Editorial Fashion DNA

‘Fashion DNA’ is the first of two exhibitions on the theme of ‘Dutch identity’ being organised by the Rijksmuseum and the Nieuwe Kerk in 2006 and 2007. The Rijksmuseum’s costume collection – in which the emphasis is on the 17th to 19th centuries – is one of the most important in the Netherlands. The closure of the main building has given the Rijksmuseum an opportunity to experiment elsewhere with ways of presentation and the use of different media. 

The exhibition is based on the universal and timeless theme of ‘identity’. Almost everyone takes on an identity in order to be accepted, respected and loved. We all have a body that may or may not have imperfections. Clothing can transform that body. Each day we are faced by a choice: which image do I want to project to the outside world? For most of us this choice is limited by such factors as money, status, work, social background, etiquette, climate and mobility. Only the rich and powerful can style and restyle themselves without limit. Given that this desire is part of human nature, it is hardly surprising that it has changed little down the centuries. Vanity, self-projection, shows of strength, insecurity, status, group behaviour and social mobility are timeless. Although society is constantly changing, even the latest developments often have a parallel in the recent or distant past. Migration and the resulting integration, the yearning for status, social mobility, new technology, globalisation: they have all been seen before, if on a different scale. 

My body

The exhibition opens with the basis: the body. We are all born naked, with two arms, two legs, a torso and a head. But our bodies are all different: tall, short, fat, thin, broad or narrow with different colours of hair and eyes, large or small mouth, ears, teeth, hands, feet and genitals. When we are very young, that doesn’t matter too much, but as we grow up we look more critically at our body. What is thought beautiful or ugly at a particular point in time usually depends on ever-changing ideals of beauty and manners. Every age has its own standard which we try to meet consciously or unconsciously. Can I follow the prevailing fashion with my body? Do I still look attractive? Should I do something to my body? Or do I prefer not to adapt to the ideal? Men and women have wrestled with these universal questions for generations. Videos by Erwin Olaf and Robbie Williams illustrate these questions, as does a series of photos in which the ideal body is used to sell clothes and cosmetics. 

Clean & healthy

When we turn on the tap, cold or hot water flows from it. It is almost impossible for us to imagine that people once depended for clean water on reservoirs of rainwater or water from the river, and that water for a bath first had to be heated over a fire. Washing is now a daily ritual. In the 17th century people went no further than occasionally washing their hands, feet and possibly face. To clean up, you changed your shirt, which was then washed. If you only had one shirt, you had to wait until the sun dried it. Baths were taken only on doctor’s orders and while wearing a shirt. 

Spring water was preferred. In the 19th century – for the sake of their health – people began to bathe in the sea in long bathing suits. It was only in the case of open-air bathing – which caught on at the end of the 19th century – that people were sometimes naked. The light bath – which became our sunbathing – was taken in a bathing suit with obligatory sunglasses. 

The exhibition includes splendid examples of 17th-, 18th- and 19th-century vests and bathing pyjamas and the contemporary versions of the lingerie, such as the slipdress, the lingerie bodices and the cotton dresses with broderie anglaise for the coming summer, in the collections of Victor & Rolf, Mexx and others. Videos show excerpts from shows by Branquino, Rochas and Sitbon, together with old footage of taking the waters. 

Care

Care of the exterior of the body is not strictly necessary for it to function properly. But for centuries a well-cared-for appearance has been regarded positively and for equally long there have been formulas and substances for looking after the skin, hair, teeth, hands, feet and nails. Rotten teeth, bad breath, body odour, black nails and vermin in the hair have never been found attractive. Just like animals, people want to pass on their genes and seek a suitable partner. Appearance and attractiveness play an important role. So, not surprisingly, an unmarked skin, shining hair and good teeth substantially increase the chances of finding a potential candidate. 

Under the influence of changing manners and fashions, cosmetics changed too. For example, for a long time a white – but definitely not pale – face was the norm, until a tanned face came to be preferred. We have now learned about the harmful effects of a skin that is too brown and so self-tanning creams are becoming ever more popular. A number of stylised dressing tables in the exhibition present this whole product development. Toothpaste, 18th-century shaving sets and nécessaires, parasols and sunhats are shown together with advertisements for sun creams, products to prevent wrinkles and cosmetics for men and film clips from Dangerous Liaisons and Elizabeth. 

Extension 

If the body did not conform to the prevailing ideals of beauty, in the past this was solved by wearing filling, padding and hoop skirts. They made it possible to give your breasts, hips, buttocks or even genitals the required dimensions and form. A full décolleté has been the wish of many women for centuries. Often the corset already pushed the breasts up, but if this was not enough they were also supported by pads. Not that different from today’s ‘chicken breasts’! In the 18th century fashion prescribed such broad hips that a padded hip roll was no longer enough and an oval hoop skirt became necessary. And in the 19th century entire constructions in cloth and metal were made to achieve the thickness desired above the buttocks. At the time of knee breeches and later the all-revealing, elastic stretch breeches, a shapely lower leg was of great importance for the man of fashion. To get the right effect, false calves were tied to the leg under the stockings. In the exhibition crinolines, petticoats and preformed bras from the 19th and 20th centuries illustrate these body extensions. There is nothing new under the sun, as shown by clips from Dynasty, the climax of the shoulder pad era, and from Sex and the City in which Carrie Bradshaw wrestles with her water bra. 

Distortion

For a long time learning good posture (straight back, chest out and chin up) was an essential part of education. A long ruler was often pushed down the back of the clothes for practice. Girls were also expected to conceal and suppress their burgeoning female form, as modesty required. The stiff corset was the main way of doing this. The back became bolt upright, the shoulders went back automatically and the chest came forwards. The fact that this drastically reduced freedom of movement was a positive side effect. A lady of standing was expected to move calmly and of course had servants to do things for her. Although the possible health risks were known about fairly early on, the corset remained in use – for men too – for centuries. It was not until the second quarter of the 20th century that it disappeared for good. In the 1980s it was rediscovered as the bustier and was made part of the upper clothing. Corsets from the 18th and 19th centuries are combined in the exhibition with modern versions by Lacroix, Gaultier and Westwood. There are also clips from shows by these designers and of course from performances by the queen of the corset, Madonna. 

Covering & revealing

Since the rise of nude beaches in the 1970s people can literally reveal all, but the age-old tension between covering and revealing the body continues to exist. Erotically, fantasising about the content and peeling off the cover are certainly as exciting. Hopeful expectations may be destroyed if one immediately sees the beloved naked. This subtle game was restrained in the past by religion, morality and society in the interests of decency. Modesty was not just a matter of behaviour, but above all of outward appearance, with different rules applying to women and men. A woman was not allowed to walk in the street with her head uncovered, for example; she had to cover her décolleté and she hid her face behind a more or less transparent veil. For a long time ankles were taboo, but nipples were permitted. Or the naked underarm was improper and had to be covered by loose tulle sleeves. Veils, fichus and see-through dresses can be seen in the exhibition, but also – in film clips – Colin Firth’s wet shirt in Pride and Prejudice, Marilyn Monroe’s dress being blown upwards and Anita Ekberg wading in the Trevi Fountain. More recently we had ‘Nipplegate’, when Janet Jackson exposed her breast during her act. A copy of this notorious dress is on display in the exhibition. 

Rituals: wedding, christening & funeral

In past centuries in certain circles marriage was not so much a commitment between two lovers as a merger of two families or economic interests. It was a way of adding to one’s social position, power or wealth and often of getting ahead. The dowry, wedding gifts and wedding dress were very important and this is why the gown was often given a long train, as a symbol of status and affluence. When the next generation came along, that was again a reason for ostentatious display. During the lying-in – when the new mother received in bed – the father wore a special cap and offered visitors caudle in special porcelain. The christening ceremony was a more private occasion, but ended with a festive gathering at the house of the new parents and the giving of presents. The funeral was a public event in which the cortege, dressed in the prescribed long mourning cloaks, passed by. Central to this part of the exhibition is the showpiece from the Rijksmuseum’s costume collection: the enormous bridal gown of 1759 belonging to the Six family, together with lying-in and christening clothes, wedding dresses and mourning clothes from the 18th, 19th and 20th centuries. There are also royal trains to be seen, in video clips from the weddings of Princesses Anita, Maxima and Mabel. 
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