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Historicatty and today, fashion can be defended if we are to escape the
interpretations that exclusivety embed it in the f ramework of the commodification
culture, as we[[ as those that dismiss it as an ephemeral phenomenon.

The National
On 3 March 1864, the most distinguished French intellectuals and politicians

attended a grand masked ba[[ organised by the historian Jules Michelet in Paris.

Atthough such batls are customary during Lent, this one, shrewd[y mixing

pleasure, dress and potitics, was unique. Miche[et and his wife Ath6nais, both

fervent Republicans, asked their guests to mask themselves either as historicaI
figures or nations, encouraging them to don the dress of the oppressed. We[[

known for exploring history by focusing on the people, and not solely its leaders

or institutions, Michelet engaged the [ibera[-minded members of the French elite
in potiticat debates at his regular Thursday salon. 0n this specia[ occasion, the
guests gladly stretched their politics into the fietd of dress, and with France,

indeed Europe, in social and politicalturmoi[, inspiration was ctose by. ln his diary
Michelet wrotethat 100 guests attended, and thatthe oppressed nations staged

at the masquerade included Czech, ltatian, Hungarian, Potish, Serbian, Venetian

and Vlach.1 The brothers Goncourt, who were among the attendees, propheticatty

observed that they'seemed to watch dancing future revolutions in Europe'.2

For Michelet, this was not about entertainment. Bitterty regretting the faited

1848 bourgeois revolutions, the host and most of his guests took their tiberat,

antimonarchist beliefs seriousty.3 Under the masks of the oppressed nations, they
dreamed of new potiticat ruptures, resulting in successfuI bourgeois revolutions,

not onty in France, but atso in a much wider geopolitical area, which, at the time,
was under the controI of the Austro-Hungarian, Russian and Ottoman empires.

Onty three years after Miche[et's batt, Etisabeth, Empress of Austria, known

as Sissy, acknowtedged as one of the most beautif uI and stylish women of her era,

performed her own potiticat masquerade on the pubtic stage. When she was crowned

Queen of Hungary in 1867 she showed her presumed potiticat sympathies towards
the Hungarians with her choice of outfit, which was model[ed on the Hungarian

national ga[a costume: a white, richly embroidered dress with white lace apron,

and black velvet bodice laced with heavy strings of pearts (fig. 3). The magnificence

of the dress, which she commissioned from the Parisian House of Worth,a as wetl

as its amalgamation of western elegance and domestic ethnic motifs, were meant

to reassure Hungarians that they would be equat with Austria in the new duaI

monarchy. The highty fashion-[iterate Empress of Austria demonstrated impeccably

that dress is about performing nationa[ as we[[ as individuaI identities.

Dress and the new nation states
Such sartoriaI expertise was much needed. From the time of the 1848 revolutions,

the Austro-Hungarian, Russian and Ottoman empires had been in turmoi[, and dress
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FG 5

Fashion drawing, Art
of Dressing (/skusstvo

odevotsilo), no 8,'1928

FIG 6

Ethnic motifs, Soviet Womon
(Sovetskoilo zh e n sc h i n o),

no 4,1946

ln the fietd of socialist fashion in the Soviet Union and the countries of the
so-ca[[ed Eastern bloc, the ethnic was a[so an ideotogicatty informed quotation.

As early as the 1920s, the Bolsheviks frowned on western fashion and its Art Deco

opu[ence, and chose the ethnic as the least confrontationa[ type of embe[[ishment
(fig. 5). Decorative but not fashionable, vernacular but purified to abstract Iines,

ethnic motifs were usefuI toots in the internationa[ promotion of the new socialist
state as a modernist, yet visually unique project. Later, such timeless decoration
perfectly suited Stalinist isolationism and its idea of uniqueness (fig. 6). Change

became an ontologicaI obstacle for the post-1920s system, organised around five-
year ptans and hierarchica[ levels of decision-making, as, in contrast to western

ftuidity and rapid change, the epic socia[ist master narrative expressed itself
through the slow movement of time.s

Negotiating hegemonies
ln contrast, from the tate 1950s, socialist women's interest in fashionabte dress

took place in a para[[e[ modernity, informed by a faster and more fragmented
conception of time, and was performed through a range of minor practices such

as home dressmaking, using the services of a dressmaker and purchases made on

the btack market, att discreetty approved by the consecutive regimes. Ephemera[,

tempora[, dispersed and rooted in the everyday, the practice of fashionab[e dress

under socialism matched Michet de Certeau's definition of tactics. ln contrast to
strategies that seek to conquer visibte and wett-defined space, and master time
and know[edge, in order to exercise their power, tactics are 'an art of the weak',
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covered. lf such acts of performing identity are complicit with commodity
cu[ture, and ultimatety may not alter imbatances of power in gender relations,
they show that fashion is capable of rearticulating hegemonies.l3 ln very different
cultural and geopotiticaI circumstances, women have negotiated their position,
drawing on fashion's cosmopoIitanism to disturb nationatist, conservative and

re[igious narratives.

Fashion versus nationatism
These socia[ categories sti[[ interact, and inform each other in ever new, but stit[
uneven and contradictory ways. During the Co[d War, the West was only too happy

to criticise the boring style of socia[ist fashion. But this aesthetic has acquired

new connotations in post-sociatist times, and the previously dutt has become

a new coo[, at [east for some. The cover of the first issue of Potish Vogue (March

2018), shot by Juergen Telter outside Warsaw's Stalinist-era Patace of Culture

and Science, caused mixed reactions within the country (fig. 8). Anja Rubik and

Matgosia Beta - both of Potish origin and internationatty we[[-known models -
pose in minimalist Cetine black coats by a mighty btack Votga, the pride of the
Soviet car industry. The tikety inspiration for this image was a cover of the weekty

magazine Friendship (Przyja2n) f rom March 1960, in which the modeI is simil.arly

depicted against the Palace of Culture, rectining on a black Votga. With her big

hair, a conventiona[ black-skirted suit, white gloves and white high-heeted shoes,

she embodies socialist fashion chic at its best.

The iconography ofthe Potish Vogue cover shows Te[[er's rough and dark

aesthetic, his wi[[ingness to cha[[enge prevai[ing vatues and assumptions. ln [ine

with his other work, this cover is disturbing and provoking. 0ne Potish commentator
responded: 'Nothing there is ours, not the palace, not the car, not anything.'14

Analysing the domestic reactions to this cover, Agata Pyzik and Michat Murawski

observed 'a combination of hurt aesthetic feelings and wounded nationa[ pride',

and stated that'most Poles woutd rather have something along the Iines of Vonity

Foir: photoshopped, heavy on bting and cetebrity', instead of such a strong visual

reminder of their socialist past.15

Mario Testino's cover for the first issue of Russian Vogue (September 1998)

and his accompanying editoriat depict the latest western fashions against a

backdrop of Moscow's stereotypica[, tourist destinations.l6 lt was meant for the
New Russians, whom Cond6 Nast had detected as customers ofthe teading western
fashion brands. Cond6 Nast made a different decision by choosing Juergen Te[ler

to shoot its f irst Polish Vogue cover. The subject of Te[[er's cover is not the models,

but the most controversia[ building in Warsaw, Statin's 1955 'present'to the Polish

nation. lnside the magazine, he has Rubik posing in a Versace evening dress against

a pite of potatoes on a decayed parquetftoor ofthe Patace. ln another, she operates

an industria[ vacuum cteaner in its vast neoclassical hatl, dressed in a [ong, equatty

speciat, Louis Vuitton gown. By interspersing his fashion editoria[ with portraits of

POLITICAL FASHION, FASHIONABLE POLITICS

FG 8

First issue of Potish Vogue,

cover. March 2018

Photographer Juergen Tetter
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