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Social Media Handles

James Sullivan (@sullivanjames) / Twitter

James Sullivan (@sullivanjamesg) • Instagram photos and videos

James Sullivan - Affiliated Faculty - Emerson College | LinkedIn

Associated Websites
● James Sullivan Website

● Watch Riveted: The History of Jeans | American Experience | Official Site | PBS

● Newburyport Documentary Film Festival

https://twitter.com/sullivanjames
https://www.instagram.com/sullivanjamesg/
https://www.linkedin.com/in/james-sullivan-aa76a925
https://www.jamessullivanauthor.com/
https://www.pbs.org/wgbh/americanexperience/films/riveted-history-of-jeans/
https://www.nbptdocufest.org/


● Lit Crawl Boston

● James Sullivan Amazon

Profile
I'm an author, longtime Boston Globe contributor and freelance journalist. From

1995-2004 I was a pop music and culture critic for the San Francisco Chronicle. I've

been an editor for Rolling Stone and a consultant for Pandora and SiriusXM. I teach in

the Journalism department at Emerson College.

In my spare time, I am the Program Director and events moderator for the Newburyport

Documentary Film Festival and founder of Lit Crawl Boston. I have served as a Library

Trustee, an alumni mentor at the University of New Hampshire, and a workshop

volunteer at 826 Boston.

Jeans: A Cultural History of an American Icon

Fashion critics have called blue jeans "the American uniform." Whether torn and frayed

or pressed and embroidered, they are the definitive icon of our contemporary culture.

How did this simple pair of denim cotton indigo-dyed pants come to mean so much to so

many? In "Jeans," journalist and pop culture critic James Sullivan tells the story of this

amazing garment, from its humble utilitarian origins to its ubiquitous presence in the

21st-century global economy. Covering a broad range of topics – from the rise and fall

of the indigo industry to the enduring mythos of the cowboy, the explosion of teen

https://bostonbookfest.org/year-round-events/lit-crawl-boston/
https://www.amazon.com/-/de/James-Sullivan/e/B001JP9PGK?ref_=dbs_p_pbk_r00_abau_000000


culture in the Baby Boom era, and the globalization of textile manufacturing – "Jeans" is

a history of American culture as told through its favorite pants.



Review

https://www.proquest.com/openview/7ca4b62eb651823e80589da96607abb6/1?pq-origsite=gscholar&cbl=27306


Jeans

General

Jeans are pants made from denim or dungaree cloth. They were invented by Jacob

Davis and Levi Strauss in 1873 and are worn still but in a different context. Jeans are

named after the city of Genoa in Italy, a place where cotton corduroy, called either jean

or jeane, was manufactured. Levi Strauss came from Germany to New York in 1851 to

join his older brother who had a dry goods store.

Jeans are made of a material called denim. The name “denim” comes from the name of

a sturdy fabric called “Serge de Nîmes”, initially made in Nîmes, France, hence “de

Nîmes” - “denim”.

Indigo dye is a color used for coloring the denim. It is an organic dye with a distinctive

blue color. It was manufactured and used in India, from where it got its name, since the

ancient times.

Timeline

● 1600

○ The origins of  modern denim fabric can be traced back to Genoa, Italy

and Nimes, France.  A  sturdy cotton indigo-dyed fabric called bleu de

Gênes (blue from Genoa) was produced in Genoa, Italy. When weavers in

Nimes, attempted to replicate the cloth from Genoa, they produced a

serge fabric (heavier, twill woven fabric) called serge de Nîmes (serge

http://www.historyofjeans.com/
https://www.typesofjeanfits.com/a-brief-history-of-jeans-denim-history-timeline/


from Nimes). Bleu de Gênes is the origin of ‘blue jeans’ and serge de

Nîmes is the origin of the word ‘denim’.  By the 17th century, the fabric

was vital to the working class in northern Italy. Early cargo lists indicated

that these low-cost, durable fabrics were shipped beyond the local regions

to northern Europe.

● 1873

○ On May 20, 1873, Nevada tailor Jacob Davis and San Francisco dry

goods merchant Levi Strauss were granted a US patent for copper rivet

reinforced work pants leading to the first modern blue jeans. Early on, the

sturdy trousers, called “waist overalls”, proved very popular with factory

workers, ranchers, miners and farmers.

○ Jeans remained popular in the west and competitors who produced denim

trousers and overalls for cowboys and laborers soon followed. Among the

early 20th century manufacturers were the HD Lee Mercantile Company

and the Great Western Garment Company (a Canadian company, which

was fully acquired by Levi’s in1972).

● 1930

○ The 1930’s and 40’s saw the spread of blue jeans beyond the West and

beyond just utility as just a work pant, thus crossing classed divisions.

Jeans were a hard-wearing, easy-to-clean play-wear pant for children and

also men and women adopted blue jeans as casual wear.

○ Visitors from across the country and from Europe would vacation at ‘dude

ranches’ and this helped spread the popularity of blue jeans. Eastern



stores would stock blue jeans for the vacationers to take West. Western

movies and novels also helped popularize the rugged trousers. A June

1935 issue of Vogue magazine featured blue jeans in their pages hinting

at the future when denim would be considered part of fashion.

● 1950

○ Just as western movies brought jeans to more of the public in the 1930’s

and 40’s,  music and film added another cultural dimension to blue jeans

in the 1950’s. This time movie icons such as James Dean, Marlon Brando,

Elvis. Marilyn Monroe added an edgy, rebellious and sexy allure to jeans

which particularly appealed to the teenage/youth culture. Pivotal movies

that helped these icons further transform how denim is worn include

Marlon Brando in The Wild One (1953), James Dean in Rebel Without a

Cause (1955) and Marilyn Monroe in The Misfits (1961).

● 1960

○ The 1960’s and 70’s saw the next generation of youth culture and blue

jeans. The look of blue jeans was diversified to include bell bottom styles

and paints, prints patches and embroidery.  Influencers include popular

music and the counter-culture of the 60’s and 70’s. For example, Sonny

and Cher helped popularize bell-bottoms in the 1970’s. But it wasn’t just

ranchers, manual laborers, vacationing dude-ranchers, rebellious youth

and the counter-culture that wore denim, Jeans, in one form or another,

were now casual wear for the masses.

● 1980



○ By the 1980’s, blue jeans had become a commonly worn garment. So it

seems inevitable that the next step in the evolution of the blue jean was

the adaptation of this once work pant as a high fashion piece. The luxury

jean came into full fruition in the 1980’s. Designers that offered these

high-end jeans included Calvin Klein, Versace and Gucci.

○ Popular culture and counter-culture still held sway over blue jean trends.

The punk music subculture inspired skinny jeans and the mottled snow

wash look on denim.

● 1990

○ The firmly established dominance of youth subculture and the continued

influence of popular music shaped blue jean trends in the 1990’s and

2000’s.

○ Grunge and hip-hop music heavily influenced jean styles.Distressed

denim, overalls, baggy jeans and denim-on-denim are signature looks

from this era. Pop stars such as Britney Spears and Christina Aguilera

sorted ultra low-rise jeans in the early 2000’s, at the tale-end of the 90’s

era.

● 2000

○ The 2000’s saw the crest of a reiteration of blue jeans as high-end

apparel. While the 1980’s heralded the rise of the luxury brand jean from

fashion labels such as Calvin Klein and Gucci which offer a full range of

apparel, the new premium blue jeans were from denim-only brands such

as True Religion, 7 For All Mankind, Citizens of Humanity and Diesel.



○ Sustainable fashion came to the fore in the early 1990’s and by the 2000’s

had become a practice used by many labels including makers of blue

jeans. The skinny jean re-surged aided by new technology in stretch

denim fabrics.

Interesting Facts

● -The orange thread that Levi Strauss & Co. uses for the stitching of jeans is

trademarked. It is used as a distinguishable feature and to match the color of

copper rivets.

● -Rivets are used on jeans to make them stronger, especially on pockets. In the

beginning, Levi Strauss & Co. Placed rivets on all pockets, front, and back but

people complained that rivets on the back pockets scratched saddles and chairs

so at first, they covered them and then removed them altogether from the back

● -Making of one pair of Levi 501s requires 37 separate sewing operations.

● -The oldest known pair of Levi's jeans were found in 1997 and was 100 years

old.

● -The first jeans came in two styles, indigo blue, and brown cotton "duck."

● -The first name for jeans was "waist overalls."

● -The first label ever to be attached to a piece of a garment was a red flag that

was sewed next to the back pocket of Levi Strauss’ jeans.

● -Jeans were first colored with indigo because darker color better hides the dirt.

● In a time when the jeans were worn by factory workers, jeans for men had

zippers on the front, but jeans for women had zippers on the side.

http://www.historyofjeans.com/jeans-facts/interesting-facts-about-jeans/


● A boutique in the New York East Village called “Limbo” was the first retailer to

wash a new pair of jeans to get a used, worn effect. It became a new fashion hit.

● -Twenty thousand tons of indigo are produced annually for dyeing of jeans.

● -Name 'denim' comes from the name of a sturdy fabric called serge, initially

made in Nîmes, France.

● From one bale of cotton, around 225 pairs of jeans can be made.

● -Statistically, every American owns, on average, seven pairs of blue jeans.

● The birthday of blue jeans is considered May 20, 1873, a date when Jacob Davis

and Levi Strauss and Co. obtained a patent for blue jeans.

● Blue jeans were banned at certain places like schools, theaters, and restaurants

in the ‘50s because they were seen as a form of rebellion against conformism.

● Over 50% of denim is produced in Asia, specifically China, India, and

Bangladesh.

● To eliminate the shrinkage, most of the denim fabric is washed in water after

coloring.

● Indigo that is used for the coloring of denim for jeans is a very old color that was

made from plants but now is synthetically made.

● Stretch denim is a type of denim that is used for skinny jeans. It is not made from

pure cotton, but it has an elastic component such as elastane.

● -Only a few grams of the indigo is required for the coloring of each pair of blue

jeans.

● -Approximately 450 million pairs of jeans are sold in the United States every year.



● Blue jeans became popular for the first time outside of the United States, thanks

to American Soldiers in World War II wore jeans when they were off-duty.


