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The subject of dress, iike that of
sex, is simultaneously profound and
frivolous, always personal, and some-
how inappropriate for sericus study
with too straight a face. Portentous
solemnity about sex or about clothes
seems ultimately rvidiculous. Never-
theless the temptation to advocate
programmes of sexual conduct or
habits of clothing as deliberate
expressions of sérious  ideas is
apparently perpetual among civilized
peoples. The depth of human feel-
ing sbout thess two related matters
will ususlly guarantee an instani,
strong public response one way or
another, either to a erusadei’s
appeal or a <critic’s ‘blast, Bur
although strong feeling ‘ig
specific faghions in sexual behavious
or in dress are. ephemeral, and it
500N seems just as guaint and jdiotic
that anyone should have cared so

tailored jackets by women, to say
nothing of rousers, as about the
quesdon of whether women might
travel unaccompanied.

Epochs falee themselves serigusly
at e expense of history, and the
faghion turmodl of the past decada
might dncline people o think it was
unprecedented ; but in Health, Art
and Reason, Stella Mary Newton de-
monstrates that* deep concern about
what people were wearitg or should
wear was as.touchy @ question in
1580 as it was in the st year . of
the minfskirt, It i 2 clichd that the
nineteenth century was an’age of
reform; but it de inverest g 10. See
how the consbantly provocarive sub-
ject of clothing could be used 6o
serve the cauge of reform in var 0US
modes nor directly sartoria).

. Mrs Newten begins her hook Wit
i 8 -discussion of the costume devised
: by - Amelia Blgomer of Seneca
Falls, New Yorl, tn 1851, The first
Wiomen’s - Rights Conveation in
Americe bad bean held ‘there only
three years before; but the dedi.
cated and serious spiric of what re-
senent undertaling was nor actually
apparent behind Mrs Bloomer's in.
vention, although she hersels was a
founder and supporter of the cause,

falely lightheanted and ‘Auite sepa-
rate from her $IWOng Dpposition o
existing sexual énequality, or from

Constant, -

much about the wearing of mannish -

Her own view of dress was evidently .

RATIONAL COSTUMHR,

. Viear: “It is customiary for men, I will not say Gentlemen, to remove thetr hats on entering

o church” ; George du

Beyond the

loped & cumbersome and irrarional
complexity unprecedented in the
West. Of cowrse clothing is in its
esgence troublesome, Iike all art. It

represents the need man apparently

has to suffer and struggle w creats
a change in npature for visual saris-
faction. Moreover when the artistic
medium is his own body, man wil}
evidently undergo amazing physical
discomfort to serve his  mesthetic
ends, to say nothing of his coroliary
social aims. The nineteenth century
dffered new sources of wealth, new
technical capacities, and newly com-
plex social patterns to nourish the

Maurier’s comment in Punicly,

1896, on upper-class girly

fashion
principle

By Anne Hollander

cycling wear,

lust  for self-expression through but that the perperval and extreme
clothing, but along with these not  chanrges in fashion were essentially
unfamiliar kinds of encouragement irvatienal. While i is in process,
for display came a nmew one : his- of course, the steady change from

torical awareness.

The study of the past gradually
developed into & responsible discip-
line during the ninsteenth century,
and one minor result of this was the
appearance of a number of serious
histories of costume. It was now
possible to survey the whole course
of fashion at one glance, and to dis.
cover not only that tha clathes of
ceriain  periods were, objectively
more beautiful than those of others,

by exerting
aesthetic
influence of

its complately

one fashicn of dress to angther
feel obscurely desirable: it worles
a constant, undeniable
pull, despite the possible
¥ @ veactionary counter-
pull, Thus, when in mid-nineteents
century full skirts were
they continued to get ever .larger, -
to satisfy and push to the
general viswal pleasure in that beil-
shaped female image. Only then did
the ridiculousness of the fashion in
developed form

masciline

=

does

in fashion,

limit the

sud-

ments of the prevalling mode hefore
the spirit of reform awakened.

More interesting than the specifie
suggestions for dressreform com-
celved at any single moment in the
century (such as Dr Fasger’s Woollen
System of Dress in the 1880s) was
the rather general and wholly new
idea that fashion should be abolished
altogether, Moral slavery seemed ro
be the condition required for wish-
ing 1 follow the mode, since the
phenoniena of fashion could now be
seen to have no morally acceptable
genesis, and pleasure in fashion for
its own sake Irad as yer acquired no
serious aesthetic justifications. It is
interesting rhat fashionable dress
was thus officially the enemy of art;
that ir was the enemy of Health apd
Reason was perhaps a bit more
obviaus. In France, Baudelaire was
indeed taking the opposite viewre
that the distortions of fashion are
ennobled by baing yet another asger-
don of man’s need to idealize nature
and aspire 1o the divine. Modern
sensibility since then has conzinued
enlarging its conception of styls rg
include the workings of fashion in
dress, as in other arenas of aesthetic
effort. We are able o se8 not only
the peculiarities of historical dress
bur those of modern clothes as
reasonably honourable expressions
of general  tasts, even though
specific examples may occasionally
disgust and appal.

Mrs Newton's study includes g
further logk at the connexion
between: the mww.ma of female emax.
cipation and the idea of abolishing
fashion. In the early days of the
movement, Myrs Bloomer felt that
reformed clothing might still quire
properly transmit feminine sexual
attraction. Later some ambivalence
emerged among ¢rusading ladies as
to the propriety of dressing attrge-
tively in order to enlit masculine
influence for the cause of wonen’s
escape from sexual bondage. Some
edvocated pretty bonnets and nea:
gloves to enhance serigus ideas, and
for the express purpose of being
teken seriously  as w. men: otherg
insisted on wearing harsh, mascu.
line clothing as a sign of their good
faith, but they often succeed In
alienating by their repelleit appear-
ance the man whoge SUpport - they
hoped 1o engage. If fashion could
really be done away with, it wag

felt, the question . 0f  dressing
with or against it need not
arise for serious women. Im-

portant  issues...could:- be - déaly
with ‘on-a moére’ lofty ‘plane, where
the whole equivocal marter of dress
could attain an equal seriousness,
if it were not perhaps to be totally
ignored. .Qonumm could at least he
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sonatt undeitaking was not actua]ly
apparent behind Mre Blopmer’s jn.
vention, eltlrough she herself wes a
founder and supporter of the CAUSE.
Her own view of dress wag evidently
fairly- lighthearsed end : Uit
~-rate from. her strong 0PPOS,
existing sexual inequality, or from
any feelings of cutrage at the
larger significance of female Db orad-
age to skirts. She herself abandoned
the costume when people continued
to see only the Bloomers and mot
the dssues, The Bloomer costy me was
m.chﬁmmmm as something not so much
practical as attractive, calculabed to
evoke muted visions of Moroccan
harem beauties superimposed on the
neat and conseted feminine shape of
the Western mid-century,

Not the least loss of feminine
allure was supposed to be incuired
by the adoption of dhis tull, divided
garment, which was demonstrably
maodest as well as manageable; but
its critics immediately took up the
issue of sexual identification, and
many cartoons appeared showing
Bloomer-clad girls proposing mar-
riage or taking on other masculine
prerogatives to match their birfur-
cated clotes. - The Bloomer had a
short and rather frivolous fife,
appearing on the music-hall stage
and in popular art and fiction much
more memorably than it éver did in
society. It was nevertheless a.signal
for a wave of attempts to improve
on both luxurious and popular habirs
of dress, a reform movement which
seems generally to have affected the
whole self-conscisus culture of the
later nineteenth century, at least in
England and America. After dis
cussing Bloomers, Mrs Newton’s
Book concenirates on England, de-
scribing the distinct flavour of dress-

. reform characteristic of each decade
and ending with the artitudes to-
wards dress expressed by the Social:
ist movement at the beginning of
this century,

The reflettion of riches in per-
sonal adornment is a very ancient
human pleasure ; and so maturally
with the increase of industrial
expansion, wealth, and all forms of
conspicuous consumption, the
clothes of the mighty were expan-
ded and euriched in the nineteent
century like the Empire itself. In
order te require refornt, dress must
furthermore have come o seem a
monstrous and ridiculous mockery,
like ' the medieval church; and
indeed by the 1860s the clothes of
wealthy and civilized folk, besides
being ostentatiously costly, had deve-

medium 1 his own body, man will
evidently underge amazing physicaj
discomfors to serve his aesthetic
ends, to say nothing of his corollary
social aims. The nineteenth century

offered new sources of wealth, new

technical capacities, and newly com-
rlex social patterns to nourish the

“Iseult”, an

evening goun

,- r e i
and one minor result of this was the
appearance of a number of seripus
histories of costume. It was new
possible to survey the whole course
of fashion at ene glance, and to dis-
cover mwot ouly that the clotlies of
certain periods " were objectively
more beautiful than those of others.

of supposedly medievgl

nspiration, from the Liberty catalogue of 1905,
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influence of & reactionary counter-
pull. Thus, when in mid-nineteenth
century full skirts were In fashion,
they continued {o get ever larger,
to satisfy and push to the Lmit the

- general visual pleasure in that beil-
shaped femnale fmage. Only then did
the ridiculousness of the fashion in
its completely developed form sud-
denly become manifest. The visual
longings of the general public dien
shitted towards a modification of
the enormous bell; and narrower
clothes with back£ullness began to
come increasingly into vogue until
they, too, reached a limit, Ar any
historical remave, the silliness of
either fashion in its extreme form
is instantly obvious, But at the
moment and at close range, they
sach seemed to be appropriate and
pleasing, at least in the eves of the
fashion-minded. It was a newiborn
historical objectivity, combined with

a zeal for selfdmprovement and.

good works, which enabled the
English people to turn a critical eye
.on their own clothes for the first
lime, to see fashion as a form of
bondage, and deliberately to try
resisting or even abolishing it

Mrs Newton points out . that
aitempts on the part of ideologues
to abolish fashion only resulted in
the promulgation of new modes
among the fashion-minded. This Is
& phenomenon recently apparent
in the adoption of the counter-
culture costume by bourgeois intel
lectuals ; and it shows that excli-
sive distinctions are always difficult
to mraintain for long between any
revolutionary style and the estab-
lished mode it intends to Zlout,
whether in dress or other habits,
Radical chic is evidently nothing
new, In the same vein, Mre Newton
2lso shows how ideological reform-
ing zeal about dress tends to in-
veigh -against fashions which are
already” at the limit of their
development and on their way out,
or already abandoned by the
young, attractive and tradifionally
rebellious members of conventional
society. On the other hand, the
variéus types of “reformed” dress
invented during the nineteenth cen-
tury—the Pre-Raphaelite costume,
“aesthetic” dress, classical or
“ Greclan® diress; and the mannish
tailored  clothing  affected by

“strong-minded®  or “platform *

women—became instantly prey to
the novelty-seeking encroachments
of fashion itself. They might not
even have been the pure inventions
of a reforming spirit at work, but
were likely to have made a few
preparatory

appearances as  ele-

LUSiLy e MU HWAY  WITR, 1T Was
felt, the queston of dressing
with or egainst it need not
arise  for serious women. Im.
pocrant  issues could be dealr

-with on_a.more lofty plane, where
‘the whole equivocal matter of dress
could attain an equal seriousness,
if it were not perhaps to be totally
ignored. Clothes could at least be
recognized as importani even if
fashion were not.

But apparently fashion is imporp
ant ‘and in this century there has
been no choice AMONE even earnest
social and feminist reformers but
to  acknowledge the fact. One
Charles E. Dawson wrote fatuausly
in the Woman Worker in 1908:

Fashiont will not always rule des-
potically. Ag the great upward
movement of womanhood broad-
ens and the dawn of women’s
consciousness of mighty power
grows clear, it will be pleasing
to watch its influence upon the
“ladies’ papers®, and see how
long their snobbish twaddle and
rag-trade announcements endure.
They show no sign of abating,
although many belleve the dawn {s
here.
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