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PREFACE

The Encyclopedia of Clothing and Fashion is the product of a new, multidisciplinary field of
inquiry and an extraordinary international collaboration. The emerging field of fashion
studies, sometimes known as the “new” fashion history, differs significantly from tradi-
tional dress history, which tended to focus on the stylistic analysis of elite fashions. By
contrast, contemporary fashion studies asks new questions, approaches a much wider range
of topics, and draws on the expertise of scholars across the disciplines. Whereas tradi-
tional fashion reference books tend to be limited to an alphabetical survey of individual
designers, this encyclopedia seeks to provide critical insights into the history and con-
temporary experience of clothing and fashion. By identifying the world’s preeminent au-
thorities, and by approaching the subject with a global focus and an interdisciplinary
perspective, the editorial board of The Encyclopedia of Clothing and Fashion aims to provide
the interested reader with an authoritative introduction to the wide range of issues that
define the field. These issues include Eurocentrism vs. multiculturalism; gender and sex-
ual identity; the relationship between fashion and other cultural manifestations, such as
music; theories of fashion; clothing and material culture; and the fashion system, encom-
passing the design, manufacture, marketing, and representation of fashion. The editors of
the encyclopedia, whose expertise spans a wide range of disciplines, subject matter, and
geographical areas, have enlisted over 325 authors in an international survey of clothing,
fashion, and related subjects from prehistoric times to the present.

The Encyclopedia of Clothing and Fashion contains 640 essays ranging from specific top-
ics such as “African Textiles” and “Zoot Suit” to conceptual articles such as “Globaliza-
tion” and “Music and Fashion,” the latter cross-referenced to related entries such as
“Hip-Hop Fashion.” Naturally, we have tried to include all of the topics that readers
would expect to find, including essays on specific fashion designers: Christian Dior, Coco
Chanel, Yves St. Laurent, and dozens more. But these essays are neither hagiographies of
great “artists” nor potted biographies of successful businesspeople. Of the hundreds of
possible candidates for inclusion, we have concentrated on those who made a lasting con-
tribution to the arts of fashion and to fashion culture; each designer’s work is not only
described in detail but also analyzed with reference to its social and cultural context. Read-
ers interested in, say, Dior can also find related essays on topics such as the “New Look”
and “Paris Fashion.” Of course, fashion is a part of most people’s lives, not only because
they wear clothes, but also because they constantly consume images of fashion. This en-
cyclopedia addresses the subject of fashion across the media, with essays on “Fashion Pho-
tography” (and on individual photographers such as Richard Avedon, Guy Bourdin, and
Helmut Newton), “Caricature and Fashion,” and “Film and Fashion.” The encyclopedia
also includes unexpected topics, such as “Cross-dressing,” “Footbinding,” and “Super-
models.” There is even an essay on “The Future of Fashion.” Because the production
and marketing of textiles, clothing, and accessories is an integral part of the fashion sys-
tem, the encyclopedia includes a wide range of essays on such topics as “Techno-textiles,”
“Sweatshops,” “Fashion Magazines,” and “Department Stores.”

Typically, fashion refers to the phenomenon of a regular pattern of change in the
prevailing mode of dress. Thus, for example, it could be said that miniskirts were in fash-
ion during the 1960s. Most writers assumed that there existed a vast difference between
modern Western fashion and traditional non-Western “costume.” (For detailed analyses

XV
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of “fashion” and other closely related terms, and a discussion of the important distinc-
tions among them, please refer to the individual essays on “Fashion” and on “Clothing,
Costume, and Dress.”) Traditionally, most publications on fashion have focused almost
exclusively on couture or designer fashions worn by elite Western women during the past
200 years. The clothing, adornment, and bodily practices of men, subcultural groups,
working-class people, and non-Western and/or premodern peoples tended to be regarded
as existing outside the realm of fashion; such topics were treated by scholars, if at all, as
subfields of sociology, anthropology, folk arts, or decorative arts. This encyclopedia takes
a very different approach. There are, for example, numerous entries on the clothing fash-
ions of different historical periods and geographical areas. Fashion, in these pages, is not
treated solely as a phenomenon of the modern Western world; full recognition is given
to such fashion-oriented cultures as Tang dynasty China and Heian period Japan. (See,
for example, the entries on “China, History of Dress,” “Japanese Traditional Dress and
Adornment,” and “Japanese Fashion.”) Survey essays in those fields are complemented by
more specific topical entries (“Kimono”; “Qipao”), just as Phyllis Tortora’s magisterial
survey of “Europe and America, History of Dress (400-1900 C.E.)” sets the stage for nu-
merous topical entries for the world of Western dress. And as Parminder Bhachu’s essay
on “Salwar-Kameez” demonstrates, the categories of “Western” and “non-Western,” like
those of “traditional” and “modern” dress, are highly permeable; similarly, disciplinary
boundaries between history, sociology, anthropology, material culture, and other acade-
mic fields are transcended in the new field of fashion studies. It has been our explicit aim
in this encyclopedia to create a work that is historical, cross-cultural, and multicultural in
approach, and that will facilitate dichronic and comparative research.

The editorial team spent considerable time and effort identifying significant topics
and commissioning articles from scholars who are among the world’s leading authorities
in their fields. Dorothy Ko, for example, is unquestionably the world’s greatest expert on
footbinding. A respected scholar of Chinese women’s history, Professor Ko takes an un-
expected, yet thoroughly documented, view of this 1,000-year practice. Readers of her es-
say may want to explore further by reading her book Every Step a Lotus (2001). Elizabeth
Barber, author of our essay on “Prehistoric Clothing,” is famous as the author of Women’s
Work: The First 20,000 Years (1994). Elizabeth Anne Coleman, whose 1982 exhibition The
Genius of Charles James at the Brooklyn Museum was one of the first museum exhibitions
to treat fashionable dresses unambiguously as works of art, has contributed a deeply in-
sightful survey of James’s work for this encyclopedia; her catalogue of that exhibition is
the authoritative book on the subject. The list of highlights could go on and on. Walter
Karcheski Jr., chief curator of the Frasier Historical Arms Foundation and a world-
renowned historian of armor, has contributed an exemplary essay on armor with partic-
ular attention to its relationship with clothing. The essay on “Jewish Costume” by Orpa
Slapak and Esther Juhasz of the Technical University of Israel is both wide-ranging and
deeply learned. One of the greatest pleasures of being Editor-in-Chief of this book has
been the opportunity to read hundreds of lucid and authoritative essays by a stellar team
of expert contributors.

Since the nineteenth century there have been numerous descriptive and illustrated his-
tories of dress, including classic works such as Auguste Racinet’s six-volume Le Costume
Historique (1888), Octave Uzanne’s Les Modes de Paris (1898), and Elizabeth McClellan’s
Historic Dress of America (1906). There were also pioneering attempts to interpret the cul-
tural significance of fashion, such as Thorstein Veblen’s Theory of the Leisure Class (1899),
George Simmel’s Philosophie der Mode (1905), and J.C. Fligel’s The Psychology of Clothes
(1930). (The history of the study of fashion is also described and analyzed in this encyclo-
pedia; see the essays on “Historical Studies of Fashion” and “Theories of Fashion,” as well
as individual essays on many of the most important fashion theorists from “Jean Baudrillard”
and “Walter Benjamin” to “George Simmel” and “Thorstein Veblen.”)

Among the most popular fashion histories published in the mid-twentieth century
were those by James Laver, C. Willett Cunnington, and Francois Boucher, who amassed
a wealth of information and developed a detailed chronology of styles, although Laver’s
and Cunnington’s attempts to interpret these styles, often in terms of women’s sexual
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psychology, were seriously flawed. More useful in the long run were detailed studies based
on the interpretation of artifacts, often carried out by curators or collectors such as Doris
Langley Moore. Their work laid an essential foundation for further advances in the study
of clothing and fashion. There remains a division between object-oriented researchers (of-
ten curators) and university-based fashion theorists (some of whom lack detailed knowl-
edge about the history and construction of dress). As with maritime and military history,
dress history has become increasingly concerned with larger issues of social and cultural
significance; as the field has moved on, some scholars have remained trapped in older, an-
tiquarian approaches to the subject. Conversely, until very recently few scholars outside
the narrow confines of costume history showed any interest in clothing as a subject of
scholarly enquiry, probably in part because of the long association of fashion with “fem-
ininity” and “frivolity.” Certainly, few academics thought of fashion as a subject to be
taken seriously. (For example, scholarly studies of history very seldom include index en-
tries for “clothing,” “dress,” “fashion,” and related items.) The basic fact that virtually all
humans wear clothes on a daily basis was perhaps too obvious to be noticed; it faded into

the background of ordinary behavior.

In recent years, however, the study of fashion has been revolutionized, as scholars
from other disciplines began exploring the intersections between dress, body, and the cul-
tural construction of identity. Awareness began to spread in the academic world that cloth-
ing is not only a part of daily life, but that the ways people choose, acquire, wear, and
vary their dress can say a great deal about such issues as class, gender, sexual preference,
ethnicity, group identity and behavior, and aesthetics. Cultural, social, and economic his-
torians, art historians open to new methodologies, anthropologists, semioticians, philoso-
phers, students of material culture and design history, and scholars informed by feminist
theory, critical theory, cultural studies, and studies in gender and sexuality all showed in-
creasing interest in the hitherto despised subject of fashion. Pioneering works include
Ellen Moers’ The Dandy (1960), Anne Hollander’s Seeing Through Clothes (1978), Dick
Hebdidge’s Subculture: The Meaning of Style (1979), Philippe Perrot’s Les Dessus et les dessous
de la bourgeoisie (1981), Elizabeth Wilson’s Adorned in Dreams (1985), my own first two
books Fashion and Eroticism (1985) and Paris Fashion (1988), Rozsika Parker’s The Subver-
sive Stitch (1989), Daniel Roche’s La Culture des apparences (1989), and Caroline Evans’s
and Minna Thornton’s Women and Fashion (1989). By the 1990s, the field was rapidly ex-
panding.

In 1997, when I founded Fashion Theory: The Journal of Dress, Body & Culture, the jour-
nal took as its starting point a definition of “fashion” as “the cultural construction of the
embodied identity.” By that definition, the term fashion embraced all forms of self-
fashioning—{rom street styles like punk and hip-hop to body alterations such as tattooing
and piercing. In many ways, this encyclopedia represents the flowering of a new genera-
tion of fashion scholars and curators, many of whom have published in Fashion Theory.
Among them are Rebecca Arnold, Djurdja Bartlett, Christopher Breward, Caroline Evans,
Amy de la Haye, Peter McNeil, Alexandra Palmer, and Claire Wilcox, to name only a few.
Yet those wishing to study fashion still confront problems with professional training, since
few universities offer advanced degrees in the subject. Nevertheless, the new approach to
fashion studies has had a real and positive impact, not only in academe but in the museum
world as well.

Just as the history of fashion was becoming richer and more theoretically sophisti-
cated in the 1980s and 1990s, so also the exhibition of fashion in museums was moving
away from static antiquarian displays to theatrical presentations of innovative themes. As
fashion exhibitions proliferated, a much wider public began to take fashion seriously as a
cultural phenomenon. The recent revolution in the study and display of fashion has con-
tributed to the richness and depth of this encyclopedia and will also, I believe, make it a
work that is interesting and useful to a very large and diverse readership. It will appeal,
of course, to professionals and students in fashion design, museum studies, theatrical cos-
tume, textile arts, and other strongly clothing-related fields; but I hope it will also be ex-
tensively used by “mainstream” historians, anthropologists, literary scholars, journalists,
and many others. Because all people wear clothes, there is almost no field of enquiry into
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human affairs that cannot be enriched by a consideration of clothing and fashion; I hope
that this encyclopedia, the first of its kind, will assist its readers in making use of that in-
sight.

I would like to thank the members of my editorial board—Associate Editors Christo-
pher Breward, Joanne Eicher, and John Major, and Consulting Editor for Textiles Phyl-
lis Tortora, for their inestimable contributions to this project. They suggested topics for
entries, used their extensive professional networks to help me recruit potential authors,
chased tardy authors when necessary, read and gave expert critical opinions on draft es-
says, and themselves each wrote several essays in their own areas of expertise. Through-
out the process of creating this encyclopedia they were diligent, cheerful, supportive, and
always ready to help. This book would hardly have been possible without their participa-
tion. My thanks also go to the professional staff of Charles Scribner’s Sons, particularly
Senior Development Editor Nathalie Duval, Development Editor Sarah Turner, and Pro-
ject Editor Nicole Watkins. Their professionalism, hard work, and good humor were in-
valuable and very much appreciated by me, my Editorial Board colleagues, and the
hundreds of contributors who participated in this great collaborative project. Finally, I
would like to thank each of the hundreds of professionals who contributed essays to this
encyclopedia and thus made it possible to present to the public this reference work of in-
novative scope and enduring worth.

Valerie Steele
New York, October 2004
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ACADEMIC DRESS Academic dress is the formal at-
tire worn by students and officials at a commencement
or graduation ceremony. The most common styles em-
ulate the everyday clothing worn by scholars at the first
universities in the eleventh and twelfth centuries. Typi-
cally, this included a flowing gown, a hood or cape, and
some sort of head wear; the contemporary form of this
ensemble depends on the rules dictated by the institution
with which the student or official is associated.

Origin and History

The ancient universities were established in Italy and
France in the late eleventh and early twelfth centuries,
with the University of Oxford following in circa 1115 and
Cambridge in circa 1209. It was these two English schools
that set the tradition for academic dress by establishing
strict decrees for their students and officials; the subse-
quent influence of the British Empire spread this tradi-
tion to many parts of the world.

Historically, schools of higher learning were referred
to as stadium generale or universitas; titles conferred by the
Pope of the day, with the latter being the higher honor.
This early association with religion can still be seen in
the similarities between academic dress and church robes.
However, the early schools were not religious orders as
a rule, but rather scholastic guilds made up of students
and teachers organized around a cathedral or monastery.
Not necessarily priests, the scholars wore clothes that
were a sober reflection of lay fashions. In this respect, it
was the degree that signified the scholar’s full member-
ship in the learned corporation, not the robe.

In medieval times the term “bachelor” was used to
describe the assistant of a small landowner; the appren-
tice as opposed to the master who was already skilled,
hence the academic use of the term “master” as well. Both
of these titles were in widespread use in the universities
during the thirteenth century. As such, there was a struc-
ture within these institutions related specifically to the
degree of knowledge obtained by the scholar. This hier-
archy, along with the medieval style of clothing, became
the basis of academic dress.

The Cap and Gown
Medieval dress consisted of a flowing gown or cappa
clausa, with a cape or cloak draped over the top. This of-

ten had a cowl-like appendage that could be pulled over
the head, much like a hooded cape or capitium. By the
second half of the fifteenth century, the fashion had pro-
gressed toward an open gown, said to be an expression
of the new acceptance of academic learning and the arts.
From 1490 onward this gown became standard academic
dress, with the hooded cape becoming more ornamental
than practical. Most commonly, bachelors and masters
scholars wore black gowns made of “princes stuff” or
“crape,” with the senior man’s garment having wider
sleeves to allow for movement while teaching. The dress
hood took the form of a drooping cape, lined with silk
or fur to denote the scholar’s faculty or social status. For
example, in 1432 Oxford forbade the use of miniver for
anyone except Masters of the Arts and those of great
wealth or noble birth. Variations in sleeve style and lin-
ing continued to mirror fashionable dress, and by the six-
teenth century academics followed professionals and the
clergy in the wearing of caps.

It is difficult to pinpoint the origins of the academic
cap, but it is thought to have evolved as a variation on
the ecclesiastic pileus cap and the medieval head scarf.
Most contemporary graduates wear the trencher form of
the pileus quadratus—or the Oxford mortarboard. This
consists of a small skullcap, shaped to fit the head, and a
flat, square top, adorned with a silk tassel. This form of
headwear became popular with the clergy after the
Restoration, when it was thought that emphasizing
“squareness” denoted greater dedication. However, the
modern academic form was not popularized until the
eighteenth century, when wood or card was used to stiffen
the square. Some philosophical doctors or secular doc-
tors may wear a variation of the Tudor Bonnet, a softer,
fuller hat, or if of Scottish origin, the John Knox cap.

Contemporary Academic Dress

Most contemporary graduates wear a variation of the Ox-
ford or Cambridge bachelor of arts gown. The Cam-
bridge gown is knee-length, “princes stuff” and has
pointed, open sleeves: the seam on the forearm is unsewn
to the cuff, allowing a generous hole for the arm to pass
through. The hood is partly lined with white fur or silk
that is colored to denote the degree of the wearer. The
sleeveless Oxford “commoners” gown sits a little below
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French director Claude Autant Lara in academic dress. Flow-
ing gowns and robes have been a major part of formal acad-
emic attire since medieval times. © ROBERT PATRICK/CORBIS SYGMA.

REPRODUCED BY PERMISSION.

the knee and is expected to be worn with lay clothes that
conform to a strict code. The lining of the hood is again
appropriate to status. Hugh Smith’s Academic Dress and
Insignia of the World (1970) provides a thorough refer-
ence for those interested in all dress variations.

In the United States most universities accept the
Inter-Collegiate Code (1895) of academic dress, a varia-
tion on the Cambridge style, but with an extensive sys-
tem of color coding that denotes both the degree and the
university. In many other countries students do not wear
any academic dress: in Germany, it is seen as a sign of
respect for the teachings of Martin Luther; in the former
Soviet Union, students receive medallions; in Finland,
doctors don swords for their commencement. And in
many more countries, adaptations have been made to the
English model, with Native Americans adding traditional
jewelry and head wear, New Zealand Maoris wearing
feathered capes, and Australian Aborigines adopting red,
yellow, and black capes. Certainly, the fact that academic
dress pays homage to establishment and tradition makes
it the perfect dress for subversion.

Dress in American High Schools

The use of the cap and gown in American high schools
originated in 1911 as a means of providing an economical
and egalitarian code of dress. American educators joined
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with the academic dress companies to design an official
ensemble for the high school graduate. It was gray, with
long, pointed sleeves and the Oxford mortarboard cap.
One of those who pushed for such dress in schools was the
principal of Englewood High, Chicago, James Armstrong.
He believed that the adoption of academic dress would
ease the burden on parents to provide fashionable and ex-
pensive graduation outfits. By the early 2000s, traditional
gray had been replaced by the official colors of the par-
ticular school, with religious or private girls’ schools opt-
ing for white, grammar schools for maroon. Across
America the cap and gown has been adopted by many in-
stitutions, with even nursery schools conferring honors on
their infant graduates. This practice has not been widely
emulated beyond the United States; however, some
schools in Australia and Asia have adopted the practice.

As a means of historical record, academic dress en-
capsulates medieval fashion, preserving its character and
form for what is an important modern occasion, both to
the graduates and to those who have carried them
through their time as a scholar. Hence, this form of dress
is both steeped in tradition and very distinct from every-
day clothes—such contrast clearly conveys significant
achievement.

See also Uniforms, School.
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ACRYLIC AND MODACRYLIC FIBERS Acrylic
and modacrylic fibers are produced from acrylonitrile, a
petrochemical. The U.S. Federal Trade Commission de-
fines fibers of 85 percent or more acrylonitrile units as
acrylic fibers: for modacrylics the figure is 35-85 percent.
Early fibers were based on 100 percent acrylonitrile, but
more successful versions were produced by the inclusion
of up to 15 percent of other chemical units that improved
the ability of the resulting fiber to absorb dyes. In the
1950s, a golden age of new synthetic fibers, acrylic fibers
became well known under trade names such as Orlon,
Acrilan, Zefran, Creslan, and Courtelle: modacrylics in-
cluded Dynel, Teklan, and Verel.
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The variability of chemical composition, together
with differences in fiber production methods, mean in-
dividual versions of acrylic fibers differ from each other
more than other synthetic fibers. Likewise, many differ-
ent modacrylic fibers have been produced, although they
tend to contain considerable amounts of chlorine-based
units. This chlorine component provides the flame-
resistant properties of modacrylics. The market share of
both acrylic and modacrylic fibers has declined somewhat
since the 1980s, and although generically separate, it is
appropriate to discuss them together.

Acrylic fibers have round or moderately irregular
cross sections typically characterized as bean, dog-bone,
or peanut shaped. A given volume of fiber is compara-
tively lightweight (fiber density is 1.17). Acrylic fibers are
approximately half as strong as nylon or polyester (tenac-
ity is 2-3.5 g/d), and they have limited use where strength
is a major requirement. Like most synthetics, they ab-
sorb little water (moisture regain is 1-2 percent), and
acrylic fiber materials are quick drying. Fibers recover
well from small amounts of stretching. They have excel-
lent resistance to sunlight and weathering and to a wide
range of chemicals, particularly inorganic acids. They are
thermoplastic, softening at 450-500°F (230-260°C), and
can be heat set and texturized, although excessive heat
will cause yellowing. Modacrylics have similar properties
except a higher density (~1.35), softening temperatures
that are 50-100°F lower, and the “self-extinguishing”
flame response that comes from the chlorine content.

The variable chemical units in the fiber allowed for
fibers of differing dyeing behavior, and some were pro-
duced to be dyeable with acid dyes, as wool is. In the early
2000s, most acrylic fiber variants are dyed with basic
(cationic) dyes. Many early synthetic dyes (including
Perkin’s Mauve were basic dyes, and these were adopted
for acrylics, but dyemakers later developed “modified” ba-
sic dyes specifically for use with these fibers. Disperse dyes
may also be useful for pale shades. A considerable amount
of acrylic and modacrylic fiber is colored during manu-
facture, either as “solution dyed” fiber or by applying dye
to the fiber immediately after spinning in “gel-dyeing.”

Most acrylic is produced as staple fiber, and bulky
yarns are generated from blending fibers of different
shrinkage properties. Fibers made from two different
acrylic materials (“bicomponent fibers”) produce espe-
cially bulky fibers and yarns. As the ease of creating bulky
yarns suggests, and the suffix “-lan” or “-lon” implies, the
fibers find favor in wool-like end uses: sweaters, blankets,
socks, knitting yarn. In microfiber versions, acrylics make
very soft scarves. Flammability issues and a lack of re-
silience has limited application of acrylic fibers in carpets.
For many years, sweatshirts and pants were based on
blends of cotton and acrylic fibers: polyester has now
taken over the synthetic role in that end use. Modacrylic
and acrylic fibers make the most successful fake furs and
are widely used in hairpieces and doll hair. The superior
sunlight resistance of both fibers makes them useful for
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outdoor applications such as awnings, with modacrylics
providing additional flame resistance. The low flamma-
bility of modacrylics provides a measure of safety despite
the low softening temperature: end uses based on this
property have included airline blankets and military
sweaters. Acrylic fibers are used as starting materials in
the production of carbon (graphite) fibers.

Articles made of acrylic fibers are easy to care for:
they dry easily and, if properly set during manufacture,
maintain their dimensions. Excessive conditions may
cause loss of bulk or shrinkage. Acrylic and modacrylic
fibers are now mature: cheaper polyester has taken over
several of their end uses.

See also Dyeing; Fibers.
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ACTIVEWEAR The clothing known as activewear
in the early 2000s traces its origins back to the high-
performance sportswear designed for mountaineering,
sailing, and hiking that became popular among urban
youth during the 1970s. By the 1980s, such utilitarian
styles swept through college campuses in North Amer-
ica, and, subsequently, sneakers were worn with suits,
backpacks replaced briefcases, anoraks were paired with
deck shoes, and sweatshirts were combined with khaki
trousers or jeans. As the style began to characterize the
sporty chic of city dwellers and coed campus life, ac-
tivewear became a staple of the modern wardrobe.

While activewear is often regarded as a contempo-
rary style, the combination of street clothes, travel ac-
cessories, and sportswear is nothing new. In the 1930s
and 1940s, the American designers Bonnie Cashin, Claire
McCardell, and Vera Maxwell updated garments pro-
duced for travel, leisure, and sport with vestiges of high
fashion. The designers made functionality a statement of
style by producing easy-fit, loosely constructed clothing
in fabrics such as wool, denim, and calico. One of
Cashin’s signature garments was an overcoat with an in-
tegral purse, while Maxwell designed a jacket with built-
in bags rather than pockets. Such garments were
conceived as urban tools that expanded into wearable lug-
gage, widening the appeal of apparel that could maximize
the performance of clothing as well as the body’s ability
to transport necessities with ease.
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For several decades, activewear was characterized by
bulky, loose-fitting garments. As the body-conscious
styles of the 1990s took hold, activewear gradually became
more tailored and form-fitting, yet continued to suit the
active leisure interests of urban dwellers. Dress codes be-
came more fluid as Rollerbladers, inner-city cyclists, and
speed-walking pedestrians dressed in smart basics that
moved easily and provided protection from adverse
weather. Mobility and versatility became key considera-
tions for professionals, who started commuting to work
in sneakers and multifunctional outer garments. Many
were made with detachable hoods that transformed over-
coats into raincoats as they were buttoned or zipped into
place, or designed with removable collars and detachable
sleeves that could be adapted to weather changes.

The hoods, zip-front seams, windproof jackets,
pouch pockets, Velcro, and magnetic fastenings of ac-
tivewear have become part of the everyday fashion vo-
cabulary, along with drawstrings fitted at the neck, sleeve,
and waist to make zippers and buttons redundant. Ma-
harishi popularized these tailoring details on the catwalk
as the 1990s drew to a close, updating them with ele-
ments of occupational uniforms to create a signature mil-
itaristic style. The rise of activewear’s popularity
throughout the 1990s indicated that the traditional com-
partmentalized wardrobe no longer sustained shifting so-
cial and cultural needs. As the style formed an essential
part of the modern wardrobe, it encouraged the move-
ment of materials and technologies across disciplines,
moving high-tech fabrics into the collections of forward-
thinking fashion designers. Activewear’s multifunctional,
dynamic features seemed to herald the dawn of twenty-
first century fashion in garments that fused fashion with
high-performance sportswear.

Labels such as CP Company, Mandarina Duck, Is-
sey Miyake, Vexed Generation, and Final Home were
among the first to use advanced textile technology to cre-
ate an edgy, urban aesthetic in designs as durable as they
were chic. CP Company led the pack with designs that
transcended fashion altogether; their overcoats trans-
formed into one-person tents or inflated into air mat-
tresses, and their parkas puffed up into armchairs. The
garments are transformed by the wearers themselves, in-
troducing a notion of technical skill required beyond the
point of purchase. Likewise, the “Jackpack,” designed by
Mandarina Duck in Italy, integrated a backpack’s straps,
fastenings, and compartments within the fabric of the
jacket’s back panel. By taking the jacket off, turning it in-
side out, and folding the sleeves, lapels, and fabric pan-
els into an internal pouch, the structure of the garment
was completely transformed. The pouch contains other
zippered compartments for stowing away shopping or
other items of clothing. Issey Miyake, for his “Trans-
former” series, also designed cotton jackets that con-
cealed a nylon raincoat within.

The British fashion duo Vexed Generation countered
the problems of modern life with clothing crafted from
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bullet-proof and slash-proof materials. Their designs com-
bined high-performance fabrics with cutting-edge street
style in garments incorporating many of the functions as-
sociated with protective clothing. Temperature-regulating
materials manufactured for sportswear were incorporated
into their winter coats, ending the need for bulky layer-
ing. By lining jackets and overcoats with phase-change ma-
terials such as Outlast, Vexed Generation created outer
garments that could function as personal thermostats. Tiny
paraffin capsules in the phase-change fabrics expand when
body temperature climbs, absorbing the heat. Once body
temperature drops below 98.6° F (37° C), they contract,
releasing the heat they have stored. By maintaining a
mean temperature within changing climatic environments,
Vexed Generation created a comfort zone for the wearer.

The Japanese designer Kosuke Tsumura’s signature
garment, the Final Home jacket, expands the mobility of
activewear into an expression of architecture as he claims
that clothing constitutes the ultimate shelter. The multi-
functional, transparent jacket is a nylon sheath equipped
with forty-four zippered pockets that can be lined with
warm materials for extra insulation, or cushion the wearer
when sitting or reclining. Tsumura sees the jacket as a
protective shell that enables the wearer to withstand
harsh weather conditions. Along with personal items and
accessories, T'sumura suggests that some of the pockets
be filled with survival rations and practical supplies, elim-
inating the need for backpacks, shopping bags, luggage,
and even tool kits.

As fashion consumers continue looking to activewear
to reconcile the demands of the modern lifestyle, the
boundaries between street clothes, office attire, and
sportswear are blurring even further. High-performance
designs and technologically advanced textiles are com-
mon to all three, as comfort, flexibility, and protection
become central to all parts of the modern wardrobe. As
the garments are updated with innovations that transcend
conventional clothing, activewear is proving to be one of
the fastest moving areas of fashion in the early 2000s.
New tailoring techniques radically streamline the designs
each season, and future styles of activewear portend such
sophistication that the gym is probably the last place one
can expect to see them.

See also Outerwear; Sportswear.
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ACTORS AND ACTRESSES, IMPACT ON first true stage professionals, in the modern sense, were
FASHION Professional actors and actresses have long  the men and women who made up the repertory compa-
fascinated their audiences, but until the twentieth century, nies of the Italian commedia dell’arte in the sixteenth and
they were often associated with licentious sexual behav-  seventeenth centuries. The stock characters they imper-
ior, making them problematic role models. Perhaps the sonated, such as Harlequin, Columbine, and Pierrot, left

)

A tailor makes adjustments to a gown for actress Betty Grable. Hollywood stars of the 1930s and 1940s had a great impact on
style, setting many fashion trends both onscreen and off. © Jerry COOKE/CORBIS. REPRODUCED BY PERMISSION.
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their mark on fashion. Shirts for women in the twentieth
century have sported an extravagantly ruffled collar like
that of Pierrot, while the diamond-patterned fabric of
Harlequin’s costume is now part of the fashion lexicon.

In England, theaters were established in London
during the Elizabethan Age, but the first thing the Puri-
tans did upon taking control of the city of London in
1620 was to close them. After the Royalist defeat in the
English Civil War, Charles II, the future king of Eng-
land, had to flee to Paris. He remained in exile there for
a decade at the court of Louis XIV, where he saw ac-
tresses, whose costumes reflected current trends in fash-
ion, on stage both at court and in the fashionable
playhouses. When he returned to London in 1660, the-
ater flourished; his most famous mistress was the actress
Nell Gwyn. It was during his reign that the “first night”
of a new play became both a social event and a dress pa-
rade, as it has remained ever since.

In the eighteenth century, the English actress Mrs.
Sheridan (1754-1792), wife of the playwright Richard
Brinsley Sheridan, was painted by Sir Joshua Reynolds
and Thomas Gainsborough. Other actresses sat for fash-
ionable portraitists, and their dress and hairstyles were
widely copied. Caroline Abington, who married into the
aristocracy, was perhaps the first fashion consultant; she
was driven around London to advise her wealthy, titled
friends on sartorial matters, particularly if a ball or mar-
riage was imminent.

Many French actresses also had an influence on fash-
ion. Sarah Bernhardt (1844-1923), in particular, was
famed for her stylish clothes. She toured the world and
was the first actress to be dressed for the screens of the
new cinema by a couturier. In 1913, when her play Eliz-
abeth I was filmed, she asked Paul Poiret to create her
wardrobe, setting a trend that other couturiers would fol-
low, from Coco Chanel and Hubert de Givenchy to the
more recent long-term collaboration on- and off-screen
between Yves St. Laurent and Catherine Deneuve.

The actor, writer, and director Noel Coward
(1899-1973) made a polka-dotted silk Sulka dressing-
gown part of every well-dressed man’s wardrobe. His fa-
vored actress, Gertrude Lawrence, wore a backless dress
on stage in Private Lives in 1930 and the style instantly
became fashionable. Jean Harlow set trends in hair and
makeup—the “silver screen” succeeded where the stage
had always failed: it made the wearing of makeup not only
respectable but a fashionable necessity.

In the early twenty-first century, the stage has less
impact than film in fashion terms. The fashionable the-
atrical couples of the 1930s and 1940s—the Oliviers and
the Lunts, for example—were eclipsed by the cinematic
duos of the second half of the twentieth century and be-
ginning of the twenty-first century. However, the stage
door still has its appeal: its glittering first nights, its gala
evenings, and its award ceremonies—all of which, like the
Academy Awards, demand “occasion dressing,” and act
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as yet another showcase for designers and stylists canny
enough to offer up their services.

See also Animal Prints; Film and Fashion; Theatrical Cos-
tume; Theatrical Makeup.
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ADINKRA Adinkra cloth is the traditional funerary
dress of the Asante peoples of Ghana as well as many of
their neighbors. Funerals are among the most lavish of
all Asante ritual occasions and are clearly part of their
still strong commitment to venerating their ancestors.
The scholar J. B. Danquah defines the meaning of adinkra
as, “to part, be separated, to leave one another, to say
good-bye.” Adinkra cloths are distinguished by designs
applied with carved gourd stamps and a black dye placed
within a rectilinear grid whose divisions are created by a
three or four tine comb brushed in measured segments
across the length and width of the cloth. Some cloths may
feature a single stamped design while others may have
over twenty different motifs applied to the surface.

For a cloth to be called adinkra, it must have these
stamped designs. If the cloth is to serve as mourning
dress, it must be dyed one of three colors—red, russet
brown, or a dark blue-black. The latter is not typically
stamped. Some sources state that the red adinkra is re-
served for the closest members of the family and others
assert that this is the role of the brown cloths. Clearly
practices vary. Adinkra cloths that remain white or are
printed on a brightly colored fabric are designated “Sun-
day adinkra,” and are not used during funerals, but rather
as festive dress for a variety of special occasions much like
kente cloth.

The earliest known adinkra cloth (now in the British
Museum) dates from 1817 and consists of twenty-four
handwoven strips of undyed cotton cloth, each about
three inches wide and woven on the same type of narrow
strip horizontal treadle loom as Asante kente. The strips
are sewn selvage to selvage (finished edges of a fabric) to
produce a large men’s cloth draped over the body toga
style with the left shoulder covered and the right exposed.
Women wear two pieces, one as a skirt and one as an up-
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Asante boys going to a dance in adinkra robes, 1973, Accra. Color is important in adinkra garments; darker hues are reserved
for funerary dress, while white or brightly colored garments are used for festive occasions. © OweN FRANKEN/CORBIS. REPRODUCED BY
PERMISSION.

per wrapper or shawl. In the early 2000s the latter piece
is more frequently fashioned into a blouse.

The use of pieced-together narrow strips of a fixed
width undoubtedly influenced the compositional divi-
sions of the cloth as well as the size of the earliest stamps.
By the end of the nineteenth century, however, imported
industrially produced mill-woven cloth had largely re-
placed the handwoven strip weaves. Also about this time,
the British were producing mill-woven cloth with roller-
printed adinkra patterns for the West African market.

An additional design feature on many adinkra cloths
is a further division of the men’s cloths along their lengths
with bands of multicolored whip-stitched embroidery in
combinations of yellow, red, green, and blue. As seen in
an 1896 photograph of the then king of Asante, Agye-
man Prempeh I, this practice dates to at least the end of
the nineteenth century. The embroidery is usually
straightedged along the length of the cloth, but an im-
portant variant has serrated edges in a design called “cen-
tipede” or “zigzag.” Although not necessarily referring to
adinkra, the Englishman Thomas Bowdich observed this
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practice in 1817. On some cloths multicolored handwo-
ven strips about one and a half inches in width are sub-
stituted for the embroidery.

It is generally accepted that the adinkra genre was
heavily influenced from the very beginning by Islam and
in particular by Arabic inscribed cloths that are still pro-
duced by the northern neighbors of the Asante. These
share a similar gridlike division of space and a number of
hand-drawn motifs that are readily recognizable as
adinkra patterns. Some of the same design principles and
motifs are also found on Islamic inspired cast brass rit-
ual containers called kuduo. The Asante attraction to the
spiritual efficacy of Islam and to literacy in Arabic has
been well documented since the early part of the nine-
teenth century. Significantly, an Arabic-inscribed cloth is
still part of the wardrobe of the current king of Asante.
The argument here is that the stamped adinkra cloth was
developed as a shorthand for the more labor intensive
and explicitly literate Muslim cloths.

Of particular interest in the study and appreciation
of adinkra is the rich design vocabulary found on the
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Man preparing adinkra cloth, 1995, near Kumasi, Ghana. The
gridlike patterns and hand-drawn motifs of adinkra dress are
similar to those found on many Arabic-inscribed fabrics and ar-
tifacts. © MARGARET COURTNEY-CLARKE/CORBIS. REPRODUCED BY PERMISSION.

stamps. Until the middle of the twentieth century, there
were about fifty frequently repeated motifs. As with most
Asante arts, there is a highly conventionalized verbal
component to the visual images. The meaning of many
motifs is elucidated by generally well-known proverbs. A
design with four spiraling forms projecting from the cen-
ter represents the maxim: “A ram fights with his heart
and not his horns,” suggesting that strength of character
is more important than the weapons one uses. A fleur-
de-lis-shaped stamp is identified as a hen’s foot and is as-
sociated with the saying: “The hen’s foot may step on its
chicks, but it does not kill them,” that is a mother pro-
vides protection and guidance and not harm. A stamp de-
picting a ladder depicts the inevitable, “The ladder of
death is not climbed by one man alone.” Perhaps the most
common motif is an abstract form that represents what
is generally translated as: “Except God,” but its sense is
better conveyed by “Only God.” As with most of their
arts, the worldview of the Ashanti is wonderfully articu-
lated in this funerary fabric.

8 ENCYCLOPEDIA OF

In the twenty-first century, the corpus of stamp de-
signs has expanded to well over five hundred. These in-
clude numerous references to the modern world,
including automobiles, hydroelectric power, and cell
phones. A number of motifs depict the logos of an as-
sortment of Ghanaian political parties that have con-
tended for power since independence (hand, cock,
elephant, and cocoa tree). Another trend is a series of
stamps that literally spell out their messages. For exam-
ple, “EKAA NSEE NKOA” carved into a gourd stamp
references a longer proverb that translates as: “The
woodpecker celebrates the death of the onyina tree.” Since
the bird nests and feeds in the dead tree, this is a kind of
cycle-of-life statement. This practice recalls the origin of
adinkra in script-filled, handwritten (albeit Arabic) in-
scribed cloths.

As with Asante kente, the verbal component of
adinkra imagery is an important factor in its popularity
in African American communities. Roller printed mill-
woven adinkra is nearly as commercially successful as
machine-made kente and appears in many of the same
clothing forms, including hats, bags, scarves, and shawls.
Individual adinkra motifs have even transcended cloth-
ing forms to become an important element in graphic de-
sign, fine arts, and even architecture.

See also Africa, North: History of Dress; Africa, Sub-Saharan:
History of Dress; Kente.
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Doran H. Ross

ADIRE Adire is a resist-dyed cloth produced and worn
by the Yoruba people of southwestern Nigeria in West
Africa. The Yoruba label adire, which means “tied and
dyed,” was first applied to indigo-dyed cloth decorated
with resist patterns around the turn of the twentieth cen-
tury. With the introduction of a broader color palette of
imported synthetic dyes in the second half of the twen-
tieth century, the label “adire” was expanded to include
a variety of hand-dyed textiles using wax resist batik
methods to produce patterned cloth in a dazzling array
of dye tints and hues.
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The Art of Making Adire

The traditional production of indigo-dyed adire involves
the input of two female specialists—dyers (a/aro), who
control production and marketing of adire, and decora-
tors (aladire), who create the resist patterns. In the old-
est forms of adire, two basic resist techniques are used to
create soft blue or white designs to contrast with a deeply
saturated indigo blue background. Adire oniko is tied or
wrapped with raffia to resist the dye. Adire eleko has
starchy maize or cassava paste hand-painted onto the sur-
face of the cloth as a resist agent. Further experimenta-
tion led to two additional techniques. Adire alabere
involves stitching the cloth with thread prior to dyeing
to produce fine-lined motifs. Adire batani is produced
with the aid of zinc stencils to control the application of
the resist starch.

The decorator works with a 1 x 2-yard fabric rec-
tangle as a design field, making two identical pieces to
sew together to make a square cloth most commonly used
for a woman’s wrapper. Most wrappers have repeated all-
over patterns created with one or more resist techniques
with no one focal point of interest. The motifs used in
adire and the labels attached to them reflect the concerns
of indigenous and contemporary Yoruba life: the world
of nature, religion, philosophy, everyday life and notable
events (Wolff 2001). Decorators, when not working with
stencils, have a mental template in mind based on pro-
totypes where particular motifs are combined together to
identify a wrapper type, such as lbadandun. Some motifs
are pictographic, but often bear little resemblance to the
thing signified by labels. For example, tie-dyed motifs
such as “moon and fruits” have only a passing semblance
to what they portray, while some motifs used in adire
eleko like ejo (snake) or ewe (leaf) are recognizable.

The History of Adire

As a distinctive textile type, adire first emerged in the city
of Abeokuta, a center for cotton production, weaving, and
indigo-dyeing in the nineteenth century. The prototype
was tie-dyed k7jipa, a handwoven cloth dyed with indigo
for use as wrappers and covering cloths. Female special-
ists dyed yarns and cloth and also refurbished faded cloth-
ing by re-dyeing the cloth with tie-dyed patterns. When
British trading firms introduced cheap imported cloth
and flooded the market with colorful inexpensive printed
textiles, the adire industry emerged to meet the challenge.
The women discovered that the imported white cotton
shirting was cheaper than handwoven cloth and could be
decorated and dyed to meet local tastes. The soft, smooth
texture of the import cloth, in contrast to the rough sur-
face of kijipa cloth, provided a new impetus for decora-
tion. The soft shirting encouraged the decorators to
create smaller more precise patterns with tie-dye meth-
ods and to use raffia thread to produce finely patterned
stitch-resist adire alabere. The smooth surface of shirt-
ing led to the development of hand-painted starch-resist
adire eleko. Abeokuta remained the major producer and
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ADIRE

trade center for adire, but Ibadan, a larger city to the
north, developed a nucleus of women artists who spe-
cialized in hand-painted adire eleko. The wrapper design
Ibadandun (“Ibadandun” meaning “the city of Ibadan is
sweet”) is popular to this day.

In the early decades of the twentieth century, a vast
trade network for adire spread across West Africa. Adire
wrappers were sold as far away as Ghana, Senegal, and
the Congo (Byfield 2002; Eades 1993). At the height of
adire production in the 1920s, Senegalese merchants
came to Abeokuta to buy as many as 2,000 wrappers in
one day from the female traders (Byfield 2002, p. 114).
In the 1930s, two technological innovations to decorate
adire were developed that provided an avenue for men to
gain entrance into the female-controlled industry.
Women retained the dyeing specialty and continued to
do tying, hand-painting, and hand-sewing to prepare the
cloth for dyeing, but decorating techniques involving
sewing machine stitching and applying starch through
zinc stencils were taken up by men, because West
Africans believe that men have an affinity for machines
and metal that women do not. A regional and interna-
tional economic decline at the end of the 1930s led to a
decline in the craft, so that in the 1940s no major inno-
vations in production occurred (Byfield 2002; Keyes-
Adenaike 1993). The European restriction placed against
exporting cloth to West Africa during World War II
(1939-1945) also had negative effects. Following the war,
the adire industry was dealt a further blow when the mar-
kets were flooded with low-priced printed cloth from Eu-
ropean, Asian, and African textile mills. By the 1950s
adire production had significantly slowed, and few young
people were being trained in the craft.

In the 1960s, while rural women were still wearing
the indigo-dyed wrappers, urban dwellers considered it
“a poor people’s cloth” (Byfield 2002, pp. 212-218).
However, the 1960s marked a new period of innovation
in handerafted cloth production in Yorubaland. With the
growing availability of chemical dyes from Europe, there
was a revolution in color and techniques (Keyes-Adenaike
1993, p. 38). Adire patterns caught the eye of Nigerian
fashion designers who adapted the designs to print high-
quality cloth using imported color-fast dyes in colors
other than indigo. Sold by the yard the “new adire” was
used for clothing, tablecloths, bedspreads, and draperies
(Eicher 1976, pp. 76-77). One expatriate woman, Betty
Okuboyejo who lived in Abeokuta, is credited with in-
troducing high-quality adire-inspired cloth using a full
range of commercial color-fast dyes to expatriates and
Nigerian elites (Eicher 1976, p. 76). New multicolored
adire utilized a simple technology and became a backyard
industry so that the markets filled with the new adire.
This modern form of cheaply produced adire, dubbed
“kampala” (because it became popular at the time of the
Kampala Peace Conference to settle the Biafra War in
Nigeria) was manufactured by individuals with no prior
knowledge of dyeing—farmers, clerks, petty traders, and
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ADRIAN

the jobless (Picton 1995, p. 17). Hot wax or paraffin was
substituted for the indigenous cassava paste as a resist
agent, and designs were created by simple techniques in-
cluding tie-dye, folding, crumpling, and randomly sprin-
kling or splashing the hot wax onto a cloth prior to
dyeing. As demand grew and the new adire makers be-
gan to professionalize, a block printing technique to ap-
ply the hot wax developed and largely supplanted
stenciling (Picton 1995, p. 17).

In the twenty-first century, the new colorful adire
continues to meet fashion challenges and to be an alter-
native to machine prints. In continually changing pat-
terns, new adire appeals to the fashion-conscious Yoruba
in the urban and rural areas. In Nigeria one can still buy
indigo-dyed adire oniko and eleko made by older women
in Abeokuta and Ibadan and by artisans at the Nike Cen-
ter for the Arts and Culture in Oshogbo where the artist
Nike Davies-Okundaye trains students in traditional
adire techniques. But, increasingly, the lover of indigo-
dyed adire must turn to collecting pieces from the cloth
markets such as Oje Market in Ibadan or from traders
who specialize in the old cloth. Soon those also will be
gone from the Yoruba scene.

See also Africa, North: History of Dress; Dyeing; Indigo;
Tie-Dyeing.
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Norma H. Wolff

ADRIAN Adrian, the great American film and fashion
designer, was born Adrian Adolph Greenberg in Con-
necticut in 1903. Stage-struck at an early age, he had
worked in summer stock and sold costume sketches to
the producers of a Broadway show by the time he was
eighteen. In 1921 he entered the New York School of
Fine and Applied Arts (now the Parsons School of De-
sign) to study stage design. He transferred to the Paris
branch of the school in 1922.

Adrian returned to New York after three months to
design costumes for Irving Berlin’s Music Box Revue. He
had designed costumes for his first movie and a number
of Broadway shows by 1924, when he accepted a job de-
signing costumes for Rudolph Valentino. Relocating to
Los Angeles with Valentino, Adrian created costumes for
three more of his films. He freelanced on Her Sister from
Paris, starring Constance Talmadge, in 1925 and on
Howard Hawks’s Fig Leaves for Fox in 1926, a film that
featured a two-color Technicolor fashion show sequence.
Adrian signed a contract with Cecil B. DeMille the same
year, moved with DeMille to Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer
(MGM) in 1928, and subsequently signed with MGM.
He stayed there until 1941, when he terminated his con-
tract and left the movie business. In 1939 Adrian mar-
ried Janet Gaynor, winner of the first Academy Award
for best actress, and they had one son.

As MGM'’s chief designer, Adrian designed costumes
for all the major stars in every important movie. Greta
Garbo, Norma Shearer, Joan Crawford, Jean Harlow,
Jeanette MacDonald, and Katharine Hepburn all wore
his designs. Adrian was so important to the stars that Joan
Crawford once said he should have been given cobilling
on her movies. Film costumes had to make the stars look
their best, be suitable for the character, and conform to
the technical dictates of lighting, film stock, and sound
recording. Period costumes had to be reasonably au-
thentic but also accessible to the audience’s eye. Modern
wardrobes had to be of their time but independent of any
specific fashion, for several reasons. First, the time lag
between the production of a movie and its release meant
that using current styles on a star would make her look
out of fashion when the film was released months later.
More important, each star’s screen persona was carefully
developed by the studio, and her roles never varied widely
from it. For example, Norma Shearer represented the
conservative-young-woman type; Garbo was always the
unpredictable, mysterious exotic; and Joan Crawford typ-
ified sophisticated young America.

Film styles had influenced fashion since the silent
movie era, but their impact was intensified by the advent
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of sound. With the “talkies,” films became more realis-
tic, and film costuming became less focused on theatri-
cal effects. The European fashion world watched to see
what Adrian put on Garbo, Shearer, and Crawford. De-
signs that Adrian introduced on individual stars fre-
quently returned to America as “the latest from Paris.”

The studios allowed manufacturers to market gar-
ments based on a star’s film wardrobe, and thousands of
dresses, blouses, and coats named for Lerty Lynton (Joan
Crawford, 1932) or Queen Christina (Greta Garbo, 1933)
were sold. A number of Garbo’s hats—the cloche from A4
Woman of Affairs, the plumed cap from Romance, and the
pillbox and turban from Painted Veil—created new trends.

In 1930 the Modern Merchandising Bureau was es-
tablished to organize the manufacture of styles intro-
duced in a film before the picture’s release, in order to
have copies available in stores as soon as audiences saw
the movie. Macy’s in New York was the first store to
open a Cinema Fashions shop, and crowds would gather
on the sidewalk to see the new styles in the display win-
dows. During the Great Depression, Hollywood further
capitalized on film fashions by licensing patterns for
home sewing based on them. The success of Condé
Nast’s Hollywood Pattern Book led to its becoming a whole
new magazine, Glamour of Hollywood, in 1939; the title
was subsequently shortened to Glamour. Movies exerted
an enormous influence on world fashion, and Adrian was

the leading Hollywood designer of his era.

After retiring from films, Adrian opened a couture
and ready-to-wear business in Beverly Hills, which man-
ufactured his designs and sold them to specialty stores
throughout the United States. He showed his first col-
lection in February 1942. Having designed suit variations
for years in his movies on stars from Garbo to Hedy
Lamarr—but most famously on Joan Crawford—he now
produced the classic, square-shouldered, 1940s suit for
which he is best known. Antecedents of this “V” silhou-
ette throughout the 1930s had included such devices as
the pagoda shoulder and the horizontal extension of the
sleeve cap through pleating. To avoid both the faddish
effect of the pagoda shoulder and the boxiness of the
widened sleeve cap, Adrian squared the shoulder with
pads of his own design, narrowing and neatening the sil-
houette to give it a classic line. As well as suits, he in-
cluded a wide variety of day dresses, cocktail and evening
wear, and coats in his collections.

In 1947 Adrian refused to follow the example of Paris
when the New Look was introduced by Christian Dior.
He found sloping shoulders, a cinched waist, padded hips,
and long, full skirts unattractive on the average woman
as well as cumbersome and impractical. Although he
never significantly varied the “V” cut of his suits, he re-
duced the shoulder pads in his suits—never removing
them altogether—and lengthened and slimmed the skirt.
For evening wear, as opposed to daytime, Adrian had no
quarrel with the New Look and encouraged women to
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go “all out.” His wartime evening silhouette—a neoclas-
sic column of rayon crepe with the same slim, squared
shoulders as his suits—mutated into a softer silk sheath.
Adrian’s evening collections expanded to include every-
thing from voluminous ball gowns to variations on the
sari to dinner dresses draped with bustle variations.

Throughout the collections of Adrian’s fashion ca-
reer, certain themes reappeared. He frequently designed
prints of animals, such as the famous “Roan Stallion”
evening gown or The Egg and I at-home dress with its fu-
rious barnyard chickens. After Adrian’s trip to Africa in
1949, animal and reptile prints appeared in a ball gown
of tiger-skin taffeta and a hooded evening suit made from
heavy silk that looked like an iridescent python skin. His
“Americana” theme included a quilted silk hostess gown
appliquéd with cotton gingham motifs and a long ging-
ham evening coat with a matching skirt and sequined
bodice. He referenced modern art movements such as fu-
turism with inset streamers that emerged from the gown’s
surface to drape and flutter and cubism in the extraordi-
nary “Modern Museum” series of rayon crepe gowns ex-
ecuted in pieced, multicolor, biomorphic shapes. In 1952
Adrian suffered a heart attack that forced him to close his
business. He died in 1959.

Adrian’s career was unique among designers in that
he conquered both the film and fashion worlds. He
worked entirely in California, far off the beaten track for
couture or ready-to-wear. In film he worked as a cou-
turier, designing costumes to highlight a star’s individu-
ality and conceal her figure flaws. These singular
creations in turn engendered worldwide fashion trends.
After leaving films his greatest achievement lay in his
mastery of the ready-to-wear market. As a film designer
Adrian gave fashion inspiration and hours of entertain-
ment to millions of people all over the world. As a fash-
ion designer he set a standard both for originality of
design and quality of workmanship.

See also Actors and Actresses, Impact on Fashion; Costume
Designer; Film and Fashion; Hollywood Style; Ready-
to-Wear.
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Fane Trapnell

AESTHETIC DRESS In 1851, London celebrated
the Great Exhibition, showcasing the latest innovations
in manufacture and design. Its warm reception by the
public and the media confirmed, in many people’s eyes,
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the triumph of increased industrialization and mass pro-
duction. However, some, who found this way of life in-
creasingly abhorrent, sought an alternative lifestyle by
looking to the past.

Three years earlier, in 1848, the young artists
William Holman Hunt, John Everett Millais, and Dante
Gabriel Rosetti established the Pre-Raphaelite Brother-
hood, taking inspiration from the art of the late medieval
and early renaissance periods, which they felt produced
a purer and more naturalistic style. As such, dress played
an important role in the depiction of the subjects, but
with no extant examples, references came from tomb ef-
figies, illustrated manuscripts, and the artist’s own in-
ventions. The type of dress that emerged was worn by
female members of the artists’ circle.

Early styles of aesthetic dress took the form of flow-
ing fabric with soft pleating falling from the neckline.
The folds then gently gathered in at the natural, un-
corseted waistline and fell into a small train at the back.
The sleeves were a defining feature; unlike those of fash-
ionable dress, they were set at the natural shoulder line
and often decorated with puffs of fabric at the sleeve head,
or gathered down the length of the arm. This enabled
freedom of movement, as did the abandonment of the
corset, which was felt to offer a more natural figure along
the lines of the Venus de Milo, although critics noted
“had Venus herself been compelled by a cold climate to
drape herself, we have little doubt she would have worn
stays, to give her clothes the shape they lacked” (Dou-
glas, pp. 123-124). As such, the style found favor with
dress reformers who spoke out against the damaging ef-
fects of tightly laced corseting. The two movements be-
came closely allied and by 1890 the Healthy and Artistic
Dress Union was established, publishing their ideas in

their journal Aglaia.

Color was an all important element of the style, with
soft browns, reds, blues, and—a popular choice and most
recognizable of them all—a sage green, which was often
referred to as “greenery yallery.” Aesthetic dress was rel-
atively unadorned, the only decoration appearing in the
form of smocking or floral and organically inspired em-
broidery, with the sunflower and the lily being popular
motifs. Accessories were kept to a minimum, with amber
beads seen as the most appropriate choice, along with
eastern or oriental-inspired pieces. The aesthetic woman
herself was epitomized by the red-haired, pale-skinned
beauties with their defined jawlines and sorrowful eyes as
seen in Rosetti’s Lo Ghirlandata (1877). A photograph of
Jane Morris, the wife of the designer William Morris,
taken in 1865, depicts her as the perfect embodiment of
this ideal. Her untamed hair is loosely tied back, her dress
draping in heavy folds.

By the 1870s, the style had really come to the at-
tention of the public. In 1877, Mrs. Eliza Haweis pub-
lished her book The Art of Beauty in which she outlined
the drawbacks of contemporary fashion and commended
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the lines of historical dress. She was approached in 1878
by the ladies magazine The Queen to write some articles
on the subject of Pre-Raphaelite dress. The Queen re-
ported: “A great change has come over the style of Eng-
lish dressing within the last, say, five years. . .. The world
of artists first started the idea of their wives and daugh-
ters dressing in harmony with . . . [their] surroundings,
and thence the grandes dames of fashion were influenced”

(pp. 139-140).

As fashion conscripted artistic dress, historic periods
were plundered with a myriad of styles indiscriminately
thrown together under the term “aesthetic”; Greek tu-
nics, medieval sleeves, and Elizabethan ruffs became pop-
ular adornments for fashionable dress. The Watteau-back
dress, a partly fashionable style, was characterized by a
large pleat of fabric falling loosely from the shoulders and
caught up above the hem; it was inspired by eighteenth-
century sacque dresses, depicted in the works of Wat-
teau. These styles were a feature of the tea gown, a loose
informal garment that could be worn at home or while
receiving guests for afternoon tea.

The year 1877 also saw the opening of the Grosvenor
Gallery and the first of the satirist George Du Maurier’s
series of cartoons, published in Punch, and based around
a family known as the Cimabue Browns. The images por-
trayed the wearers of aesthetic dress as lank and languid
men and women—the men in velvet jackets and long hair,
the ladies with frizzed hair in long drooping garments—
who always seemed to be contemplating the emotional
impact of art on life.

The International Exhibition held in London in
1862 had stimulated the growing interest in oriental and
exotic foreign goods. Arthur Lasenby Liberty, a young
employee of Farmer and Roger’s Shawl Emporium in Re-
gent Street, persuaded his employers to open an oriental
department. Owing to its huge success, Liberty left to set
up his own department store in 1875. His imported fab-
rics and unusual artifacts were extremely popular with
many artists, such as George Frederick Watts, James
Whistler, and Frederick Leighton, who frequented the
shop. Liberty soon began to produce his own fabrics suit-
able to the English climate yet with the qualities and col-
ors of imported Eastern examples. In 1884, he opened a
dressmaking department, overseen by E. W. Godwin, an
architect and honorable secretary of the Costume Soci-
ety. Godwin had designed many of the costumes for his
partner, the famous actress Ellen Terry, whose choice of
aesthetic dress was well known.

In 1881, the aesthetic craze was at its height with the
production of Gilbert and Sullivan’s Patience and the start
of Oscar Wilde’s lecture tours in America. His lectures
included the importance of Liberty to the aesthetic move-
ment and, as Alison Adburgham notes, this could “be said
to have sown the first seeds that germinated into the long
love affair between the Americans and Liberty’s of Lon-
don” (pp. 32-33).
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May Morning, Jane Morris, taken by J. Robert Parsons. The heavily draped, unadorned dress, minimal accessories, and sorrowful
expression are all typical of aesthetic fashion. © StapLeToN COLLECTION/CORBIS. REPRODUCED BY PERMISSION.
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The aesthetic movement had a popular following
in America, the most noted proponent being Annie Jen-
ness Miller who published Dress: The Fenness Miller Mag-
azine. The society painter W. P. Frith captured the
aesthetic scene in his painting Private View (1881),
which depicted many of the leading proponents of the
movement, such as Wilde and Ellen Terry. In his mem-
oirs of 1887, Frith recalled,

Seven years ago certain ladies delighted to display
themselves at public gatherings in what are called aes-
thetic dresses; in some cases the costumes were pretty
enough, in others they seemed to rival each other in
ugliness of form and oddity of color (p. 256).

This telling quote also illustrates how aesthetic dress
was now somewhat passé. Many of its elements had en-
tered the mainstream, with the popularity of the tea gown
and the ready availability of “artistic dress” in most de-
partment stores. A guide to London of 1889 recommends
Hamilton’s of Regent Street for “those triumphs of needle-
work: smocked frocks and smocked tea gowns. But it is by
no means only in so-called artistic dress that they excel”
(Pascoe, p. 351). By the turn of the century, aesthetic dress
was no longer seen as radical or revolutionary. While its
themes may have lingered in the work of early twentieth-
century designers, such as Mariano Fortuny, whose pleated
fabrics seem directly inspired by the dress worn in Rosetti’s
painting A Vision of Fiametta (1878), or the draped velvets
of Maria Monaci Gallenga, the sumptuous sophisticated
style of art nouveau had captured the artistic imagination,
and the soft muted colors and trailing drapery of aesthetic
dress were considered démodé.

See also Art and Fashion; Fortuny, Mariano; Wilde, Oscar.
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Oriole Cullen

AFRICAN AMERICAN DRESS African American
dress intertwines with the history of Africans, who ar-
rived in the Virginia colony in 1619. Within that cen-
tury, southern codes forced the children of any enslaved
woman to remain enslaved for life. West Africans con-
tinued to come unwillingly until the 1830s. President
Abraham Lincoln proclaimed the emancipation of all en-
slaved peoples in 1863; but after the Civil War, African
Americans lived on the margins of American society with
poor jobs, substandard living and educational conditions,
disenfranchisement, and public segregation. Nearly one
hundred years later, in 1954, a Supreme Court decision
began the desegregation process and in the 1960s, Fed-
eral legislation gave equal rights to African Americans.

Under enslavement, white owners demanded a cer-
tain form of dress for those in bondage: better dress for
house servants and managers; poorer attire for field
hands, children, and those too old to continue working.
In spite of these constrictions, the nineteenth-century au-
tobiographies and narratives, collected in the 1930s from
formerly enslaved people, relate that African Americans
put a great deal of thought into their dress. The narra-
tors emphasized what clothing they had and did not have
and described the clothing styles they desired and how
they obtained them. “Correct” dress was especially im-
portant when “stepping out” for social occasions with
community members, a habit that continues in the early
2000s. Narrators offered vivid depictions of dressing well
for church, dances, and marriage.

Evidence shows that some retained West African
forms of bodily adornment, particularly in the form of
jewelry. From the African Burial Ground (1712-1795) in
New York City, the remains of an adult female and an
infant wore waistbeads as do West African women. Ar-
chaeological evidence from known slave sites sometimes
includes cowries, seashells of economic importance be-
fore currencies became available in Africa and apparently
worn as jewelry by the enslaved. The beads most often
found at these sites consist of blue glass beads, worn as
amulets in much of Africa and the Middle East. Former
slaves provided testimony of wearing jewelry for both
adornment and protection. Several Sea Islands narrators,
for instance, describe single gold, loop earrings worn to
protect the eyesight, retention of an African belief.

More outstanding as an African holdover than spe-
cific items of jewelry or clothing has been the interest
in hairstyle and headwear by African American men
and women. Documentation for West Africans’ concern
for well-groomed hair and ornamented heads is long-
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Headwraps. Beginning in the 1960s, African American women began wearing traditional headwraps as an acknowledgment of their
West African ancestral roots. This fashion trend, among others, became popular with white Americans as well. © BJ Formento/Corsis.

REPRODUCED BY PERMISSION.

standing and survives among African Americans. Black
men continue to sport ever-changing styles of facial hair
and hairdos; the “conk” (straightened hair that is flat-
tened down or slightly waved) of the 1930s remains a
primary example. And, into the early twenty-first cen-
tury, African American men consistently wear some type
of headgear.

African American women also show a marked inter-
est in their hairstyles and headwear. The slave narratives
explain various ways of styling hair even under the most
adverse conditions. Photographs of prominent women af-
ter the Civil War show them wearing the elegant, long,
straight hairstyles in general fashion at the time. In 1906,
this processing of the natural hair texture into straight
hair spread across the country when Madame C. J.
Walker began to market her highly profitable hair for-
mula for managing African American women’s hair. Black
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women also choose to wear hats, especially prevalent for
church attendance.

With one exception, portraits from the eighteenth
and nineteenth centuries, and nineteenth-century pho-
tographs, of African Americans show them wearing dress
appropriate in general society. The exception is the
African American woman’s headwrap, the oldest extant
specific dress item of any immigrant group worn in the
early 2000s. But over time, its meaning changed.

In the antebellum South, several states legally en-
forced the code that ordered black women to wear a cloth
head covering in public and not the hats and feathers
worn by white women. These codes thus marked certain
females as a subservient class. During enslavement,
women working in onerous conditions wore the head
wrap to keep the hair cleaner and to absorb perspiration.
Use of the head wrap at home continued after the Civil
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War, but for public wear it was discarded. Beginning with
the civil rights movement of the 1960s and 1970s, the
head wrap took on other meanings. Young African Amer-
ican women again tied elaborate head wraps around their
heads and publicly wore them in acknowledgment of their
enslaved ancestors and as a reference to Africa and the
way West African women adorn their heads.

During the civil rights movement, along with the
head wrap, other young black revolutionaries adopted
what they perceived to be West African attire, such as
caftans and male head caps. Men and women grew their
hair into enormous styles called “Afros,” allowing for the
natural texture to be emphasized in direct reaction against
conks and Walker’s straightening products that at-
tempted to simulate European hair. Since the 1960s,
some black men have continued to look back to Africa
by wearing Rasta locks while black women have their hair
intricately braided into elaborate African styles, often
adding hairpieces.

African Americans generally have dressed in the pre-
vailing fashions along with other Americans. Portraits of
early black clergymen offer examples. Slave narrative
frontispieces, however, illustrate the author in either slave
clothing or formally dressed as a freed person, the choice
obviously expressed what the author wanted to portray
about his or her place in society. After the invention of
photography, the images of eminent leaders such as Fred-
erick Douglass and Booker T. Washington always show
them dressed in formal, gentleman’s clothing. Between
1895 and 1925, black intellectuals, literati, and artists
strove to present themselves as quite different from the
racist stereotypical cartoon illustrations of “Mammys”
and “Sambos” drawn by whites. Many illustrations show
these “New Negroes” groomed and adorned in conser-
vative, mainstream dress.

Although African Americans adopted the prevailing
cultural dress of each period, their style often sets them
apart. For instance, travelers’ accounts about the South
prior to emancipation describe African Americans’ dress
as more flamboyant and colorful than that of whites. Con-
temporary African Americans similarly prefer to be well
dressed for most occasions and have not adopted the
white population’s sartorial trends to casual and even

sloppy dress.

In general, American fashions came from Europe un-
til about 1950. But at the same time, black styles began to
influence white American dress, particularly men’s; for ex-
ample, the zoot suit of the 1940s, highlighted by the pop-
ular singers Billy Eckstein and Frank Sinatra. In the 1960s,
expensive, stylized brands of tennis shoes, first worn by
professional African American athletes, notably basketball
players, were adopted by the larger, adolescent commu-
nity. In the 1990s, white, suburban youth began wearing
the hip-hop clothing first worn by young, urban, black
males. And in the early twenty-first century, white males
wear the doo rag, for decades the African American male’s
inner-city hair tamer.
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Since the mid-1950s, African Americans have be-
come part of the greater American cultural scene. And,
in a very real sense, this larger society in the early 2000s
adopts African American culture in many aspects of life,
not the least in styles of dress.

See also Afro Hairstyle; Afrocentric Fashion; Ethnic Dress;
Zoot Suit.
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AFRICA, NORTH: HISTORY OF DRESS North
Africa comprises Egypt and the lands to its west, known
in Arabic as al-Maghrib, literally “the place of sunset”:
Libya, Tunisia, Algeria, and Morocco. These political di-
visions were essentially established by the Ottomans in
the sixteenth century, but throughout history this part of
Africa has been affected by, and has had a profound ef-
fect upon, the regions that surround it: the Mediter-
ranean, sub-Saharan Africa, and the Middle East. It is
impossible to appreciate one region without knowing
something of the history of all; the style and patterning
of dress provides one means of reading that history.

History, Geography, and Climate

The climate and topography of North Africa is extraor-
dinarily varied. The peaks of the High Atlas mountains
of Morocco tower over 13,000 feet, whereas oases in the
depressions of the Libyan Desert descend to sea level or
below. The mild, temperate conditions of the Mediter-
ranean and Atlantic coasts give way to the searing day-
time heat and freezing nighttime temperatures of the
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desert lands to the south. Crops and vegetation thrive on
the fertile northern plains and along the Nile valley,
whereas scarcely anything grows in the desert save in the
lush oases where the water table is close to the surface.

Ancient Egyptian art gives us a fairly detailed pic-
ture of how people in this part of North Africa dressed,
at least as far back as 5000 B.C.E. Elsewhere, the extra-
ordinary rock paintings of the Sahara, the Atlas Moun-
tains, and the Nile valley, dating from c. 12000 to 3000
B.C.E., give us an idea of how people might have dressed
when the interior of North Africa had a much wetter cli-
mate, supporting animals such as hippos, elephants, gi-
raffes, and rhinos.

In the ninth century B.C.E., Carthage was founded
near the modern city of Tunis; the Carthaginians traded
cloth and other luxury goods across the Sahara in exchange
for slaves, gold, and ivory, a pattern continued by the Ro-
mans following the sacking of Carthage in 146 B.C.E., only
declining when the Portuguese and other Europeans be-
gan to trade along the west coast of Africa in the fifteenth
century. Roman mosaic pavements from Carthage show
garments that bear a remarkable similarity to tunics worn
in the early twenty-first century as part of a woman’s wed-
ding costume in the Tunisian town of Mahdia.

In the seventh century, Muslim armies invaded
North Africa and began the process that, despite resis-
tance from the indigenous Berber peoples, culminated in
the establishment of the Hispano-Moresque civilization;
this society flourished in the Maghrib countries and
southern Spain until the fall of Granada to Christian
armies in 1492. After that event, many Muslim and Jew-
ish artisans, including weavers and embroiderers, sought
refuge in the large towns of North Africa, and at this
point, a particular pattern of production, use of materi-
als, and division of labor, which has remained essentially
unchanged, was established.

Town and Country

Walk through the marketplace in any North African town,
from Cairo to Marrakech, and at first glance you will find
people dressed no differently than city dwellers in any
other part of the world. Many male professionals and of-
fice workers wear a suit and tie, or possibly some version
of the “safari” suit. Many women wear an equally con-
ventional two-piece top and skirt, though most wear the
Hijab, the Islamic head covering. Younger people of both
sexes wear jeans, T-shirts, or football shirts. Among these
now ubiquitous “Western” garments, however, people
wear more obviously local fashions. Many working men
in Cairo wear djellaba, the long, loose-fitting gown, some-
times in combination with the kaffiyeh, a turbanlike head
cloth or cotton skullcap; older women may wear burqa and
bedla, a black headscarf and flowing dress. In Tunisian
towns, the red felt chechiya, a cross between skullcap and
beret, is still the single most distinctive item of male at-
tire, while in much of the Maghrib the burnoose, a hooded
cloak, is worn by many men.
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In rural regions, the cut and sewn garments of the
city tend to be replaced by single-piece draped or
wrapped clothes for women, secured by a fibula, or cloak
pin. Berber women of the Atlas Mountains of Morocco
wear elaborate headdresses on certain occasions, whereas
men may wear large woolen cloaks or knitted “long
johns” while herding their flocks during the winter. So-
called “granny” dresses—often featuring “foreign” ele-
ments such as cuffs, collars, pockets, and pleated
hems—are commonly worn by women in rural commu-
nities of North Africa. Variations on this style, based on
European dresses of the eighteenth and nineteenth cen-
turies, may be found in many other parts of the world,
including the islands of the Pacific Ocean. However, the
costumes worn for special occasions, particularly mar-
riage, emphasize the real differences between town and
country styles.

Marriage Costume

In North Africa, as in all Muslim societies, marriage is
seen as the ideal adult state. Clothing for both bride and
groom reflects their new social status as well as concerns
over modesty and fertility; perhaps most importantly,
clothing is seen to ease transition from the unmarried to
the married state. As elsewhere in postcolonial Africa, the
popularity of “traditional” attire has fluctuated according
to political, religious, and economic circumstances. The
dictates of fashion and the desire to appear modern has
made the white European wedding dress a popular
choice, though often dress designers have come up with
styles that incorporate something old and something new,
thus satisfying the desire to be both fashionable and cul-
turally aware.

The names of certain wedding garments in North
Africa suggest one or more of the ceremonies marking
the different days of the marriage festivities; for example,
mwashma (painted), an elaborately embroidered dress
from the village of Raf Raf in Tunisia, evokes the laylat
al-henna, or “night of henna,” when the bride and groom
are tattooed with henna to bless their marriage and en-
courage the birth of children.

The simple, T-shaped cotton tunics worn by the
bride in Siwa, Egypt; Ghadamis, Libya; and Mahdia,
Tunisia, probably share a common ancestry with certain
garments that appear in the mosaics of Roman Carthage.
These loose-fitting, yet elaborately decorated dresses are
designed to show off the status and beauty of the bride
while preserving her modesty; they can also accommo-
date up to seven more garments beneath them, which are
revealed to the bride’s and then to the groom’s relatives
during the jilwa ceremony.

The Significance of Pattern

Similar patterns are known by different names in different
regions of North Africa and do not necessarily have the
same significance. However, universal concerns regarding
protection from harm—and, by extension, promoting
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good luck, health, and fertility—are preoccupations that
inform the patterning of artifacts throughout the region.

Concerns about the harmful effects of envy, focused
in beliefs surrounding the evil eye, are often manifest in
the form of patterning applied to marriage costume in
particular, though such designs may perform a host of
additional functions. The bakhnug, a marriage shawl from
southern Tunisia, is woven in a combination of wool and
cotton that, when dyed, reveals the white cotton motifs
resistant to dye. These motifs suggest items of jewelry
and the pattern of women’s tattoos, but also snakes’ ver-
tebrae and sharp cloak pins to repel or pierce the evil eye.
The different colors of the bakbnug traditionally indicate
women’s status: young, unmarried girls wear white; mar-
ried women of child-bearing age don red, while older
women wear black or blue.

The wedding dresses of women from the oases in
the Western Desert of Egypt, with the exception of the
oasis of Siwa, display unmistakable similarities to the em-
broidered dresses of Palestine, reflecting a long histori-
cal connection between the two regions. In the 2000s
these dresses are only worn by older women, but they
still display the very distinctive patterning, color, and
style of embroidery peculiar to each oasis, and sometimes
even to individual villages within the same oasis. The em-
broidered bodices of these dresses, embellished with nu-
merous sequins and sometimes small coins to deflect the
evil eye, are a certain way of establishing the identity and
affiliation of the wearer. For example, the bodices of
dresses from Bahriya oasis are invariably made up of rec-
tangular areas of embroidery with distinctive tassels on
the shoulders and chest; the dresses of Daqahliya oasis,
by contrast, have a quite different pattern of embroidery
on the bodice, with a central section tapering to a point.

The patterning applied to male clothing reflects sim-
ilar concerns. The woolen tunics, gandura, woven by
women for their sons in the remote M’zab region of
southern Algeria include named motifs, such as “birds
with their young” and “a table of guests,” emphasizing
fertility and harmony; other motifs, such as forks and
weaving combs, have the added dimension of sharp im-
plements with the ability to pierce the evil eye.

Dress as Historical Document

The patterning, color, style, and design of dress and tex-
tiles in North Africa suggest clues that, through painstak-
ing research, can be pieced together to provide a more
detailed and reliable picture of the past than any written
record. Few, if any, of the distinctive features of dress
happen by accident or whim; many tell of the movements
of people through warfare, religious persecution, trade,
economic necessity, or natural disaster. Often this story
goes back many centuries, perhaps reaching outside both
the region and even the African continent, each event be-
ing recorded in a series of details that have gradually
evolved into the form of modern dress.
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The machine-embroidered wedding dresses worn by
women of the Jewish faith in urban Morocco are devel-
opments of the elaborate, hand-embroidered dresses of
the nineteenth century. These in turn can be traced back
to Spanish styles of the late Hispano-Moresque period,
brought to Morocco by Jewish craftsmen expelled from
Andalusia during Christian persecution of the fifteenth
and sixteenth centuries. These craftsmen settled not just
in Morocco, but in major urban centers throughout the
Maghrib. From the sixteenth century, Ottoman influence
began to spread throughout the region, and many of the
floral motifs that appear on textiles, such as the tanshifa of
Algeria, and the ’gjar and rida’ abmar of Tunisia, are of
Turkish inspiration. The first two are no longer worn, but
the 7ida’ abmar remains the most prestigious item of cloth-
ing worn by women of the town of Mahdia. At each end
of this silk wedding veil is a set of design bands woven in
silk and gold thread. The central band known as dar-al-
wust (literally “the house in the middle”) represents a
mosque in stylized form; at the other end of the cloth, the
dar-al-wust features two motifs in the form of the Star of
David, an element of the design that continues to be in-
cluded by the Muslim weavers out of respect for the Jew-
ish weavers who once produced this garment.

Female weavers in the old silk-weaving town of
Nagida, in the Nile valley of Egypt, produce a style of
shawl that has a similarly complex history. Using a ta-
pestry weave technique widely practiced in Damascus and
elsewhere in the Levant, male weavers of the nineteenth
century produced the aba, a man’s gown, as well as other
garments such as the cotton and silk modesty garment
worn by women of Bahriya oasis in Egypt’s Western
Desert until it began to go out of fashion in the mid-
twentieth century. In recent years a collective of female
weavers, taking over what had previously been an exclu-
sively male profession, began to weave this shawl, using
the same looms and weaving techniques, but in gaudy,
two-tone rayon, rather than in silk and cotton. Their new
markets were initially in Libya and Sudan, but when these
dried up following political differences between the three
countries, the women found other outlets in the tourist
trade in Cairo from where these textiles are today ex-
ported to various European countries.

Distinctive ceremonial costumes continue to be pro-
duced by weavers and embroiderers in different parts of
North Africa, displaying the dynamism with which tex-
tile traditions throughout Africa have developed since an-
tiquity. Despite the clear influences that have helped to
shape North African cultures, an internal dynamic has
molded these elements into the distinctive material cul-
ture characteristic of each region.

See also Africa, Sub-Saharan: History of Dress; Burqa;
Djellaba; Hijab; Kaffiyeh; Textiles, African.
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AFRICA, SUB-SAHARAN: HISTORY OF DRESS
African dress, like dress everywhere, communicates age,
gender, occupation, ethnicity, power, and religious com-
mitment for everyday, celebratory, ceremonial, and ritual
occasions. Along with fashionable Western dress, Africans
wear Islamic and indigenous apparel. Dress involves totally
or partially covering the body by supplementing it with ap-
parel and accessories such as head wraps and jewelry and
modifying the body itself with tattoos or piercing. Dress-
ing well for Africans involves proper conduct and elegant
style, which includes appropriate apparel, cosmetics, and
coiffure along with magnificent carriage, graceful move-
ment, fastidious toilette, and immaculate garments.

African dress worn every day indicates socially sig-
nificant categories, but may also express personal idio-
syncrasy. When Africans wear identical dress, such as
uniforms or garments made from the same fabric, their
garb emphasizes group affiliation and minimizes individ-
uality. African dress is not the same as African costume.
Actors and masqueraders temporarily conceal personal
identity through costume, whereas in everyday life peo-
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ple communicate and reveal their personal identity

through dress.

African dress is as varied and diverse as the histori-
cal antecedents and cultural backgrounds of the African
people in fifty-five countries and more than eight hun-
dred linguistic groups. A continent two-and-a-half times
as large as the continental United States, the physical en-
vironment of Africa ranges from the deserts of the Sa-
hara and the Kalahari, to the mountains of the Great Rift
Valley, and the rain forests in West and Central Africa,
as well as the arid region of the Sahel that borders the
Sahara. What African people wear relates to these fac-
tors of physical environment, to external and internal
trade and migration, to the influences of explorers, mis-
sionaries, and travelers and to their own creativity. Spe-
cific information about the dress of each ethnic group
comes from social, religious, and political histories, as
well as oral, archaeological, trade, and mercantile records.
Early evidence of dress is depicted in the rock art of
northern, southern, and eastern Africa, indicating items
of dress that predate contact with European, Asian, and
Middle Eastern peoples. Tellem caves in Mali provide
cloth fragments that give evidence of hand woven apparel
before Saharan trade or coastal contacts.

In the twenty-first century, dress in Africa includes
items fashioned from local resources and tools, such as
wrappers hand woven from handspun cotton threads on
handmade looms in the West African countries of Sierra
Leone, Mali, and Nigeria. In addition, combinations of
local resources and imported materials are used, as seen
in the kente wrappers woven from imported rayon or silk
threads on locally made looms in Ghana. African dress
also includes imported items from worldwide sources
made by complex machines and techniques (British top
hats and homburgs, French designer gowns, Italian shoes
and handbags, and Swiss laces along with secondhand
clothing from the United States) from commercially pro-
duced materials. In addition, Africans produce their own
designer garments from both imported and locally made
textiles and also transform imported secondhand cloth-
ing into locally admired fashions. Some African design-
ers, like the Malian, Xuly Bét, left Africa to become
successful in Paris, New York, and elsewhere.

Purely indigenous items are becoming less common
and therefore less often worn. Borrowed items are often
creatively used and juxtaposed with other items that re-
sult in a readily identifiable ethnic style. The Kalabari-
Ijo people, from the delta area of the Niger River in
Nigeria, combine a variety of textiles and other items of
dress that are imported from elsewhere in Nigeria and
abroad. Their dress illustrates the term “cultural au-
thentication,” which designates adopted articles that are
selected, characterized by symbolic representation, in-
corporated, and transformed. For example, the Kalabari-
Ijo man’s ceremonial hat, called ajibulu, stems from the
European military and naval officers’ bicorne hat from
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the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries. The
Kalabari decorate a hat of this shape with hair from a
ram’s beard along with tiny mirrors, small, shiny Christ-
mas ball ornaments, brightly colored feathers, and plas-
tic hair clasps, each glued or stitched onto the basic fabric,
resulting in a head covering that is uniquely Kalabari.

African residents who come from European and
Asian ancestry may choose not to wear African items of
dress; instead, they maintain forms of dress fashionable
in the countries of their ancestors. Indian women whose
families have lived in East and West Africa for several
generations continue to wear the sari as commonly worn
on the Indian subcontinent. In South Africa, Afrikaaners
wear European dress that continues their European her-
itage. In contrast to those who refrain from wearing
African items, some non-Africans embrace them: Peace
Corps volunteers from the United States in Nigeria
found the Yoruba dansiki (more commonly known in the
United States as “dashiki”) a handsome and comfortable
shirt to wear. Tourists, too, often buy and wear African
beads, hats, cloth, garments, and fans while travelling and
take them home as souvenirs.

Dressing the Torso

The torso is usually the focus when dressing the body,
although headwear and footwear are also significant.
Items of dress generally may be classified as enclosing,
attached, or hand held. Enclosing dress can be subdivided
into wraparound, preshaped, and suspended categories;
all examples are found in Africa. Wraparound garments
are formed from rectangular pieces of fabric that are
folded, crushed, or twisted around the body. Preshaped
items include cut and sewn garments along with other
items, such as jewelry, that are molded or cast. Most at-
tached and many suspended enclosing items of dress are
also jewelry, such as earrings and necklaces. Handheld
items usually consist of accessories such as a fan, purse,
cane, or walking stick. Throughout Africa, both men and
women wear variations of the wrapper (also called kanga,
futa, lappa, or pagne). As a garment, the loose fit of wrap-
around apparel seems particularly appropriate and com-
fortable to wear because of prevalent high temperatures,
both dry and humid. Wrappers are also easily made from
available materials such as skins, bark (or bark cloth), or
wool, cotton, silk, and raffia for handwoven cloth. Pre-
shaped garments for men and women in general came
from contact with Europeans and Middle Easterners, as
women adopted dresses and gowns and men adopted
jackets, shirts, and trousers as clothing styles. African
women and girls rarely wore pants or other bifurcated
garments until jeans and pants became fashionable for
women in Europe, America, and Japan, thus beginning
an influence on young African women especially to adopt
these styles for many occasions.

The wrapper, however, is probably the most frequent
and popular indigenous garment in sub-Saharan Africa.
Women may wrap cloth from their waist to their knees,
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calves, or feet. Sometimes they wrap the cloth under the
armpits to cover their breasts and lower body. Men ordi-
narily wrap a small length of cloth from their waist to
their feet, with the chest either bare or covered. For both
men and women in the twenty-first century, a bare chest
is not frequently seen in public, but remains an option for
dressing informally at home. Non-Muslim Africans were
influenced by European ideas of modesty after many
countries became independent in the 1960s, because they
discovered that journalists and outsiders commented neg-
atively on African “nudity,” usually referring to bare-
breasted women. In fact, some Nigerian municipalities
passed laws at that time specifically forbidding women to
enter the town if they were bare-breasted.

Examples of wraparound garments abound. In
Ghana, Asante men wear handwoven kente togas; in
Ethiopia, Amharic women don handwoven shawls of
sheer, white cotton; in Nigeria, Yoruba women garb
themselves in indigo resist-dyed wrappers; in Zaire, the
Kuba dress in raffia skirts. Other examples include sev-
eral from southern Africa: Ndebele and Xhosa women
wrap commercially made blankets around themselves,
and Zulu men wrap skin aprons. Both sexes among the
Baganda in Uganda traditionally wore bark-cloth wrap-
pers, as did the Masai of Kenya and Somalis from the
Horn of Africa; some continue the practice today. Masai
warriors, depending on their geographical location, wear
a wrapper that is either below the knee or very short,
sometimes wrapping it around the waist and at other
times wrapping it across one shoulder. Those warriors
wearing short wrappers are said to choose that style to
show off their handsome bodies. Masai women wear a
skirt or cloth wrapped around their waist as well as a blan-
ket or cloth wrapped over their shoulders. Somali peo-
ple wore leather garments of their own making before
the 1800s, but imported cotton textiles quickly made in-
roads and included several options of wrapping the body
for both men and women, depending on the occasion and
the weather.

For festive, ritual, or ceremonial occasions, Ghana-
ian men wear a well-known example of an African wrap-
around garment similar to the Roman toga. They take a
large rectangle of cloth, sometimes as large as six yards
square, depending on the size of the man, and wrap it
full-length around the body with one shoulder uncov-
ered. This style became internationally visible in the
1960s when the first president of Ghana, Kwame
Nkrumah, wore it and was photographed in it for cere-
monial occasions, both at home and abroad.

Preshaped dress involves cutting and sewing lengths
of cloth to make a garment fit the body. Common styles
are shirts, blouses, robes, and pants, or the Hausa man’s
baba riga (big gown). Cross-cultural contacts influenced
the design of many preshaped garments. The colonial im-
pact and trade contacts of the late nineteenth and early
twentieth centuries are seen in several women’s gowns.
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For example, the long gown (called boubou) made popu-
lar by Wolof women in Senegal indicates probable Mus-
lim and Middle Eastern origins, whereas the gowns of
Herero women in Namibia, Efik women in Nigeria, and
the “granny” gown of women in Egypt show nineteenth-
century European contact.

Men’s trouser shapes vary considerably. Along with
Western fashions found across the continent, indigenous
fashions also abound. In Nigeria, Hausa men wear enor-
mously large drawstring breeches with a “baba riga” over
the top. Yoruba men wear both wide or narrow trousers,
often as a three-piece outfit along with a robe (agbada)
and shirt (dansiki). When the men’s ensemble is tailored
from colorful, wax-printed cotton, the Yoruba outfit is
interpreted as being informal. If made from damask, lace,
eyelet, brocade, or the handwoven textile of nubby, na-
tive silk that the Yoruba call sanyan (produced by a dif-
ferent silk worm than the Asian one), the ensemble is
considered formal.

Throughout Africa, males wear preshaped shirts and
hip-length or calf-length garments with trousers or wrap-
pers. Finishing and decorating details distinguish many
of the garments as being associated with one ethnic group
or another. In the Republic of Benin, Fon men’s ensem-
bles include a heavily embroidered, sleeveless tunic
pleated at the neckline and flared at the hipline that they
combine with embroidered trousers and an embroidered
cap. In Cote d’Ivoire and Ghana, Mandinka and Akan
men wear garments known as war shirts and hunters’
shirts. Amulets decorate these garments and are made of
animal horns, claws, teeth, or packets that contain slips
of paper with magical or mystical words written on them.

Enclosing garments include suspended and combina-
tion forms. Some hats are suspended by being perched on
top of the head and many items of jewelry are suspended
around the neck or wrist. Capes (often worn by Hausa
and Fulani emirs and other royalty) are combination forms.
Preshaped and stitched, they are also loosely suspended
from the shoulders.

Items held by or for a person complete an African
ensemble. As accessory items, these include umbrellas,
canes, walking sticks, purses, handbags, fans, switches,
handkerchiefs, linguist staffs, and tusks, as well as
weapons such as daggers, swords, and spears. Many ma-
terials are used for these items. An individual carries an
umbrella for protection from rain or as a substitute for a
cane. Attendants for a ruler carry large, decorative, and
colorful umbrellas to emphasize the ruler’s position and
significance, for a ruler should not be so encumbered.
Canes and walking sticks are made of wood, ivory, or
plastic; fans, of paper, leather, hide, or feathers. Fash-
ionable handbags are commercially manufactured; some
are produced domestically while others are imported.
When wearing an indigenous ensemble, an individual of-
ten carries a bag crafted from indigenous materials, such
as domestically produced leather that is also dyed,
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African wrapper. The wrapped garment is probably the most
frequently worn by Africans of both sexes, as its comfortable,
loose fit is the best suited to the humid environment. Proto-
GRAPH BY HEATHER MARIE AKOU, PERSONAL COLLECTION. REPRODUCED BY
PERMISSION.

painted, or decorated with beads. An ivory elephant’s tusk
held by an important individual indicates high status and
wealth.

Many types of body modifications and jewelry also
dress the torso. Tattooing occurs among light-skinned
people, like the North African Berbers, because tattoos
do not show on dark skin. Instead, permanent markings
in the form of scarification and cicatrization or tempo-
rary cosmetics (ochre, kaolin, indigo, henna, and chalk)
decorate dark-skinned bodies. Many permanent-marking
procedures began to die out in the twentieth century as
Africans became exposed to Western cosmetic and body
decoration practices, and interest grew in looking “mod-
ern.” Cosmetics familiar to Westerners are easily avail-
able throughout Africa, although not always worn or used
plentifully. Again, the issue relates to varieties of skin
color, for lipstick and blush are not as visible on dark
complexions as on light-colored ones. Similarly, henna—
a common cosmetic in North Africa and the Middle
East—is not used by Africans with darker skin, although
it is sometimes used on the palms and bottom of the feet,
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which are lighter parts of the body. Both men and women
wear scented products, but frequently, African men wear
stronger scents than found among most European and
American men. European perfumes and scents can be
purchased throughout Africa, but prohibitive prices pre-
clude wide usage. Instead, indigenous products are avail-
able and used, as in the case of Muslim women who stand
over incense burners to scent their clothing with the fra-
grant smoke.

Africans display many kinds of jewelry. Items for the
torso include necklaces, armlets, bracelets, and anklets of
many types, along with items that circle the waist, such
as “waist beads.” Necklaces vary in size and style, from
large to small, fashioned from metals, beads, shells,
chains, and medallions. Some bracelets and anklets are
modest in size, circling only the wrist and ankle with
metal or beads. Others are massive, used to adorn the
lower arm, upper arm, or lower leg with coils of copper
or chunks of ivory. Materials used for body ornaments
include gold, silver, brass, copper, ivory, natural stones
like jasper, coral, and amber, and many cowrie shells
(which often decorate garments as well). Both imported
and locally produced glass beads exist throughout Africa.
Italy, Austria, and Germany historically exported glass
beads to all areas of Africa, and artisans in towns (Bida,
Nigeria, for example) produce glass beads from recycled
beverage bottles. Both Masai men and women wear neck-
laces of imported, colorful beads that that look like wide
collars and rest on the back of the neck. Some Masai chil-
dren wear miniature examples of these beaded necklaces
as well as beaded bracelets and anklets. Small disk shapes
cut from ostrich shells or celluloid are used for waist
beads worn by women and girls in West Africa. These
beads are decorative and also sexually attractive in inti-
mate situations. Some make sounds that attract attention
when the individual moves.

Color, texture, or fabric motif distinguishes the dress
of different peoples. All types of textiles exist from im-
ported natural and synthetic yarns along with domestic
ones of cotton, wool, silk, and synthetics. Favorite fab-
rics include plain broadcloth, lace, eyelet, damask, bro-
cade, and velvet. Suppliers are generally located in Africa,
but import sources include the United Kingdom and such
European countries as the Netherlands and Switzerland.
Asian sources include Japan, China, and India, where
manufacturers cater to African preferences for specific
textile motifs and colors. Fashions in material, design, and
color change over time, but preferences for muted and
somber colors can often be found in some countries,
bright and saturated colors in others, and dazzling whites
or pastels in still others. A printed textile used for wrap-
pers in Tanzania and Kenya known as kanga, domesti-
cally produced in the early 2000s, has a distinct pattern.
Ordinarily, the colors are bright green, yellow, orange,
and red. The cloth is printed in repeat motifs that in-
clude a motto or saying. These written messages com-
municate political or social points of view. Somali men
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and women have used imported cloth for their wrappers
for many years. Records from the nineteenth century in-
dicate that one type, an inexpensive white cotton, was
called merikani because it was imported from the United
States. Another imported blue fabric worn during the
same period, came from the Indian city of Surat to be
used by married women as a head wrap.

Identical textiles worn for special events by a large
number of people are popular in various locations. An
entire community or special group may honor significant
people (usually political) by having their portrait screen-
printed on a commercially manufactured textile or T-
shirt. Other times, members of the group select a special
color or pattern of either handwoven or commercial cloth
to wear. The custom of wearing identical cloth is known
as aso ebi (family dress) and aso eghi (association dress)
among the Yoruba of Nigeria, where it apparently be-
gan. Other groups, the Ibo of Nigeria, for example, have
adopted the custom and call their identical dress “uni-
forms.” Techniques to decorate garments include em-
broidery, beading, and appliqué. Various robes worn by
men throughout West Africa are heavily embroidered;
simpler embroidery is seen on some of the contemporary
gowns worn by women, caftans or boubous, especially
those being made for the tourist market in the early
twenty-first century. Beading is found on robes of some
royalty; sequins and beads decorate women’s blouses, for
example among the Yoruba and Kalabari-Ijo. Appliqué is
often used for ceremonial attire, masquerade garb, and
trappings for horses.

Hair Styles and Headwear

Stylish coiffure, headwear, and appropriate cosmetics of-
ten complete African ensembles of dress, and in addi-
tion provide information about gender, age, political
position, or community standing. Hairstyles vary across
the continent. Braiding (sometimes called plaiting or
weaving) the hair and twisting are common as well as
combing the hair in sections to produce a pattern on the
scalp after the sections are braided or bound with thread.
Wigs are worn, fashionable ones for every day, made
from synthetic or human hair, as well as older types,
made from indigenous fibers, for special ceremonies.
Older customs also included adding oil, ochre, or mud
to give textural and sculptural effects to the hair. Head-
wear is made from indigenous as well as imported ma-
terials including textiles, skins, feathers, straw, raffia, and
beads. Children and youth wear headgear less often than
adults do. Men’s headwear includes caps, hats, and tur-
bans and in some areas exhibits greater variety in type
than the head wraps (often called head ties) and other
headwear of women. This may be related to a wider
range of available positions in political and religious sys-
tems for men than women, such as chieftaincies and
priesthoods. Men’s headwear includes many types of
caps and hats from handwoven and hand-embroidered
fabrics but, especially since the arrival of Europeans,

CLOTHING AND FASHION



AFRICA, SUB-SAHARAN: HISTORY OF DRESS

Kalabari chief. Beads, coral accessories, and elaborately ornamented headgear, such as the ajibulu crown shown here, are of-
ten worn by sub-Saharian Africans of elevated social or political status. © CAROLYN NGOZI EICHER. REPRODUCED BY PERMISSION.

men wear many styles of imported hats and caps. Opu-
lent decorations for hats of high-status (often royal) men
include embroidery with metallic threads of gold and sil-
ver or precious gems or metals. In some areas, men se-
lect an imported top hat, derby, or fedora as part of their
dress ensemble, again indicating high status, whether
born into the position or achieved by being granted a
local honor or reaching a certain age. Veils and turbans
may also be part of male dress. The wrapped white tur-
ban of a Hausa man shows that he has been to Mecca.
The shiny, deep indigo-dyed veils worn by Tuareg males
make them easily identifiable.

Adult females, particularly the Yoruba of Nigeria and
Ndebele of Southern Africa, most often wear cloth head
ties wrapped in numerous shapes and styles. Fashion
changes as well as creativity and individual flair influence
their head-tie arrangements. A highly desirable fabric for
women’s head ties in western Africa comes from a man-
ufacturer in England, but women also select hand-woven
cloth to match their wrapper set. An example of fashion
change occurred among Herero women, who used skins
for headwear in the 1800s, but use cloth in the early
2000s. Muslim women throughout Africa employ several
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methods to cover their hair. Some cut and sew cloth to
preshape a head covering or suspend fabric to create a
veil that reveals only their eyes. Others loosely wrap fab-
ric over their heads and tie or pin it under their chins.
Some veiling garments, such as the burqa, were once
worn only by Arab women living in Africa but have spread
to other Muslim populations. Jewelry also decorates the
hair and head for men and women, including earrings,
hair ornaments, and headbands using the same beads,
metals, precious and semiprecious gems, ivory, stones,
fibers, and many natural materials to fashion them. Im-
ported items like buttons also provide decoration.

Footwear

Footwear is often desired to complete a person’s dress
ensemble. During colonial periods, some Europeans did
not allow shoes to be worn by those subservient to them,
whether in the house or at work in colonial offices. Many
styles of leather sandals, boots, and shoes are worn; these
may be handmade or commercially manufactured, locally
or abroad. Inexpensive rubber and plastic thongs are
widely available for people who want to protect their feet
in a minimal fashion and for minimal cost. In contrast,
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men and women of special rank wear distinctive and ex-
pensive footwear decorated with beads, rare feathers, pre-
cious metals, or carefully worked designs in leather. For
example, Hausa emirs in northern Nigeria display ostrich
feathers on the insteps of their footwear to complement
their royal gown and cape, and the horsemen in their
royal entourage wear leather boots. In the south of Nige-
ria, rulers choose other footwear. The oba of Benin puts
on slippers covered with coral beads as part of his cere-
monial dress, and the royal ensemble of the Alake of
Abeokuta includes colorful slippers covered with tiny im-

ported glass beads.

Conclusion

African dress may consist of a single item or an ensem-
ble and range from simple to complex. Single items such
as a hat, necklace, or waist beads contrast with the total
ensemble of an elaborate gown or robe worn with a head
covering, jewelry, and accessories. A wrapper, body paint,
and uncomplicated hairdo exemplify a simple ensemble
whereas a complex one combines several richly decorated
garments, an intricate coiffure, opulent jewelry, and other
items. Either single items or total ensembles may have
an additive, cumulative character created by clusters of
beads or layers of cloth or jewelry. As an individual’s body
moves, such clusters and layers are necessary components
of dress that provides ambient noise with the rustle of
fibers or fabrics and jingle of jewelry. A bulky body of-
ten indicates power and the importance of the individ-
ual’s position, but slenderness is gaining popularity as
young people travel to the West or see Western media.
Impressiveness through bulk can be achieved by layering
garments and jewelry or using heavy fabric. Examples are
the elaborate robes of a ruler, such as the Asantehene of
the Asante people in Ghana. On top of his robes, he adds
impressive amounts of gold jewelry and presents himself
in an ensemble expected by his subjects. Similarly, the
customers of a successful and powerful market woman
expect her to wear an imposing wrapper set, blouse, and
head wrap. In many cases, middle-class and wealthy
African men and women enjoy a wardrobe of many types
of dress, selecting from a variety of Western pieces of ap-
parel or from indigenous items. Such a wardrobe allows
selection of an outfit to attend an ethnic funeral or cer-
emonial event in their hometown as well as dress in cur-
rent fashions from Europe and America when traveling,
studying abroad, or living or visiting in African cos-
mopolitan cities.

The wide range of color and style in African dress,
headdress, and footwear reflects the reality that covering
and adorning the body is used to provide both aesthetic
and social information about an individual or a group.
Aesthetically, individuals can manipulate color, texture,
shape, and proportion with great skill. An individual’s
dress may express an individual’s personal aesthetic in-
terest or it may indicate membership in an ethnic, occu-
pational, or religious group. Similarly, an individual’s
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dress conveys social information because specific expec-
tations exist within groups for appropriate outfits for age,
occupation, and group affiliation. Understanding the
dress of the people who live on the large African conti-
nent means realizing that many complex factors con-
tribute to choices that an African makes about what to
wear at a particular time. To appreciate fully or depict
accurately the dress of an individual African or of a spe-
cific African group of people, one needs to consult avail-
able social and historical records and contemporary
scholarly information as well as African newspapers, mag-
azines, television, and other media sources.

See also Africa, North: History of Dress; Bogolan; Burqa;
Dashiki; Indigo; Kanga; Kente; Pagne and Wrapper;
Secondhand Clothes, Anthropology of; Textiles,
African; Xuly Bét.
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Joanne B. Eicher

AFRO HAIRSTYLE At the end of the 1950s, a small
number of young black female dancers and jazz singers
broke with prevailing black community norms and wore
unstraightened hair. The hairstyle they wore had no
name and when noticed by the black press, was commonly
referred to as wearing hair “close-cropped.” These
dancers and musicians were sympathetic to or involved
with the civil rights movement and felt that unstraight-
ened hair expressed their feelings of racial pride. Around
1960, similarly motivated female student civil rights ac-
tivists at Howard University and other historically black
colleges stopped straightening their hair, had it cut short,
and generally suffered ridicule from fellow students. Over
time the close-cropped style developed into a large round
shape, worn by both sexes, and achieved by lifting longer
unstraightened hair outward with a wide-toothed comb
known as an Afro pick. At the peak of its popularity in
the late 1960s and early 1970s the Afro epitomized the
black is beautiful movement. In those years the style rep-
resented a celebration of black beauty and a repudiation
of Eurocentric beauty standards. It also created a sense
of commonality among its wearers who saw the style as
the mark of a person who was willing to take a defiant
stand against racial injustice. As the Afro increased in
popularity its association with black political movements
weakened and so its capacity to communicate the politi-
cal commitments of its wearers declined.

Pre-Existing Norms

In the 1950s black women were expected to straighten
their hair. An unstraightened black female hairstyle con-
stituted a radical rejection of black community norms.
Black women straightened their hair by coating it with
protective pomade and combing it with a heated metal
comb. This technique transformed the tight curls of
African American hair into completely straight hair with
a pomaded sheen. Straightened hair remained straight
until it had contact with water. Black women made every
effort to lengthen the time between touch-ups. They pro-
tected their hair from rain, did not go swimming, and
washed their hair only immediately before straightening
it again. If a woman could not straighten her hair, she
covered it with a scarf.

The technology of hair straightening served prevail-
ing gender norms that defined long wavy hair as beauti-
fully feminine. While hair straightening could not
lengthen hair and may have contributed to breakage, it
transformed tightly curled hair into straight hair that
could be set into waves. Tightly curled hair was dispar-
aged as “nappy” or “bad hair,” while straight hair was
praised as “good hair.” The Eurocentric underpinnings
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of these black community judgments have led many to
characterize the practice of hair straightening as a black
attempt to imitate whites. Cultural critics have countered
by arguing that hair straightening represented much
more than an imitation of whites. Black women modeled
themselves after other black women who straightened
their hair to present themselves as urban, modern, and
well groomed.

In the post-World War II period, when the vast ma-
jority of black women straightened their hair, most black
men wore short unstraightened hair. The male straight-
ened hairstyle that was known as the conk was highly vis-
ible because it was the style favored by many black
entertainers. The conk, however, was a rebellious style
associated with entertainers and with men in criminal
subcultures. Conventional black men and men with middle-
class aspirations kept their hair short and did not
straighten it.

Origins

In the late 1950s and early 1960s, awareness of newly in-
dependent African nations and the victories and setbacks
of the civil rights movement encouraged feelings of hope
and anger, as well as exploration of identity among young
African Americans. The Afro originated in that political
and emotional climate. The style fit with a broader gen-
erational rejection of artifice but more importantly, it ex-
pressed defiance of racist beauty norms, rejection of
middle-class conventions, and pride in black beauty. The
unstraightened hair of the Afro was simultaneously a way
to celebrate the cultural and physical distinctiveness of
the race and to reject practices associated with emulation
of whites.

Dancers, jazz and folk musicians, and university stu-
dents may have enjoyed greater freedom to defy con-
ventional styles than ordinary working women and were
the first to wear unstraightened styles. In the late 1950s
a few black modern dancers who tired of continually
touching-up straightened hair that perspiration had re-
turned to kinkiness, decided to wear short unstraightened
hair. Ruth Beckford, who performed with Katherine
Dunham, recalled the confused reactions she received
when she wore a short unstraightened haircut. Strangers
offered her cures to help her hair grow and a young stu-
dent asked the shapely Miss Beckford if she was a man.

Around 1960, in politically active circles on the cam-
puses of historically black colleges and in civil rights
movement organizations, a few young black women
adopted natural hairstyles. As early as 1961 the jazz mu-
sicians Abbey Lincoln, Melba Liston, Miriam Makeba,
Nina Simone and folk singer Odetta were performing
wearing short unstraightened hair. Though these women
are primarily known as performing artists, political com-
mitments were integral to their work. They sang lyrics
calling for racial justice and performed at civil rights
movement rallies and fund-raisers. In 1962 and 1963
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Activist Angela Davis, without and with an Afro. By the late 1960s, the Afro was less frequently associated with black political
movements, but the notoriety of Davis caused many to refer to the Afro as the “Angela Davis look.” © BETTmMANN/CORBIS. REPRODUCED

BY PERMISSION.

Abbey Lincoln toured with Grandassa, a group of mod-
els and entertainers whose fashion shows promoted the
link between black pride and what had begun to be called
variously the “au naturel,” “au naturelle,” or “natural”
look. When the mainstream black press took note of un-
straightened hair, reporters generally insinuated that
wearers of “au naturelle” styles had sacrificed their sex ap-
peal for their politics. They could not yet see unstraight-
ened hair as beautiful.

Early Reactions

Though they received support for the style among fel-
low activists, the first women who wore unstraightened
styles experienced shocked stares, ridicule, and insults for
wearing styles that were perceived as appalling rejections
of community standards. Many of these women had con-
flicts with their elders who thought of hair straightening
as essential good grooming. Ironically, a few black female
students who were isolated at predominantly white col-
leges experienced acceptance from white radicals who
were unfamiliar with black community norms. More
mainstream whites, however, saw the style as shockingly
unconventional and some employers banned Afros from
the workplace. As more women abandoned hair straight-
ening, the natural became a recognizable style and a fre-
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quent topic of debate in the black press. Increasing num-
bers of women stopped straightening their hair as the
practice became emblematic of racial shame. At a 1966
rally, the black leader Stokely Carmichael fused style, pol-
itics, and self-love when he told the crowd: “We have to
stop being ashamed of being black. A broad nose, a thick
lip, and nappy hair is us and we are going to call that
beautiful whether they like it or not. We are not going
to fry our hair anymore” (Bracey, Meier, and Rudwick
1970, p. 472). The phrase “black is beautiful” was every-
where and it summed up a new aesthetic ranking that val-
ued the beauty of dark brown skin and the tight curls of
unstraightened hair.

Increasing numbers of activists adopted the hairstyle
and the media disseminated their images. By 1966 the
Afro was firmly associated with political activism.
Women who wore unstraightened hair could feel that
their hair identified them with the emerging black power
movement. Televised images of Black Panther Party
members wearing black leather jackets, black berets, sun-
glasses, and Afros projected the embodiment of black rad-
icalism. Some men and many women began to grow
larger Afros. Eventually only hair that was cut in a large
round shape was called an Afro, while other unstraight-
ened haircuts were called naturals.
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Popularization

As larger numbers of black men and women wore the
Afro, workplace and intergenerational conflicts lessened.
In 1968 Kent cigarettes and Pepsi-cola developed print
advertisements featuring women with large Afros. Dec-
orative Afro picks with black power fist-shaped handles
or African motifs were popular fashion items. While con-
tinuing to market older products for straightening hair,
manufacturers of black hair-care products formulated
new products for Afro care. The electric “blow-out
comb” combined a blow-dryer and an Afro pick for
styling large Afros. Wig manufacturers introduced Afro
wigs. Though the Afro’s origins were in the United
States, Johnson Products, longtime manufacturer of hair-
straightening products, promoted its new line of Afro
Sheen products with the Swahili words for “beautiful
people” in radio and print advertisements that stated
“Wantu Wazuri use Afro Sheen.” In 1968 a large Afro
was a crucial element of the style of Clarence Williams
I1I, star of the popular television series, The Mod Squad.
In 1969 British Vogue published Patrick Lichfield’s pho-
tograph of Marsha Hunt, who posed nude except for arm
and ankle bands and her grand round Afro. This widely
celebrated image fit with an emerging fashion industry
pattern of featuring black models associated with signi-
fiers of the primitive, wildness, or exotica.

One wearer of a large Afro was the activist and scholar
Angela Davis who wore the style in keeping with the prac-
tices of other politically active black women. When, in
1970, she was placed on the FBI’s most wanted list, her
image circulated internationally. During her time as a fugi-
tive and prisoner she became a heroine for many black
women as a wide campaign worked for her release. The
large Afro became indelibly associated with Angela Davis
and increasingly described as the “Angela Davis look.”
Ironically the popularization of her image contributed to
the transformation of the Afro from a practice that ex-
pressed the political commitments of dedicated activists to
a style that could be worn by the merely fashion-conscious.

The style that became the Afro originated with black
women. Since most black men wore short unstraightened
hair in the late 1950s, short unstraightened hair could
only represent something noteworthy for black women.
When, in the mid-1960s, the style evolved into a large
round shape, it became a style for men as well as women.
Since black men customarily wore unstraightened hair,
an Afro was only an Afro when it was large. During the
late 1960s and early 1970s, when men and women wore
Afros, commercial advertising and politically inclined art-
work generally reasserted gender distinctions that had
been challenged by the first women who dared to wear
short unstraightened hair. Countless images of the era
showed the head and shoulders of a black man wearing
a large Afro behind a black woman with a larger Afro.
Typically, the woman’s shoulders were bare and she wore
large earrings.

ENCYCLOPEDIA OF CLOTHING AND

AFRO HAIRSTYLE

Declining Popularity and Enduring Significance

In the late 1960s the black radical H. Rap Brown com-
plained that underneath their natural hairstyles too many
blacks had “processed minds.” By the end of the decade
many blacks would agree with his observation that the
style said little about a wearer’s political views. As fashion
incorporated the formerly shocking style, it detached the
Afro from its political origins. The hair-care industry
worked to position the Afro as one option among many
and to reassert hair straightening as the essential first step
of black women’s hair care. In 1970 a style known as the
Curly Afro, which required straightening and then curl-
ing hair, became popular for black women. In 1972 Ron
O’Neal revived pre-1960s subcultural images of black
masculinity when he wore long wavy hair as the star of
the film Swuperfly. Large Afros continued to be popular
through the 1970s but their use in the era’s blaxploitation
films introduced new associations with Hollywood’s par-
odic representations of black subcultures.

While the large round Afro is so strongly associated
with the 1970s that it is most frequently revived in com-
ical retro contexts, the Afro nonetheless had enduring
consequences. It permanently expanded prevailing im-
ages of beauty. In 2003 the black singer Erykah Badu
stepped onstage at Harlem’s Apollo Theater wearing a
large Afro wig. After a few songs she removed the wig to
reveal her short unstraightened hair. Reporters described
her hair using the language employed by those who had
first attempted to describe the styles worn by singer Nina
Simone, Abbey Lincoln, and Odetta at the beginning of
the 1960s. They called it “close-cropped.” Prior to the
popularity of the Afro black women hid unstraightened
hair under scarves. Through the Afro the public grew ac-
customed to seeing the texture of unstraightened hair as
beautiful and the way was opened for a proliferation of
unstraightened African American styles.

See also African American Dress; Afrocentric Fashion; Bar-
bers; Hair Accessories; Hairdressers; Hairstyles.
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Maxine Leeds Craig

AFROCENTRIC FASHION An Afrocentric per-
spective references African history and applies it to all
creative, social, and political activity.

Negritude and Afrocentricity

Afrocentricity was founded in the 1940s when Aimé Cé-
saire and Léopold Sédar Senghor, president of Senegal
and poet, used the term “negritude” to describe the ef-
fects of Western colonization upon black people without
any reference to their culture, language, or place. The
most significant example of colonization was the Atlantic
slave trade that started in the fourteenth century and
lasted for 400 years. However, the effects of colonization
have arguably caused Africa to become economically un-
derdeveloped and culturally bereft. For the descendants
of slaves living in Western countries Atlantic slavery had
resulted in them experiencing disadvantage and intoler-
ance, which was based upon their physical dissimilarity
from the indigenous population. These points are at the
kernel of Aimé Césaire and Léopold Sédar Senghor’s idea
that negritude is defined by the physical state of the black

person, which is blackness.

Afrocentrism gained gravitas when Cheikh Anta
Diop (1974) argued that ancient Africans and modern
Africans share similar physical appearances and other ge-
netic similarities, as well as cultural patterns and language
structures. Diop and others have used this insight to
sponsor the idea of ancient Egypt (Kemet) as a black civ-
ilization and a reference point for modern Africans.

Frantz Fanon (1967) used the term “negritude” to
illustrate the existence of black psychological pathologies
that hindered black individuals from attaining liberation
within Western modernism and the way all black people
are affected by colonialism. An example of black psycho-
logical pathology in self-expression is found in the way
fashion provides a visual backdrop to the engagement be-
tween mask and identity, image and identification. The
purpose of fashion in the African setting is precise; it en-
ables black individuals to attain status positions that are
outside of their usual habitus. In doing so blacks use some
of the visual tools of their oppression and liberation when
creating their fashioned self image. Fanon provides a
sketch of a black Caribbean man who arrives in the West
after leaving his homeland. He leaves behind a way of life
symbolized by the bandanna and the straw hat. Once in
the West the man shifts into a position, which is mani-
fest by his unease of existing in the West and perhaps
from wearing Western clothes. Fanon’s rather harsh in-
dictment offers blacks in the West only two possibilities,
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either to stand with the white world or to reject it. This
concept of negritude contributed to the conceptual basis
of Afrocentrism.

Expression of Self

The way that black people use apparel in personal rep-
resentations of se/f may differ and be dependent upon lo-
cation and perspective. Afrocentric fashion is analogous
to Western fashion. Both appropriate much from oppo-
sitional fashion expressions; consequently both expres-
sions are fragmented and perennially incomplete. Avid
Afrocentrists reject the idea that Afrocentricism might be
influenced or contain traces of Western culture, though
it is perceptible that Afrocentric fashion is less absolute
than other expressive forms, such as music and art.

In Africa and in the African diaspora, disparate ele-
ments may be united by their adoption of Afrocentric
apparel. Visualizations of Afrocentric clothing are made
with reference to Kemet and are therefore mental con-
structions that are mimetic because they draw upon the
idea of an ancient African self and its accompanied ges-
tures, which are of course an aberration, occasioned by
the pathology that Fanon alluded to. Around the time of
the 1960s American civil rights movement, Afrocentri-
cism became important and sometimes central to the
fashion expressions of black people living in America, the
Caribbean, and Britain.

Ordinarily, Afrocentric clothing does not feature fine
linen dresses, kilts, collars, or the wearing of kohl on one’s
eyes; yet Afrocentric dressing does feature selected ap-
parel motifs and long-established textiles, production,
and cutting methods from the rest of Africa. Afrocentric
fashion references the apparel traditions of multicultural
Africa, including the traditions of both the colonizers and
the colonized. The story of batik (which is Indonesian in
origin) is an example of the former.

For Afrocentrists, Afrocentric dress is the norm; con-
sequently Western dress is “ethnic” and therefore “ex-
otic.” For that reason, Afrocentric dress has become a
virtuoso expression of African diaspora culture. Political
and cultural activities like black cultural nationalism have
adopted Afrocentric fashion for its visual symbolism.
African and black identity and black nationalism are ex-
pressed by the wearing of African and African-inspired
dress such as the dashiki, Abacos (Mao-styled suit),
Kanga, caftan, wraps, and Buba. All of these items are
cultural products of the black diaspora and are worn ex-
clusively or integrated into Western dress.

These fashions connote a dissonance. The combina-
tion of Afrocentric and Western styles in a single garment
or outfit is a direct confrontation of Western fashion, es-
pecially if the clothing does not simultaneously promote
an Afrocentric leitmotiv or theme. Within its configura-
tion, Afrocentric dress co-opts a number of textiles.
Ghanaian kente cloth, batik, mud cloth, indigo cloth, and,
to a lesser extent, bark cloth are used. Interestingly,
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Trio modeling Afrocentric clothing. The women wear bubas, a type of floor-length West African garment, and the man wears a
loose-fitting dashiki shirt and wooden jewelry. © BETTMANN/CORBIS. REPRODUCED BY PERMISSION.
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dashikis, Abacos, Kangas, caftans, wraps, and Saki robes
are all made in kente, batik, and mud cloth, but are also
made in plain cottons, polyesters, and glittery novelty fab-
rics and tiger, leopard, and zebra prints.

Less popular are apparel items that do not assimilate
well in everyday life; these are grand items such the West
African Buba, which can be a voluminous floor-length
robe that is often embroidered at the neckline and worn
both by men and women. Various types of accessories
such as skullcaps, kofis, turbans, and Egyptian- and
Ghanaian-inspired jewelry are worn with other Afrocen-
tric items or separately with Western items. Afrocentric
fabrics that are made into ties, purses, graduation cowls,
and pocket-handkerchiefs have special significance within
the middle-class African diaspora.

Who Has Worn Afrocentric Fashion?

The most significant expression of Afrocentricity outside
of Africa existed in America during the 1960s and 1970s.
The Black Panthers and other black nationalist and civil
rights groups used clothing as a synthesis of protest and
self-affirmation. Prototype items consisted of men’s
berets, knitted tams, black leather jackets, black turtle-
neck sweaters, Converse sneakers, and Afrocentric items
including dashikis, various versions of Afro hairstyles, and
to a lesser extent Nehru jackets, caftans, and djellabas for
men. Women adopted tight black turtleneck sweaters,
leather trousers, dark shades, Yoruba-style head wraps,
batik wrap skirts, and African inspired jewelry. For both
men and women, the latter items were Afrocentric; the
former were incorporated into Afrocentricity because the
constituency wore them and popularized them, and they
became idiomatic of black protest.

In 1962, Kwame Brathwaite and the African Jazz-Art
Society and Studios in Harlem presented a fashion and
cultural show that featured the Grandassa Models. The
show became an annual event. The purpose was to explore
the idea that “black is beautiful.” It did so by using dark-
skinned models with kinky hair wearing clothes that used
African fabrics cut in shapes derivative of African dress.
The impetus for the popularity of Afrocentric fashion in
America arose from this event. The Grandassa Models ex-
plored the possibilities of kente, mud cloth, batik, tie-dye,
and indigo cloths, and numerous possibilities of wrapping
cloth, as opposed to cut-and-sewn apparel. Subsequently,
such entertainers as Nina Simone, Aretha Franklin, the
Voices of East Harlem, and Stevie Wonder on occasion
wore part or full Afrocentric dress. In America, the
Caribbean, and Britain, Afrocentric fashion was most pop-
ular during the 1960s and 1970s. Turbans, dashikis, large
hooped earrings, and cowrie shell jewelry became the most
popular Afrocentric fashion items.

Similar to the Black Panthers, Jamaican Rastafarians
wear “essentialized” fashion items. However, spiritual,
aesthetic, and cultural values of Rastafarianism are im-
plied through various apparel items. The material culture
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of Rastafarianism is directly linked to cultural resistance,
signified by military combat pants, battle jackets, and
berets. These items were introduced in the 1970s and
provided Rastafarians with a sense of identity that is fur-
ther supported and symbolized by dreadlocks, the red,
green, and gold Ethiopian flag, and the image of the Lion
of Judah, which represents strength and dread.

Jamaican Dancehall, a music-led subculture that
started with picnics and tea dances in the 1950s, features
a wide repertoire of fashion themes. One widely used
theme is African. African dress is omnipresent in Dance-
hall fashion; items such as the baggy “Click Suits,” worn
by men in the mid-1990s, were based on the African
Buba top and Sokoto pants. Women’s fashions—including
baggy layered clothing made in vibrant and sometimes
gaudy colors; transparent, plastic, or stretchable fabrics;
and decorations, such as beading, fringing, or rickrack—
were shaped into discordant Western silhouettes.
Dancehall fashions of the 1990s symbolized sexuality,
self-determination; and freedom. Wearers rejected ap-
parel that was comfortable and practical in favor of cloth-
ing that celebrated hedonism.

Wearers of Afrocentric dress distinguish themselves
and celebrate “Africanness” within the context of the
West. Adoption of Afrocentric clothing is a way of cast-
ing aside the deep psychological rift of topographical past
and modern present that the psychiatrist Frantz Fanon
writes of in Black Skin, White Masks (1967). Afrocentric
dress is also present in black music cultures of the
Caribbean, United States, and the United Kingdom. In
the early 2000s B-boys and girls, Flyboys and girls,
Danceha