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Introduction

What are you wearing today? Take a step back from the mirror. Look down, and back up. Why did you pick this combination of items, arranged in a way that conveys your personality, and is deemed fit for your daily tasks of work and play?

Style has the potential to communicate through the basic processes of selection and combination. The clothes we wear have accrued meaning through history and culture, and function as a language that can, to some extent, be read. They act as a signal and can help the wearer find community with others who have similar interests and lifestyles.

Fashion versus style

Although often used interchangeably, the words ‘fashion’ and ‘style’ have separate, nuanced meanings. Fashion is the temporal process by which an idea, here in its most common meaning in relation to clothing, swings in and out of public favour. Style, meanwhile, is the presentation of those ideas as a form of expression.

In this thesaurus ‘style’ and ‘aesthetic’ are used almost as synonyms. Aesthetics is the philosophical study of beauty and taste. The eighteenth-century German philosopher Immanuel Kant proposed that taste is by its very nature personal and subjective, while in the twentieth century the French sociologist Pierre Bourdieu countered that individual taste is shaped by the influence of prominent social groups.1 Having said that, an intricate haute-couture gown has no greater claim over aesthetics than a cheap dress from a fast-fashion brand, and it is not the job of aesthetics to tell anyone which to prefer.

This aesthetic appreciation, at times amounting to pleasure, encompasses everything from the feeling of watching a pastel sunset over the ocean to the human practices of art and design. Consumer trends in fashion are often mirrored in lifestyle areas, such as product design, architecture and interiors. As the contemporary fashion philosopher Lars Svendsen explains, ‘We must choose a lifestyle and, as a style, the choice is basically an aesthetic one. Aesthetics, then, becomes a centre for the formation of identity.’2

Style as self-identity and subculture

The examination of style and its link to identity has its roots in the work of scholars at the Centre for Contemporary Cultural Studies (CCCS), established in 1965 at the University of Birmingham in the English Midlands. One of the most influential texts to come out of this tradition was Dick Hebdige’s Subculture: The Meaning of Style (1979), which placed the counterculture punk, mod, rocker, Teddy Boy and skinhead movements under the microscope.

Hebdige defines style in four ways. Firstly, as communicative intent: styles are meant to express something. Second, as bricolage: the innovative recombination and assembly of readily available signs from material culture.3 Third, as homology: habits and preferences, such as the way of dressing (tidy or unkempt, for example), poses and mannerisms, ideological values, as well as music and dance choices. Fourth, style is a signifying practice: the original styling of elements into a look can disrupt existing semiotics (the understanding of signs) and create new ones.

In the intervening years the work of the CCCS has been carefully unpicked and criticized, mainly for its assertion that young people are driven to a style in order to rebel against the system, through subjugation rather than by free will. There has been a shift in thinking away from the belief in a fixed self-identity aligned to subcultures, towards one of constant self-monitoring and revision. The Danish academic Dannie Kjeldgaard observes that ‘the usage of style becomes a matter of searching for and expressing a personal (imagined) authenticity rather than a subcultural one.’4

In the twenty-first century subcultures and countercultures continue to exist, but their appreciable styles have been opened to the whole of society and reframed as a menu of available identities. Not every group takes kindly to finding it is in vogue, however, as in the case of the goth, surfer and skater cultures.

Style as neo-tribes

A shopping expedition down a high street or to a mall almost anywhere in the world will confirm that a cacophony of styles is always readily available. There is no one trend to rule them all. According to academics, this is thanks to postmodern subcultural theory, which has helped to frame social groups as ‘neo-tribes’. Postmodernism, which started in about 1970, saw the dawn of the internet in the 1980s and became a well-defined topic of academic research in the 1990s, brought new self-awareness about style.

The human need for acceptance runs deep, whether as part of the mainstream or in the most alternative community. Neo-tribes are groups centred on shared leisure lifestyles. The sociologist Michel Maffesoli explains that neo-tribes are not as rigid as forms we have already come to accept, but can be seen more as ‘a certain ambience, a state of mind’.5 He observed that, surprisingly – given how ephemeral the neo-tribe’s bonds are – they often elicit strong conformity among members. The reason for this was considered by some writers, among them the sociologist and philosopher Zygmunt Bauman, to be the breakdown of such traditional social categories as social class, gender and ethnicity. Bauman explains that postmodern fragmentation has resulted in ‘a desperate search for structure’, which we can read in fashion terms as a search for community.6

Tribal manifestations are fluid not only in their participants but also in their components. The academic Robin Canniford considered that, ‘connected to the rapid processes of bricolage, tribes emerge, morph, and disappear again as the combinations of people and resources alter.’7

Style as language

Style comes laden with meaning, and with the potential to communicate the most hidden parts of the human psyche to others. Clothing can accrue meaning through combinations of signs. The linguist Ferdinand de Saussure’s basic dyadic model of semiotics encompasses the ‘signifier’, or the form the sign takes, and its ‘signified’ meaning.8 Other thinkers built on this purely psychological theory to put forward the ‘signifier’ as the physical, material form, and the ‘signified’ as the concept or meaning.9

The philosopher Charles Sanders Peirce saw a triadic relationship between the form of the sign, the meaning encoded in it (what it stands for), and its interpretation.10 The meaning of the sign is relative to the interpreter; beauty is always in the eye of the beholder. Peirce divided signs into three groups. Firstly, there are icons, which have universally accepted meanings, for example the ‘save’ icon on a computer program. Second, mental indexes make direct connections between things: smoke usually equals fire, a knock on a door means someone is there, and dark clouds signify rain. Third, there are symbols, in which meaning is contained in an abstract form. Symbols are arbitrary, and rely on meaning accrued by the general understanding of them. Peirce wrote about language, and about the meanings understood of ordinary words, such as ‘bird’, ‘give’ and ‘marriage’.

In The Fashion System (1967), the semiotician Roland Barthes recognized that clothing similarly functioned as symbols, and considered the written language of fashion specifically through the text used in fashion magazines.11 In The Style Thesaurus we consider the accumulated meanings of styles that are widely understood within the fashion industry in their written, verbal and visual forms.12 We consider the specifics of garments, such as a wide lapel that says ‘1970s’, or a pie-crust collar that says ‘neo-Victoriana’. Some details must be seen in context if we are to pinpoint their meaning; lace, for example, could say ‘gothic’ or ‘romantic’ depending on its colour (black or blush pink, respectively). As time passes and world events unravel, the meanings of garments and styles may change, in the same way as the meanings of words can be fluid.

It is worth noting that brands also act as what Saussure called signifiers, yet often they are identified by icons, such as the double-C logo for Chanel, or the LV logo for Louis Vuitton.13 The essence of branding is differentiation from the competition, and brand identities are solidified into products that convey intentional narratives. Conspicuous consumption helps to mark the dividing lines between neo-tribes, and brands can become iconic, signifying a specific lifestyle or set of values.

Style as a good life

The pursuit of a good life means choosing a lifestyle, and style as aesthetics plays a significant part in perceived quality of life. The appreciation of beauty and artistic pursuits elevates the human experience.

At the pinnacle of Abraham Maslow’s well-known model from 1943, the ‘Theory of Human Motivation’, was self-actualization, the peak of human flourishing and personal fulfilment.14 Maslow revised the model in 1970 to add cognitive and aesthetic needs just below self-actualization, and later that year he added transcendence above it, as a kind of nirvana. He referred to these upper tiers of the pyramid as ‘growth needs’, distinguishing them from the lower four levels, which he called ‘deficiency needs’.

There is widespread anecdotal evidence for the transformative power of well-considered clothes. Remember that time you wore a great outfit to a party? You felt great and had a great time. Rarely do those moments happen by pure accident, and at some level there is a requirement for the brain’s creative input.

If the brain is fully engaged, for example when getting ready for a big party or wedding, the style is deliberated by the central processing route. The alternative is that the outfit was ‘thrown on’ almost instinctively, perhaps assembled from whatever was clean at the end of the bed, using the brain’s peripheral processing route, which rolls down familiar neural pathways. But even such unconscious decisions are telling. They are a message from the id, our most authentic self, which is driven by instinct and impulse.15 It is said that good style is a combination of the two approaches: considered during the assemblage, and not given another thought for the rest of the day.

How styles form via trends

In 1962 the theorist and sociologist Everett Rogers published his elegant ‘Diffusion of Innovations’ (DOI) theory. In it he focused on the characteristics of the individual in relation to trends, and whether they belong to the category of pioneering innovators, fashion-forward early adopters, the on-trend early majority, the conservative late majority, or finally the sceptical laggards who catch the tail end of a new idea only as it fades into obscurity. According to Rogers’s model, the diffusion could take months or years.

The DOI theory aligns with the cycle of fashion trends, with its five phases: the introduction of a trend; its acceptance and rise in popularity; the peak, when it’s ‘hot’ and appears to be everywhere; its decline just as quickly into bargain bins and sales; and finally obsolescence, when it is considered ‘out of fashion’ and can’t be given away. If the trend is adopted rapidly before dying almost immediately, it was merely a fad.

The more durable of these trends wax and wane without ever fading away. They become classics: among them the Little Black Dress, the beige trench coat, the perfect pair of straight-cut blue denim jeans, and the black leather jacket. These are the foundations of a timeless wardrobe, and fashion stylists believe that such garments are worth investing in. The classics can be more than just specific garments; they can encompass whole styles and looks and become permanent aesthetics, encoded with meaning.

Ideas are prone to being recycled, and designers have been looking to the past for inspiration for the duration of what we recognize as the modern fashion industry. For his collection in 1908 the great Parisian designer Paul Poiret revisited the style of the French Revolution’s Directoire period (1875–9), which imagined dresses as flowing columns of fabric, rejecting the corsetry of Poiret’s own time. The original Directoire style itself referenced neoclassicism, and through it the ancient Greco-Roman principles of simplicity, virtue and symmetry served as a counterpoint to the extravagance of the Rococo styles that preceded the French Revolution.

There are numerous examples of retrospective fashion with decades referencing other decades, such as the Swinging Sixties’ obsession with the hemlines and mood of the Roaring Twenties, and the 1980s’ interpretation of the 1940s’ silhouette with structured shoulders, belted waists and wide-brimmed hats. In the mid-2000s researchers noticed that the cycle had sped up, thanks to the digital age, with the revival of such 1990s trends as grunge and hip hop. In the 2020s Y2K and mid-2000s trends were already being excavated for meaning. Given enough time, almost everything swings back into fashion – with the possible exception of the Jacobean ruff, which is overdue a comeback.
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Gareth Pugh Spring/Summer 2009, Paris Fashion Week, 27 September 2008.



How trends diffuse across society

When mass-produced clothing first appeared in the West after the Industrial Revolution, as a product of the new capitalism, it was intended to provide consumers with clothing to wear during forthcoming seasons: spring/summer and autumn/winter. The major historic fashion capitals were in the northern hemisphere, so that meant clothing that was suitable for a particular climate. Today’s household-name fashion houses have grown from their beginnings in the hands of creative founders into dynasties and megabrands. At the top of the fashion chain is haute couture, the highest artistic level whereby products are custom-made for the client. Brands must be invited by the Fédération de la Haute Couture et de la Mode – the governing body for the French fashion industry – to show at Couture Week in Paris. Below couture is ready-to-wear, also known as ‘prêt-à-porter’, the off-the-peg options offered by luxury designer brands. These brands may also have diffusion lines that target more price-conscious consumers. Below this is the mid-market, which acts as a bridge to the high street and mass-market fashion at the base of the chain.

The classic trickle-down theory postulates that since Western industrialization fashion trends have been created by the upper classes, or on high-fashion catwalks, before descending to mass-market brands and value retailers. The newer trickle-up theory of subcultures and countercultures suggests that some trends are born on the street, noticed by designers and crystallized into ideas on the editorially attended runways. In reality, the path of trend diffusion is rarely linear any more, as customers engage with one another and with brands across many touchpoints.

In the digital age, consumers are no longer divided by geographical distance. Trends are diffused across society at the speed of light through fibre-optic cables. Smartphones hold the world in a palm, and on social media microtrends bubble and pop before the season changes. In the mid-2020s some 1.81 trillion photographs are taken worldwide annually. By 2030 that number is predicted to grow to 2.3 trillion.16 Billions of hours of video content are shared across such platforms as Instagram and TikTok/Douyin. Engagement through likes, shares and follows eases the feeling of postmodern loneliness. Our image communicated via still or moving images matters.

The rise of artificial intelligence will have an impact on every sector. In the fashion industry there are companies that analyse millions of images shared on social media every day, to give quantitative data on the evolution of consumers’ preferences. Heuritech, for example, created in 2013 by two doctors of machine learning, analyses three million images daily and can recognize more than 2,000 apparel details.17 The data is sold back to retailers, whose design teams and buyers may make the trend-forecast clothes a reality. The garments are purchased and snapped for the consumer’s social media, and the images fed back into the machine as the ghost of a trend.

Style and sustainability

Ethically conscious fashion devotees across the world debate whether the agent of over-consumption is the capitalist, money-hungry fashion brand as the producer, or the consumer who buys the product. Clearly, there should be ethical consideration at all stages of a product’s life cycle, from design and ideation, to manufacture and distribution, to retail, purchase, wear and end-of-life recycling.

The problem is not people wanting to change their looks, but the fact that they buy new clothes each time that happens. Fashion brands are weapons of mass consumption: an inordinate number of garments are produced each year across the world, of which 92 million tonnes end up in landfill. If the trend continues, the waste output is expected to reach 134 million tonnes a year by 2030.18

Style could be an answer. If meaning is encoded through the assembly of products, there is nothing to say that the products assembled must be new. Research by Dr Carolyn Mair, a cognitive psychologist working in the fashion industry, and published by Oxfam shows that it is indeed possible for consumers to find newness through the rearranging of second-hand goods.19 Furthermore, the thrill of buying new clothing fades after around four wears, but 25 per cent of participants in Mair’s research said the sense of newness lasted longer when buying second-hand. This is hardly ground-breaking for many, and according to Thredup, a leading online retailer of second-hand and consignment clothes, the worldwide second-hand and resale market is set to grow from $96 billion in 2021 to $218 billion in 2026.20 By 2030, the Ellen MacArthur Foundation estimates, it could reach $700 billion.21

The good news is that once the stylist or wearer understands the communicative intent of a style, they can create a myriad of styles from a modest selection of garments and accessories. The Style Thesaurus is a guide to enclothed meaning.
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How to Use the Thesaurus

The styles described in this book are intended to inform all types of styling. They can provide inspiration for personal styling and communicating identity. They can be used as a reference for stylists, to aid story-telling for photo shoots, style other people, and create magazine editorials, as well as costumes for film and television. The book is also intended for influencers and bloggers, as self-led communicators of an image – in finding both their own style and the words to describe it – as well as for fashion journalists and marketers.

The first section, Time, describes clothing shaped by the political, economic, social, environmental, technological and legal factors of an epoch, whether real or imagined, past, present or future. To an extent, all fashion can be situated in time. The second section, Utility, looks at how clothing was elevated from the basic need for protection from extremes of temperature and precipitation as we walked, rode, drove and sailed to the four corners of the Earth, then took to the air and ventured into space beyond. The third section, Music & Dance, looks at styles that have evolved through their symbiotic relationships with musical genres and dance styles. The fourth section, Play, opens the dressing-up box and pulls out styles that represent our true selves, authentic, spontaneous and light-hearted. The fifth section, Conformists, understands the need for security of employment and acceptance within social groups, while the sixth, Subcultures & Countercultures, explores rebels and those who dare to oppose the status quo. The seventh, Statement, looks at styles that to a greater or lesser extent communicate ideas and philosophies. The final section, Sex & Gender, explores the function of style in love and belonging, sexual intimacy and attracting a mate.

Key

Each style begins with a header. The first line, with the symbol [image: Illustration], references what the style is also known as, giving near synonyms. The next line, with the symbol [image: Illustration], identifies those styles described in the entry that have their own entry elsewhere in the thesaurus. In some cases, styles are discussed in relation to their near antonyms, so this list can include opposing styles. Styles that are involved in the formation or dissemination of the style under discussion are also referenced here.

The line that follows, with the symbol [image: Illustration], names common pairings with other styles in the book. For the sake of clarity, named styles appear here or in the previous line, but never in both. As time passes, many styles pair authentically with those that immediately preceded or followed them chronologically. The styles can of course be used in any combination, and the pairings are merely suggestions; they are not intended to be prescriptive. Indeed, the art of good styling is to include many references in an outfit.

The main text for each style delves into its history and its later expression on catwalks or in popular culture. When a style from elsewhere in the thesaurus is mentioned in the entry, it is underlined and cross-referenced. We explore garments or details that are key to symbolizing the style, and discuss the wider context and world events that shaped it. Terms that appear in the glossary are given a wavy underline.

At the end of each entry is a box containing an overview of key signifiers of the style. ‘Colours and patterns’ shows the key palette associated with the style, including commonly occurring prints. ‘Fabrics’ gives a nod to some of the textiles seen in the style. The two exceptions in the thesaurus are digital fashion (which is an anomaly and does not have specific fabrics or design details) and heritage (the patterns and textiles of which vary according to origin). Where these lines are absent, it is intentional.

‘Garments and accessories’ lists the key products associated with the style. ‘Details’ gives the flourishes: the length of hemlines, the cut of the pattern, and types of embellishment. It is impossible for such a list to be exhaustive, but the intention is to allow the reader to understand key components of the styles. Finally, where relevant, ‘Hair and Make-Up’ describes the styling features commonly adopted by those who wear the style.






Author’s Note

Style is culture.

Wherever I travel, I am captivated by what people are wearing and how they present their image to others. The clues that people give to their personality through dress are telling, and sometimes they can be read like a book. Style is a powerful tool for self-expression, helping us to connect with like-minded people. It can be adapted for different environments, to fit in or stand out.

In the many years I have worked in fashion as a journalist, lecturer and consultant, I have been involved with hundreds, perhaps thousands of fashion photo shoots, whether as art director or producer, or selecting the pictures at the editing stage. The entries in The Style Thesaurus cover some of the most durable aesthetics that reappear time and again on the catwalk and on the street, and through the lenses of magazine editorials. I have analysed the same trends at catwalk shows and in street-style photography at fashion weeks. In my experience, these styles are widely understood within the fashion industry as meaning a specific arrangement of garments, fabrics, textures and colours.

I should add a caveat. Although it is not my intention to be reductionist, by necessity, styles as they have become distilled into the general consciousness will be prone to stereotyping. There is also the possibility that the list of styles in this book could be considered heavy on ‘Western’ influences, although – as I explained in the introduction – social media in the digital age means that to some extent trends have been homogenized across the globe. My aim throughout is to celebrate the diversity of human expression.

No style exists in a vacuum. While writing this book I have been constantly struck by the extent to which all styles are connected, forming threads in time that weave their way back to the present. We are all stylists, assembling meaning to find our tribes. I hope you will use this thesaurus to read the world.
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Time

1.1 RETRO

1.2 HERITAGE

1.3 NEO-VICTORIANA

1.4 FLAPPER

1.5 FUTURISM

1.6 RETROFUTURISM

1.6.1 CYBERPUNK

1.6.2 STEAMPUNK

1.6.3 DIESELPUNK

1.6.4 AFROFUTURISM

1.7 E-BOY & E-GIRL

1.8 DIGITAL FASHION

Fashion is a zeitgeist, the spirit of its time. As any marketing graduate will explain, it is shaped by ‘STEEPLE’ factors: Sociocultural, Technological, Environmental, Economic, Political, Legal and Ethical. This is why hemlines rose with the emancipation of women, and why daywear became infinitely more casual during the Covid-19 pandemic.

Some styles, such as the flapper, are inherently connected to a moment in time. Some, such as cyberpunk, are a vision of a time yet to come. This section highlights styles that bear a sense of either past or future (or both, as in the case of retrofuturism).

Fashion is cyclical by nature, and for decades designers have been looking to the past for inspiration. The great Parisian couturier Paul Poiret is widely considered to be the first modern fashion designer in his approach to fashion as an art form. For his collection published in the illustrated work Les Robes de Paul Poiret in 1908, he was influenced by the Directoire style of the late eighteenth century, presenting dresses as unstructured columns of fabric that shunned the rigid corsetry of France’s belle époque or the Victorian era in Britain. The Directoire style itself referenced neoclassicism, and ancient Greco-Roman principles of simplicity, virtue and symmetry were mined nostalgically during Napoleon Bonaparte’s reign, as a counterpoint to the extravagance of the Baroque and Rococo styles that preceded the French Revolution. While women embraced versions of the draped ancient Greek chiton, men did not follow suit and revert to tunics and togas. They did cut their hair short as a statement against Louis XVI’s flowing locks, and to this day short hair remains the prevailing style for men.

Latent for periods of time, garments and aesthetics reappear with unfailing certainty. Even the corset – banished by Poiret – made a comeback courtesy of Vivienne Westwood, in her Autumn/Winter 1990 ‘Portrait’ collection, as a feminist reappropriation of sexuality. The early 2020s zeitgeist for all things 90s, including Westwood, and the popularity of the Regency-core Netflix show Bridgerton, led to the return of the corset once more.

Aesthetics that reference a future that may or may not come to pass represent another approach to the perception of time. They constitute an arena for stylists and designers to have fun with fashion, and have had a strong mutual influence with film and popular culture. For aesthetics influenced by the popular music styles of particular decades, see section 3, Music & Dance (see here).



Retro

[image: Illustration] VINTAGE, REVIVALIST
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Retro styles are those that are knowingly derivative of the past. They are different from ‘vintage’ clothing, which refers to authentic items from a bygone era; ‘retro’ describes the old-world aesthetic of a garment, whether it be newly made or an original piece. It is curiously hard to perceive the stylistic impact of a decade while it happens. Only through the lens of time can many of the peculiarities of microtrends be distinguished.

Silhouettes shifted dramatically during the twentieth century, especially for women. The 1920s were famous for the newly boyish silhouette of the Flapper style (see here), but hemlines dropped to the floor again in the 1930s as the glamour of golden-age Hollywood took hold. Rationing in the 1940s ushered in simple, utilitarian garments, with hems just below the knee and nipped-in waists. Two years after the end of the war Christian Dior unveiled his New Look, resplendent with full skirts and fluted sleeves (although fabric rationing continued until the end of the decade). The hourglass figure Dior popularized continued into the 1950s, parallel to an equally modish trend for streamlined sheath dresses and boxy jackets. Music-loving teens of the 1950s were influenced by the leather and denim of Rock & Roll (see here), while in Britain Teddy Boys & Teddy Girls (see here) made a case for reinventing the tailored style of the Edwardian Dandy (see here). The Space Race of the 1960s and a Futuristic zeitgeist (see here) ushered in the clean lines of modernism (see Mod, here), with slim-cut suits and a new sexual liberation signposted by the miniskirt, which tumbled into the flowing Bohemian (see here) style of the 1970s and the continuing influence of the free-spirited Hippy (see here) movement.

For men, up to this point, lapel widths and trouser legs ebbed and flowed (see also Tailoring, here). The palette was by and large sombre until the peacock revolution of the 1960s, spearheaded by such icons as the Beatles, James Brown (see Funk, here), Mick Jagger (see Classic Rock, here), John Travolta and David Bowie (see Glam Rock, here).

Both the Skinhead (see here) and Punk (see here) movements rejected the loving nature (and long hair) of hippy counterculture, but in different ways. The former were militantly working class in beanie hats, braces (suspenders) and monkey boots, while the latter rejected all social conventions entirely, destroying garments before fixing them back together with studs and safety pins.

Club culture saw languid Disco (see here) styles reign on the dance floor, but by the 1980s disco was extinguished to make way for Hip Hop (now referred to as ‘old-school hip hop’) with its casual, Athleisure (see here) and Preppy (see here) aesthetic. At the same time, the increasingly wealthy middle-class Bourgeoisie (see here) – specifically the achingly posh London Sloane (see here) and its Parisian equivalent, BCBG (see here) – roamed some of the world’s most desirable postcodes wearing cashmere knits and silk scarves.


[image: Illustration]

Gucci Spring/Summer 2016, Milan Fashion Week, 23 September 2015.



Not every trend of yesteryear conjures the mental picture of a retro style. Grunge (see here) in the 1990s and the reboot of Y2K styles in the 2020s are referred to by fashion writers as ‘nostalgic’ rather than retro, and this tends to be the case the first time a trend cycles back within living memory. That is not to say, either, that any old style
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