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FASHION

Fashion, that strange emulative quality of the human
family, that game of follow-the-leader, forming and trans-
forming ideas and morals, molding even the senses, affecting
the appetites, the adornment of people, the shape of cities
and the relations of nations.

We are inclined to assume that our appreciation of what
is right and wrong, what is good or bad, what is beautiful or
ugly comes from some inherent sense of the measure of these
things; rather it would seem that from somewhat mysterious
sources forees arise which in themselves may be as wisps of
straw, as vague as shadows, but which, joined to other forces,
become as the blending of the strains of music into harmony,
thus to form opinion.

Fashion might be defined as the urge of novelty or change
expressing itself with an exaltation of excellence in the per-
formance of a created mode in the arts or the actions of people.
A mode existing without an urge is a habit or a convention.
A fashion must have the flare of fire with an ever-increasing
circle of dominion.

It might be the thought of some that Hegelian change, a
world reaching out for greater harmonies through the com-
promise of clashing opposites, is the stimulus of fashion. But
the struggle for perfection as Hegel saw it found no end. To
reach a higher plane was to find a higher and more complex
opposite awaiting further strife and repeated compromise, the
Absolute alone furnishing the perfect unity. But who, other

5

A 3714



T RN g o =

than the Evangelists, claim- to know the Absolute? Who
knows the higher plane? The government of the United
States, a fashion in the way of governments, has been accepted
as a compromise between the best and the worst of govern-
ments since its inception, but already it is complained that
it has become a centralized tyranny and worse than the
worst of them. However, as between the short and the long
skirt there has been an elevating compromise which would
have so gratified the philosopher along with the rest of us
that it is distressing that he could not have lived to view this
fashion.

It might be said of fashion that it is custom in the making;
that, it seems-in part, to be the reaching out of the individual
to attain perfection and which, attained to his satisfaction,
becomes a custom. Likewise fashion is the classie in the mak-
ing and among the arts styles become the fashion to survive
as classics when it becomes the common acceptance that
perfection has been attained.

Nor is fashion a war between opposites as Hegel saw it;
on the whole there is an easy capitulation for the sake merely
of variety. The individual grows weary of any long-continued
stimulus to any of his senses. A perfume, however delightful
when first applied to the olfactory terminals, sooner or later
ceases to give any pleasure and at last becomes offensive; a
food, however delectable in the first eating, if too long con-
tinued will become repugnant to the terminals of taste. If an
individual be confined to the limits of Taormina to view un-
endingly the magic serenity of that glorious paradise he will
yearn for other lands to cast his gaze upon. Deep in the core
of every individual is a weariness of sameness and a desire for
novelty. And more, it is well known that change, change of
scene, change of diet, change of work is salutary; that the
secretions of the body are stimulated by novel excitements.

Let us then assume that fashion is based first upon the
individual’s actual need of change to keep active the vital
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secretions of his body and secondly on an inherent impulse to
excel.

It may perhaps be stated as a truism that fashions endur-
ing longest are those least complex in their structure or com-
position, or stated differently, the durability of a fashion is in
direct proportion to its simplicity.

There might be the thought that a war of opposites lies
between the simple and the complex, between, for instance, a
simple and an ornate treatment of a building, or between sim-
ple and flowery wording in writing, or between a blue serge
or a checkerboard pattern in a suit of clothes, but there is no
mid-ground of a higher elevation than at least one of the
opposites. Simplicity seems always to be the victor in these
struggles.

Now it would seem to be a fact that in recent years there
has been a growing tendency of modern artists, be they ar-
chitects, painters, or musical composers, to create something
different rather than something excellent. We find competent
crities applauding such crazily queer productions as Dr.
Calegary’s Cabinet and finding something to praise even in
the scenery of irregular, topsy-turvy houses and zig-zag
streets. We find competent eritics, too, applauding the work
of Marie Laurencin, who paints a woman’s face without a nose,
with eyes whose irises take up the entire palpebral fissure, with
hair that has the appearance of fur, and all of which suggests
a musing cat. There seems more humor than art in such a
composition and yet it is not for humor that praise is given it.

Again in the field of music, who could have believed a
generation ago that actual dissonance, a veritable bedlam of
sound, could have found an audience that would lift a voice
in its defence.

And yet, such is the substance of man that because he
finds a change, even though the change be of questionable
excellence, he lends an ear, solicits other ears, and thus by
simple multiplication creates a fashion.
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But there is something in the individual aside from his
inherent receptivity to change—it is his urge to proselyte.
The drama of something novel in his experience stimulates
him to interest or amaze the crowd in the same field. He will
extol a novelty even when he himself is not convinced of its
excellence. A man has only to visit a new and untried doctor
to sing his praises even before he has tasted his medicine.
There is a veritable passion among people to pass their doctor
on to their friends be they sick or well. Likewise a man who
sees a new play at the theater or visits a new resort for pleasure
is without rest until he has prevailed upon all of his associates
to do as he has done.

Men are inchned to assume that their ideas of aesthetic
values are fixed, that their ability to distinguish between the
lovely and the ugly is something stable, and that given two
opposing modes their decision twenty years from now would
be as today; that, for instance, they were always able to dis-
tinguish between a man of culture and a brown derby. But
such is hardly the case. Let us take, for example, the matter
of polish. Hereis a word that for centuries has applied equally
well to men and to dining-room tables to signify culture.

It will be remembered that in the days of some of us,
and all of our fathers, a reflecting Iuster was as necessary to a
shirt front as to the diamond in the studhole, or the prisms
dangling from the chandelier. Nothing shineable was left
without a gleaming surface that caught the eye from as far
as it could see. Polish became an actual symbol for refine-
ment in the individual.

And then, from some undiscoverable source and for no
good reason, something came to cover shine with shame.
Chinamen could launder only for the unenlightened and thou-
sands of them were thrown out of business or into the chop-
suey business; varnish became a drug on the market; the
makers of brass polish, silver polish, and patent leather shoes
all suffered enormous losses.




And most of us living through this period believed that
we were conforming to an evolution of taste, conforming to a
sort of Hegelian change to lift us higher in our aesthetic ap-
preciations.

But what has happened? Two or three years ago someone
devised a process of plating with chromium. It was first
viewed from its utilitarian possibilities, since unlike other
cheap metals it possessed a quality of keeping its luster with-
out the use of chemical polishes. At once it was discovered
to be a valuable substitute for brass and nickel despite the
fact that there was a rather unpleasing leaden tone beneath
the luster.

Chromium plating has become a fashion—the streets are
streaming with an almost dazzling glare of it from auto~
mobiles; shop fronts are here and there embellished with it;
the shop of Griinfeld in Berlin has it not only as a shining
fagade but to outline its shining showcases and to reflect a
gleam of spiraling glitter from a staircase that twists about
a gleaming elevator shaft.

The day seems close at hand when we will send out the
dining-room table to have its surface once more rubbed into
mirrored smoothness and for another age or two contend that
polish is the true companion of culture.

No, it must be granted that taste is not a constant—that
whereas certain individuals are more than others sensitive to
the harmonies of life, rearrangement of the factors of those
harmonies will create a change, even a reversal of opinion.

So let us presume that life is made up of so many syn-
theses, that as a river flows, ever changing its character, its
depth, its breadth, its reflection of sky or hills, torrential
through the wild, resisting boulders and peacefully flowing
over the meadows, so does man glide through life from youth
to old age. And as every bend of the river brings a changed
synthesis so does every year in the life of the individual bring
a change of synthesis.




Should a boy put on his grandfather’s hat he is out of
gynthesis, in spite of the fact that the hat is a new hat and
his head large enough to hold it above his ears. Should a
grandmother use tweezers on her eyebrows, mascaro on her
lashes, and a lipstick on her lips she is out of synthesis even
though her looks are greatly improved by the action.

And just as there is a synthesis for each of the changing
years so there is a synthesis for every class of society. A
structural steel worker who wears brown overalls would be

* out of synthesis if he should put on the white overalls of a
painter or plasterer. A farmer working in the fields wearing
dancing slippers would be ridiculously out of synthesis.

And just as a class has an urge to conform to the associa-
tions of manners and customs of the class, so is there a resent-
ment against any intrusions by any other class.

The rich, and therefore powerful, over a period of many
centuries in establishing the art of living for their class, as-
sumed for themselves those articles for the adornment of their
lives that were rare or costly to produce. Among these are
diamonds, pearls, fabrics of difficult design or weaving, and
highly polished metal and wood surfaces.

And the poor took for their symbol those articles easily
produced and sustained. Now, the symbol of the one class
is guarded just as jealously as the symbol of the other. Let
those who might think that jealousy is eonfinied to the affluent
group endeavor to induce a bricklayer to stroll about his
neighborhood of a Sunday morning wearing a silk hat and
the other habiliments of the gentle class.

But what has come during the last fifty years to spread
confusion among syntheses, and to disrupt symbols that had
remained more or less stable through the centuries? It is
machinery and mass production; it is a knowledge of chemis-
try and the ability to produce cheaply and artificially the
rarer articles of adornment that have heretofore been accepted
as the symbols of afluence.
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Now, whereas every class resents the intrusions of any
of its individuals into any other class, they do not object to
such intrusions as a body. The moving picture came to show
the one half of the world how the other half lived, and the poor
in the world’s goods acquired a taste for pearl necklaces and
carved furniture. And, since fish scales could be turned into
very exquisite pearls for a few dollars a string, and carved
furniture could be produced in a moment of time by pressing
out a design on steam-softened wood, such luxuries of life
came within the reach of practically all of us.

Around twenty years ago there came into vogue a dance
called the one-step. To be gracefully accomplished the stride
had to be a long one and tall, slender people were best adapted
for it. It will be remembered that Mr. and Mrs. Vernon
Castle, both of them bonily thin, exhibiting on the stage,
traveled from coast to coast and brought to themselves a
wave of enthusiasm such as had rarely been accorded to
artists.

Thus began the fashion of thinness. The young girl who
was tall, and thin, and shy because of it, came forward to
meet the tall, thin man on the center of the dance floor.
And plumpness gave way to length and angularity; the short,
round figure that turned so gracefully to the mincing, one-
two-three step of the waltz could not well accomplish the
swift, gliding movement of the new dance. Quite a change
came over the size and shape of the flowers that arrayed
themselves along the wall.

But one thing could result from such a metamorphosis in
physical popularity; a considerable increase in the marriages
between the tall and lean with a consequent breeding away
from fat.

1 have previously indicated that through the cheap manu-
facture of articles that symbolized the well-to-do there has
come a need to set up other standards of superiority for the
affluent class. Now, since for a generation the successful in
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life, who have everything in their favor when it comes to the
selection of a mate, have been breeding to thinness with a
consequent forcing of the poor in the opposite direction, what
is rapidly coming about is a differentiation between the select
and the vulgar based upon fat.

Who is it that has not, of late years, in visiting the dis-
tricts where the poor abide, noted that well-fed fatness is the
characteristic of the people on the streets, or in visiting the
neighborhood of the well-to-do that thinness marks the dwel-
ler there?

Of a night in August when the temperature is ninety-five
take a stroll along the esplanade of the lake front of Chicago
where the street lies tangent. Witness what has been brought
there from the squalid, fetid hinterland. Great hulks of gasp-
ing fat recline in cheaper automobiles or sit upon the terrace
of the walk.

Fat, since it carries with it none of the grace demanded
in this age and is, therefore, something to be avoided, has come
to express weak indulgence; and immorality is the compan-
ion of weak indulgence. Thinness cannot be attained or main-
tained in most instances without labor and intelligence. The
result of labor with intelligence is the acquisition of capital
or that which gives its possessor a superior position. Thinness
symbolizes a superior position and the urge of it is the part of
fashion. ,

 Around seventy years ago Pasteur in searching the air for
evidence to prove or disprove the theory of spontaneous life
discovered that germs were abounding. They fell upon his
Petrie plates unless he held them high above his head while
standing on a mountain peak. Sometime later he related a
germ which has come to be known as the streptococcus to
certain infections of the human system. From Lister and
others it came to be known that germs of sepsis were normally
living on almost every article. They learned, too, that these
germs could be washed away with soap and water and that they
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could be destroyed by chemicals. This knowledge came to a
world that was driving away rheumatism by wearing a pol-
ished horse-chestnut in the pocket, a world that was defend-
ing itself against contagion by the use of amulets.

Now since the days of Moses there had existed written
commandments for the hygienic living of people. These laws
were based chiefly upon the use of running water to keep the
garments and bodies of individuals clean. There were laws
for the isolation of lepers, there were laws concerning the
length of time food could be kept and the care of utensils
which were calculated to prevent the eating of putrified food
in a day when ice chests were unknown. Moses had an ex-
traordinary wisdom, he knew the value of cleanliness, he re-
lated disease and pestilence to the contamination of filth.

“And every soul that eateth that which dieth by itself
or that which is torn of beasts whether he be home born or a
stranger, he shall wash his clothes and bathe himself in water
and be unclean until the evening, then shall he be clean.

“And whomsoever he that hath the issue toucheth, with-
out having rinsed his hands in water, he shall wash his clothes
and bathe himself in water and be unclean until the evening.
And the earthen vessel which he that hath the issue toucheth,
shall be broken and every vessel of wood shall be rinsed in
water. And when he that hath an issue is cleansed of his issue
then he shall number to himself seven days for his cleansing
and wash his clothes and he shall bathe his flesh in running
water and shall be clean.”

Surgeons, today, wash their hands in running water be-
cause their hands have been in contact with things that were
not surgically clean. How remarkable was the wisdom of
Moses but how futile were his injunctions. Christ and his
disciples sat by the wayside and they were eating their noon-
day meal without having washed their hands.

“Then came together unto him the Pharisees, and certain
of the seribes, which came from Jerusalem. And when they
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