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Where music flows and beauty beams,

Where myth and magic rule the hour –

Yea, myth and magic – see where pour,

Through dome, and hall, and corridor,

Kings, queens, and warriors, and sages,

That were, in dim historic ages,

The fashions too of every clime,

of every taste, and every time;

Save one – that one ye may believe,

Which Adam and our Mother Eve,

in Eden’s guilty bower did weave.

Save this, most every garb is here,

from either world and hemisphere,

The wild, the warlike, and the gay,

In mix’d, bewild’ring disarray.

Comus, Grand Fancy Dress Ball, Royal Pavillion Brighton

(Brighton: Tucknott, 1871), 13
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Introduction - From Carnival …

There is something compelling about dressing up. Two thousand years ago, the Emperor Commodus wore a lion skin, carried a club and called himself Hercules.1 In January 2017, women dressed as vulvas to protest the inauguration of Donald Trump as president of the United States of America.2 As with today, people of the past wore costumes for amusement and fun, the more arresting and inventive the better; incorporating bold colours, unusual materials and adapting conventional articles of clothing to appear extreme. But the longevity of this sartorial phenomenon has not been sustained on laughter alone. If people in fancy dress have predominantly been pleasure seekers, it is too frequently forgotten that they have also been protesters and promoters, the petrified and self-possessed, the peripheral and the powerful. And they remain so. Fancy dress costume, which I define as 
a performative form of dress, imaginative and incongruous, worn for a discrete occasion and limited time that disrupts the place of the individual within the social and political relationships of a specific community
, is probably the only form of clothing that all people alive today have worn, or will wear, at some point in their lives, regardless of sex, status and society, however briefly and creatively.3 Few forms of clothing are simultaneously so universal and exceptional.

This book aims to understand the enduring global appeal of dressing up from the Middle Ages to modernity.4 In the process, it seeks to explain how an ephemeral, idiosyncratic and polyvalent form of clothing and appearance has enabled disparate groups and individuals to communicate through what they wear. Shedding light on a long-standing and popular form of cultural expression, this book makes no claim to be comprehensive. It seeks, first and foremost, to contribute to debates about the communicative qualities of dress in accord with Barbara Babcock’s observation that the ‘socially peripheral is often symbolically central, and if we ignore or minimize inversion and other forms of cultural negation we often fail to understand the dynamics of social process generally’.5 A main reason this cannot be a comprehensive study is because in seeking to provide a focused account of fancy dress costume, and to promote enquiry about it, the sartorial form is considered apart from other types of dress. Through four thematic chapters that analyse specific examples of fancy dress costume, rather like case studies, this book adopts a diachronic approach. The rationale is to understand, through comparison and juxtaposition, how fancy dress has changed in conjunction with social and political developments. This method, which deliberately collapses chronologies to identify themes across global cultures, is conceived to facilitate a more critical consideration of why this unique form of clothing remains significant, in both senses of the word, today.

Unmasking fancy dress

Definitions seek to clarify, but they can also confound analysis. There is, perhaps, a heightened risk of this for fancy dress costume. Writing this book has made me even more aware of the prevalence of dressing up, but it has also taught me that people’s experience of fancy dress tends to engender a ‘love’ or ‘loathe’ response. This strong reaction, which leaves little room for equivocation, appears to have dissuaded scholars from investigating further. Consequently, whilst recent academic work has recovered the ‘criticality’ of costume, and new analytic terms have been coined to identify subcategories – including the ‘carnivalesque’, ‘grotesque’, ‘critical fashion’, ‘experimental fashion’ and ‘costume of conflict’ – fancy dress remains peripheral.6 I suspect three common (mis)perceptions about this sartorial form account for this marginalization; namely, that fancy dress is inherently frivolous, it requires minimal skill to create, and it is genuinely popular and culturally purportless.7 Where scholars have considered fancy dress, it is typically within other categories of costume. The definition that I offer above and the examples that I discuss in this book assert fancy dress as a distinctive form of costume that requires specific acknowledgement and understanding.8

Advancing my definition, I assume that any complete fancy dress costume will include all of the stated constituents and contain most, if not all, of the following characteristics: it will be worn for a short period of time, typically on only one occasion; the circumstances in which it is worn are usually set apart (chronologically, physically, psychologically) from the conventional routines of its wearer’s community; it will display limited, or no, conformity to the social, political or dramatic expectations of its wearer’s community; it will heighten the agency of its wearer by clarifying aspects of their character; it may appear frivolous but this characteristic is not inherent; physical comfort is often less important to its wearer than the perceived psychological contentment the costume provides them. Most importantly, I assume that fancy dress costume is always affective – it will have an impact on how the wearer and their audience feel and behave – even if this is not readily apparent.

The term fancy dress is first recorded in England during the sixteenth century, but it was not until the eighteenth century, when masquerades were at the height of their popularity, that it was used frequently.9 Initially, the term described women’s clothing that incorporated decorative elements from contemporary fashions. Minimal attempt was made to alter one’s appearance.10 After the decline of masquerades in the 1790s, the term fancy dress became widespread, probably on account of its fuzziness, and referred to any public occasion where dress-up, worn by men and women, was involved.11 This usage continues today. In colloquial American, the term ‘costume’ is occasionally substituted – fancy dress can refer to (men’s) smart or formal attire – although ‘fancy dress’ is conventionally used by American museums, scholars and the Merriam Webster dictionary.12 Across continental Europe, linguistic variation masks a shared conceptual understanding. In France and Spain, fancy dress is referred to as ‘disguise’ (le déguisement and la disfraz, respectively) and in Germany and Italy as ‘costume’ (das Kostüm and il costume, respectively). Fancy dress is not prevalent in Asia, where cultural traditions emphasize social congruence and harmony over individuality – a fact reflected by examples in this book. This has started to change, notably through kosupure ([image: ]), or cosplay, a portmanteau of the English words ‘costume’ and ‘play’, in which people dress and perform as fictional characters, typically from manga and anime.

To clarify fancy dress costume, it is necessary to state what it is not. Fancy dress is not disguise, worn for the purpose of camouflaging a person’s conventional identity to gain acceptance, temporarily or permanently, into another community.13 When Emperor Nero dressed as a plebian, apparently to rough up Romans; when King Alfred dressed as a mime and juggler to infiltrate a Danish camp; and when Heinrich Himmler shaved his moustache, wore an eye patch and the uniform of a discharged Gestapo agent to avoid identification in 1945, the costumes worn by these men were imaginative and incongruous on a personal level, but congruent with the society they sought to join.14 Fancy dress is not religious or ceremonial clothing. The garments worn by spiritual and social leaders on important public occasions can appear unusual and highly creative – for example, ecclesiastical vestments and shamanistic dress accessories – but these items of clothing tend to possess fixed meanings that do not appreciably change over time, chiefly because they are symbolic of the entrenched beliefs of the society in which they appear. A final category excluded from this study is clothing worn for re-enactment. The adoption of period-specific clothing and comportment may appear incongruent, but the desire for authenticity and accuracy restricts personal imagination and agency. Typically confined to members-only societies, re-enactment has little impact on social and political relationships.15

The semantic and conceptual fluidity of fancy dress costume is understandable considering its incongruity, transience and specific geographical and cultural presence. Fundamentally, the lack of definition is a consequence of academic marginalization. If scholars have generally eschewed study of clothing and the body because of its perceived ‘frivolity’, fancy dress, which is more patently comic, has received scant attention.16 The sporadic commentary that does consider fancy dress costume is characterized by picture-orientated studies and lifestyle articles for general audiences.17 This work has most likely galvanized academic prejudice against the topic because it tends to place an uncritical emphasis on the determinism of dress – long since a bête noire among scholars – through the recurrent insistence that a person’s choice of costume reflects their character more clearly than that of their daily wardrobe. In 1959, for example, author Lawrence Langner opined:

The selection of the fancy dress costume is never an accident when there is full freedom of choice; but an expression of a conscious or unconscious desire of the wearer.18

Along with many other commentators, Langner also thought fancy dress costume affected behaviour:

The man who goes to a fancy dress ball attired as a sheik is more apt to believe himself to be irresistible and to make a fool of himself with the woman he encounters than if he wore a sober black dinner jacket and tie. The young woman who makes a point of dressing as Cleopatra to emphasize her sexual attractions is more apt to misbehave than if she dressed more conservatively, since she invites the complementary misbehavior on the part of the men to whom she obviously conveys her feelings by her clothes.19

To an extent, Langner’s comments reflect social attitudes of the 1950s. His suggestion that infant girls who dress as boys could ‘in extreme cases’ become homosexual, and vice versa for boys, was borne of what Ramzi Fawaz has called the ‘homophobic and sexist logic of anti-communist political rhetoric’.20 Nonetheless, his point is representative of an abiding belief that fancy dress costume is adept at conveying a wearer’s true character. Contemporary media perpetuates this idea. In March 2017, a Spanish priest apologized after dressing as Playboy founder Hugh Heffner and dancing with two men, dressed as Playboy bunnies, on a carnival float. It was reported that the priest, who vowed never to dress up again, was advised to attend a spiritual retreat to repent his ‘unacceptable’ behaviour.21

The marginalization of fancy dress costume is also a consequence of academic practice. Increasingly, studies of clothing incline towards a synchronic approach. This method facilitates in-depth analysis, but it encourages a focus on specific time periods, locations and groups, which will likely as not include people with broadly similar attitudes to society and dress.22 As a polyvalent form of clothing that bestrides cultures and short chronologies, fancy dress costume is ill-suited to this mode of research. Whilst academic study of fancy dress costume has been undertaken, it is generally limited to three main chronological periods: pre-Reformation carnival, eighteenth-century masquerade and elite balls of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. Much of the work has been undertaken by cultural historians, anthropologists and sociologists, who have made ‘carnival/esque’ an analytical concept and who consider the mask’s metaphorical significance over its material value.23 More recently, literary scholars have used the descriptions of masquerades in novels, plays and poetry to explore gender.24 Studies by dress historians are conspicuous for being few in number although curators have long been aware of the cultural importance of fancy dress costume.25

This discontinuous approach does much to explain scholars’ hesitant conclusions about the role and meaning of fancy dress costume. Some claim the sartorial phenomenon and the circumstances in which it is worn are too heterodox to explain sufficiently. It has been remarked that festive participants are ‘often unreflective and unanalytical about what they are doing’.26 The eighteenth-century masquerade can be ‘overwhelming’ to a modern analyst for it ‘holds out too many messages, too much potential significance’.27 It has also been observed that ‘[t]he activities of … festival[s] do not endure beyond the time given to them; the expectations satisfied within it do not continue in the period that follows. There is no tomorrow: the evidence of an exuberant squandering of time, of energy and of goods reveals the festival’s lack of concern with an afterward.’28

These uncertain observations highlight the problem of
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