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It was to be expected that the documenting of a book on dress would meet
with unusual difficulties. Not only is there no costume library in Lhe United
States, but the institution of copyright prohibits the free use of modern
illustrative material. For instance, such a veritable mine of pictorial docu-
ments as the bi-monthly Vogue magazine had to be left untouched—no per-
mission to reproduce a single picture could be procured. Hence, this book

fails to show some of the most significant pictorial testimonies.

And another point: Some arguments were treated skelchily and some con-
clusions were left to be drawn by the reader himself. The reason is that the

author does not feel too confident about the public’s willingness to tolerate

opinions which shake its complacency.
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Next morning the prince went to his father, the King, and said to him: “No
one shall be my wife but she whose foot this golden slipper fits.” Then were
the two sisters glad, for they had pretty feet. The eldest went with the shoe
into her room and wanted to try it on, and her mother stood by. But she could
not get her big toe into it, and the shoe was too small for her. Then her
mother gave her a knife and said, “Cut the toe off; when thou art Queen thou
wilt no more need to go on foot.” The maiden cut the toe off, forced the foot
into the shoe, swallowed the pain, and went out to the King’s son. Then he

took her on his horse as his bride and rode away with her.®

Cinderella, the tale of frustration and competition, of fetishism and mutilation,
is a catalog of cruelties, and, as such, represents a fairly good summation of

the components of dress.

This charming story of human perversions is not a forbidden book. Tt is

whispered at bedtime to eager children and sinks deeply into their sleepy but

*From Grimm’s Household Tales. The story continues with the prince’s dis-
covery of the fraud. Blood, streaming from the bride's shoe, has dyed her
white stockings red. Most American children are unaware of these bloody
complications since they are fed a wholesome vegetarian pum pkin-coach ver-
ston of Cinderella. The purge apparently began in the late nineties when the
mother’s resourcefulness and the ensuing surgery fell victims to the censor.
The pigeons followed ; their symbolism also seems to have been inappropriate.
A Boston edition of Grimm’s tales dismisses the Cinderella story altogether;
its introduction states with grim satisfaction, *. . . when the objectionable

stories have been thrown out, there remains a goodly number.” !
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The behaviour of fashion addicts, a term which applies practically to every-
body who has reached adolescence, is significant. From the first phase of
timid desire for the adoption of a fad, through the sheer religious devotion,
as demonstrated by the punctilious care for the detail of the fashion, to the
sudden boredom and physical horror for an oullived vogue, we have the
perfect analogy of the unravelment of the phases of courtship: craving and
devotion for the love object, and its rejection after wish-fulfillment. In fact,
nothing shows better the nature of dress than this resemblance. Sometimes,
when the excitement of a new fashion flares up, symbols of old become
miraculously alive, strange cruelties and mutilations are accepted in homage
to a fashion idol, which would, were their real nature fully understood.

scare the wits out of its adherents.

14
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Typography of modesty

Man which glories in his raiment is like unto a rob-
ber that glories in the brand of iron wherewith he is
branded, since it was Adam’s sin that rendered
garments necessary.

St. Bernard

“What were Adam’s clothes? A horny skin covered his body. and the Lord’s
cloud surrounded him at all times. But after he ate from the fruits of the
tree his horny skin was wrested from him and the cloud melted away. He
looked at his nakedness and hid from the Lord.™ Thus, the unfortunate
incident which started the clothing problem with its never ending calamities
is pictured in legend. Great as Adam’s annoyance must have been over the
loss of his ingenious shell and aura, it is not clearly understandable what
made him so promptly realize its moral implications. What made the flayed
Adam think that his changed appearance had reduced him to a permanent

state of sin? Maybe he sensed that he deserved some punishment.

However that may be, the legend’s picture of the fallen first man as a kind
of peeled shrimp is more convincing than the more popular version in the Old
Testament. Both are fables, quaint and moralistic, apparently too remote to
burn our ears. However, they must seem to be quite real to the child wheo
gets his basic orientation of this world in Sunday school. Modesty, a sensa-
tion so complex and irrational, is imbued in his mind by way of allegories
which in themselves are equally irrational. Modesty—to be specific, the
Jewish-Christian variety of corporeal modesty—was born from sin. The
new virtue, tainted by origin and circumstance, was intended to repair the
irreparable by cramming Man down in a substitute shell and by garnishing
him with a mental fog. But apparently the garment which the old Adam
shed is irretrievable, and the new artificial skin cracks alternately or
simultaneously in a dozen places. sometimes to the delight of its wearer. It is
noteworthy that though modesty has often punished humanity severely by
inflicting unnecessary hardships, it has just as often given the most ex-

quisite pleasures to its non-conformists,
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[rrelevant as the childlike conception of the accidental birth of modesty

seems, the fact that it found its way into theological argument and con-
sequently into religion itself, presents us with an importanl cue Lo our present-
day attitude towards clothes. Puritanical sociely is notable for its adherence
to old-testamentary ideology. though behaviour seldom follows the theory.
It is somewhat comforting to observe that life has laws of its own, which do
not always coincide with moral or theological axioms. Generation after
generation, official providers of enlightment and solace are [orced to revise
their notions with regard to modesty. and to adjust themselves as best as they

can so as nol to lose contact with their community.

Adam’s first realization after he lost his hide, was his incompleteness. Our
civilization shares his feelings to an amazing degree. We do not blush to
affirm that man without clothes is ludicrous. nor that he is inferior to the
equally unclothed but inoffensive animal. Tt iz therefore not surprising to
see man turning to the animals and borrowing their skin. hair and feathers to
patch up his natural defect. The horny skin, which in mythology and folk
legend exists as a mere parable, becomes a reality to which every costume

history testifies.

Topography has often borrowed its terms from human anatomy. Crests and

necks are common in geographic languaze. Sinuous lines in both earthly and
B ol l (=] L E

human landscape have provoked poetic comment. And the ever changing

pattern of clouds. which blanket the plains and crown the summits, may be

linked to the equally changing but ever-present haze of corporeal modesty

| ; 21Ng ] I ]

which clings to the ridges and valleys of the human hody.

Viewed from a more distant standpoint, the appearance of the cloudy veil re-
veals itself to be less fickle and to obey distinet principles. Its loops and
fissures occur regularly, if only over long stretches of time. Freakish condi-
tions repeat themselves, but never is there anything like a consistency
in modesty. There is no evolution in corporeal modesty: instead we view

an unending repetition of established patterns.

Any forecast to predict the trend of modesty for so much as half a generation
might prove utlerly wrong. Bul there is never any lack of speculation and
many w riters have t'.‘xpr(.‘s-\;-‘.{‘(] eagerness to penetrate the !rlilf.xlf" of the future.
Anatole France confessed his curiosity with regard to posterity very candidly.
“If I were allowed Lo choose from the pile of books which will be published
one hundred years after my death, do vou know which one 1 would take? No.
by no means would 1 select a novel from that future librarv—I would simply

take a fashion magazine so that 1 could see how women dress one cenlury

Every excursion into the future is handicapped

by current notions of corporeal modesty.

Huntress, 1930. Drawing by Bakst, dated 1921,




after my departure. And these rags would tell me more about the humanity

of the future than all the philosophers, novelists, prophets and scholars.”

Would they really? Does a man tightly clad in stiff drab cloth, unmarred by
even the suspicion of a cheerful color or ornament. allow us to conclude that
he represents a model of civie virtue? Or does his appearance rather betray
a sinister character? Are the eye-flaps of a nun a guaranty of holiness? And
what about grandfather who gratefully cherished the accident that disclosed
to his exulting eves a delicate female foot or ~delightful circumstance—even
a slender ankle? What would have been his first thought had clairvoyance re-
vealed to him that his granddaughter would enjoy men’s admiration centered
around her bare stomach-pit and her well-formed navel, a situation brought
along by wearing a two-piece bathing suit? Would he. in response to such
foreknowledge, have shot dead his own offspring to prevent the shame?
Grandfather with his grandfather’s sense of honor probably may have seen
no other choice. It is left to conjecture what the court’s verdict would have
been in disposing of the case. The judge would probably have rejected the
culprit’s vision of doom, because his own imagination might have been Loo
chaste to admit that such fashionable debauchery would come true in his own
life-time. Was there any choice for him but to ascribe grandfather’s heroic

behaviour to insanily ?

Students of psychology will find evidence even among Anglo-Saxon writers
that we are heading toward clothing conditions which, if earnestly discussed
today, would send every righteous citizen into a moral spasm. With the
shrinking of decoration towards its more primitive and stronger forms of
amulets and charms and towards unrestricted painting, and with the
protective nature of dress becoming gradually less important, clothing will
ultimately become again something of an esoteric cloud and. if not actually
the horny skin, at least a healthy tan. To those sensitive souls who scent the
brewing of ungodliness and chaos, a historic-geographic panorama of
modesty may help to revive their belief in the permanency of social institu-

tions and strengthen their desire for survival.

Our bodies have only recently come to light, after a thousand-year hiding.
Their discovery has taken us by surprise, and the majority of us still regards
them with suspicion. Much time will elapse before we make peace with our
corporeality and acquire a new and sound conscience. To be sure, although
the human body has led a secret existence in every-day life, it has always been
much in evidence in art. However, the portrayed nude must have seemed
hardly more real than the angels’ wings or the tail of mermaids. Prejudice
probably originated the popular belief that the naked or scantily clothed
savage is but an intermediary link between animal and man. The literature
of the discoveries of the last centuries is full of that condescending attitude

towards the non-civilized, i.e. the unclothed.

White Man’s behaviour towards his own body is equally unreasonable. If we

could fathom the complexity of his dissatisfaction with his body, much light

18




would be shed on the problem of clothing. Unfortunately, we do not have a
straight, unbiased view on our corporeal selves. For various reasons, histori-
cal and emotional, our body proper is believed to be incomplete—a body
minus clothes. Tt is the external shell, the tailor-made surface that prompts
us, generally, to think of our real self. This disguise is the normal, the
visible. In daily life we encounter only the packaged body, while the human
substance is sternly and purposely kept secret. The dismissal of an un-
satisfactory body through hiding has not improved our physique, but aversion
for the flesh has produced the ingenious trappings which we lovingly call our
clothes. The moment apparel was added—it matters little whether this is the
bead-string of the primitive or the mummy-like enclosure of the civilized—
the natural harmony of the body became unbalanced. The reciprocal inter-
dependance of body and clothes has continuously furnished new conflicts,

the reconciliation of which constitutes the peculiar esthetics of dress.

Primitive man as well as the untamed child of civilized man lack entirely that
feeling of inferiority with regard to their naked body which is the sine qua
non of modesty. Primitive peoples sometimes show a complete reversal in
their estimate of the unclothed body. There are instances of tribes among
whom only the harlots are clothed.* The child in civilized society learns that
clothes are indispensable by way of admonitions and prohibitions. It is al-
together doubtful whether such child thus attains a genuine state of modesty.
That high achievement. it would seem, requires the blessed constitution of a

potential sainl. At most, an infant can be taught the feeling of bashfulness.

The intensity of the sense of shame varies not only historically but region-
ally. The shriveling of earthly distances, through the perfection of means of
transportation and communication, brings within easy reach localities which
formerly were safely isolated. Only a few years ago, many peoples used to
bathe in public without the aid of clothing. This custom, we are learning,
is rapidly disappearing due to the protests of foreign travelers. The sectarian
system of puritanism, so singularly propitious to moral missions and un-
inhibited by the lack of any desire to understand foreign folkways, irreverent-

ly attacks age-old institutions which do not reflect its own customs.

At first thought, modesty appears to be a virtue as absolute and indivisible
as, say, honesty. Inquiry reveals, however, that modesty shows a multitude
of forms which depend on such divergent factors as age, habit, custom, law,
epoch, climate, time of day and others. Each factor imparts additional
significance which challenges a different interpretation; many are contradic-
tory or variable. Furthermore, modesty and immodesty are not always clearly
recognizable. Their borders are blurred, and confusion besets premises and
conclusions alike. Every effort at a total evaluation of the numerous patterns
of modesty must fail because of lack of a basis for comparison. Examples of
modesty taken from different geographical or historical latitudes cannot be
separated from their context without becoming meaningless. Any appraisal

of modesty coming from a society with a traditional fear of the human body

19
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The sixteenth century Flemish mourning costiome which almost ob-
literates the human silhouette illnstrates un extreme case of modesty,
In our time a similar attire is worn by middle class women on one af
the Azores istands. This costume, called capote e capello, (npposite

page). wctually can be traced to the Flamands. the first settlers of the
Azores.

From Recueil de la diversité des habits. 1562,

Woman from Granade.

From Vecellio, De gli habiti antichi etc.. 1500,
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and an avowed shame for its most natural functions, cannot but furnish a
distorted picture. Though it may not amount to much more than a symbolical-
philological promenade, for the sake of argument it is worthwhile to in-
vestigate the physique of man and woman in order to disclose, limb for limb,

organ for organ, their supposed allergy to shame.

The Mohammedan woman when scantily dressed and surprised by strangers,
covers her face instead of her body; she is a laughing matter to us. Never-
theless, her reaction is quite consistent with our custom of masking our faces
in carnival time when licentiousness is let loose under the protection of
anonymity. The veiling of Moslem women, when in public, is the exaltation
of that desire for hiding the individual, though there is no gaity extant.
Tradition seems to be forceful enough to ensure the permanence of the veil.
It should be remembered that in Turkey the abolition of veil and turban was

only achieved with recourse to severe punishment.”

A recent dispatch from Beyruth reports that Syrian rioters, hurling stones and
firing pistols, forced their way into a theatre and a French officers’ club in
Damascus, in protest against the attendance of unveiled women.” Similarly,
in 1830, when a masked ball was held in one of New York's theatres. the
guests were stoned by the mob. “On seeking protection from the constables,
the managers were told they were law-breakers, and could have no protection.”
As would befit the Occident, the wrath of the populace was caused by the
hiding of faces. Sumner relates the case of Catholic nuns who, having always
hidden their faces from each other, and heing unveiled forcibly, felt all the

shame of indecent exposure.”




Left: The sixteenth century Turkish middle class

woman, complete with muzzle, exemplifies the high

standard of sartorial modesty of her country.
From Vecellio, De gli habiti antichi erc., 1590.

Above: American fashion illustration, 1859,

Opposite page: Occident and Orient differ
in their conceptions of modesty.

Cartoon from Le Rire.
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There are instances where the covering of the face is enforced independent of
religious influence. In archaic Greece, masks and veils served to assure the
anonymity of the hetaerae.” Among the Tuareg, it is the man who hides his
face, while the woman leaves il uncovered.'® A grotesque example of modesty
is ascribed to Armenians in a travel book of the seventeenth cenlury. Con-
jugal relations, as they were then. demanded of the housewife not to remove
her veil until she had put her hushand to bed and had extinguished all
lights: she also had to get up before day-break. The author traveler
assures us Lhat llmu;__rh a i:'nuplu might have been married for Len years, the
man may never have seen the face of his spouse. Neither might he have
heard her voice. he adds, since, though he was used to address her. it was only

proper for her to respond by a movement of her head.!!

The Arab woman bares her bosom without embarrassment, but she helieves
the sight of the back of her head to be still more indecent than the exposure
of her face, In early Palestine. women were obliged to keep their heads
covered; for a woman, to be surprised oulside the house without a head-
covering was a sufficient reason for divorce.”* Until the past century, married
orthodox Jewesses were not allowed to display their hair. They wore wigs.
instead, that fitted so tightly that not one lock of hair could be seen.”™ To
this day. the Catholic Church insists on women’s wearing hats when entering

a place of worship.

Civic and ecclesiastical laws stipulate the requirements of modesty. These are
necessarily concerned with the genitals ever since sex has been identified with
sin, Greek civilizalion, a curricular subject to us, did not share such inter-
pretation.  Though antiquity’s worldly wisdom and ethical principles are
respected, its hedonistic character is diametrically opposed to modern
thought. To fit the nudity of classic Greece into our moral order. it was
conveniently shoved off into the realm of art. This arrangement proved en-
tirely workable, as art in our time is securely divorced from life. Odious
and offensive as the human body is judged by earthly statutes, it is sanctioned
in art. Fossilized in stone and pigment, its emotional power is believed to
have been reduced to that of a [Jllddin}_’. though eternal precaution added as
an after-thought the traditional fig-leaf. A conciliatory note rings in the story
which tells that in the vastest array of human imagery. the Vatican’s collec-
tion of antique sculpture, the defamation of the male anatomy was softened

by putting the fig-leaves on hinges.

McMaster relates in his history of the people of the United States that,
when Hiram Power’s “Chanting Cherubs” were shown in Boston, the ex-
hibitors felt obliged to drape their loins with linen. He adds sarcastically:
“A like treatment was accorded to an orang-outang which visited the city

about the same time.”*

Clothes, often so inefficient as a protection against Nature’s rigors, and un-
satisfactory as an ornament, are however true instruments of a moral phil-

osophy. In one or two instances. the implements of :'hathing are veritahle
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Today, we have at least partially overcome Victorian concepts of

H.'r_}ffr_*s.‘_r, However, we do not look at the human z’mrf’_l as a whole

but distinguish between nice and nasty parts. Antique civilizations

were largely unconcerned with such discriminations.
At right: Maiden. archaic Greek sculpture.

Acropolis Musewm. Athens.

Above: Tvary figure of Minoan goddess. found in Crete.

From Evans. The Palace of Minos at Knossos,

Wil




resurrections of Adam’s cuirass

, as in the corset of a generation ago. That
the wearing of a corset was then mainly a woman’s privilege or. rather, duty,

matters little in view of the perfect preservation of the moral implications.

This corset which first was used as a remedy for supposed shapelessness,
later became a focus of erotic attraction, wound up by being an indispensable
requisite of decency. The uncorseted woman reeked of license. But this

cuirass was collapsible, and so were morals.

That the revival of adamitic innocence by way of encasing the human body in
armor was nol the idea of a fashionable and degenerate society alone. but
was perpetrated by what we should not hesitate to call healthy peoples, is
evidenced by examples from folk-lore. Among Circassians there was the
custom of providing the girls between the tenth and twellth year with broad
girdles made of untanned leather. The wealthy fastened them with silver
hooks, but among the common people these contraptions were tightly sewn
around the waist. One witness. familiar with the customs of the Circassians,
tells us that they “fastened their girls into saffian leather garments for seven
years Lo give their figures symmetry.”'® Another observer adds that this
leather cuirass was worn by the girls until their wedding-night “when the

bride-groom, with a sharp-cutting dagger. unties the Gordian knot. which

16

ceremony is frequently attended with danger.”

This constricting corselet, used among the
Ossetes (Central Caucasus), was put on by
girls between seven and eight years of age, anid

not remotved wntil marriage.

From Ploss, Waman.

The female breasts. objects par excellence for the facetious adventures in
modesty, are much in evidence today, though only in veiled form. “The
importance of the breast in the movies” remarks a writer of today. “can be
exaggerated only by the movies, but those same set up the rules whereby
*hreast’ is a taboo word, and sweaters cannot be tight.”!'" Among darker
races a greal many have preserved enough respect and interest in that fore-
most feminine ornament to allow its liberal display. But the combined efforts

of white missionaries and underwear manufacturers have in many instances

26
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This charming advertisement permits us a fine insight into the in-
dolent minds of our grandmothers. In a world of commerce, where
health is a promise attached to commodities sold over the counter,
the physician is likely to cut a ludicrous figure.

From Harper's Bazar, 1886,




THE BARE-NEUK EVIL
NSUFFICIENT
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ciothing  about  the

N dperease i ogoiter, we are told by Sir
James Canthie, n London surgeon, writing
in The Duity Madd {Londan],
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vy women (tho this mode of dress is
unfortunately not eontined to them, for
aliler wonmen follow  the ool cxample) and
s possible detriments to health are daily
upatt oire lips, altho po ane has =t out an
definite torms what these offeets are,

U Passing: over seversl of the conhse-
fpuenees,. such as the horsts of high tem-
perature to which the underclothed are
likde, B they men or women, and other

couadly proampent  svmipioms, Iowould
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mst hmve boticed - the Cpuffy neeks”
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an fimes been fooked upon by
artists with aocertain aoint of favor; but
an o estgeecation is utterly condemped, as-
socited as 1t 1= with faee palor, puffy
features, anemia, and hstlessness. Briefly,
the condition is teemed gotier, altho true
golter fns s specitie canse

“Prue goiter is known in eortain parts
of the country, . . but it i3 not. and never
hias been, a dizsease attributod to living an
London.  Yet to-day in o certmin form
it is plentifuly it has mestly made its
appearance sinee bare necks and chests
cine into fashion: and as the vears of this
Fastuon invrense = do the puffy and goiter-
looking neeks, ., . . . .

“The Partsian designers who determine
the nature of women’s dress have set an
evil fushion, unbygienic to a degres; but
no- railings of mothers, plivsiologists, or
vight-minded folk are eapnble of prevent-
ing  the dumage the Parisian manikin
Lians done and 12 doing to the voung women
nl Eipapue!
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succeeded in eradicating the native lack of prejudice: occasionally they also

extinguished the converts altogether. Indeed. the Mother Hubbard shirt

promoted often. besides holiness. civilized discases.

Less barbarious but not yet elevated enough to nurse their infants with
synthetic mother milk from glass bottles are the non-industrialized peoples.
There are still a great many countries where the sight of the respeclable
utilitarian organs which the French call les réservoirs de la maternité are as
common as the suckling child. The fertile maternal breast is a subject ad-
missible in Christian art, The same Church which objected to even the
suspicion of a foot in religious representation —Murillo was reprimanded
by the inquisition for having painted the madonna with toes —allowed the

Mother of God to be pictured with a bare bosom.'*

The pattern of conduct and the mutual consent is almost reversed il the
subject in question is the virginal or non-functional breast. Let us first be
reminded that Cretan or Spartan young women were quite uninhibited in
that matter and dressed to emphasize their fine physique. The remoteness of
these peoples assures them our forgiveness. However. similar fashions in
eighteenth century France cannot but provoke our indignation. Social up-
heavals caused by economic crisis or war have been blamed as decisive
factors in loosening the decorum of a nation. Still, we find the same liberties
in such dissimilar epochs as the reign of lLouis the Fourteenth and the
Directoire. “Women wore such low-cut dresses that the slighlest movement
showed the tips of their breasts above their bodices. Soon the more daring

ones became accustomed to leaving them always there.”!

The following
century eclipsed the female breast by providing a multitude of other anatomi-
cal diversions to the effect that around 1900 a sweeping and homogenous
front bulge had found enthusiastic acceptance, a highly artificial protuberance
which we may tentatively call the monobosom. At the same time. a spe-
cialized industry made it feasible to mold the actual or illusory substance
into endless varialions of every imaginable shape. Quite logically, this had
to end in the total negation of the bosom. lis nonexistence was shortly
decreed, and God knows what ever-lowing source of shame must then have

been the normally developed upper part of a woman.

Actually, we are able to ascribe the changes in modesty to the machinations
of the

fashioner of conditions important to life: now he emerges as a moral factor.

interested  businessman. Since long he has been Lhe omnipotent
With success in business hecoming quickly identified with the highest civie
virtue, the purity of the husinessman’s dealings is taken for granted. The
vast field of erotic manifestations is incorporated in his speculative interests

and is exploited 1o any length. He proves that even obscenity can be com-

Contrary to what should be expected from the
expensive guardians of our health. they never mercialized.
fought a successful battle for hygienic and

comfortable dress: this might have injured Modesty. whose commandments had heretofore been observed by following

their moral standing and earning capacity. unwrilten rules. ot codified for the benefit of the manufacturer, The retail

From Literary Digest, 1920. trade in the theatre arls as performed by the stock company lelt always a
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It is not surprising that bottle-feeding nations have de-
Jamed the female breasts s indecent objects. It is equally
fitting that the sight of breasts hus to be paid for, and
that the adequate place for such esthetic pleasure should

be burlesque theatres only,

Virgin and ehild. by Jean Fouguet,

suflicient margin for the interpretation of decency. The classics were clipped
according to time and place of the performance, and modesty was taken
care of by complying with the sentiments of the audience. The very different
sort of over-all appeal and fool-proofness of the moving picture made it im-
perative to gauge the depth of popular feelings for modesly. lo establish a
rigid pattern offensive to none and, thereby. assure the unlimited sale of the
commercial product. This monopoly on modesty created an institution second
nn]_\ to the lflllll_Jlllil of irlf;l”“'ri“l} itself. Here, a modern ]eyisluliun on
sumptuary laws was to rival with Moses’ moral code. Whereas the violation of
his commandments was punishable with nothing more substantial than hell-
fire. circumstantial proof and peculiarities of which nobody had ever taken
the trouble to establish sufficiently, the dealer in cinematic illusions was
prepared to pay for any false step in real currency. Among the command-
ments of industrial modesty is one that deals with “the more intimate parts

of the human body™ among which were rightly recognized the breasts of
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The mono-bosom. (Compare with
illustration on page 49.)

woman. “They should not be clearly and unmistakably outlined by the

garment,” decreed the legislators.®® Mindful of the days of the mono-hosom
they decided that one single breast, though anatomically incorrect. was less

frivolous than a pair.®

The order was issued after the first World War. a time which also saw a
considerable boost of women’s rights. The new liberty brought about not
only an invasion into men’s domain bul also a short excursion into the rather
dubious province of transvestitism. Women tried to acquire a male chest;
they borrowed men’s hairdos and assumed a mannish walk. With all this
impersonation of a male adolescent, how did they compensale for the missing
female characteristics? By what stratagem did they accumulate sufficient

erotic quality, or its modern equivalent—immodesty?

The event which. so to say. insured the continuily of human propagalion was
the unveiling of the female leg. An incident. formerly witnessed in places of
ill repute only, or occasionally imagined in the more prurient dreams of
grandfather, had quickly become a common place. The domestication of the
female leg is the accomplishment of our time. In the glory that was Greece,
soft folds overlaid the contour of limbs, but the thighs and legs were “un-
mistakably”™ there. The dusk of the middle ages of corporeal etiquette was
of astonishing perseverance and for fifty generations the legs had led a
twilight existence. Only outcasts, such as circus performers. actors and
ballet dancers, who lived on the far outskirts of civic propriety of conduct.
were regarded as bipeds, a classification tainted by the stigma of the dis-
reputable. To be sure, the reticence of admitting female legs was an aristo-
cratic trait. Female sovereigns—puritan Victoria had about the same notions
on the subject as the more distant and voluptuous Queen of Spain—were
adamant in banning the very thought of the lower exiremities, and we are
indebted to the libertinism of poets and artists for having preserved the

concept of the leg from extinction.

It is significant that the time of liberation of female legs coincides with a
profound disregard of the bosom and of the trunk in general. The persistent
occupation with a specific erotic attribute, whether actually displayed or
merely suggested, loses its power of attraction proportionally to the length
of time and the degree of satisfaction derived. With the appeasement of
curiosity, the demand for disclosure becomes sated, and its abandonment
seems expedient. Today, it seems that leg cult and leg “art” have reached
a saturation point. The history of dress records such periods when neck,

shoulders, abdomen, haunches, and buttocks were alternatingly exponents of

* Though the current edition of the female bosom restores the dualily of
the breasts, a curious anomaly creeps into the anatomy of the North Ameri-
can woman: The fashionable mono-buttock. Modesty decrees today a uniform
posterior bulge, achieved with the help of a barrel-like contraption. called,

not altogether happily. a girdle.
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Back go il eyes o the bustle, rippling-

round like a palm fan. Forward goes
your mind's eye to those

very speciai occasions when

only a very special black

will do. Black rayon erepe with faille

midriff and bustie. Sizes 10 to 16, 29.95

Every article of apparel, originally applied as a token of modesty,
immediately draws attention to the part it covers. Thus, the fan. the
stomacher, the cache-sex, have become to be regarded as the common
requisites of flirtation. Modesty, whatever its nature. turns s easily as
milk, and becomes false modesty. Above, Congo women. u earing ornd-

mented mats, called “negbie.”
Courtesy Asia magazine.
At left: The palm imitation in faille was sold in 1946, The wording of

the advertisement leaves no doubt about the bustle’s function to focus
interest on the buttocks.

Courtesy Martin’s, Brooklyn.
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heightened interest. There is but a limited number of convexities in human
anatomy. and it became deformation’s business to create new hulges on which

to graft new shoots of allure.

Human ingenuity did not shrink from the idea of measuring modesty in
yards and inches. Fashionable periodicals of the seventies printed charts ol
the perfect length of skirts for the benefit of infants as well as ladies, and the
appearance on public beaches of policemen carrying rulers is still remem-
hered. The bathing suit, that newcomer in the field of clothing, demolished
in its triumphal progress what heretofore had seemed to be impregnable
bulwarks of modesty. The quickness of success was assured by the realiza-

lion that

within the bounds of modern civilization—the bathing outfil
represented the ultimate minimum of covering, its logical reduction to the
bare essentials. To all intents and purposes. it was untrammelled by func-
tional considerations. 1f the purpose of hathing is to get wet, the function of
the bathing suit remains obscure. Tt is neither intended for keeping us warm.
nor is it an aid to swimming. Contrary to what may be common belief, the
bathing suit is irrelevant to any activity in and under water. At best. the

bathing suit is a social dress as genuine as the frock-coal.

in spite of its novelty, the bathing suit has already a history and, from the
point of view of modesty, an instructive one at that. In a small portion of
time, all the agonizing discomfort and moral perplexities of the history of
dress are unreeled in condensed form. The bathing machines, these mobile
monuments to moral imbecility, went well together with an equally monstrous
disguise of the body. The best suitable attire for the ocecasion as conceived
by gentlemen were the gaily striped tricots as worn by animal trainers and
jugelers. The clownish induements lent a note ol country fair to the beach;
to the bathers it probably conveyed a gladsome feeling of irresponsibility
which suppressed for a while the awareness of partaking in dangerous

liberties.

Female bathers who at the seaside adopted a Victorian version of a harem,
minus its charms and intimacies, were all but invisible to men. Under such
circumstances there was no need for seduclive display: dress was purely of
competitive character and no load of cloth was too cumbersome, no frills too
impracticable. A foremost psvchologist of our time comments: *. . . we look
back . .. at the bathing machines with astonishment mingled with disgust; the
latter because at this distance, we are able to perceive the erotic obsessive-
itess of the modesty in question. Future generations may one day contemplate

with similar emotion the fact that we wear bathing dresses at all. Our prin-

ciple clearly demands that we should be able to tolerate nakedness where it is

obviously called for, as on the bathing beach.”

When the charm of the hide-and-seek play had worn off. and sea-bathing had
evolved from its purported ablutions to its true exhibitionistic character, the
disintegration of attire and modesty was unavoidable. The freedom of beach

dress—if the vesligial patches of cloth deserve being called dress—is re-
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Regional costumes, unaffected by ecommercial

dress fashions, have their own laws of modesty.

From Visk, Hungarian Dances.

Modesty was something very tangible, even
measurable to our grandmothers. The chart for
the proper length for little girls” skirts is of
remarkable accuracy. It demonstrates the tan-
talizing eclipse of the female leg, climaxed by

its black-out at puberty.

From Harper's Bazar, 18686.
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The women of the past century who wore trains for the beach, had
as little doubt about the infallibility of fashion editors as have today
their granddaughters. Though present-day beach wear is healthier. to

less hypoeritical nations it appears just as foolish.

The idea that white man has to wear a special suit while bathing.
reflects his dubious ethics. Hundred years ago, Thoreau, having mused
at boys bathing in a river, entered in his journal this pertinent obser
vation: “What a singular fact for an angel visitant to this earth to
carry back in his note-book. that men were forbidden to expose their

bodies under the severest penalties.”??




markable because it has originated a double moral. Hitherto, the momentary
version of modesty had been inflexible and indivisible. discounting the rare
exception of ballroom privileges. Now. under its dual character, the nature
of modesty assumed different values under the open sky and in the stuffy
atmosphere of the home. An outdoor version of modesty was thus put in cir-
culation which, surprisingly enough, was perfectly compatible with the do-

mestic variety.

The intensive preoccupation with women’s legs that started in the nineteen-
twenties has not subsided at the present time. Their admission among the
mentionable portions of anatomy was brought aboul in several steps—ankle,

calf, knee, thigh—gradually adding up to the entirety. Yet curiously enough,

the taboo that covered the foot was not lifted until many years later. Today,

e

Photograph courtesy Life magazine.
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men and women who timidly contemplate a release of their toes from the
ieather coffins of shoes, face many qualms. Among the more mature people.
even those willing to forget the supposed unseemliness of bare toes. are unable
to conform because their feet are no longer eligible for the new privileges. Bad
footwear and bad habits have indeed reduced the once beautiful foot to an im-
pure and indecent object. By all means. let us encourage them to hide the

stigmata of coarseness for the rest of their lives.

The tardy recognition of the existence of man’s ten toes is a milestone of
civilization. The imprisonment of the foot lasted for almost two thousand
years and it can be direetly ascribed to religious taboos. The idea of the
impurity of feet is as old as the shame for the body: at times, the foot
stood for the body, the part symbolized the whole. Our concept of the foot
is indeed byzantine, figuratively speaking as well as in reality. The hieratic
idea of the shoe is diametrically opposed to the Greek ideal. Unlike the sandal

which, besides protecting eflectively the sole, accentuates the structure of the




These pictures, published in 1901 in a French magnzine, accom
panied an article called * W hat women will wear in 1915 or 1920.”
They tllustrate not only the futility of predicting dress to come,
but demonstrate the moral qualms which face the prophet. The
illustrator was correct in assuming that legs were to become visible.
However, he resorted to transparent skirts in order to appease a

public to whom mere thinking of femnle legs was buse,

From left to right, dresses for the beach. for skating., shopping

and, above, evening ieaur.

From Contemporaine,




foot and enhances its harmony of movement, the shoe’s purpose is hiding.
The Christian idea of the shoe is thus clearly manifested in Byzantine foot-
coverings. To achieve near-oblivion, every respect for anatomical reality

was abandoned and the shoe was built on the most rigid principle of symmetry.

One author of a book on the origin of modesty holds that the covering up of
the foot was woman’s invention, because man did not share her pedal
prudery.*® Man, however, was instrumental in upholding the taboo on
woman’s feet. In the China of yesterday, the disclosure of the female foot was
regarded not so much as an immodesty as an obscenity. We find a similar
conception in the Spain of Philip the Fifth. The clothes of Spanish women
touched the floor and never even showed the suspicion of a shoe. The car-
riages of the day had special doors with a collapsible mechanism that could be
lowered in order to hide the feel of a disembarking lady.?* When the Queen
suggested that female dresses be shortened so that they would raise Jess dust.
men protested sternly to such change. They even had the impudence to main-
tain that they would prefer to see their wives dead rather than suffer the
thought that other men could share the sight of their women’s feet.*25 Indeed.
this privilege seemed to have strictly been of connubial character: it repre-
sented the extreme instance of intimacy and was appropriately called la
derniére faveur.”® We have the description of an accident in which the Queen
of Spain fell from a horse and was dragged along by it, as her foot had been
caught in a stirrup. The scene was watched with horror by a greal number
of dignitaries and troops who could not give aid to the Queen without touch-
ing her foot. When, finally, one knight lost his self-control and saved the
unfortunate from death, he also had enough presence of mind to seek the

shelter of a monastery where he intended to await the royal pardon.2”

A similar incident, recorded in that time, lacks the conciliatory ending. A
nobleman, enamoured of the Queen, generously burned down his own castle in
order to have an opportunity for acting the saviour: He was repaid for the
loss of his magnificent home by carrying the Queen to safety. But a page who
witnessed the escapade also saw that the gallant count had touched the

august feet. The King, upon learning this, personally killed the Lransgressor

with a pistol-shot.>*

The sexual significance of the foot and the shoe, which spread from the
Orient to the West, survives in superstition and quaint customs such as the
throwing of shoes after the bride in marriage ceremonials. By what stages
the human foot passed from its being regarded more beautiful than the hand

to a lowly object. can only be guessed. The intuitive esteem which the antique

* Such behaviour confirms however the theory that the dominant sex makes
and upholds the rules of propriety, especially those concerned with the con-
duct of the other sex. In general, the dominant sex raises the main objections
against any change of dress; it is indifferent to its own mores but it strictly
enforces the standards of modesty of the dominated sex as long as such mod-

esty incites the instinct of courtship.2®
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world held for the foot, gave room to the talmudic tradition with its em-
phasis on adequate footcoverings. Only people of the lowest social order—
slaves, prisoners, penitents—went unshod. For that they were looked upon as
not in God’s graces. “Only he who has shoes is a man.”® Bare feet also
symbolized a man’s incapacity for marriage, whereas removing of a woman’s
shoes signified her subjugation. In some instances, the uncovering of feet
stood for ritual nakedness. From the confused tradition considerable ves-
tiges have come down to posterity and are noticeable even today. The bare
foot is still a symbol of poverty; it is the trade mark of a number of religious
orders. And though most peasants went unshod at all times, industrial civil-
ization is not yet willing to deem the foot a respectable member of the human

body.

Dunlap Knight sums up our attitude towards the human body: “In modern
civilization there has grown up an immodesty which was lacking in more
ancient cultures. We are ashamed of our bodies. Whether the practice of
conceiling the body is the cause of our uncleanliness of mind, or whether our

obscenity is rather the cause of concealment. is a debated question.”!
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caveman-painter the human figure seems to have

To the rugged
been as boring as to the sensitive modern artist, To both it served

mainly as a theme for unlimited variations.

Prehistoric cave drawings, Spain.

From Breuil, Anthropologie.
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Anatomical variations, such as human monsters, have always been a
source of morbid interest. The follies of historic costume and our
own readiness to adopt absurd clothing and body fashions can be

traced to this fascination.

These two figures were not considered freaks but representatives of
Pis -1

some peculiarly prolific races.

From De 'Vecchi, Aggiunta all quarta parte dell ‘Indie etc., 1623.
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The twelve woodeuts, reproduced from the Liber Chronicarum, 1493,
stand for that many races or nations. At that time, when information
was even less reliable than it is today, people with ears long enough
to serve as couch and cover were believed to be an odd but pleasant
reality.

However, we must not overloolk that even an enlightened century has
not completely disavowed the existence of distorted human forms:
To the child the monsters of fairy-tales are as real as are the wondrous
deities to the pious. The juvenile and the mentally arrested seek the
pleasures of the comic strip, so generously populated with enormities.

We ourselves, feeling sometimes neglected by Nature. try with the help

af clothes to look like real monsters.

Hlustration from Grimm’s fairy-tale “One-eye,

two-eyes, three-eves.” Drawing by Scharl.

Courtesy Pantheon Books, Inc.
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Durga. From Moor's Hindu Pantheon.

Sometimes, ethnology rehabilitates the geog-

raphers of old, Women with platform lips.

From Deniker, Les races el les peuples.




The twelve monstrosities on the preceding pages were taken from
a chronicle; but the three above come from a costume book where
they kept company with such unexciting creatures as Swiss peas-

ants and Dutch merchants.

Cyclop, sea-monk and sea-bishop from Recueil de la diversité des

habits. 1562,




These first women of the aqutomobile era, who. in their rubber
masks and owlish goggles, were doubtlessly regarded as verv ai-
tractive by their male escorts. have a monstrous quality from our

point of view,

From Illustration, 1903,




! | Bluebeard. From Le Rire, 1897,

Sunami, Museum of Modern Art




Cur civilization keeps alive the fascination for monsters and. at the
same time expresses disdain for the normally built human body. The
female figure is redesigned from time to time, like furniture or auto-
mabile bodies. The specimen of past days fascinate us with their zoo-

logical garden variety rather than with their erotic charm.

The four plaster figures, designed by the author and moedeled by
Costantino Nivela, show a woman’s bady as it would have appeared
had it fitted the clothes of four fashion periods: A woeman of 1875
whose figure literally conforms to her bustle. The dowager type with
the shelf-like overhanging mono-bosom of 1904 (compare with illus-
tration on page 30). The vase-like figure of 1913 which seemed to
have one single leg under the hobble skirt. The concave flapper form

of the twenties,
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From Hay, The Geometric Beauty of the Human Figure.
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The unfashionable human body

The urge to alter his body is a distinction of man only. Animals, enjoving
the advantage of sounder instincts, do not feel the need of improvement
through mechanical experiment. The molding and decorating of the human
body persists in its primitive forms since remotest time: the technique of
tattooing, body painting, deformation and mutilation which we civilized peo-
ple also use today, have remained almost unchanged. Only intensity and scope
of the practice is different from that of the primitives. Whereas their body
art can always be traced to racial, religious or ceremonial motives. our in-
tents today are without such purpose. The lack of meaning is reflected in the
quickly varying intensity of decoration and deformation, in its dependence

upon the fashions of the day.

The Greeks respected the inviolability of the human body—or almost; they
did not tolerate the growth of pubic hair. Hellenistic civilization, although
separated abysmally from ours, has a strong grip on our imagination. (Par-
enthetically, the picture of ancient Greece which we have created with ed-
ucational ends in mind is a school-teacher’s phanlasv—sivkrr_mm flowers with
the smell of disinfectant.) To the present-day guardian of moral values these
elegant tunic-wearers seem to have been a most irresponsible lot. They
lacked any feeling of guilt for their bodies and. instead, showed an affirma-
tive attitude which we should call wicked. Their acceptance of the bodily
structure not only as good and definite but also as a common gauge for es-
thetic appraisal can only be ascribed to their peculiar morals and disrespectful
relationship towards their gods. Pagan. we call such wantonness, and pagan

we consider today the appreciation of the undeformed human body.

The recognition of Greek art-—or rather its latest and least vigorous period—
as a widely accepled beauly standard in modern times is not incompatible
with puritanism. The architectural shell of a banking institute or a railway

station styled naively in an archaic pastiche is satisfactory to us, not in spite
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Far-rings.

Nineteenth century.

CLOSED.

but because of its complete spiritual emptiness. Similarly, the plastic presen-
tation of a perfect specimen of human physique, volunteering to act as Carya-
tide for the heavy beams of a false portico, is hardly intended for our sensual
pleasure. To us, the depicted human being, hermetically sealed in its sculp-
tured nudity, is nothing but a freak. Perhaps, it is the erotic numbness which
emanates from a perfectly proportioned body that induced generations of city
fathers to consider these statues as innocuous. Their reactions might have
differed if the sculptor should have felt like improving the classic formality

by adding a wasp-waist or sprouting buttocks.

Body art found astonishingly little interest among artists and art historians

least of all among the students of dress. Only anthropologists have recorded
its aspects, and lately some psychologists have investigated that art. These
are exceptions, however. The unparalleled interest. which at the beginning
of the century turned towards the primitive in all its manifestations. and
which resulted in a new and more intelligent comprehension of the creative
act of the artist, stopped short of the art performed on the body itself. This
ommission is rather curious since the ornamentation and the manipulation of
man’s body was probably the first activity comparable to art. Both painting
and sculpture seem to have originated this way; man himself was the clay for
his recreated image and, simultaneously, he was the surface for ornamentation.
This accounted for a most harmonious art work, because painting and sculp-

turing were not two separated and exclusive ficlds,

The refined individual has developed an appetite for the culture of primitive
man. Modern art is unthinkable without the example of African and Oceanic
sculpture, the knowledge of unconscious and subconscious forces, the imagery
of the infantile, deranged and insane. The preoccupation with such divers
subjects, which formerly were considered alien to art and artists, brought
about a total reorientation of our esthetic concepts. The incipient interest in

the exotic and grotesque—an interest that to a small extent had been latent

also 