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Abstract

A representative British designer. Vivienne Westwood's work world from radical punk style 1o aristocratic
historical dress is explored in context in terms of Englishness. National identity opens up into the process of
mobilization of collective sentiment in the natvional context, unlike nationafism, and Englishness signifies the
idea or emotion of Englund in contrast with Britishness, the political constructor influenced by geographical
aspects. There is no doubt thar Vivienne Westwood is central tw ideas abowt creativity and originality in
English design on subculiure. However, in evaluating a designer and her work we should consider the entire
context surrounding her from a broader view, rather than arguing only her own ingenuity. In this article,
through reconsidering her originality in the historical reference as well as the resistant punk style in aspect
of fluid national identity, I show a case of a constituted Englishness, forged by Vivienne Wesiwood as a
cultural creator of national identity. Vivienne Westwood's case hints the complexities of national culture.
which constantdy shifts, transtating her undersiandings of history and culture into fashion in her contemporary

insight and glamorous ways.
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1. Introduction

Fashion, generally speaking, indicates the pre-
vailing objects of a time or their spreading pro-
cesses within societies. That is, fashion is a ma-
terial object with the innumerable possibilities of
change and a sign as the means of non-linguistic
communication, which eventually contribute to
social dimensions. Bamard (1996) maintains that
fashion can not oniy be considered as reproduc-
tive practiccs, but also be explained in terms of
resistance as a series of ongoing challenges and
oppositions. Thus in socio-cultural view, fashion
both offers the continuity to a society and plays
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a rolc as a dynamic for creating changes in so-
ciety.

This function of fashion in terms of the con-
tinnity and change in society can contrive to
articulate a national identity by fashion. Accor-
ding to Philip Schlesinger (1987), national iden-
tity is to be understood as a particufar kind of
collective identity. In other words, it is an iden-
tity constituted al a given strategic level of a so-
ciety.” Nikolaus Pevsner (1956) suggests that
English national characteristics are constantly in
a- statc of flux. Thus, we are able o deducec the
fluidity of national identity with the change in
the society. Such the characteristic of national
identity might imply its potential similarity (o
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that of fashion in a collective phenomenon with
limitation on time and space.

British fashion comes into the international
spotlight for the diversity and creativity of its

design in 21C, the present. More specifically, it -

began with the emergence of a distinctive cul-
tural vision called as punk, led by young people
in the late 1970s and early 1980. In a tum,
British fashion has drawn on a paradoxical com-
bination of radical avant-garde and classical tra-
dition, which has shaped ideas of national image
in Britain for the next 20 years. And on the
centre of the change there is Vivienne West-
wood, a British representalive fashion designer
admitted internationally, not only within Britain.

Vivienne Westwood has come to embody the
powerful, subversive elements of British creati-
vity, and has developed the ideas of history and
tradition as well as anarchy and iromy, which
have inspired Englishness. Her experimental styles
took centre stage with the international focus on
the ncw British fashion of the 1980s, that of the
post-punk revolution of Vivienne Westwood and
new designer generations who follow her, such
as John Galliano and Alexander Mcqueen.” In
this way, Vivienne Westwood has given rise to
sensational contradictions continually as a fron-
tier of social revolution and has articulated a
kind of Englishness in fashion. In this respect,
Vivicnne Westwood’s work reveals two main
aspects: She embodies the resistant spirit of high
street youth subculture as ‘Punk style’, which
has become a symbol of English avant-garde in
a radical way on onc hand. Her historical dress
consists of a continual dialogue with the past
and reconfigures icons of English royalty and
tradition on the other hand. Thus there are nos-
talgia of the past and innovative landscape of
gender and class, which rely on images of En-
glishness in her clothes.

In terms of the rclationship of fashion and
Englishness, at first it will be necessary to con-
sider some matters of how Englishness is consti-
tuted to its conception today and how the agen-

da of a specialized fashion designer as a crea-
tive entrepreneur has an influcnce on the ima-
gined community at a given time. For this in
this essay 1 will explore Vivienne Westwood's
various design scopes from high-edged punk
style to aristocratic historical dress as a case
study. The aim of the following discussion is to
analyse, Interpret, and evaluate her original works
in which she constituted an overall cssence of
Englishness in social, cultural, historical, and
artistic contcxt as well as her individual design
philosophy. In particular, | will scparate Vivienne
Westwood’s work world into two parts broadly;
that is, one period for punk styles, which go
back to the early 1970s and the other for histo-
rical references from the mid-1980s to the
mid-1990s chronologically. It is because I re-
gard the two styles as representing her English-
ness most effectively in spite of her different
stages, including new romauntics. In my view, in
case of investigating her punk clothes in context
rather than just evaluating her as a fashion
reformer, we will comprchend Vivienne West-
wood as an active cultural agent. Furthermore
considering this overall context, we will detect
Englishness represented in her historical referen-
ces, which eventually contribute to create a new
English tradition. In the following I will start
with the conception of national identity and the
definition of Englishness in comparison with
Britishness, then deal with the matters of En-
glishness reflected in Vivienne Westwood’s work.

[I. National Identity and

Englishness in Dress

Schlesinger (1987) sees national identity as a
partticular kind of collective identity, constituted
in a society. His view includes the following
some categorics: First he stresscs collective ac-
tion as a continually constituted and rccons-
tructed category rather than a prior condition of
collective action, Second he argues that national
identity is constructed within a definite social

? Catherine McDermott, Made in Britain {London: Mitchell Beazley, 2002), 152-155.
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space, which includes national culture for na-
tional cultural space. Here the national culture
reproduces distinctions between *us’ and ‘them’
at the intra-national level in line with the
structure of social divisions and relations of po-
wer and domination, not only at‘the interna-
tional level. Third national identity is a chronic
process. It implies that the relationship of the
present of a national collectivity and its past
should be understood, as an imaginary one, me-
diated by the continual, selective reconstitution
of ‘traditions’ and of ‘social memory.” In short,
national identity is an activistic and meaning-
constructing conception, confined by time-space
frame. These categories direct our attention to
the role of cultural institutions and practices
through which the chain of identity between
past and present is forged. Most importantly it
makes us consider the special role of cultural
producers as active constructors of national iden-
tity,

In the 1950s, a German art historian, Nikolaus
Pevsner {(1956) in his book, The Englishness of
English Art suggests that the idea of ‘English-
ness’ like all other national tdentities is pre-
dicated upon a collection of mediated memories
and ‘inventions of tradition’. He also suggests
that the ephemeral surfaces of fashionable dress
are as heavy with nationalist sentiment as any
visual and folk art. Eventually, he concludes
that national characteristics are constantly in a
state of flux. And according to Benedict Anderson
(1991), nationalism, namely ‘narrative of iden-
tity’ follows that we might define Englishness
as ‘romantic’ with perception, feeling and emo-
tion in contrast with Britishness as a political
construct, a description of “the State or of other
institutions and practices in which all the con-
stituent parts of Britain---shared.”” Therefore, 1
will regard the ‘romantic’ notion of Englishness
in dress as the idea of England rather than
England itself, so refer to Englishness, not Bri-
tishness to consider national identity in fashion
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in this essay.

Englishness itself can be considered in va-
rious ways. In the eighteenth century there was
a political climate where Englishness was de-
fined both in practical and philosophical terms,
for example, such as the case of the dress with
relatively inexpensive materials like wool and
cotton, and the creation of functional garments
like the masculine riding habits for women and
the sober coloured frock coats for men. Eccent-
ricity was also a particularly English trait, With
regard t0 women, one might pick out the di-
fferent ways in which femininity has been heigh-
tened and parodied from the vast hooped skirts
of the late Elizabethan period, the Victorian bu-
stle, the mimiskirt of the 1960s and so on, Pev-
sner points out that the English sense of humour
involves a feeling that clothes do not mean to
be taken too seriously and one aspect of being
tongue-in-cheek in the past was to dress up in
portraiture. In addition, the linkage of clothing
with political protest had become a particularly
English concern, manifesting itself in such ways
as for example the punk movement of the 1970s
(Fig. 2), the protest T-shirts of the 1980s, and
so on, just as it was primarily English styles of
dress which set the agenda in this context in the
French Revolution.

Eventually these characteristics of Englishness
in dress drew on a unique combination of his-
tory, tradition, and street culture represented by
punk, which shapes a paradox of classic style
and eccentric one as national image in Britain.
The following case of Vivienne Westwood, itself
reflects Englishness.

M. Punk, Anarchy, and
Street Culture

In the late 1970s, Britain experienced a cul-
tural revolution with the explosion of the Punk
subculture, which must be judged as Britain’s
most original contribution to post-war culture.

* Christopher Breward, Becky Conekin, Caroline Cox, ed., The Englishuess of English dress (Oxford -

New York: BERG, 2002), 15-17.
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Punk ideas were rooted in the old-style cultural
freedom of ‘Liberal Studies’, an ethos that en-
couraged individual personal interests, ranging
from thc conventional to the wild and the idio-
syncratic.” Tt appeared as a reaction against the
massive commercialisation of both music and
fashion for boring and routine the young’s
music and fashion, and it first developed as a
sort of ‘do-it-yourself’ culture. We will first
need to investigatc some aspects of punk, the
new cultural stream at that time in order to ex-
plore Vivienne Westwood.

Bamard (1996) indicates that punk may be
understood as an attack on the larger economic
system, quoting Hebdige (1979)’s mention in
Subculture: the meaning of style, “beneath the
clownish makc-up therc lurked the unaccepted
and disfigurcd face of capitalism---a divided and
unequal socicty was being cloquently con-
demned.” Thus it gave a birth as an attempt to
challenge both the mainstream bourgeois culture
and thc capitalist system that promoted its in-
sipid products in an economic aspect. However,
this opposition to the dominant bourgeois cul-
turc of punk was evident in terms of class rather
than gender or cthnicity, and that it represcnted
a considerable challenge to thc values of the
dominant classes. Punk may be understood as
offering a thorough critique and a reversal of
the valuation given to colours, textures and ma-
terials in the dominant system in an aesthctic
aspect.

To tell the truth, it is undeniablc that the
combination of Malcolm McLaren, Vivienne
Westwood, and the Sex Pistols was major ins-
trumental in shaping and encouraging Punk and
the innovative designs in punk fashion. Accor-
ding to McDemott (1999), Westwood and Mec-
Laren launched the new spirit of Punk and it
became an attitude that made LEnglish style
totally unique at the end of the 1970s, rendering
their customers parlicipants of a counter culture.
Actually, they made a powerful statement, such
as sclling leather mint skirts with chains (Fig.

1), T-shirts with holes {Fig. 2), dyeing their
hairstyles with pink and green colour, putting
safety pins (Fig. 3) and so on, with an enormous
capacity to undcrstand the culture of their time.
They used the subcultural world of sexual de-
viancy and pornography to attack thc cstablish-
ment in line with avant-garde 1970s art, likc
Dada and Surrcalist. {Fig. 2) shows Viviennc

S S 4
{Pg. 1) Leather mini skirt and “Venus®
T-shirt, (1971).

3 A J ’

{Fig. 2> Vivienne Westwood in ‘Destroy’

T-shit, (1977).

* Catherine McDermott, Viviene Westwood (London: CARLTON, 1999), 12.
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{Fig. 3) Punk hairstyle and safety pin.

Westwood in 1977 wearing a 'Destroy’ muslin
T-shirt. It is formed from two squares of fabric
with elongated, straijacket-like sleeves caught
back with D-rings, and printed with the word
'destroy’ and a swastika. Vivicnne Westwood with
Malcotm McLaren uscd highly charged slogans
and provocative images in a dcliberatc attempt
to provoke the establishment in this way.

It is natoral that the cooperation between
Viviennc Westwood and Punk should not be
vnrelated with her personal background. She, the
daughter of a working class couple was the pro-
duct of the conventional working-class values of
the post-war ycars, and for her, the twentieth
century male pin-up is Elvis Prestey. This influ-
cnced her first shop, opencd on the London’s
Kings Road, in 1971 called ‘Let tt Rock’, sel-
ling the clothing for Teddy Boys, who were the
true inheritors of an original working c¢lass cul-
ture and they embodied the appeal of raw sex.

As a matter of fact, it 15 also certain that the
socio-cultural sitvations at their time had alrcady
prepared for something bold, encrgetic and out-
rageously shocking, even without them. That is
to say, thc suppression of a new generation by
an older gencration has already been idestified,
and socio-economic factors just nced to be vi-
sualised (Fig. 4). So, Polhemus (1994) states as
the following: Especially in the UK, rising un-
emptoyment and general cconomic stagnation

The Intermational Jourmal of Costume Cultwre 5

{Fig. 4) i;unk .é.ll.wm ¢.>.f‘ éex .Pi.stols.

gave the Punks’ mihilistic battle-cry of ‘No Fu-
ture!” a credible ring of truth. Culturally, too,
things were at low ebb: Abba was dominating
the UK charts, with ‘Mamma Mia’ and ‘Dan-
cing Queen” both staying at number onc. In the
broader arts picture, it was a timc lacking in
creative flair and innovation, which challenged
the demarcation line between arl and porno-
graphy. Most imporiantly, there was no denying
the fact that the Age of Aquarius was indefi-
nitely on hold as the rock stars by 1976. In
additton, now Punk is appropriated by the capi-
talist system and adopted by the dominant cla-
sses in line with the cssential nature fashion
wilh losing the first resistant spirit,

However, it is ceriain that British fashion has
rcceived a powerful stimulus such as the street
and youth, since Viviennc Westwood’s innova-
tion. Now British strect culture rcprescnted by
punk actually constitutes a kind of fashion dis-
coursc of Englishness by the rclated media. In-
dced, British fashion speaks of rebellion, ide-
ology, and group identity, and it reveals (he
sense of show and thcatre so much a part of
British culture just as the anarchy of punk was
largely a stylistic form of symbolic protest at
past. Even though its initial resistant meaning
becomes obsolescent, it is obvious thal Vivienne
Westwood 1s the creative author who inspires
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the anarchy of punk to young observers and
street culture by the conspicuous communicating
style, so leads the prior discourses of English-
ness today.

IV. Historical Dress, Aristocracy,
and New Tradition

British design has two key characteristics,
funky and accidental but classic and sophisti-
cated in contrast. Until now, major concerns for
Vivienne Westwood have usually been focused
only on the fact that she would appropriate
anarchy punk culturc in the 1980s to embody it
to the most contemporary British fashion. How-
ever, the point to make her a more British
fashion designer will consist in her reference to
English aristocratic tradition with parodying it in
her historical view and inspiring new inter-
national directions to her work.

Most of all English tradition has been linked
to a well-established taste for biography, a taste,
which, of necessity, involved representations of
the past. Vivienne Westwood has been equally
infected with enthusiasm for the past, and for
her historical dress has been a potent source of
Englishness. She had the zeal of a nineteenth-
century dress reformer, but she urged people to
wear clothing that is morc dramatic, more gla-
morous, that tells storics of the past. She re-
configured icons of royalty and tradition, so her
clothes might rely on images of Englishness,
especially on the England of aristocracy and
empire. (Fig. 5> describes an extravagant, rustling
silk ballgown in her Café Society collection
A/W 1998, which cmpowers thc wearer by its
sheer volume and extravagance.

This visual impact of Westwood’s is remar-
kablc especially on her collections from the
mid-1980s to the mid-1990s, when she really
established and elaborated her own design philo-
sophy. It can bc illustrated by the following
cxamples. Tn 1986 S/S mini-crini Collection, she
played with ideas of heightened femininity by
framing the body in a swaying bell-shapcd skirt,
that is, abbreviated version of the mid-nineteenth-

{Fig. 5) Café Society collection, 4/W (1998).

century crinoline (Fig. 6). In 1987~8 A/W Harris
Tweed Collection, the suit, crini and fake er-
mine cape were used with English und Scottish
traditions and fabrics as a source of both ins-
piration and parody. [t was named after the
woollen fabric hand-woven in the Western Isles
of Scotland. In 1993~4 A/W Anglomania Collec-
tion, the mini-kilt tartan ensembles showed the
French craze for Englishness during the 1780s
(Fig. 7). And Tn 1994~5 A/W On Liberty Col-
lection Westwood’s sentiment for English coun-
tryside is matched by ber love of traditional

{Fig. 6> Mini-crim collection, S/S (1985)
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(Fig. 7) Anglomania collection, 4/W (1993).

fabrics like bright red tartan ensembie with the
jacket with nineteenth-century puffs, the asym-
metry of the dress hem, and the pudded bustle
strapped across the model’s bottom (Fig. 8).
On onc aesthetic hand, Vivicnne Wesiwood
appropriates the mythologies and symbolism of
the English aristocracy to create clothing that
affects the way the wearer feels about their
body, constructing often complex designs that
producc a very different rclationship between
fabric and flesh from most latc twentieth-century
fashions: dynamic clothes, the image which has

{Fig. 8) On Liberty collection, 4/W (1994).
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propaganda value and demands public attention
just as a great artist of the seventcenth century,
Van Dyck’s portrait. The ‘Boucher' corset printcd
with a detail from Boucher's Daphnis and Chloé
(1743-~5) is romantic and historicaily accurate,
but also surprisingly practical by using stretch
fabrics to ullow ease of movement (Fig. 9).
On the other sociv-economic hand, her nostal-
gic pursuit for the past may be interpreted in the
samc as Kevin Tester asserted that nostalgia,
‘revolves around a desire for something absent.’
from the fact that much of the work under dis-
cussion was designed during the recession of the
early 1990s. In addition, Westwood’s work has
also been controversial in such social dimen-
sions as gender and class. In gender, women in
the mini-crini collection can take such a dashing
and heroic figurc as men, in clothes that are just
as much about constructing an idcalized, theatni-
calized femininity as they are about represcnting
national identity, according to her mention like
goddesses or monsters. In this way, she creates
clothes bringing together familiar elements and
fracturing their usual meanings by placing them
in a new context. In class, the traditional fabric
of country living and its mono-toned landscaped
colours in Harris Tweed Collection showed an-
thentic English elitism, while demonstrating her
affcction for traditional dress and the ideals of
elitism that she felt it cmbodied. While playing
on the interrclatcd themces of Englishness and
class throughout her work, she pot only provides

(Fig.

9) 'Boucher’ corset.
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a critique of the upper classes, but also exposes
the snobbery of the fashion industry, which spent
much of the late 1980s revelling in traditional
status symbolism.” Westwood’s nostalgia for my-
thical cultured elite provides a critique of the
upper classes and also of the idea that the ima-
ges of royalty and aristocracy that are routinely
paraded as symbols of English national identity
could ever adequately summarize the cultural
diversity that exists in this country. In this way
she wilfully transgresses fixed ideas of the gen-
der, class, ethnicity and sexuality that the esta-
blishment stands for and shows up both formal
and informal uniforms as theatre.

An iwrony of Westwood’s work consists in re-
ference to not only the past but also forcign
countics. Her clothes stand for Englishness yet
illuminate the fissures in English culture, the ex-
clusions because of cthnicity as well as class and
gender, which are part of English identity too.
Westwood is not accurately replicating English
history, but rather rcinventing it to create an
idecalized form of utopian dress, since its repre-
sentation of Englishuess arc perhaps casier to
perceive from the outside than from within,
where its exploration and transgression of cul-
tural identity is too close to home. In this way,
Westwood uses her clothes to tcach about a new
culturc, namely an ‘imagincd’ culturc. In Clint
Eastwood collection A/W 1984~85 that hankercd
after the wide open spaces scen in Western films:
'Sometimes you need to transport your idea to a
world that doesn't exist and thcm populatc it
with fantastic looking people.' the garments were
smothered in ltalian company logos and Day-
Glo patches inspired by Tokyo's neon signs (Fig.
10). Westwood's clothes help to reappraise En-
glish culture and crcate a new English tradition
from her historical references.

V. Conclusion

From radical punk style 1o aristocratic his-
torical dress I have explored Vivienne West-
wood herself and her world with relation to
Englishness. It is cvident that her crcativity and

(Fig. 10) Clint Eastwood collcction,
AW (1984~85).

controversy will remain for all her lives and
continue to contribute to contemporary fashion
design. In particular, Viviennc Westwood is ccn-
tral to idcas about creativity in British fashion
design and its originality on subculture, its sense
of the edge, its narrative themes. However, from
the case of Vivienne Wesiwood and Englishness
my main concern has been for the specialized
role of creative intellectuals in the process of
imagining and constituting a national commu-
nity.

In face, Vivicnne Westwood as an innovator
of punk style gave birth with the periedic re-
sistant atmosphere in context. But T want to ar-
gue that her important contribution to the con-
temporary fashion lies in less the innovation of
punk style and street culture than the invention
of new tradition from the punk fashion, which
constitutes the discoursc of Englishness in the
world afler it. In addition, in her historical re-
ference we need to pay attention to how she
referred to English history and culture to ex-
press English national identity as well as to
capture contemporary insights.

According to Schlesinger (1987), the concept
of national identity is distinguished from that of
nationalism in order to opcn up a morc discri-
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minating way into the process of mobilization of
collective sentiment in the national context. Ka-
mmen (1978) suggests that collective notions of
nationality might be usefully explored by means
of a cultural history, which is especially atten-
tive to the construction of national traditions in
popular culture. Tradition has always been the
pivot around which British culture revolves, in-
cluding the reactions against it in the form of
shocking or humorous eccentricity. Indeed Bri-
tish fashion has oscillated between these two
poles of tradition and eccentricity; punk and pa-
geantry. Such extremes always seek a means of
expression beyond existing channels, so tradition
may be the cause of the acceptance of this crea-
tive aggression.

Between tradition and innovation, hierarchy
and anarchy Vivienne Westwood enables the
one to exist the other. She uses the point that
images of Englishness are not mutually exclu-
sive or contradictory, but complementary, Thus,
the kind of ‘heritage’ clothing, such as Burberry
coats, Savile Row suits, cashmere twin-sets are
part of one kind of white Anglo-Saxon Engtish-
ness, in contrast to the kind of adventurous
street style dress, initiated by English subcul-
tures from the 1950s.

At this moment we can find out that a dress
may be modified by some active individual en-
trepreneurs though it reflects the customs and
aesthetics of any given age. In this point, the
case of Vivienne West wood will present an ob-
vious standard. The series of her works hint the
complexities of national culture, which cons-
tantly shifts, soaking up foreign influences and
remaking icons of the past. On the basis of her
view of intetligent knowledge and experience,
Vivienne Westwood pursued for understanding
history and culture and translated them into fa-
shion in her own dramatic, more glamorous
ways. Such her contemporary thoughts and sharp
insights toward English tradition and history
lead us the way to a new imagined community
of Englishness today.

Just as hegemony is a moving battle that must
be constantly re-fought and re-won in order that

The Intemational Journal of Costume Culture 9

the dominant classes retain their dominance,
fashion is characterized by its logic of organiza-
tional and aesthetic mutations, which Lipovetsky
(1987) called ‘a logic of I’éphémére’. In con-
clusion, the empire of fashion is a social device,
which bears the contemporary cultural values
and significations preparing another novelty all
the same time. In this position we can detect
that the dynamic characteristic of national iden-
tity might have a similarity to that of fashion in
terms of an ephemeral collective sentiment, as
Vivienne Westwood invented new tradition, which
represents Englishness in a contemporary.
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