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Everyfhing about

women's clothes
changed when their
hemlines finally got
off the ground. -
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skirts rose off the ground at
the start of this century, the
clothed bodies of women tock
on wholly new visual propor-
tions. All the old assumptions
about what women's clothes
were like had to be scrapped
and the changing relation be-
tween hemtine and waist level
became a crucial index of
fashionable change, Legs and
feet suddenty had to be incor-
porated into any total visual
scheme, and the total volume
of clothes was sharply re-
duced.

For a thousand years, the
skirt had reached the feet no
maltter what shape it took, and
some kind of firm girdle had to
grip the torsg to support the
mass below. A balancing mass

Anne Hollander is an art histo-
rian and the author of “Seeing
Through Clothes.”
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appeared above — a sleeved
bodice and-a-headdress. Inall
those centuries, fashion ex-
pressed Itself on the surface
and at the extremities of this.
basic formuta, in the ebb and
flow of sleeves and skiris bal-
looning and collapsing by
turns, or in the rise and fall of
hair and hat. A waist anchored
everything at the center,
sometimes varying in level.
varlations of accessory and
ornamentation were far more
important to the quick flow of
fashion than shifts in baslc

‘form. Serious designers did

not exist. — only gifted devis-
ers of surface effect, backed
up by skitted craftsmen.
Following the modern im-
pulse toward abstraction,
early 20th-century fashion
made haste to abolish the
waist, minimize bodily curves
and reduce the skirt to a sug-
gestion, The ancient theme of
a firm bodice stabilizing a
tong,full skirt lost all its estab-
lished continuity and became
simply one of many future op-
tions. The shape of the clothed
female body became like *‘the
cone, the cylinder and the
sphere’ — the elements of

Cézanne's program for ab-
' al- nateral- form.-
And female dress became as
abstract as other forms of
modern design. At the same
time, women's clothing be-
came a prestigious area for
the work of Imaginative de-
signers; it became a new field
for the serious exercise of
modern esthetic views. .
_ The 20th-century respect for
functional construction and
delight in its appearance were
extended fo the female body.
Attention came to focus on a
woman’s actual structure,
with its fufl human comple-
ment of noticeable bones and
working joints, Including twao
complete, movable legs with
articulated and supportive
feet: Bone; tendon and muscle-
asserled their visual authority
after a millennium of obiusca-
tion and idealization. Women’s

clothes were no fonger used to .

hide or remodel the body's
structural truth. They began
to work with it, to create a fe-
licitous interchange between
the form of a garment and the
moving forms of a female
body. Fashion came to consist
of shifts in the Tules of this in.

Left; Designer Yves Saint Laurent's 1978 short
skirt with blouson juckef. Above: Dress shyles
from a pre-20th-century cotalogus, when
hemlines swept the ground. Below: The short
skirts of the 1920°s, worn with hats and gloves.
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terplay, and, as a result, sex-
ual allure had to change its
tactics,

Up to this point, female sex
uality expressed through
clothing had relied on varia-
tions of décolletage, combined
with stricture and padding to
emphasize the female torso in
different ways, Even more, it
had depended on the symbolic
mysltery of mobile and com-
plex surface arrangements,
Billowing frills, sweeping
trains and swinging hoops,
fluttering ribboens and stray-
ing ringlets were all designed
to make distracting sugges-
tions of their own. They
created a kind of public cere.
mony te guard and celebrate
the hidden shrine. In its new,
reduced mode, female cloth.

_1ing, like modern architecture,

demanded new methods for
old purposes: calling attention

to plain facts and supgesting

unattainable treasures.

egs did a
great deal of
this work.
Having kept
ot of sight
for se Iong,
they now of-
fered  stun-
ing new
aspects of female attractive-
ness. The way in which skirts
covered cor failed to cover sec-
tions of the leg made a new
kind of difference in the look of
the dressed woman — espe-
cially in emphasizing the

erotic gulf beiween youth and
age. Up until the 19th century,
all little girls as welt as alt ma-
ture women had worn floor-
length skirts. Only after about
1810 were little girls dressed in
short skirts, and so for the next
century short skirts meant
childhood and long skirls
meant sexual maturlty. When
the 20th.century woman re-

YUIFed & TIewW SYIHUOL Ul 1rees
dom, the short skirt was
ready-made for the task. It
had come to suggest the insou.
ciant and audacious school-
girl, a being full of sexual pos-
sibility without sexual respon-
sibility, innocently seductive
and often silly but fundamen-
tally honest.

Another meaning already
adhered to short skirts — the
suggestion of erotic theatrical
exhibition, Well before 1800,
while sober women and good
girls were wearing long skirts,
female acrobats and dancers
in short gnes were kicking up
their heels before the public.
Such women were ceriainly
not respectable, and the line
was blurred between serious
stage art and straight erotic
display. The feminine freedom
gained by shortening the skirt
brought with it some shady,
stagey connotations, some
spice in the mixture of youth
and zest., But the necessary
overtones of unattainability
were preserved by the high
heel and the tough, elastic gir-
dle. These kept the free-look-
ing legs from actually striding
and the clearly outlined pelvis
from moving at all.

. In the first half of our cen-

tury, att fernale fashion kept a
traditional feminine cast de-
spite ils modern gestures, No
desire to be an astronaut or a
pirate or a lumberjack was ex-
pressed by the elements of fe-
male clothing. Trousers were
_utilitarian, worn only for sport
(Continued on Page 162}
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It you're a C, D or DD figure, now you
too can enjoy The Olga Touch? of
quality, fit and fashion smooihness.
Eveniiyou've never been able to wear
Olga beforel Incredibly comfortable
too: plush cushioned straps, flexible
underwire support, in no-seam Dag-
ron® polyester and soft nylon/Lycra®
spandex. Don't be harnessed for life in
stiff bulky bras that show, Discover
Suddenly Smooth? So especially for
you, Olga doesn'l even makeitin A
or B! #320 with lace, Nude, 32-38
C-D-DD, 16.50. -
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Available at
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Miniskirts worn in 1960, This spring, some desigﬁers are

showing this length, although not in these full shapes,

or labor. Sexual freedem in
dress did not extend to experi-
ments in sexual ambiguity,
nor did the real grasp of fe-
male power extend much be-
yond the power of sex itsetl.
.But the suggestion of the stage
had come to stay, to lie in wait
for full realization in the liber-
ated future.

eare
now coming to the end of this
momentous century in
women's dress. It has taken

" the better part of it for us to

get so used to short skirts that
we no lenger care how short
they are, so long as the propor-
tions please and their shape
fits our momentary mood, The
issue of skirt length, once a
Jmatter of public contreversy,
has retreated to the realm of
private taste, The waistline
used to shift or vanish while
“the watching faithful held
their breath; now we 160K in
the mirror and decide each
case on its merits. It has taken
most of the century for trou-
sers to become a natural ele-
ment of female costume, and
they are finally free of all con-
nections with unseemliness,
mannishness or horsiness.
They are being offered by
imaginative designers in hun-
dreds of diverse shapes, for
women o wear in any setting,
_The point is clear;: We no
longer need to make joint

statements about meodernity;
the personal-theater of dress
has become a2 dominant force
in fashion.

Women may now actually do
anything or be anything, with-
out ceasing to be themselves
or women, and so they are aiso
at liberty to dress up as any-
thing without damage to their
honor. If a woman wears se-
quins and feathers o a parly,
no one there will refuse to be-
lieve she is a corporation law-
ver. Clothes- are- potent- sig--
nals, but they readily lend
their power to the pleasures of
private entertalnment and the
deeper reaches of fantasy.

Designers are deftly explor-
ing the possibilities. In
clothes, all basic forms still
carry their old meanings and
so all new Ideas can freely
play on them. Overtones of
cowboy and grease monkey
may combine with the flavor
of heodium or duchess; school-
mistress and prizefighter with
pageboy and milkmaid. Skirts
and sleeves may suggest old
movies or ancient bas-reliefs,
One great ald to the show busi-
ness of clothes has been the
rise of instant nostalgia, which
allows even the recent past fo
keep its charm. The images in
today's fashion drama never
wholly leave the stage. All
they need is clever new music
and a spotlight to bring them
front and center. Thigh-high
skirts, heavy gypsy flounces
and strictly tailored trousers
all hang together on the rack,
ready for the right scene, the
right material, the right cue,
The 2ist century will find it all
ahard act to follow. W
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