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Two: Violence and Provocation

Cropped abruptly at the waist, only the
model’s ultra-short skirt and tanned legs
are visible. She stands girlishly, one knee
slightly bent, the pastel tones of her
clothes and the strappy retro style of her
high-heeled sandals contrasting starkly
with the silver metal of the gun she holds
and the sticky red of the blood that drips
and trickles down her legs. The photo-
graph’s colour is heightened, the vibrant
green of the grass verge she stands on
intensifying the effect of the red fluid that
stains her lower body. The model seems to
be standing in an anonymous American
suburb, which features in each of the
series of images taken by Jean Baptiste
Mondino for The Face in June 1994. Reveal-
ingly, this graphic tale of Middle
America’s fragile mask of respectability
fractured by gun violence was entitled
‘Reality Bites’. As Richard Stivers noted in
his book The Culture of Cynicism, American
Morality in Decline of 1994, since western
culture is drowned in imagery: ‘Violent
images are the most real images because
they provoke the strongest emotional
response: they simultaneously give us a
sense of being alive and of having control
over others."!

The photo-shoot’s visual impact is a mix
of deathly calm, models seem carefully
posed in bloody tableaux that recall the
1993 film True Romance’s seedy glamour,
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and throwaway references to violence,
combined with the claustrophobic hyper-
real environments conjured up by David
Lynch’s film Blue Velvet of 1986, which
depicted suburbia as a stifling world of
hidden vices and threat. There is a contrast
between the model’s youth and beauty,
and her gaudy too-tight clothes that ape
the trailer-park aesthetic that permeated
both fashion and film in the mid-1990s.
This visual ‘slumming’ represented a form
of rebellion against designer dictates of
style and ‘good’ taste epitomised in the
conservative tailoring of Giorgio Armani,
that had taken hold in the late 1980s. When
combined with carefully choreographed
scenes of violence this aesthetic plays upon
western culture’s fears of and fascination
with the underbelly of consumer society.
Such images represent dark dreams of
taking control of the chaos of contempo-
rary life by resorting to violence. Jean
Baptiste Mondino’s photographs parodied
tabloid headlines dealing with hit-and-
runs and serial killers. His pictures
showed models, themselves physical
emblems of consumerism, acting out
fantasies of revenge for the alienation and
sense of lack felt by those who are too poor
to gain power through the acquisition of
lifestyle-enhancing  goods.  Spiralling
violence is shown as a response to exclu-
sion, boredom and lack of opportunity
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more and status based on coglsumption
i and wealth generates.
| In the last quarter of tht twentieth
century, fashion designers ghd photogra-
phers increasingly examingd anger, frus-
tration, rebellion and degtruction in the
images they created. Botlybloody physical
v!olence and an insidfous internalised
violence that spoke of self-abuse, inner
Itorrnenl and physical gecay were explored
in fashion photographs and advertise-
ments. They drew jipon the excitement
and allure of films fike Reservoir Dogs of
1991 and Kaliforniafof 1993, which dealt in
a heady mix of Prutality, narcotics and
style. '
However, tht seeds of this move
towards imag¢s that reflected cultural
anxiety had bgen sown much earlier in the
century. Durifig the inter-war years, surre-
alist artists lke Man Ray brought a strong
sense of anfbiguity and brutality to their
fetishised fepresentations of the fashion
in photographs that frag-
the model’s body, blurring
b?twee shop dummy and real woman in
disturbing collages of body parts. The
devasfation of the Second World War had
also [ dented fashion’s immaculately
ed self-image. Cecil Beaton's photo-
gra hs of elegant models against the dere-
l|_ on of bomb-sites brought feelings of
nance and gritty realism to fashion
otography that hinted at the possibility
f_morr.- serious and disturbing issues
ing reflected in fashion magazines. In
one photograph by Beaton published in
British Vogue in December 1945, a model is
swathed in a plain Balmain jacket, her hair
wrapped in a chic turban that mimics
factory workers' practical styles. She poses
against a bomhed huildine e - on
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century, fashion designers and photogra-
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1 the
images they created. Both bloody physical
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violence and an insidious internalised
violence that spoke of self-abuse, inner
torment and physical decay were explored
in fashion photographs and advertise-
ments. They drew upon the excitement
and allure of films like Reservoir Dogs of
1991 and Kalifornia ot 1993, which dealt in

a heady mix of brutality, narcotics and

style

However, the seeds of this move
towards images that reflected cultural
anxiety had been sown much earlier in the
century I-‘urul;:l'!u'uute-l war years, surre-
alist artists like Man Ray brought a strong
sense of ambiguity and brutality to their
fetishised representations of the fashion

iequin n l‘f':nh ~'|'.!P]1‘~ that frag

mented the model’s body, blurring
between shop dummy and real woman in
disturbing collages of body parts. The
devastation of the Second World War had

ilso  dented fashion’s immaculately

groomed self-image. Cecil Beaton's photo-
graphs of elegant models against the dere-
liction of bomb-sites brought feelings of
dissonance and gritty realism to fashion
photography that hinted at the possibility
of more serious and disturbing issues
being reflected in fashion magazines. In
one photograph by Beaton published in
British Vogue in December 1945, a model is

Balmain jacket, her hair
|

swathed in a pl
wrapped in a chic turban that mimics
factory workers’ practic al styles. She poses

against a bombed building, the walls

The image evokes the numb silence of
fractured cities and destroved houses. The

model’s body seems as frail and as f le
as the structures that surround her
By the 1960s latent violence and drug

culture were increasingly explored in

fashion representation. Images imbued
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with references to melancholy

destruction were created American
photographer Bob  Richardson, who
produced photographs of suicide and
alienated youth culture for stylish maga
zines like Nowma and French Vogue. In
contrast, in 1961, British }‘|'.\':-'_'_[.Ii':'ll'."
Terence Donovan  produced dynamic
film-still inspired shots of male models for

Man About Town, dressed in snappy black

suits and shades clutching pistols that
a. His pict

had parallels not just with the sleek Holly
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they pointed at the came

wood hoods of 1930s gangster films like
Scarface of 1932, but also with newspaper
]\I:u1nl.',|'.1phr~ of London’s East End gang
land and the stylish image of the Kray

T'wins

Such imagery has entered the vocabu-
lary of western culture, as potent icons
that repulse and yet thrill. It was inevitable
+h

that fashion would reflect the rise in b

real violence and violent imagery

have saturated newspapers, television and

film. Feeding on the same influences as the
rest of the arts and popular culture, it has

been used to create styles of

AP re

display for subcultural groups from the

gangster to the skinhead, just as it has in
photographs. Groups who felt disenfran
chised from mainstream culture, and

possibility of

therefore from any real

gaining status or power, turned to visi

ve them some control

codes that would

of their identity and would express their




teeling ol being outsiders, because of the
loss of status of their social group found
ways to create an alternative lifestyle. At
first this exposure of the underbelly of
capitalist society was reserved for the real
criminals, it then spread to the subcultural
styles of young men (for it was mainly
men), keen to be rebellious, while main-
taining group loyalty through uniform
styles.

They used conspicuous consumption
subversively to create their own visual
codes of status, loyalty, wealth and,
importantly, of the threat they potentially
pose to the ‘norm’. In the West, notions of
morality and social acceptability have
traditionally centred around the belief in a
stable ‘norm’ around which all other
behaviour, belief or representation is
defined as unacceptable or even deviant.
In the aftermath of the Second World War,
as traditional institutions such as religion,
politics and faith in the establishment
declined, various subcultural groups,
artists and designers have sought to
explore the increasingly blurred lines
between what is acceptable and what is
transgressive. The fissures that have
developed from the fragmentation of
traditional belief systems and the impact
of various ethnic, gender and class groups
seeking to assert their own versions of the
‘norm’ has highlighted the fluid nature of
ideas of ‘acceptability’. Fashion has
provided a fertile realm for negotiating
new moralities, able to construct and
reflect continuously mutating moralities
of representation through the directness of
visual display.

Both street and high fashion represent
spaces in which anxieties surrounding

comfortable affluence and vibrant city life,
violence has been used as both aggressive
confrontation with the flawed nature of
capitalism that taunts bourgeois morality,
and as a means to assert glamorised
visions of power for the alienated. It
sparked the dulled senses of the post-war
generations, raised on a barrage of images
and constantly seeking to consume new
thrills, either by membership of a provoc-
ative subcultural group or through the
vicarious excitement of visually
consuming fashion imagery.

Ultra Style, Ultra
Violence

Clothing can act as a disguise that confers
power by drawing the wearer into a
particular social or cultural group.
Consuming fashion can also assuage the
monotony of existence, the pressures of
work and the alienating effect of anony-
mous city life. During the late twentieth
century, in the relentless search for satis-
faction through shopping, the consumer
has been continually assailed by images
prnmising newer, greater experien(‘es that
may provide opportunities for creating
new identities but which also have a
brutalising effect. People are reduced to
generic consumers, labelled and defined
by market research into lifestyle groups,
and individuality is sought in vain in a
marketplace that is carefully stratified and
driven by forecasting trends.

Bret Easton Ellis's novel American
Psycho of 1991 crystallised the malaise that
can develop as a result of the need to
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caused a huge moral outcry, both because
of the graphic detail of murders, and
hollow world of consumer obsessio
portrayed. It was an evocation of th
as hell, catapulted by the media an
nology into a postmodern simul
life, where communication is through
technological and sartorial codgs. It drew
upon the rise of violent imagery and its
links to high fashion, wlfich was to
become such a dominant Atrand in the
1990s. The novel morbidly/satirised glam-
orous depictions of brutdlity in film and
fashion with grindingly/ realistic descrip-
tions of violence interfut with obsessive
notes on both killer’s gnd victim’s clothing
and accessories. Eastpn Ellis constructed a
dark parody of th¢ ‘sex and shopping’
novels that were sp popular in the 1980,
His anti-hero, Bateman, segues between
sex, shopping ghd violence, consuming
and consumed By each in turn.

While otherg sought to shape the 19905
as a decade gf New Age understanding,
authors  lik¢ Douglas  Coupland  and
examined urban life. Easton
dwelt on the degeneration of
a wealthy fity financier, trapped in a spiral
of sartorial display and mental decline, as

ue acts of violence. The minute
of each character's clothes are
ively listed and given more impor-
tange than their characters, each of whom
degcends into a bland conformity to the
latest designer labels: ‘Evelyn stands by a
ond wood counter wearing a Krizia
fream silk blouse, a Krizia rust tweed
skirt, and the same pair of silk-satin
d'Orsay pumps Courtney has on.” The
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perpetuate and contorm to unwritten
rules of visual expression. The book
caused a huge moral outcry, both because
of the graphic detail of murders, and the
hollow world of consumer obsession it
portrayed. It was an evocation of the city
as hell, catapulted by the media and tech-
nology into a postmodern simulacrum of
life, where communication is through
technological and sartorial codes. It drew
upon the rise of violent imagery and its
links to high fashion, which was to
become such a dominant strand in the
1990s. The novel morbidly satirised glam-
orous depictions of brutality in film and
fashion with grindingly realistic descrip-
tions of violence intercut with obsessive
notes on both killer’s and victim’s clothing
and accessories. Easton Ellis constructed a
dark parody of the ‘sex and shopping’
novels that were so popular in the 1980s.
His anti-hero, Bateman, segues between
sex, shopping and violence, consuming
and consumed by each in turn.

While others sought to shape the 1990s
as a decade of New Age understanding,
authors like Douglas Coupland and
Easton Ellis examined urban life. Easton
Ellis’s novel dwelt on the degeneration of
a wealthy city financier, trapped in a spiral
of sartorial display and mental decline, as
his self-revulsion and alienation from his
environment leads him into ever more
grotesque acts of violence. The minute
details of each character’s clothes are
obsessively listed and given more impor-
tance than their characters, each of whom
descends into a bland conformity to the
latest designer labels: ‘Evelyn stands by a
blond wood counter wearing a Krizia
cream silk blouse, a Krizia rust tweed
skirt, and the same pair of silk-satin
d’Orsay pumps Courtney has on.”” The
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loss of personal identity that leads Easton
Ellis’s characters to hide behind blandly
similar clothing, leads to constant cases of
mistaken identity, and subsequently the
anonymity and apathy that enables his
anti-hero, ~ Bateman, to  perpetrate
numerous murders.

This nightmare vision is a dark satire of
the fears that dominated the end of the
century, anxieties about disease, poverty
and insecurity, that are papered over with
consumer dreams, the promise that the
right fashions will produce the required
lifestyle, that appearance will overcome
the empty reality. Ultra style becomes a
substitute for job satisfaction or home life
and a corollary to violence. As long as the
designer objects - the contemporary
totems of power and status - are in place,
the facade of respectability is maintained.
The relationship of this controlled exte-
rior, gym-toned body, healthy tanned face
and impeccable suits to the chaos and
casual, brutal violence of the novel
remains shocking, as does the lack of any
consequences for Bateman. The lack of
moral judgement was difficult for many
critics to accept, despite the ending of the
novel that underlined the ultimate impris-
onment in this destructive maelstrom with
the final words, ‘This is not an exit.”

It was the James Bond films of the 1960s,
like From Russia with Love of 1963 and
Goldfinger of 1964, which started to make
violence into entertainment. The slick,
rather camp treatment of the 007 story
formalised the relationship of sophisti-
cated fashions married with the ultimate
masculine accessory: the gun. The fast-
moving action and witty one-liners made
Bond a screen hero that many wished to
emulate. His cool, controlled, suited image
somehow neutralised the impact of the

Violence and Provocation
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The Hipside of the consumer dregom of
comfortable affluence and vibrant fity life,
violence has been used as both aggressive
confrontation with the flawed
capitalism that taunts bourgeofs morality,
and as a means to assert/glamorised
visions of power for the falienated. It
sparked the dulled senses gf the post-war
generations, raised on a bafrage of images
and constantly seeking tb consume new
thrills, either by membeyship of a provoc-
ative subcultural groyp or through the
vicarious  excitemefit  of  visually
consuming fashion i

Violence

Clothing can ot as a disguise that confers
power by dfawing the wearer into a
particular  gocial or cultural group.
Consuming/ fashion can also assuage the
monotony/of existence, the pressures of
the alienating effect of anony-
life. During the late twentieth

may provide opportunities for creating
new identities but which also have a
brfitalising effect. People are reduced to
neric consumers, labelled and defined
market research into lifestyle groups,
nd individuality is sought in vain in a
arketplace that is carefully stratified and
driven by forecasting trends.
Bret Easton Ellis's novel American
Psycho of 1991 crystallised the malaise that
can develop as a result of the need to

perpetuate and contorm to unwritten
rules of visual expression. The book
caused a huge moral outcry, both because
of the graphic detail of murders, and the
hollow world of consumer obsession it
portrayed. It was an evocation of the city
as hell, catapulted by the media and tech-
nology into a postmodern simulacrum of
life, where communication is through
technological and sartorial codes. It drew
upon the rise of violent imagery and its
links to high fashion, which was to
become such a dominant strand in the
1990s. The novel morbidly satirised glam-
orous depictions of brutality in film and
fashion with grindingly realistic descrip-
tions of violence intercut with obsessive
notes on both killer’s and victim’s clothing
and accessories. Easton Ellis constructed a
dark parody of the ‘sex and shopping’
novels that were so popular in the 1980s.
His anti-hero, Bateman, segues between
sex, shopping and violence, consuming
and consumed by each in turn.

While others sought to shape the 1990s
as a decade of New Age understanding,
authors like Douglas Coupland and
Easton Ellis examined urban life. Easton
Ellis’s novel dwelt on the degeneration of
a wealthy city financier, trapped in a spiral
of sartorial display and mental decline, as
his self-revulsion and alienation from his
environment leads him into ever more
grotesque acts of violence. The minute
details of each character’s clothes are
obsessively listed and given more impor-
tance than their characters, each of whom
descends into a bland conformity to the
latest designer labels: ‘Evelyn stands by a
blond wood counter wearing a Krizia
cream silk blouse, a Krizia rust tweed
skirt, and the same pair of silk-satin
d’Orsay pumps Courtney has on.” The
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loss of personal identity that leads Easton
Ellis’s characters to hide behind blandly
similar clothing, leads to constant cases of
mistaken identity, and subsequently the
anonymity and apathy that enables his
anti-hero,  Bateman, to perpetrate
numerous murders.

This nightmare vision is a dark satire of
the fears that dominated the end of the
century, anxieties about disease, poverty
and insecurity, that are papered over with
consumer dreams, the promise that the
right fashions will produce the required
lifestyle, that appearance will overcome
the empty reality. Ultra style becomes a
substitute for job satisfaction or home life
and a corollary to violence. As long as the
designer objects - the contemporary
totems of power and status — are in place,
the facade of respectability is maintained.
The relationship of this controlled exte-
rior, gym-toned body, healthy tanned face
and impeccable suits to the chaos and
casual, brutal violence of the novel
remains shocking, as does the lack of any
consequences for Bateman. The lack of
moral judgement was difficult for many
critics to accept, despite the ending of the
novel that underlined the ultimate impris-
onment in this destructive maelstrom with
the final words, ‘This is not an exit."”

It was the James Bond films of the 1960s,
like From Russia with Love of 1963 and
Goldfinger of 1964, which started to make
violence into entertainment. The slick,
rather camp treatment of the 007 story
formalised the relationship of sophisti-
cated fashions married with the ultimate
masculine accessory: the gun. The fast-
moving action and witty one-liners made
Bond a screen hero that many wished to
emulate. His cool, controlled, suited image
somehow neutralised the impact of the

Violence and Provacation



‘mained

ittles he

i0lence
nre, as
I'many
ad this
violent
ran an
icted a
rel of a
image
ion of
e need
1singly
it that
blicity
ticular
d sent
trans-
ks of
‘rhras.
anives
ces80-
s and
Jayne
rotest
1 the
olent
¢ that
n the
such
neral
aded
zaret
this
ition
wsive
i the

wsed

}' dn

Senn o ueudied Inotng' 1990,
with computer games being pagticularly
criticised.  PlayStation’s charadfer ’
Croft, from the Tomb Rai

embodied many of the issues

Lara
er  game,
dised. With
her voluptuous figure, and m Itiple weap-
onry, she drew upon earlierfcartoon hero-
ines like Tank Girl for hey tough image.
Although her costume in the game itself is
minimal, her cult statfis led to her
computer-generated forgh being used to
model the latest high fakhion styles in the
June 1997 edition of fThe Face. Clad in
skimpy  Gucci  bikfhi  or  Alexander
McQueen fitted suit/ with accessories by

v

"

Figure 100 Red or Dead, spring / summer 1996

photograph by Niall Mclnerney. ¢ opyright Niall
Mclnemey -

zi, she combined erotic fantasies of sex
power in images that used ultra style
ith the threat of ultra violence in the guns
> carried. Inspiring numerous websites,
mainly concerned with her digitally
created hourglass figure, and making an
appearance in U2's Popmart tour, she
L demonstrated the continued fascination for
violence with a stylish, eroticised face.
Quentin Tarantino’s films have mined the
same rich vein of postmodern, stylised
violence, presented with an ironic artificial
over-wash. ‘Tarantino said that
violence is just another colour in his palette.
His films are so referential, parodic and
playful that this could be true: everything is
artifice, composition.” It is true that both
Reservoir Dogs and Pulp Fiction encapsulate
the 1990s nostalgic, self-referential stylisa-
tions that have also dominated fashion, but
this has, if anything, made them more
controversial, as treating extreme violence
and drug abuse in a semi-humourous
manner is disquieting to many

Tarantino has seen, though, that the use
of sophisticated, subtle suiting by Agnes
b, constructs a slick exterior, which he uses
with sharp, slangy pr‘L‘L'h to give his char-
acters an instant air of cool status, even if
they are essentially small-time criminals.
This image, the gestures and the spoken
style of his films have been much copied,
the narcissism of his characters
defused by the sudden plunges into
violent excess, the clothes bathed in fake
blood, highlighting the instability of the
facade that he has created. This instability
has done nothing to diminish the appeal of
the film’s imagery, which has inspired
numerous fashion shoots in men’s style
magaiinus like Arena, eager to appropriate
the fantasy of careless, brutal style that
Tarantino’s work portrays.

has

male

Confusion in some sections of the
public between the fiction of such filmic
images and the perceived increase in
actual moral debate
about depictions of inner-city crime. The
desire to preserve a semblance of calm and
control, and the appearance of secure
identities has led to the use of simple
silhouettes and structured, clean styles
that confer value upon the perpetrator of
fictional violence and conceal the chaos of
city life. The push by both consumers and
producers for new experiences means that
in the blurred areas of the real and the
ficional, new moral boundaries are
constantly negotiated. Both market forces

violence muddies

and photographers’ and designers’ desire
to push boundaries and attract the atten-
tion of increasingly media-literate
consumers jaded by over-exposure to
visual stimuli means that cultural percep-
tions of acceptability in relation to the
depiction of violence are continually ques-
tioned, in the name of art as well as
commerce. As Durkheim said: ‘Reality
seems valueless by comparison with the
dreams of fevered imaginations ... A thirst
arises for novelties, unfamiliar pleasures,
nameless sensations, all of which lose their

savour once known.”

Gangsters

The desire to create new rules, to break free
from social and moral restraint has always
had a strong fascination. For those who feel
they cannot gain status and value through
the normal channels, violence, combined
with a distinctive visual style, signals
directly the anger and alternative loyalty of
groups who, on the outside, seem
contained and controlled. The gangster

Violence and Provocation



violence, COmpining me COntroned exwerion
of sharp tailoring with the constant threat
of brutality to become at once a folk devil
and a folk icon, evoked with nostalgia and
terror in equal measure.

Combining flamboyant styles and
sartorial swagger with the Italian love of
visual display, the Mafia gangsters of the
1930s cut a swathe through the despond-
ency and poverty of the Great Depression
in America, using intimidation to enforce
their power and control over sections of
American cities. Real gangsters like the
infamous Al Capone paid great attention
to their attire, aware that a coherent,
highly stylised image can help to realise
and maintain the fantasy of setting your
own rules, creating your own power base.
Capone’s all-white ensemble of individu-
ally tailored three-piece suit, handmade
shirt, trilby hat and full-length overcoat
created a striking image that combined
individual style elements with uniformity
in its eerie inversion of the business-man’s
dark suiting.

Stella Bruzzi, in her account of fictional
gangsters, highlights the significance of
this style: ‘[these] are characters who have
cultivated an aggressively masculine
image and are immensely vain, and whose
sartorial flamboyance, far from intimating
femininity or effeminacy, is the most
important sign of their masculine social
and material success’.” The wealth, and
therefore the success of the gangster, is
substantiated by the quality of his tailored
suits, his monogrammed silk shirts, his
flawless accessories, his slick trilby, and
the strength of his instantly recognisable
silhouette. The inverted triangle of the
gangster’s figure is so potent a symbol of
his power, that films need only show his

})Ul.l.'llll(.ll LLedn.

The vanity and obsessive detail of the
real and fictional gangster's image could
be construed, as Bruzzi noted, as feminine,
especially since it requires constant atten-
tion and careful consumption to be main-
tained. But, crucially, the oppressive
threat of violence, the knowledge that the
gangster is no mere passive consumer, but
a man of action, neutralises such accusa-
tions. Just as in the military narcissism and
attention to the details of outer appearance
are legitimised by their link to potential
violence, to duty, discipline and power, so
too in the world of the gangster, a subver-
sive vision of this stereotype of mascu-
linity reigns supreme. Any lack of a sense
of individual worth is overridden by the
inclusive nature of the gang style.

Gangsters’ constant  inspection  of
appearance and lesser criminals’ aspira-
tion to the impeccable style of big-name
gangsters has been rehearsed continu-
ously in films since the 1930s. The essen-
tial amorality of those who created their
own codes of business practice in bastard-
ised versions of the city suit was ignored
by those for whom the image outweighs
the reality of the gangsters’ lifestyle. The
messages of films like the Godfather trilogy
remain confused; even if the brutality and
violence is shown in graphic detail, and
the main protagonists are punished for
their crimes, the fascination and strength
of the image overpowers any moral
lessons to be learned. The desire to
emulate gangster style was discussed by
Martin Scorsese in 1996, who recalled the
mobsters he had seen in New York as a
child:

When we were kids we were very aware
of the shirts the wise guys wore, and
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were always made to measure. That was  /
power to us.” /

As with the legitimate gentleman, ex
sivity and an elitist desire for the |
made, individual  garment,
paramount. The shirt-maker 1
Scorsese’s film Casino of 1995, Mj
nasatos, went on to collabofate with
London-based designer Dayid Butler.
They produced sharp lapeljed shirts in
narrow  stripes  or jet /black, with
contrasting white collars And cuffs, that
enabled their wearers t$ consume this
image of notoriety and gkaggeration. Real
gangsters from Bonni¢/and Clyde to the
Krays are also remempered with fear, and
yet viewed through & gloss of nostalgia as
those who have tajen the law into their
own hands, whg' have lived out the
fantasy of powef and status that holds
such fascination/This conflict between the
critical and the/ envious responses to the
style, may be /fsymptomatic of the Amer-
ican ambivalénce towards law and order,
desire for order, and the
resentment/of laws’.”

The garfgster’s style quickly became a
‘classic’, quoted endlessly in fashions and
film costimes since the 1930s. The mix of
vulgar [conspicuous consumption and
sharp thiloring has appealed to both men
and whmen, the frisson of amorality and

j - violeglce that the silhouette carries merely
. addipg to its attraction. Many have sought
to ulate the style. The French New

Wape films like A Bout de Souffle, of 1959,

depicted gangsters obsessed with overy
fefishised aspect of their American prede-

ssors’ image. The film Bomitie and Chinle,

of 1967, also influenced contemporary
- fashion, the stylish wardrobe inspiring
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menacing shadow to signal a charactey's
potential threat.

The vanity and obsessive detail of the
real and fictional gangster’s image £ould
be construed, as Bruzzi noted, as fejhinine,
especially since it requires constght atten-
tion and careful consumption tg/be main-
tained. But, crucially, the poppressive
threat of violence, the knowletige that the
gangster is no mere passive gonsumer, but
a man of action, neutralises such accusa-
tions. Just as in the military narcissism and
attention to the details of guter appearance
are legitimised by theiy link to potential
violence, to duty, discipline and power, so
too in the world of th¢ gangster, a subver-
sive vision of this gtereotype of mascu-
linity reigns suprenfe. Any lack of a sense
of individual worth is overridden by the
inclusive nature of the gang style.

Gangsters”  cpnstant  inspection  of
appearance and lesser criminals’ aspira-
tion to the impeccable style of big-name
gangsters hag been rehearsed continu-
ously in filmg since the 1930s. The essen-
tial amorality of those who created their
own codes gt business practice in bastard-
ised versionls of the city suit was ignored
by those fgr whom the image outweighs
the reality/of the gangsters’ lifestyle. The
messages of tilms like the Godfather trilogy
remain cgnfused; even if the brutality and
violence(is shown in graphic detail, and
the maih protagonists are punished for
their crimes, the fascination and strength
image overpowers any moral
to be learned. The desire to

Martin Scorsese in 1996, who recalled the
mobdters he had seen in New York as a
child:

When we were kids we were very aware
of the shirts the wise guys wore, and

tried to copy them ... But you could
never find these shirts in stores; they
were always made to measure. That was
power to us®

As with the legitimate gentleman, exclu-
sivity and an elitist desire for the hand-
made, individual  garment,  were
paramount. The shirt-maker used in
Scorsese’s film Casino of 1995, Mike Atha-
nasatos, went on to collaborate with
London-based designer David Butler.
They produced sharp lapelled shirts in
narrow  stripes  or jet black, with
contrasting white collars and cuffs, that
enabled their wearers to consume this
image of notoriety and exaggeration. Real
gangsters from Bonnie and Clyde to the
Krays are also remembered with fear, and
yet viewed through a gloss of nostalgia as
those who have taken the law into their
own hands, who have lived out the
fantasy of power and status that holds
such fascination. This conflict between the
critical and the envious responses to the
style, may be ‘symptomatic of the Amer-
ican ambivalence towards law and order,
the general desire for order, and the
resentment of laws”.”

The gangster’s style quickly became a
‘classic’, quoted endlessly in fashions and
film costumes since the 1930s. The mix of
vulgar conspicuous consumption and
sharp tailoring has appealed to both men
and women, the frisson of amorality and
violence that the silhouette carries merely
adding to its attraction. Many have sought
to emulate the style. The French New
Wave films like A Bout de Souffle, of 1959,
depicted gangsters obsessed with every
fetishised aspect of their American prede-
cessors’ image. The film Bonnie and Clyde,
of 1967, also influenced contemporary
fashion, the stylish wardrobe inspiring

women to adopt berets and pencil skirts
mimicking those worn by the star, Faye
Dunaway. Angela Carter spoke at the time
of the added resonance a garment could be
given by the transformative power of film,
describing the mix-and-match dressing-
up style of fashion popular in the late
1960s. She described a girl dressing for a
party, ‘her old school beret dug out of the
loft because she saw Faye Dunaway in
Bonnie and Clyde.""

At a time when many were tired of
having to seem shocked, and wanted to
assert new values and freedoms the film
achieved widespread success. This image
of an ultimately destructive ideal, has
been revived in numerous fashion
spreads, most notably Peter Lindbergh’s
atmospheric black and white photographs
for British Vegue in May 1991, which
provided added ambiguity by using
female models to play both Bonnie and
Clyde. In 1995 the Independent reported'!
that the wife of a judge murdered by the
Mafia, had complained about the inclu-
sion of gangster style designs in Dolce &
Gabbana's collections of autumn/winter
1994 /5. This exposed the stark difference
between the reality of Mafia life and the
glamorous visions created in its image.

When transposed to womenswear the
gangster style takes on an erotic edge
sparked by the contrasting masculine and
feminine components it comprises and
this juxtaposition of femininity and threat-
ened aggression, of narcissism and
violence, continues to resonate despite
protests. Dolce & Gabbana’s style has
always drawn heavily upon this strong,
Italian image. In 1992 Steven Meisel shot
their advertising campaign: against an
urban backdrop, a group of models strike
defiant poses in monochromatic gangster

Violence and Provocation
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silk bustiers and smooth stockings project
a feminine sexuality in contrast to the
ultra-masculine cut of their white shirts
and black ties. They stare out at the
onlooker with taunting looks that rein-
force the unity of their dress and gang-
style stance. They are playing at being
mobsters, the pinstripes and leather
gloves a pastiche of male narcissism, the
nostalgic gloss of their cut fusing the real
and the fictional gangster, an iconic dress
code ripe for consumption. The inter-
change between legitimate and illegiti-
mate styles may be distasteful to some, but
the reference-grabbing that has ensued
from the postmodern fragmentation of
divisions between previously clearly
delineated areas of culture makes it inevi-
table.

Gangstas

The functions of violence are also
numerous - violence as release, violence
as communication, violence as play,
violence as self-affirmation, or self-
defence, or self-discovery, or self-
destruction, violence as a flight from
reality, violence as the truest sanity in a
particular situation.'”

The hardcore gangsta rappers of the early
to mid-1990s touched upon all these uses
of violence. Their uncompromising stance
and strident appearance spoke as
eloquently of their anger and frustration,
as their explicit lyrics.

Born out of the burgeoning black music
scene in California, they represented a
hardening of attitudes amongst young

\IllUuBll IJ(‘DD[VL—; PUllllLul LwuLey, Jl]u&lll e
assert their strength through their music
and visual style. There had been a resur-
gence in violent gang crime at the start of
the 1990s, with its threat spreading out
from the ghettoes of major American
cities. Unlike the original gangsters that
their name referred to, they subverted the
casual sportswear that represented the
healthy outdoors spirit of America, rather
than the more traditional suiting of the
older generation. Rap and hip-hop had
already fetishised the status of branded
sportswear, old skool rappers Run DMC’s
‘My Adidas’, of 1986, had already
provided an anthem to the supremacy of
the trainer. Gangsta rap was never
designed to be as palatable to the main-
stream though, and added work-wear to
the sartorial mix, as well as references to
prison dress, in light denim shirts and
baggy jeans worn low-slung to reveal the
top of the boxer shorts.

At first simply providing an echo of the
established New York rap scene, the West
Coast gangstas quickly developed their
own more confrontational style, where the
authenticity of ghetto experience was a
vital element and the anger and resent-
ment it created spoke out against the
contemporary “peace and love’, pan-Afri-
canism of groups like De La Soul. This was
music and fashion that flaunted references
to shootings, drug dealing and sexual
domination as a mark of power rather
than degradation, where status and there-
fore value came from threat and menace.
bell hooks commented, ‘Rather than
seeing it [gangsta rap] as a subversion or
disruption of the norm, we would need to
see it as an embodiment of the norm.”"” Its
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Arpued, dil HNNHsIC element OF Americe
culture itsell. However, a ppropriated
marginalised group like black you
was viewed as dangerous and unfa

Artists such as NWA (NiggaZ With
Attitude) drew on their real expeglences of
gang life to express their confempt for
white society. While many /found the
whole premise of gangsta r¢p offensive,
others defended what it stoo
Ross wrote of the phenom

iliar.

for. Andrew
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After a quarter of a ce
black politicians and Almost ceaseless
economic warfare, it’§ no surprise that
kids believe they can gnly locate sincerity
in a musical genfe top-heavy with
humour and cregtivity, that delivers
fantasies much clpser to home than the

ury of fronting

The continual
black men i
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egative portrayal of youny,
the media had demonised
ngsta rappers played up to
es that a racist culture had
them, revelling in talk of
d gang warfare, eager to show

journalisfs their gun collections, and
flaunt their new-found wealth.
Sincg they came from poor communi-

arginalised politically, they had
their own group loyalties and had
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stregm. While earlier rappers like Public
Engmy had used an aggressive stance and
military-inspired dress to speak of black

- ayvareness and the message of Malcolm X,

gstas used hard black leather and
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police in Los Angeles mn 1992 Ine
acquittal of the policemen involved
sparked riots in Los Angeles, and the
bravado of the gangsta rappers suddenly
seemed hollow at such a volatile time.
Artists like Snoop Doggy Dog expressed
the darkness of the mood in their songs,
while continuing to use a combination of
sports- and work-wear, highlighted with
gold jewellery as their signature style.
Snoop Doggy Dog projected “an affectless
masculinity, conceived under siege and
resonating with the long history of
presenting a neutral face, a mask of inscru-
tability, to the white gaze’"” While
rappers have continued to use conspic-
uous consumption to challenge their
detractors, the references to violence have
declined. In 1997 the killings of two prom-
inent rap artists, Tupac Shakur ang Biffie
Smalls, prompted a more sombre mood,
and highlighted the dangers of living the
gangsta lifestyle.

Skinheads

The dramatically pared-down but
always pedantically-styled combat dress
of Dr Martens, Sta-Press, red socks,
braces, Ben Sherman shirt and Crombie
overcoat became the dominant terrace
look. Out there in football thug land,
clothes and violence have always been
the twin routes to kudos."®

There had been fights on the football
terraces in Britain in the 1920s and 1930s,
but it was in the 1960s that the mods really
cemented the relationship between team/
gang loyalty, violence and style. As the
hard mods evolved into skinheads at the
42
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outlet in terrorising those who did not
adhere to their identikit style.

Joe Hawkins, the anti-hero of Richard
Allen’s series of skinhead novels
including Skinhead, Suedehead and Skinhead
Escapes of the early 1970s, epitomised the
cocky, brutal attitude and the obsessive
attention to detail of the real subculture.
The son of a docker, he loathed what he
viewed as the passivity of his father’s
generation, which stood back and
watched as traditional industries were
eroded along with the role of the manual
worker. Joe was sick of the bad housing,
the poor lifestyle and the sense of hope-
lessness of his peers and, like the gangsta,
strove to create a sense of identity ‘under
siege’, a feeling of value that would unite
him with fellow skinheads, while simulta-
neously believing himself to be individual
and special. The clothing he adopted
stood for a nostalgic (and largely imag-
ined) working-class  Britishness  that
deified work-wear and tough masculinity.
The crucial element that added threat and
menace to the image was the Dr Marten
boots:

Without his boots, [Joe] was part of the
common-herd - like his dad, a working
man devoid of identity. Joe was proud of
his boots. Most of his mates wore new
boots for a high price in a High Street
shop. But not Joe’s. His were genuine
army disposal boots;  thick-soled,
studded, heavy to wear and heavy if
slammed against the rib."’?

The desire to ‘cause mayhem’ and make
use of these boots, in combination with

various other home-made weapons,

artiu Uy sviIie pecame synonyvmou
brutality. The battles between ski heads
and_ mods at seaside towns of banl;
holiday weekends became a trac tion that
the police tried to stamp out by confis-
cating belts and bootlaces fronyskinheads
as they arrived in these resortf, reasonin :
that they could not fight if their !r‘ouk‘.v:
were falling down and thei ling
off.
Despite  their propengity  to  cause
trouble, skinheads felt tflemselves to lﬁ-
victims, always at the b
partof areviled lower cfass, bitter because
.Of thc_’-ir lack of status, ¢nd d reaming of an
imagined past when geople could at least
take pride in being British. Now they I'c.]t
th.ey were ignoredl by the dominant
m?ddle classes, expbcted to accept their lot
w:_thout complaigft. Three dgmdc-;-laif‘r
sku?head George/Marshall expressed lhis:
feeling in his bogk Skinfead Nation, saving:

with

boots falling

WhiI? the lugky few can sit in wine bars
wearing sufts by Hans Van Kooten
drr_ts;ses by/ Ann Demeulemeester Lmdl
smiles by Iersil Automatic, the rest of us
fight over the mass produced
tills your High Street shops. "

of exclusion even from quality
goods led to the fetishised
nature ¢f skinhead style, Jim Ferguson’s

- "Fashiofi Notebook’ in Nick Knight's Skin
. head b .ok of 1982, provided a h-mplat‘e
. the reyivalists of the period, as well as the
first American skins in the 1980s. o

for

Although certain American skinheads

._hke some groups in Britain, sought to

t a multi-racial image, the involve-

m_eﬂr:t o_f significant numbers of skinheads
"m right-wing organisations like the
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Allen's

including Skii

series  of skinhead no

tead, Suedehead and Skinhea

i
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caused moral uproar. lhe newspapers
were full of reports of skinhead violence
and the style became synonymous with
brutality. The battles between skinheads
and mods at bank
holiday weekends became a tradition that
the police tried to stamp out by confis-

cating belts and bootlaces from skinheads

seaside towns on

as they arrived in these resorts, reasoning
that they could not fight if their trousers
were falling down and their boots falling
otf.

Despite  their
skinheads
victims, always at the bottom of the pile,

propensity to cause

trouble felt themselves to be
partofa reviled lower class, bitter because
of their lack of status, and dreaming of an
imagined past when ]\.mpl;—‘ could at least
take pride in being British. Now they felt
they were ignored by the dominant
middle classes, expected to accept their lot
without complaint. Three decades later,
skinhead George Marshall expressed this
: rin his book Skinhead Nati

nm, saying:

While the lucky few can sit in wine bars
Hans Van Kooten,
by Ann Demeulemeester and
smiles by Persil Automatic,

are left to fight over the mass produced

wearing  suits by
lifi".'.l"\

the rest of us
fodder that fills your High Street shops. ™

This sense of exclusion even from quality
consumer goods led to the fetishised
nature of skinhead style, Jim Ferguson's
Fashion Notebook’ in Nick Knight's Sk
I book of 1982, provided a template for

the revivalists of the period, as well as the
first American skins in the 1980s

Although certain American skinheads,
ike some groups in Britain, sought to
assert a multi-racial image, the involve-
ment o

significant numbers of skinheads

with right-wing organisations like the

MNational
defence of a monolithic notion of national
identity did not sit easily with the Tw
lTone dreams of

Front in  Britain, and their

ska-influenced groups
like the Specials, in the late 1970s and early
1980s. The

evolved In

skinhead movement had
Britain at a time of
The Race Relations Act of

was extended in 1968 and sought to assert

racial
tension 1965
greater rights and equality for ethnic
minorities and this antagonised right
wing white people. This was exacerbated

by onservative | owell’s
| ( t MP I’

Asian 1

ints to Britain, expressed in his

Enoch
hostility towards black and

H

4 infa
mous ‘rivers of blood” speech in 1968, in
that

which he claimed unless  Alrican,
West Indian and Asian immigrants were
repatriated there would be widespread
violent rioting. Powell was sacked from
the shadow cabinet for his views but his

racist statements reinforced some skin-

under sie
their class
status. This resentment was crystallised in
the violent racism of late 1970s Oi! bands,
like Skrewdriver
sentiments

heads’ feelings of being (&

because of their race as well as

whose white power

gained sympathy
skinhead subculture on
both sides of the Atlantic.

Skinheads had entered the

Among

sections of the

American
scene via punk and, as they were smaller in
number, they tended to group together,
keen to seem tougher than the punks and

open t-n]\:‘rwu.hlnn from rigl

wing org

isations looking to find a younger aud
ence, Other, earlier British subcultures had
failed to take hold in America, partly
because of the different mood in the US
after the Second World War, and because
more  young people went to college,
forming their own groups within that

structure. As Jack B. Moore pointed out in

1 Fwiaamd SRR TTATET &



Figure 11
photograph by

1981

Skinhead photographed outside the Last Resort
Svd Shelton. Copyright Syd Shelton
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wad shop in Petticoat Lane

with their obsessive neatness, |1l1_/'-|-lll
heads touched a nerve, especiall

black population, like Atlanfa.
young skinheads felt a simildr
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future to look forward to. Thegl sa 1

skinhead as a lifestyle to lyfnmml‘-.i
acted out. Fastidious .|1t1_-,"tf(\|‘ to the det

mced a foat

of the style was not

again the subculture became associated

with outbreaks of gratuitous violence

fanzines that spolfe of the

bands imported from Britain, which often
had links with he National Front in that
country II\.-M_,('I\'.m Klan began to take ai
Interest In s
soldiers for
were never

nheads as potential foot
wir racist manifesto. They
large enough in number to
cause the mforal outcry that had occurred
on the othgr side of the Atlantic, however
where menbers of Oif group, Skrewdriver
were argested for wearing a P itical
that was allied with the skinhead
look, andl by the late 1980s skinheads were
viewed fwith the same fear and loathing a
the ]\u,‘ Klux Klan had been
Jack }f Moore described the unfocusec
angerfthat he felt epitomised the subculture

uniform

by writing, ‘Skinheads appear to favour
disogder. They are lords of misrule. Many
seem not to have progressed much beyond
thenr
much desire to restructure it."”"

Skinheads dabbl

desire to break up society, withoul

in fascist insignia

only hardened attitudes to the movement
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1976, provided a focal point and inspiration
for young punks. It brought art school
strategies of subversion into the previously

calm world of retail, turning consumption
into an anarchic act, loaded with menace
and threat. Punk created another world,
parallel to the ‘norm’ of the cities it inhab-
;[pl-I, where skinny youths flaunted the
violent secrets of sado-masochism in
bondage suits and unravelling string
jumpers, and swaggered with cocky
delight at the outrage they inevitably
F\|'(}\“’\')L\'\‘:‘lj.

Whereas previous subcultures had
usually cast women as marginal figures,
with clothes that were imitations of their
male peers, punk allowed young women a
strong, if intimidating dress code. It
flouted accepted notions of femininity,
preferring to shock with ripped fishnet
stockings, plastic mini-skirts and garishly
unnatural make-up.

As one commentator
pointed out: ‘By hijacking the imagery of
sexual perversion, and inverting the
meaning of bondage clothing, Westwood
made young women's fashion threatening
and overtly hostile for the first time."* It
was a look that combined the obvious
sexuality of the dress of prostitutes with a
violent retraction of the sexual invitation
that the latter’s clothes represent. While
such imagery was disturbing, it did at
least free women from the need to aspire
to a particular fashionable ideal of beauty,
or to attempt to fit their bodies into the
current silhouette.

Westwood was clear as to the reasons
tor the unease such clothing caused: “We
were interested in what we thought was
rebellious, in wanting to annoy English
people — and the way to do that was
through sex, )

Lespite e sexual hberation ol the
1960s, much of England remained reso
lutely conservative in its attitude towards
sex. Westwood's approach to design as a
means to assert a personal political stance
used this <1I‘:\ii‘l}", exposing hidden desires,
with pornographic imagery and slogans.
While punk may not have brought
down the establishment it reviled, slipping
instead into a pastiche of itself in the early
1980s, with mohican-haired punks as
much a cliche of London’s image as the red
double-decker bus, it had a profound effect
upon fashion. The do-it-yourself mentality
launched a plethora of young designers

as
manufacturer-retailers of their own work
sold from small outlets and market stalls,
as well as influencing designers like John
Galliano and Rei Kawakubo, who sought
to push the boundaries of high fashion. It
also fractured previous notions of the need
for a pre-ordained idea of beauty and
perfection. Punk entered fashion’s vocabu-
lary as a signifier of amoral revolt, and its
legacy has been felt in the 1990s by genera-
tion X, Douglas Coupland’s term (and also
the name of Billy Idol’s punk band), tor the
generation  after the Baby-boomers
unmotivated and cynical twenty-some
things - who were depicted as ‘slackers’.
Generation X sought to distance them
selves from the conspicuous consumption
and flash styles of the previous decade,
with punk a strong influence on their low-
key style. Once again neo-punk brought
about a turning in on the self, signalled by
the upsurge in piercing and tattooing, on
both the street and the catwalk, as well as
inspiring designers and image-makers to
seek new definitions of beauty which
would reflect the frustrations of vouth,
rather than the ideals and morals of their
parents.

Vielence and Provocation
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In Femmes Fatales: Feminism, Fidm Theory, and Psychoanalysis (1991], Mary Ann
Doane documented the emergence of the femme fatale in films of the 1930s, as
represented most dynamically by the seductresses played by Jean Harlow, Joan
Crawford, and especially Marlene Dietrich, who was often adorned with the feathers or
stuffed head of the black bird. Doane explained: “Her most striking charactenistic,
perhaps, is the fact that she never really is what she seems to be. She harbors a threat
which 1s not entirely legible, predictable, or manageable. " As Shanghai Lily in director
Josef von Sternberg’s film Shanghar Express (1932), Dietnich, veiled in black leather,
feathers, and silk net from head to toe, embodied this cryptic fatale [see page 170). Her
character was promiscuous yet emotionally unattached—manifestly sexual yet barely
physically identifiable. Sternberg emphasized Lily's elusivity by erecting several layers of
screening between Dietrich and the camera lens. He employed these translucent
barners 1o distance her from her audience, yet in nearly every other scene he exploited
the close-up shot of Dietrich’s face behind the markings of the screen. Dietrich and
Sternberg helped perpetuate the femme fatale as a construct of femininity that could
neither be fully appropriated and codified nor marginalized and dismissed by the
audience. The actress's black feathered capes and collars, made to tremble and shiver
under her breath, were ostensibly the simple, if luxurious, trappings of beauty. In fact,
the weightless flutter of the fragile plumage suggests a state of erotic arousal even as
it camouflages the predatary intentions of the sexual raptor

Alexander McQueen's volatile autumn/winter 1997-1998 "Ecclect Dissect”
collection for Givenchy alludes to the more dangerous perimeters of sexual expression
and fantasy, evoking the designer’s interest in the link between eroticism and desth. As
seen on page 171, his model 1s swathed tautly in a supple black leather sheath,
crowned at each shoulder with the preserved heads of vultures and accessorized with
chnical fetishist's gloves. The image is a synthesis of the visual markings of avian
predator and c_IJominalrix. The haunting gargoylesque vulture heads, with eye sockets
empty, msplré a talismanic association to their carrion feeding practice. Longtime
MeQueen art director Simon Costin showed the designer the sixteenth-century
engravings of famed anatomist Andreas Vesalius, who studied animals to understand
the functions and structures of the human body. A revolutionary, Vesahus depicted the
human torm with figures flayed, trailing lines of disconnected muscle and placed in
incongruous natural settings The imagery of dissection correlates with the behavior of
the necrophilic vulture, who tears apart its lifeless prey. McQueen's model squints with
demonic red-nmmed eyes from beneath a hardened helmet of might-black hair. Her
narrowed gaze 15 both sexually provocative and ominously sinister. McQueen's
feathered lemme fatale is a hybrid— part bird, part woman. Simultaneousty attractive
and repulsive, she resembles the avian archetypes described in oppositional terms by
histanan and archaeologist Edward Allworthy Armstrong in The Folklore of Burds (1370)
as "solt feathers, sharp beak, songs and shneks, amorousness and cruelty, devohon
and hckleness.”
Page 170 Malene Dwtrich m Shanghae Expeess. im stll, 1932 Cownasy of Photalest
Page 171 Givenchy Haute Coutwe, French tfounded 1952] by Alesandes McOueen, Brush o 19691
Ensernbile. autunnfwmies 1997-1998 Pholograph copynght 1© MCV/Mana Valenting

Contemporary fashion has been inspired by a vanety of historical femme fatales, but
perhaps the most frequently cited 15 the late nineteenth-century model, a harbinger of
subsequent advances in women's rights. In The Victorian Nude: Sexuality, Morality, and
Art (1996), Alison Smith described the newfound role of women in British society as
both "purchasers” and "objects of consumption.” As images of the nude female bady
becarme more widely populanzed, an increase in the objectification and commodification
of the sexualized female form inevitably occurred. On the other hand, the Victonan
period also saw the emergence of a number of utopian and suffrage movements. This
provocative “feminism” was widely perceived as the beginning of a widespread
“immorality” resulting from the destabilized roles of men and women. The socially and
economically prominent woman soon became associated with the promiscuous
dewiant. In Prostitution, Considered in its Moral. Social, and Sanitary Aspects (revised
1870) William Acton insisted that duning the early Victorian period, both the ethics and
actions of the prostitute crept into the aristocratic classes, in effect resulting in a
contamination of the prudish wife and matriarch. The catalyst for this assimilation was
the femme fatale. While she was likely to be highly educated and enjoyed the
accoutrements of wealth and social standing, she was also a liberting, bridling undler the
misogynist constraints of Victorian sexual practice. John Galliano, in his autumnfwinter
1999-2000 collection for Christian Dior, merged the Victorian femme fatale with the
empowered fashionista au courant (page 175) The tightly cinched waistine and deathly
pallor of the early Edwardian vamp, as exemplified on page 174, underscored her
reputation for barrenness; she was the social adverse of the married and child-bearing
matron. Galliano's creation parodies the notonety of this sterile character: the “internal
corsetry” imphicit in his model’s waifish form exemplifies our contemporaneous
acceptance and celebration of the childless woman.

The hyperbolic avian headdress was a prominent accessory of the Victorian and
Edwardian beauty. The exploitative rage for exotic plumage, single feathers, and full
carcasses, which began in the mid-nineteenth century, was responsible for the extinction
of several bird species. Excessive, extravagan! plumage 15 therefore an especially apt
metaphor for the femme fatale as a threatening predator wath ravenous material desire. In
his designs for Dior, milliner Stephen Jones channeled the opulence and decadent
consumption of that era. More constructions than confections, his hats incorporate boldly
placed taxidermy birds and fur pelts. As seen on page 175, Jones added a veil to the
histonc design, thereby referencing the mystery and guile of the femme fatale. The
deathly complexions of both Galliano's manneguin and the Edwardian beauty speak 1o
the psychoanalytic descniption of the femme fatale as a societal poison or disease The
nineteenth- and early twentieth-century femme fatale, as both a soocal contarmwnant and a
sexualized commodity, embodied the threat of the wild, ratwd beast, unpredictable and
uncontrollable. She symbolized the societal fear of the empowered worman and nspired
n arl and iterature mnumerable compansons to the haunting predator, the mythical
sexual aggressor. Juxtaposing the impeccably tailored double-belted coat and walking
boots of the Edwardian English hunt with the astonishing bird-timmed hat of the penga®
demimondaine, Galliano rendered a postmadern construct of empowered fenfininity, an
athletic huntress and sexual adventuress, a sovereign femme fatale moderne.

Page 174 Rarg Aws of the [owardan Penod, photograph. ca 1908 The Metropolian Musewm of An

The lrene Levesohn Coshe Reierence Livary

Pagee 175 Crostian Dwwr Haute Couture. French lounded 19471 Uy Jotn Gathano, Brarsh fom Giwakae 19601
Ensembie, auamndweus 1999-2000 Hat by Siephen Jones, Batsh thorn 19571 Phoosgraph copyoght 12
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