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Pockets



Because we don’t want to carry all our stuff 
in our hands.

Pockets

Even before humans developed trade 
systems and currency, we developed pockets, 
purses, and other means of transporting 
small valuables.

We will find a way to put small things in our 
pockets,  shoes, waistband, bust support, 
hat, bag, basket, etc. or we will tie things 
onto our garments. 

Losing the ability to carry a few small things 
rocks our sense of freedom and autonomy.

Point of View



Memory and Identity
Think of all of the metaphorical phrases we have 
today that refer to pockets: ‘out of pocket’ 
meaning having lost out in a financial transaction, 
‘in pocket’ for having money or funds, to ‘pocket’ 
something means to conceal or keep it private, ‘put 
one’s hand in one’s pocket’ for generosity and even 
something as simple as ‘empty pockets’ for being 
broke. 

In 1693, a man testifying in court used the words 
‘kept one Pocket and one Bed’ to describe the 
union between himself and the woman he was 
living with. Tie-on pockets too had a wide range of 
metaphorical and symbolic meanings over the 
years. 

Memory and identity



1500-1650
Extant

Fashion Dolls 

Practicality

Assumptions
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In a chapter on ‘The Grossenesse of former Times’, the 1613 text The 
Treasvrie of Avncient and Moderne Times, a compendium of observations 
collated from a variety of European authors, said of the hose men used 
to wear that they were ‘made close to their limbes, wherein they had no 
menes for Pockets'.10

However, in his work illustrating historical and contemporary dress from 
around the world, Vecellio indicated that pockets were a relative novelty 
of the end of the fifteenth century, writing of the ‘reformed and more 
modest dress’ of some Venetian women that:

“I have found that in those times trains were not worn long but held up 
and attached to the belt or to the edges of pockets — which were being 
used for the first time, though their use continued for a very long time 
afterward.”

https://www.euppublishing.com/doi/full/10.3366/cost.2017.0022


Pocket 
Alternatives

According to The Fairchild Dictionary of Fashion, muffs 
continually made appearances throughout the centuries; 
Charlotte Mankey Calasibetta writes:
“muffs have been used since the second half of the sixteenth 
century and have appeared in women’s dress with great 
regularity. Large muffs were optional accessories for 
extremely stylish men in the 1690s and again in the 1770s to 
1780s, while smaller ones were used in the first half of the 
eighteenth century. Muff-handbags were an interesting 
adaptation carried by women in the 1880s when handbags 
were new. Fur muffs for little girls were fashionable as 
recently as the 1960s.” (149)

Pockets in Muffs

Sweet bags, reticules, chatelaines, handbags and 

purses.



The pocket in Eleonora di Toledo's funeral dress skirt, 1562 (Palazzo Pitti, 

Florence), made of silk taffeta

Two pieces of yellow taffeta were found amongst the satin remnants of the burial gown of 
Eleonora di Toledo (1522–1562) which are thought to have comprised a pocket, whilst the 
pockets in the loose gowns and nightgowns of Mary I (1516–1558) were always made of 
black satin.





Bolso also known as Faltriquera, or Spanish pocket dated 1575-

1600 just within period at Museo del Traje or Museum of costume 

in Madrid. "Woman at her toilet", 1575-78, Alessandro Allori



Birth of the Virgin by 

Alessandro Allori, 

1595



Extant red velvet dress of time period of the funeral dress- 

no direct proof that it was worn by Eleonora of Toledo, but 

same timeframe and style.



The wardrobe accounts of Elizabeth I show that pockets were often placed in her gowns, 
nightgowns, safeguards and cloaks. A ‘straight bodied Gowne of blak taphata’ made for the 
Queen in 1569 had a ‘Pockett of carnation taphata’, while a loose gown made in 1574 of 
‘plaine blak vellat’ also had pockets made of ‘blak taphata’.30 The records for the alteration 
of a gown ‘brought out of Fraunce’ for Elizabeth note that the gown included a ‘pockett of 
blak taphata’, but whether the gown had originally been made with such a pocket or 
whether the Queen's tailor Walter Fyshe (fl. 1557–1586) had inserted it is unknown.31

Pockets could be remade or added to a garment after its initial construction: in 1575, Fyshe 
had the task of ‘makinge newe pockettes of blak taphata’ for a black wrought velvet cloak, 
and in 1580 of ‘making of a pockett for a rounde kyrtell of yellowe taphata’.32 The fabric 
which pockets were made from generally did not match the rest of the garment, but they 
did often coordinate with trimmings, as in a safeguard of black tuft taffeta ‘borderid with 
blak sarceonett and pocketts of like sarceonett’.33 Elizabeth's pockets were predominantly 
made of taffeta, but she also had pockets of grosgrain or sarcenet, and occasionally they 
were lined with fustian, presumably for strength.34

Two pieces of yellow taffeta were found amongst the satin remnants of the burial gown of 
Eleonora di Toledo (1522–1562) which are thought to have comprised a pocket, whilst the 
pockets in the loose gowns and nightgowns of Mary I (1516–1558) were always made of 
black satin.35 However, when a garment was made for someone else, whether a dwarf, a 
maid or a lady of the court, the wardrobe accounts of Mary and Elizabeth show that the 
pockets included were almost always made of either fustian or buckram, as opposed to a 
type of silk cloth.36

Elizabeth's pockets were not necessarily made from offcuts of fabric: Baptist Hicks (1551–
1629) delivered ‘two yerds thre quarters of taphata for pocketts’ to the Great Wardrobe in 
1603.37
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Women also wore tie-on pockets long before the end of the seventeenth century. There are a 
number of references in Elizabeth's wardrobe accounts to pockets having been made 
separate to any gowns, as in ‘Item for makinge of Twelve Pockettes of silke grograine: Twelve 
Pockettes of taphata: and Twelve Pocketts of bridge satten’ in 1579.38

In 1608, Sir Thomas Edmondes (c. 1563–1639) sent Sir Robert Cecil (1563–1612) a parcel of 
goods from Brussels, which included ‘2 perfumed pocketts’ alongside Spanish gloves and 
scented candles, and there are extant embroidered pockets in the Museo del Traje in 
Madrid.39 Similar pockets can be seen in several works depicting women — paintings, 
preparatory sketches and prints — by the artists Giovanni Stradano (also known as Jan van 
der Straet (1523–1605)) and Alessandro Allori (1535–1607), both based in Florence in the late 
sixteenth century (Figure 7).40

These items perfectly match Burman and White's definition of tie-on pockets — ‘large, 
discrete garments of a more or less rectangular or oblong shape, designed to be tied around 
the waist, over a petticoat and under a dress’ — except for the fact that they are only visible 
because they are being worn externally, over the skirts.41

This raises the question of whether such items should be seen as a type of bag as opposed 
to a pocket. Although decorated, they do not look as robust or secure as the purses which 
men can be seen sporting in formal portraits, and it is notable that Stradano and Allori's 
images all show women in domestic environments or states of semi-undress, implying that 
in some informal circumstances it may have been acceptable to wear a pocket above your 
clothes for ease of access

https://www.euppublishing.com/doi/full/10.3366/cost.2017.0022
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Women wearing tie-on pockets whilst 
incubating silk worms. Karel van Mallery 
after Jan van der Straet, Vermis sericus, pl. 
3, c. 1595. Engraving, 20 × 27 cm. New York: 
The Metropolitan Museum of Art, The Elisha 
Whittelsey Collection, The Elisha Whittelsey 
Fund, 1950, 49.95.869(2) Metropolitan 
Museum of Art.





1600+
Early Fashion Dolls
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Lucy Locket lost her pocket

Kitty Fisher found it

not a penny was there in it

only ribbons round it.



Salisbury and South 

Wiltshire Museum

mid-1700s

V&A Museum: Pockets of History Project

FASHION DOLLS WITH POCKET



Lady Clapham, 

doll, wearing 

undergarments 

that include a 

pocket, 1690 – 

V&A Museum: Pockets of History ProjectFASHION DOLLS WITH POCKET



Pick-pockets
The Proceedings of the Old Bailey, 1674-1913
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As soon as there were pockets, there were people to pick them. This 

record from the major criminal count of London has over 40,000 case 

results in a search for pocket-related crimes.

Our knowledge of pockets and their contents is largely held in the 

complaints and court records of the time. We are able to research the 

theft of pockets and their contents. 



What does she 
have in her 
pockets?

D[r]opp'd between St. Sepulchres church and Salisbury court in 
fleet-street, going down fleet-lane, and crossing the bridge, a 
pair of white fustian pockets, in which was a silver purse, 
work'd with scarlet and green S.S. In the purse there was 5 or 6 
shillings in money; a ring with a death at length in black 
enamell'd, wrapp'd in a piece of paper; a silver tooth pick case; 2 
cambrick handkerchiefs, one mark'd E.M. the other E5D; a small 
knife; a key and pair of gloves, and a steel thimble. &c. If the 
person who took them up will bring them to mr. peachy's at the 
black boy in the o'd baily, he shall receive a guinea reward, ann 
no questions ask’d.

Unsurprisingly, many women judged that the safest place to 

store keys and other valuables at night was in their pocket, 

typically stowed under their pillow.

Mist's Weekly Journal (London), 22 May 1725



The next was a pickpocket who on the 2. of May seeing 
a young maiden dancing with the Milkwoman made shift to 
steal a box and 21 shillings 6. pence in money out of 
her Pocket , and according to method, forthwith delivered it 
to a boy his Confederate, who immediately ran away and is 
not yet taken. 

But our young practitioner was not so much Mr. of Art as to 
perform the Exploit clerely, for he was both perceived by the 
Girl, diving in her pocket and seen by another deliver away 
the prize, so that he was found Guilty . 



Old Bailey Proceedings punishment summary.

5th June 1679

There were in all Eleven Persons, Seven men and Four 

women, received Sentence of Death, viz. Two for Horse-

stealing, in which they rid double, each being guilty of two 

Indictments; One for Pocket-picking; Three for Burglary and 

House-breaking; Two women, notorious Shop-lifters; and 

Two other women and a man (having all formerly received 

Mercy) for several Felonies.

There were likewise Six Persons burnt in the hand, Two 

allowed to be Transported, and One ordered to be Whipt: And 

so the Sessions concluded.



Katharine Smith.

Theft: burglary.

9th April 1684

Katharine Smith , known amongst the Pick-Pocket by the name of Yorkshire Kate, was 

Indicted for stealing Handkerchiefs and other linnen, of the Goods of Thomas Williams , and 

found Guilty of Felony and Burglary.

Sentence

Which Tryals being over the Court proceeded to give Judgment as followeth.

Eight received Sentence of Death, viz.

Mary Corbet , for the High Treason, to be burnt to Death. Mary Corbet , for the Murder, Jane 

Robinson , alias Vos, Charles Close , Bernard Trevers , Hugh Kelley , Katharine Smith, 

and Benjamin Gander , alias Gandee, to be hanged.

Three of the Women which received Sentence pleaded their Bellies, viz. Jane Robinson , Mary 

Corbet sentenced for the Treason, and Katharine Smith; upon whom a Jury of Women being 

impanelled, they gave a Verdict, that Jane Robinson was quick with Child, but that the other 

two were not.

https://www.oldbaileyonline.org/static/Crimes.jsp#theft
https://www.oldbaileyonline.org/static/Crimes.jsp#burglary


People and their pockets as property

The terrible fact that a runaway slave was listed as property along with their clothing 

and possessions is important.

In the United states runaway slaves were listed as lost/stolen property along with their 

possessions. These records give us a unique view into the materials used and the 

prevalence of pockets even for women who could own nothing.
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1700-1800
Doll Clothes with Pockets SECTION TITLE (OPTIONAL)
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EVEN THE DOLLS HAD POCKETS

V&A Museum of Childhood
Late 1700s-early 1800s

The fronts and backs of this small pair of 
attached pockets are made of plain weave 
cloth. The vertical openings are reinforced. A 
length of tape attaches the pockets and forms 
the ties. The lower fronts are embroidered with 
silk in a posy of flowers, stems and leaves and 
the edges in a loop and flower design. This 
pair of pockets comes from a collection of 
doll's clothes once the property of Miss Mary 
Spenlove, born in June 1797 (her mother was 
a Miss Morland). 

Their construction and decoration are a very 
precise copy of adult clothes and pockets and 
may have been an early exercise in sewing for 
their owner. Th





PEDLAR DOLL WEARING A POCKET



ANOTHER PEDLAR DOLL



Pedlar Doll, Early-mid 1800s



Mid-1700s Fashion doll



1700-1800
The Golden Age of Pockets

The 18th Century brought an interest in 

embroidering and detailing all sorts of small 

household linens with delicate, often 

personal, embroidery.  

This led to ladies of a variety of means 

purchasing and making a very wide range of 

pocket shapes and decorations. 
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Regency Slim Silhouettes
Extant

Fashion Dolls 

Practicality

Assumptions
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The front and back of this pocket are made of a 

smooth faced cloth, possibly cotton. It is fully lined 

in chamois leather. The opening runs horizontally 

across the pocket and is fastened with a steel press 

stud on a flap. The flap and the edges are bound 

with braid. Lengths of vertical tape attach to the 

top of the pocket and the belt. This pocket is 

probably sewn by machine. It is one of a group 

that has evolved from the conventional tie-on 

pocket to include the use of a waist band inserted 

through two vertical tapes, and horizontal 

openings covered by flaps with press studs.

Fashion Museum, Bath

Late 1800s early 1900s



Child’s 
Dress 
with 
Pocket 
Opening

late 1700s- early 1800s

This young girl's dress is made of unlined cotton printed with small red flowers on a 
coffee and white ground. There is a vertical opening on the wearer's right, in the side 
seam of the skirt below the high waist. It has been darned at the top and there is a tear 
at the lower end of the opening. Openings of this kind gave access to a tie-on pocket 
and this little dress shows that use of these pockets began early for young girls at this 
period. It can be compared to a painting by Sir William Beechey 'Portrait of Sir Francis 
Ford's Children Giving a Coin to a Beggar Boy'



1830+
Voluminous clothes and pockets



Mid-1800s 

Fashion doll



The pocket afforded women a degree of emancipatory privacy 

through individual craft and ownership, enabling a public existence 

independent of the home.  --Illustration from Costumes Historiques de 

France, Vol. 3, 1860



Mid-
1800s 

SEWN IN POCKETS









With thanks to Barbara Burman, independent scholar, and Ariane Fennetaux, Assistant Professor of History, Université de Paris; authors of The Pocket: A Hidden 
History of Women's Lives, 1660-1900, published by Yale University Press.

Hands Deep in History: Pockets in Men and Women's Dress in Western Europe, c. 1480–1630
https://www.euppublishing.com/doi/full/10.3366/cost.2017.0022

Spanish Renaissance pocket and more
http://courtesansca.blogspot.com/2013/07/renaissance-pocket.html

Isobel of Toledo’s funeral dress:
http://theclosethistorian.blogspot.com/2014/08/closet-histories-11-funeral-dress-of.html
http://www.karen.htmlcreators.com/florentine.html

16th Century working woman
https://handcraftedhistory.blog/tag/16th-century/

Proceedings of the Old Bailey- London’s criminal court 1674-1913
https://www.oldbaileyonline.org 
Search for the crime of pickpocketing.

V&A Museum article: Women’s tie-on pockets
https://www.vam.ac.uk/articles/womens-tie-pockets

Doll pockets
https://www.vads.ac.uk/digital/collection/POCKETS/id/359/rec/17
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RESOURCES

http://courtesansca.blogspot.com/2013/07/renaissance-pocket.html
http://theclosethistorian.blogspot.com/2014/08/closet-histories-11-funeral-dress-of.html
http://www.karen.htmlcreators.com/florentine.html
https://www.oldbaileyonline.org/
https://www.vam.ac.uk/articles/womens-tie-pockets
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