a kind of prolonged, lyrical 
meditation on the meaning of the Thames, 
especially the forgotten, ignored, even ‘ugly’ 
bit of the river that lies to the east of Lon-
don. This is a heavily industrialised land-
scape of petrol refineries and container 
storage depots, of ‘cooling towers, cranes 
and pylons’. It is also home to the largest 
offshore wind farm in the world, covering 
a staggering forty square miles.

There are many feats of brilliant engi-
neering east of the capital, though whereas 
the Victorians might have been loud and 
proud about them, most of us today seem 
hardly to have heard of them. The cranes 
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Night Plunderers & River Pilferers
The Way to the Sea: The Forgotten Histories of the Thames Estuary

By Caroline Crampton
(Granta Books 315pp £16.99)

at the massive new port of London Gate-
way are the largest on any quayside in the 
world, while the Thames Barrier remains 
an astonishing feat of construction to this 
day; it’s so well built that, according to a 
recent survey, it will continue to do its job 
until at least 2070. 

Yet the estuary is also an ecologically 
valuable landscape of marshes and mudflats, 
a place exuding that salt-edged promise of 
the great world beyond that Joseph Con-
rad evokes so brilliantly. Crampton draws 
heavily on authors like Conrad to shape her 
own account, which throws up a number 
of insights and anecdotes. 

You might think of the Thames Estu-
ary as a relentlessly bleak, strange land-
scape, but if you witness a good sunrise, 
you might feel, as J M W Turner did, that 
‘the skies over Thanet are the loveliest in 
all Europe’. Still, this does seem one of 
the more brooding corners of England. 
At the meeting point of the Thames and 
the Medway you can still see the masts 
of the SS Richard Montgomery poking out 
of the grey water. She was an American 
ship heavily laden with munitions and 
high explosives that went down in August 
1944, shortly after the Normandy land-
ings, while en route to France. 

Even today, no one dares move her. A 
study back in 1970 suggested that if she 
went up (and she still could) the explosion 

would send a 300-metre-wide column of 
water and debris almost three kilometres into 
the air, and break all the windows in nearby 
Sheerness. It might also set a tsunami up to 
four metres high racing down the Thames. 
The total explosive force of her cargo is one 
twelfth of that of the bombs dropped on 
Hiroshima and Nagasaki combined. 

Then there’s the eerie Deadman’s Island. 
For years, the tide here has been steadily 
eroding the muddy foreshore. From the 
early 18th century, the creek next to the 
island was used as a ‘quarantine anchor-
age’ for boats entering the mouth of the 
Thames, ‘and anyone who died during 
the isolation period would be buried in an 
unmarked grave on this isolated, muddy 
island’. In 2013 a filmmaker managed to 
get onto the island (it isn’t easy) and saw 
coffins emerging from the ooze and human 
bones scattered all along the shore. And 
then there are the shady characters who 
made a living on the Thames: one 18th-
century magistrate categorised them as 
‘river pirates, night plunderers, river pil-
ferers, fraudulent lumbers, scuffle-hunters, 
mudlarks [and] artificers’. 

The author’s politics are a little too 
much like those of a right-on recent gradu-
ate, and there’s much on the wickedness 
and oppression of the British Empire. Yes, 
Singapore is struggling dreadfully as a 
result of 150 years of cruel British rule, isn’t 
it? Still, you won’t find a more elegantly 
written guide to this strange, little regarded 
and generally unloved section of the Brit-
ish landscape, with its skies of ‘bright 
pearly grey’, its shipwrecks and ghosts, its  
complex, lonely, melancholy appeal.
To order this book from the Literary Review 
Bookshop, see page 19.

are made playful, flattering, elegantly civi-
lised so that they are hardly recognisable 
as animals at all,’ Bari writes.

The sprawling nature of the subject 
means that many of the questions Bari 
poses with such earnest passion can never 
be answered: this is an exploration rather 
than a definitive account, inspiring the 
reader to look again at their own relation-
ships with the garments that clothe them 
and the receptacles they carry. What did 
that bag of my most precious childhood 

possessions, packed and ready at my bed-
side every night and without which I could 
not get to sleep, really signify? Why do I 
atavistically long for a fur coat, despite my 
conscious efforts to eat less meat? Bari 
quotes Marianne Moore: ‘To wear the 
Arctic fox, you have to kill it.’ 

In the end, Dressed is an argument for 
taking apparently frivolous things seriously. 
What we choose to buy and wear comes 
laden with political, economic and personal 
implications, and Bari urges her readers to 
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