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INTRODUCTION
Addressing Fashion in Art

Justine De Young

Fashion reveals not only who we are, but whom we aspire to be. From
1775 to 1925, artists were especially attuned to the gaps between appear-
ance and reality, participating in and often critiquing the construction of
the self and image. Their representations of modern life must be read
with an eye to fashion and dress as to do otherwise omits a whole world
of complex calculations and subtle signals. Artists did not merely rec-
ord the fashions around them, but in their two-dimensional render-
ings of dress, posture, and pose also shaped contemporary ideals and
self-fashioning in the real world. Each chapter in this volume explores
the ramifications of these choices in case studies centred on crucial his-
torical, cultural, and political moments. Contributors examine not only
dress and the art object — their production and reception — but also the
larger visual and material culture within which they were embedded. By
unpacking the significance of historical dress, as well as the lived experi-
ence of dress and its representation, the essays consider how artists and
sitters engaged with the fashion and culture of their times. They all view
artworks as socially mediated cultural artefacts that illuminate the varied
and complex meanings of dress in art and life during the long nine-
teenth century, with serious implications for our understanding of dress
cultures today.

Contributors draw on a vast array of visual sources, from paint-
ings, photographs, prints, and posters to fashion plates, caricatures, and
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advertisements. Their period print and archival research is equally diverse,
encompassing private letters, autobiographies, painting treatises, Salon
reviews, Suffrage publications, fashion magazines, print indexes, con-
temporary poetry and fiction, and sociological theory. Moreover, their
work engages with a wide swathe of modern critical theory, in keep-
ing with the different approaches and questions pursued by each con-
tributor and also the orphaned status of fashion studies more generally.
Lacking a true disciplinary home, fashion has been studied and defined
from a multiplicity of perspectives and backgrounds, including: econom-
ics and the conspicuous consumption demanded by capitalism (Veblen,
Roche), anthropology (principally non-Western fashion), semiology and
linguistics (Barthes), psychology (Fliigel), aesthetics (Uzanne), feminism
(Felski, Parkins), sociology (Entwistle), costume history (Ribeiro), poli-
tics (Lipovetsky), social and cultural history (Steele, Wilson), sexuality
(Laver), and architecture (Wigley, McLeod).! Contributors benefit from
and reconcile in their own work these diverse disciplinary perspectives.

As these essays showcase, the study of dress has productively driven
new research in the social history of art, feminism, gender and identity
studies, as well as visual and material culture. Authors explore how dress
practices reacted to and intersected with political and social forces and
events — from charting the effects of war on a nation’s self-conception
and its view of art and dress as an articulation of its values to the calcu-
lated manipulation of fashion as propaganda. Scholarship has increasingly
acknowledged the role dress plays in fashioning the self and in our per-
ception of ourselves and others; indeed, as the volume demonstrates, art-
ists were particularly attuned to the significance and signification of dress.
Their responses to and uses of fashion, while always deliberate, were by
no means uniform, ranging from enthusiastic celebration to deliberate
rejection and everywhere in between.

Authors attend closely to the relationship between depicted dress and
lived reality — indeed many representations of fashion reveal more about
contemporary ideals and fantasies than they do about worn garments.
Fashion, whether ignored or embraced, was inextricably bound up in
ideals and conceptions of masculinity and femininity as well as of the
body. The signification of a garment also depends upon who wears it and
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authors trace the movement of garments between different dress cultures
and the ramifications of those dislocations. Fashion emerges from com-
plex circuits of cultural exchange and, as the essays by Jensen and Codell
stress, European fashions were heavily enmeshed in colonial projects and
influenced by the visual and material culture found there. Indeed, while
this volume concentrates on Western Europe, one could easily imagine a
later volume examining similar dynamics in Russia, America, China, or
Japan.’

Yet when considering fashion and avant-garde art between 1775 and
1925 Europe set the tone. Anyone interested in fashion and art in this
period, no matter their focus, must understand local practices along-
side those of the trend-setting European capitals — as nearly everyone in
the period did themselves. As fashion became international news, how
one responded to it was considered revelatory of one’s style, taste, and
even morality. From 1775 to 1925, Europe was the dominant centre of
the fashion industry and press and of the Western art world as well. It
was the golden age of the fashion plate and of painting as mass enter-
tainment (and state tool of propaganda); by the 1920s, both would be
displaced by photography and film. While there is a bias towards elite
fashion and representation in the early part of the period as portraiture
and state-produced art favoured the ruling classes, with the advent of
realism and growth of modern-life painting, artists turned their attention
in greater numbers to the dress of the middle and lower classes as well.
Fashion, moreover, was no longer merely an elite preoccupation as the
press enthusiastically spread fashion knowledge to the bourgeoisie and
beyond. Great novelists of dress — Austen, Balzac, Dickens, Zola, Wharton,
and James — underlined the increasing importance of fashion to all levels
of society. Essays in the volume attend to not only elite cultural forms
(painting), but also mass cultural print sources (fashion plates, journals,
advertising, the illustrated press, and caricature).

While art historians of all periods have begun to address and evalu-
ate dress, the long nineteenth century is a particularly crucial moment
as it saw the rise and establishment of the modern, globalized fashion
system that we still rely on today. The period witnessed the birth of the
department store, mass production, the mannequin, shopping as a leisure
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activity, and the rise of the fashion press, the fashion designer (couturier)
and the fashion show. The fashion press from its earliest days was inex-
tricably linked to advertising and was international in its reporting, rely-
ing on the increasingly interconnected globe — spreading news first via
the illustrated plate and then the photograph, first via letters from corre-
spondents then the telegram.’ The advent of modern mass transit within
cities and then between them — from omnibuses and subways to trains
and steamships — made possible and greatly facilitated the spread of fash-
ion knowledge, goods, and people in this period as never before.

Those living between 1775 and 1925 also witnessed a series of import-
ant shifts, among them the adoption of the suit and greater uniformity in
male dress and the related gendering of fashion as feminine. While in the
late eighteenth century dress was considered a way of remaking the self
and of rendering the nation more equal, the 150 years that followed saw
a loss of faith in fashion as an equalizer and marker and even as rational
or legible. The volume spans from the post-revolutionary celebration of
the natural body to the post-World War I acknowledgement of the body’s
frailty, from a conception of dress that favoured transparency and expos-
ure to a view of clothing as a body-concealing sheath or even shell.

While there is now great interest in the role and importance of dress
to the making of art and its reception, few books actually examine the
movements and artists in this critical period. Virtually all published work
on fashion and art is monographic, focusing on a single artist or move-
ment, or interested in fashion as art, rather than the multivalences of
fashion in art. A few survey texts like Florence Miiller’s Art & Fashion (2000)
and Alice Mackrell’s Art and Fashion: The Impact of Art on Fashion and Fashion on Art
(2005), have more broadly addressed the relationship between art and
fashion across the centuries.* Fashion and art as an important nexus in the
nineteenth century has received serious attention by costume historians
like Marie Simon, writing of the Impressionist period, and Aileen Ribeiro,
who has published more extensively and helped to pioneer the sort of
close attention to fashion and dress upon which this volume depends.’

Recent museum exhibitions have also explored fashion in art and
its significance in this period. “Whistler, Women & Fashion’ at the Frick
Collection in 2003 concentrated on Whistler’s portraits of women
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and ‘Monet und Camille: Frauenportraits im Impressionismus’ at the
Kunsthalle Bremen in 2005 surveyed the large format ‘portraits’ of
modern women by Impressionist and academic artists from the 1860s
to the 1880s. In 2004—05, ‘Matisse, His Art and His Textiles: The Fabric
of Dreams’ demonstrated how textiles were the key to understand-
ing Matisse’s visual imagination. The Courtauld’s 2008 ‘Renoir at the
Theatre: Looking at La Loge, and the Musée d’Orsay, Metropolitan Museum
of Art, and Art Institute of Chicago 2012—13 exhibition ‘Impressionism,
Fashion, & Modernity’ showcased the Impressionists’ engagement and
fascination with contemporary fashion.

This volume does not pretend to survey the representation of fashion
in all European art from 1775 to 1925, but instead models the sort of
close and historicized reading necessary to understand the complex signi-
fication of fashion in art and life, offering methodological exemplars for
future research. Resisting attempts at control by the court, the aristocracy,
the fashion industry, and the press, fashion has remained vexingly capri-
cious and opportunistic in its inspiration and forms and thus necessitates
this sort of in-depth analysis to tease out its particular meanings when
represented.

Yet while chapters address fashion from different countries and peri-
ods, many themes and interests unite them. Each explores the different
ways dress articulates and distinguishes a person’s class, politics, gen-
der, and national identity. Certain contributors attend to the effect of the
individual trendsetter (Rauser, Jensen), others to the broader cultural
moment (Siegfried, De Young) and to contemporary discourses concern-
ing science, society, and sexuality (Butterfield-Rosen, Stephenson). Many
consider the relationship between avant-garde artistic circles and differ-
ent sets of politics and how those affiliations informed the art they pro-
duced — from the political embrace of fashion (Wahl), the parodying of
it (Codell), or the ironic performance of it (S6ll) by individuals or by
groups. All are animated by the conviction that dress has legible meanings
and does cultural work that must be carefully parsed to understand a soci-
ety and the art that it produces.

Amelia Rauser in ‘From the Studio to the Street: Modelling Neoclassical
Dress in Art and Life’ reveals how the adoption of diaphanous white



6 FASHION IN EUROPEAN ART

muslin dresses and very few undergarments emerged from decades of
studio practice in which models, actors, dancers, and portrait-sitters
were dressed in quasi-classical drapery in the studio or in artworks,
quite differently from the ways they would have dressed in everyday
life. Her essay argues that it was a new cultural recognition of the small
gap between art and life, catalyzed by some key events around 1790
that caused women to want to style themselves as living artworks by
wearing neoclassical dress. This self-conscious construction of identity
through image and presentation of the body as an image to be consumed
both in art and life is integral to all the essays in the volume, but par-
ticularly unites her chapter with the one that follows: Heather Belnap
Jensen'’s ‘Parures, Pashmings, and Portraiture, or, How Joséphine Bonaparte
Fashioned the Napoleonic Empire.

Jensen analyses how costume in later portraits of Joséphine actively
engaged in the construction of the Empire, creating a material and vis-
ual culture that supported imperialism. She considers how Joséphine
used fashion in state portraiture to influence the shift from republican-
ism to imperialism, to shape the culture of Napoleonic Europe, and to
expand the domain of French couture within the economic context of
Napoleon’s protectionist trade policies. Joséphine achieved this impact
not only through the painted portraits themselves, but through their
printed reproduction, signalling the growing importance of prints not
only in reproducing portraits like Joséphine’s, but also as a burgeoning
means of conveying fashion information and of creating fashionable taste.

Susan Siegfried’s essay, “Temporalities of Costume and Fashion in Art
of the Romantic Period” attends to the central role of the lithographic
artist in shaping fashionable taste in the Romantic period. She examines
the distinction between ‘costume’ and ‘fashion’ in contemporary ter-
minology of the early nineteenth century, focusing on the lithographic
practice of Achille Devéria, which occupied a zone between fine art and
commerce. Her essay advocates for attention to the temporal dimen-
sion (the ‘now and then’) in understanding fashion and costume in this
period, beyond the more obvious spatial distance (the ‘us and them’)
evoked by the costume prints. The hybrid national, spatial, and temporal
origins of inspiration for Devéria’s print practice are notably paralleled by
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Dante Gabriel Rossetti’s own exotic and erotic juxtapositions as discussed
in Julie Codell’s ‘Dress and Desire: Rossetti’s Erotics of the Unclassifiable
and Working-Class Models.’

Codell explores how works by Dante Gabriel Rossetti bricolaged
second-hand clothes and jewellery, rejected Victorian fashion principles
of the ensemble and dress protocol, and challenged the social symbol-
ism of dress. His female figures’ ‘dis-ensembled’ dress from no single
period and/or place suggested new fluid, deraciné identities tied to his
working-class models. His mixtures of cheap and exotic goods paralleled
and parodied displays in international exhibitions, museums, and shops
in a critique of the world of goods. She argues that his figures, wearing
dress without legible social meanings, were not the femmes fatales often
described by scholars, but rather agents of their own ‘eroticism of the
unclassifiable.” Codell’s essay furthers Rauser’s discussion of the home as
site for appreciation of avant-garde dress practices and display, as well
as Siegfried’s and Jensen’s analyses of how artists grapple with foreign
influences on dress.

The alluring possibilities of illegibility discussed by Codell stand in
stark contrast to the strong countervailing call for transparency in dress
by French critics in the aftermath of the Franco-Prussian War and Paris
Commune of 1870—1 as discussed in Justine De Young's ‘Mourning for
Paris: The Art and Politics of Dress after ‘I’année terrible’ (1870—1). De Young
examines how the siege of Paris, the loss of the Franco-Prussian War, and
the street-by-street fighting of the Paris Commune affected discourses
surrounding art, women, and fashion. Her essay charts the varied sartor-
ial responses — both discursive and actual — to the events and examines
how artists navigated the altered landscape, offering new understanding
of their art and the responses it received in the press. Her essay under-
scores not only the historically specific forces shaping dress and its rep-
resentation, as other essays in the volume do, but also the centrality of
fashion to France’s identity and economy. From Napoleon’s embrace of
fashionable goods and conspicuous consumption discussed by Jensen
to the Third Republic’s partial repudiation of that legacy in the wake
of national defeat and division, fashion was inextricably bound up in
France’s idea of itself. The fashionable Parisienne was a national symbol,
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but a discomfiting one in a time of crisis, when the supposedly authentic
and uncomplicated peasant girl became more appealing for a time, as De
Young'’s essay shows.

Indeed fashion often occasioned discomfort and distrust, particularly
in the context of mass production, when it lost much of its indexical
power as a signal of class, but also in light of evolutionary theory, as
Emmelyn Butterfield-Rosen’s ‘Mannequin and Monkey in Seurat’s Grande
Jatte’ investigates. Butterfield-Rosen situates fashion in relationship to other
intellectual and political currents of the time, establishing the histori-
cal contingency of the word mannequin and its significance in relation
to Seurat’s standing female figure and her curious companion. Probing
Seurat’s infamous decision to accessorize this figure with a pet monkey,
she argues that the incendiary pairing of these figures formalized a notion
of imitation, a concept which took on new urgency at this moment in vari-
ous disciplines, from the sociology of Gabriel Tarde to the evolutionary
biology of Charles Darwin. Her essay serves as a valuable case study in
considering the role fashion can play in anxieties about the dehumanizing
effects of consumer capitalism.

Andrew Stephenson’s chapter, “‘But the coat is the picture’: Issues
of Masculine Fashioning, Politics, and Sexual Identity in Portraiture
in England (c. 1890-1900), furthers the discussion of the changing
social and political significance of dress in the era of mass production.
Stephenson explores the ways in which the long grey or black overcoat
operates as a keen signifier of a self-consciously posed and constructed
artistic male identity. It is adopted as a signifier of aesthetic dandyism by
Graham Robertson and Charles Condor, but also carries with it connota-
tions of political radicalism; most acutely in the perception of Edward
Carpenter’s overcoat as ‘anarchist’ when represented in Roger Fry’s por-
trait. The careful surveillance of the self and of others —a theme through-
out the volume — here becomes particularly important in the context of
socialist and anarchist politics and emerging homosexual cultures, both
of which were under increasing judicial threat in the period.

The intersection of fashion, politics, and the police continues
with Kimberly Wahl’s ‘Silencing Fashion in Early Twentieth-Century
Feminism: The Sartorial Story of Suffrage,’ which examines how
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fashion often implicitly informed the public discourse surrounding
suffragettes. Wahl interrogates the complex and productive role of
fashion in the artistic, literary, and visual framing of the campaigns for
suffrage — a phenomenon which has often been elided or trivialized
in earlier accounts of feminism. With the return of classical imagery,
discussed by Rauser earlier, the chapter also examines how contempo-
rary discourses around fashion and the feminine ideal echo through
generations. Wahl explores how the avant-garde artistic ideals of the
preceding generation inevitably shaped the visual and aesthetic imagi-
nary of key suffrage image-makers as they were growing up. The chap-
ter further stresses the importance of print culture touched on earlier
by Siegfried and others.

The final chapter of the volume, Anne Soll’s ‘Puppets, Patterns, and
‘Proper Gentlemen’: Men’s Fashion in Anton Riderscheidt’s New-
Objectivity Paintings’ returns to the issue of the mannequin raised by
Butterfield-Rosen and again addresses a nation grappling with fashion
and bodily ideals in the face of military defeat, as De Young did. Soll
establishes how the rapid development of ready-to-wear clothing around
1900 — made possible by new measurement systems — produced new
conceptions of the body as a standardized object and prompted question-
ing of the idea of bourgeois male individuality. Her discussion of the suit,
masculine identity, and self-fashioning in the work of New Objectivity
painter Anton Réiderscheidt connects in powerful ways to Stephenson’s
prior discussion of the multivalent signification of the overcoat.

By addressing dress not only as a material object, but also as a dis-
course and visual signifier, the volume works to establish new approaches
to the study of fashion and dress in art history and to offer an intro-
duction to the diversity of methods, meanings, and motivations behind
the representation of dress in art. Fashion perplexed period writers and,
much to the chagrin of theorists and historians, continues to resist easy
explanation even today with the perspective of history, underlining the
importance of close reading and case studies like those assembled here.
By exploring key moments in this pivotal period, this volume also enables
better understanding of the art and dress cultures of today, when dress
and identity, politics and the body continue to be inextricably linked.
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FROMTHE STUDIO
TO THE STREET

Modelling Neoclassical Dress in
Art and Life

Amelia Rauser

In this 1798 French portrait (Figure 1.1), the female sitter poses in an aus-
tere neoclassical interior wearing the most radical version of neoclassical
fashionable dress: a sheer white muslin overdress twisted at the bust and
gathered with little tasselled cords to form tight sleeves. An opaque, high-
waisted white shift underneath the sheer muslin drapes loosely over the
sitter’s lower torso and legs, while a rich red shawl fills the chair behind
her and twines around her back and over her left knee. Her un-powdered
hair is simply dressed and ornamented only with a braid; she wears no
jewellery. Restrained in palette, detail, and texture, this fashionable sit-
ter’'s ensemble is arranged to emphasize that her beauty is ‘natural’ and
embodied in her physical form, rather than in artifice or ornamentation.
Although it might seem surprising, women in late eighteenth-century
Europe did actually wear the style of dress represented in this portrait;
indeed, less extreme versions of the style are familiar to any viewer of
Jane Austen films." How did it happen that, in the late 1790s, fashion-
able women could wear such simple and transparent clothing, and what
did it signify? As this chapter will show, neoclassical chic had a powerful
alibi: it proclaimed its wearer’s natural beauty using the language of art.
This radical fashion of undress, sometimes called empire-style or robes d
la grecque, swept the metropolitan centres of Europe in the 1790s, overturn-
ing mores of modesty and display and startling contemporary commen-
tators during its short-lived reign. The simplicity and nudity of this style



1.1 Anon., Portrait of a
Woman in White, c. 1798. Oil
on canvas, 125.5 X 95 cm.
National Gallery of Art,
Washington, DC.
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was a dramatic departure from the hoops, silks, padded hips or bums, tall
hairstyles, and hair powder of the previous few decades. Scholars often
explain it as a revolutionary political statement exemplifying classical virtue
and moral transparency; or as decadent French chic; or as a Rousseauian
gesture to authentic maternity and gender essentialism.” While these views
do have significant explanatory power for the meaning of neoclassical dress
in the 1790s, at its origins, neoclassical dress had another set of mean-
ings that have been poorly understood. In fact, neoclassical fashion did not
emerge from the crucible of political revolution, nor was it invented in
France, but rather it first arose as artistic dress, used by innovators in paint-
ing, theatre, and dance across several European cultural centres as an aid in
their search for a more authentic and expressive art. In this chapter, I will
argue that neoclassical fashion’s status as cosmopolitan artistic dress pro-
vided both the inspiration for its emergence as street dress and the context
for its meaning to contemporaries. As a kind of anti-fashion, neoclassical
dress allowed women who embraced it to appear to rise above petty artifice
and ornament and construct themselves as aesthetic agents at the centre of
key artistic and philosophical discourses of the Enlightenment.

ARTISTIC DRESS IN THE PAINTING STUDIO

While discussions between painters and sitters about what sort of dress
should be depicted in their portraits have probably always been fraught,
by the 1780s the issue was considered to be critically important to the
ambition of the artist and the success of the artwork. Indeed, as Sir Joshua
Reynolds influentially argued in his Discourse VII, delivered to students at
the Royal Academy in 1776, it is the depiction of nakedness and drapery
that separates the great artists from the lesser ones; in the painting of
modern dress, he said, the essential work had already been done by the
tailor.* He called on his students to elevate the national taste by adopting
an idealized classical dress for portraiture in their own practices:

He, therefore, who in his practice of portrait painting wishes to dignify
his subject ... will not paint her in the modern dress, the familiarity of
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which alone is sufficient to destroy all dignity. He ... dresses his figure
with something of the general air of the antique for the sake of dig-

nity, and preserves something of the modern for the sake of likeness.*

Reynolds’s own ideas about how much to concede to fashion in portrait-
ure varied over time.’ Yet by and large, his grand manner portraits strove
for this synthesis, featuring sitters wearing flowing robes without hoops
or corsets but conforming to fashionable silhouettes and with their hair
elegantly dressed and powdered.

Reynolds’s chief rival in English portraiture during the 1780s, George
Romney, also preferred to clothe his sitters in generalized dress, even
though he distinguished his portrait style by meticulous specificity in
rendering his sitters” expressions.® With filial bias, his son even retrospect-
ively credited Romney with leading the taste for antique-style dress:

Though it was the fashion during the greatest part of Mr. Romney’s
practice, for ladies to wear high head dresses and stiff, long-waisted
stays; yet, whenever he had an opportunity ... he rid himself of those
ungraceful incumbrances, and returned to nature and truth. His pic-
ture of Cassandra, in the Shakespeare Gallery, influenced the public
taste, and was instrumental in expelling from the empire of fashion
the long and shapeless waist; and in introducing a more simple and
graceful mode of dress, approaching nearer to the Grecian.’

This characterization of ‘Grecian’ dress as ‘simple and graceful’ and
aligned with ‘nature and truth, rather than worldly artifice, was universal
by the early nineteenth century, when John Romney was writing. Indeed,
Romney even traces a trajectory from the studio to the street here, credit-
ing artistic practice with driving ‘the empire of fashion.

Two women artists of the 1780s, Elisabeth Vigée-Lebrun and Angelica
Kauffman, not only frequently painted their sitters in generalized clas-
sical dress, but also adopted such dress themselves, both as studio dress
and in their numerous self-portraits.® Kauffman'’s Self-Portrait as the Muse
of Painting (Figure 1.2), made for the Duke of Tuscany’s famous gallery
of self-portraits in 1787, is a masterful example, hovering as it does



1.2 Angelica Kauffman,
Self-Portrait as the Muse of
Painting, 1787. Oil on canvas,
128 % 93.5 cm. Galleria degli
Uffizi, Florence.



