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FIFTY BAGS

 

The bag is at once the simplest, the most complicated and the most emotion-laden of accessories. It is simple because since time immemorial it has served as a vital tool for living, even survival – there is evidence that one of the
bag genres featured in this book, the backpack, was used by our nomadic forebears. It is complicated because the bag has developed and fulfilled so many different functions that its diversity is almost bewildering – we would
scarcely recognize the generic relationship at all between, say, a nylon bicycle pannier and a calf-leather Gucci or Moschino.

Finally, it is emotion-laden because in one of its key manifestations, the handbag, it can be deeply expressive of a woman’s life – serving as a companion,
a receptacle of secrets, a status object and a means of self-display. This investment of emotion explains, and to some degree
justifies, the handbag’s key place in contemporary fashion culture, as well as the extraordinary ‘It bag’ explosion of the
1990s and 2000s. The handbag, it seems, has become an icon of our postmodern globalized culture – and, like all icons, is
alternately venerated and contested, desired and dismissed.


The handbag, however, is by no means the only kind of bag that the Design Museum wishes to celebrate in this book. At least
as much design ‘capital’ goes into the development of, say, an effective army rucksack as goes into a beautiful Fendi baguette.
It is, above all, the endless diversity and ingenuity of bag design that are on display here.
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A woman’s companion: whether an Orla Kiely tote (see page 2) or a classic Chanel 2.55 (right), the handbag is much, much more
than a mere receptacle.
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