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foreword



by Alexandra Shulman, Editor-in-Chief, British Vogue

I have always taken great pleasure in shoes. Not only do I enjoy wearing them but I like to look at them lined up in pairs on a shelf, colourful and richly textured in a brocade or a print, or a simply perfect shape in black patent or white leather. When I was about three years old my father showed me a picture of Manet’s Le déjeuner sur l’herbe. As I surveyed the two fully clad gentleman lounging carelessly alongside their nude female companion, my only observation was, ‘Look. No shoes.’ Even then I knew what really counted.

Although shoes are regarded as accessories, the truth is that the shoe is more often the hero of an outfit than the companion. Long ago I realized that far more people pay attention to how your feet are shod than they do to the dress, coat or suit you might be wearing. I attribute this partly to the fact that, because it is so much safer to gaze at the ground than at someone’s body, many people avoid eye contact by staring at the floor, and partly to the fact that footwear seems a less personal territory to comment on. But it is also because everyone likes a great pair of shoes.

Vogue: the shoe is a wonderful reminder of how integral to appearance the choice of shoe is. Fashion photographs convey an idea created by the fashion editor and the photographer, and in many of these pictures it is clear that the shoes are a vital component in achieving this. Imagine a different pair of shoes and the whole picture changes. But in everyday life, too, shoes dictate so much of how we come across.

Shoes literally carry us. They cradle our weight, add to our height, alter our posture and affect our bearing. They are transforming in a way that few other items of clothing are, and in either their delicacy or their practical sturdiness they are essential to the way we appear.

When fashion changes course, the movement can often be charted via the footwear of the moment. Take as an example when the shoulder-padded sophisticate of much Eighties fashion photography, hailing taxis from the pavement, working from a high-rise office, morphed into the complete opposite – the teenage sylph of grunge who dominated the fashion of the early Nineties. That character was reliant on a Converse-style sneaker or a heavy clog rather than the heels of the previous executive style, and is shown in these pages in the work of Corinne Day. Those shoes were one-shot indicators of a new embrace of reality.

And at the other end of the spectrum the high-voltage, glam-rock style of the mid-Seventies, seen here in photographs by David Bailey and Guy Bourdin among others, was dependent on show-stopping, show-off high platform heels. These were shoes that had as much personality as any person who dared to wear them – male or female.

Whatever the style, shoes have a message to be heard, and nowhere is it clearer than in this collection of some of the best fashion images of their age.
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Vogue normally prefers close-ups for covers yet, over the century, the shoe has taken pride of place. Creating a striking head-to-toe image requires both physical manipulation on behalf of the model and compositional prowess on behalf of the photographer. The impact of fabulous legs and shoes, as well as a beautiful face, cannot be underestimated. For the best part of a century, fashions decreed that heels should be in harmony with one’s style, like the slender white heels worn in an illustrated cover by Harriet Meserole (1925). The accessory was seen as a conversation piece about taste by John Rawlings (1945) and the vital finishing touch in the seasonal game of ‘What to Wear with What,’ pictured by Norman Parkinson in a playful mirror image (1957). In the new millennium, the shoe became imbued with attitude. A punkish Stella Tennant raises her leg in fierce black stilettos shot by Corinne Day (2003); Gisele strikes a pose on a December cover, her limbs stretched to the max by Mario Testino (2011); Natalia Vodianova welcomes in the New Year in Marilyn Monroe pose in red heels by Tesh (2004) and an insouciant Alexa Chung champions the return of the clog by Alasdair McLellan (2010). In an art gallery, gliding over the marble near the Taj Mahal or lying on the sand – the shoe does indeed make the woman.
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Throughout the history of Vogue, the shoe has been afforded a heroic status. The ever-changing mode for heel heights, toe shapes, decorative effects and materials has been meticulously recorded, with each shift celebrated as a harbinger of the times ahead. Shoes not only came to be seen as adornment for the feet but were interpreted as a cipher for fashion, an object of dreams as well as a barometer of women’s evolving roles.

‘Volumes might be written on the romance of shoes, from those most famous shoes which belonged to Cinderella and the red dancing shoes of the sad little fairytale, to the gleaming white satin in which the bride takes the last short walk of her girlhood and the worn ballet slippers that have twinkled in the limelight to the accompaniment of thunderous applause.’

‘And how expressive of character is our footwear! Watching the feet go by one may learn almost as much as by looking in the faces of their wearers. Women have always understood the importance of shoes,’ writes Vogue in 1920.

Volumes have indeed been published and accompanied by the most lavish and fantastical of shoots, realized by the greatest lens-men of the era, from George Hoyningen-Huene to Adolph de Meyer, Guy Bourdin, Norman Parkinson, David Bailey, Bruce Weber, Corinne Day, Nick Knight, Raymond Meier, Mario Testino and Tim Walker. Vogue has always delighted in considering the ‘meaning’ of shoes and what they might reveal about character and the desires and aspirations of the era.

In the early decades, precisely because fashions in clothing were governed by propriety and, during wartime, by pragmatism, the shoe was a permissible flight of fancy. In October 1950, the cover image, shot by Anthony Denney, featured a veiled beauty clasping a Rayne topaz velvet pump, her red-painted lips about to kiss the glimmering gold sole. Vogue knows that every woman has the capacity to fall in love with shoes and, even, their creators.

Shoemakers and designers started appearing on the pages with increasing frequency. The humble cobbler was raised to a new starry status, with the impact of their work praised in the language of dream fulfilment. Breakthroughs in manufacturing technology as well as aesthetics were rewarded with striking imagery and witty prose. As hemlines rose, affording more attention on feet and ankles, designs became more audacious, spurred on by the invention of the spiky stiletto heel. To balance and dance gracefully on these leg-lengthening, needle-thin points was considered the quintessence of chic: a triumph of style over the quotidian.
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Mario Testino, March 2012

Cover girl Lana Del Rey, pop’s enigmatic songstress, poses in a Forties pin-up stance dolled up in red stiletto, ballet-inspired heels by Talbot Runhof. The bittersweet connotations of mythic red shoes seem in perfect accord with the melancholy of her voice and heart-wrenching lyrics. To note: Lana Del Rey arrived at the shoot in white Converse.
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Francois Halard, April 2013

‘Curating’ a shoe collection is an indulgence of which Vogue implicitly approves. This line-up of Roger Vivier’s designs belongs to Ines de la Fressange, who joined the house as an ambassadress to work with creative director Bruno Frisoni. Vivier perfected a vast lexicon of styles, from Elizabeth II’s coronation slippers to Brigitte Bardot’s thigh-high boots and Catherine Deneuve’s pilgrim pump in Luis Buñuel’s classic film Belle de Jour (1967). With his imagination and daring, Frisoni has reinvented Vivier for a new generation.



The ladylike tropes that dominated the first half of the 20th century were usurped first by the pop explosion of the Sixties and later by the psychosexual dramas and exotic adventures of the Seventies. Image-makers and writers revelled in the delicious subtext of shoes. ‘We should at all times keep a strict watch on the activities of the feet. Because they are the furthest extremities, we are told, it is the feet that above all take on a life of their own, especially in conversation, twisting, shuffling, tapping out their version of what their owner is really thinking,’ writes Vogue in 1978. In the Eighties, shiny patent leathers, lavish decorative effects and corset lacings spoke in the language of sex, money and power. Shoes were seen as weapons, striding across boardrooms and bedrooms only to be replaced by the quieter minimalist mood of the Nineties and the disarming appeal of grunge.

The heel came back in the Noughties in hyper-individualized form. Pyrotechnic designs inspired by such diverse references as Japanese anime, the Eiffel Tower and the armadillo made the statement shoe more potent than clothing itself.

‘The shoe, like the handbag, is one of the few clear status symbols we have left. In the last hundred years many of them – the hat, the glove, the pearls – have fallen away from our everyday lives. And so the old cliché that you can tell a gentleman by his shoes has become increasingly true of women, too,’ comments Vogue in 2010, echoing the message of those early issues.

Vogue has always seen the shoe as a thrilling form of escapism. In establishing a lexicon of styles, the magazine has remained remarkably libertarian and as willing to embrace fetishistic cuissardes (thigh-high boots) as ladylike courts or childlike Mary Janes. Nearly as much attention has been lavished on shoes as on portraiture, whether it is the humble clog or a hand-embroidered haute-couture ‘Cinderella’ heel.

Throughout the century, clear patterns have emerged. The Vogue woman holds the Cinderella shoe close to her heart – an evergreen symbol of fantasy and dreaming. Her idyllic Town and Country lifestyle has made way for a constant search for the best in urban chic as well as the most rugged of rural styles. A fascination with subcultures has manifested in all manner of Cult style shoes, from winkle-pickers to yeti boots. Over the years, Vogue has indulged in vivid Summer Dreaming, with many pairs of lissom limbs raised on strappy heels and caught beachcombing in pretty sandals. The bizarre and sexually extreme has also been allowed to stride across the pages, satisfying our taste for wild imaginings of Fetish and Fantasia.

Whatever the genus of shoe, editors continue to share a tacit understanding with their readers: comfort and practicality will always remain secondary (and rather tedious) considerations. Of course, Vogue women – vital, smart, witty and gracious – can carry off the most outrageous shoes with elegance and elevate the plainest-speaking of designs with pizzazz. What counts is an appreciation of style and indefatigable appetite for innovation.

With the globalization of the fashion business and the digital shopping revolution, there is a constant stream of ‘novelty’ at our fingertips. Fashion’s swift changes have intensified our relationship with shoes. Each season ushers in new species – mind-boggling hybrids that inspire desire not just for footwear but for fashion itself. Looking back through a century of Vogue, one thing is certain: the shoe will always be an object of wonder.


cinderella



The magical shoe has been a leading narrative since British Vogue published its first issues in 1916. Throughout the decades, editors, stylists and photographers have reinterpreted, subverted and re-translated classic fairytales and myths, creating a wealth of beguiling imagery that tantalizes with dazzling beauty and promise.

‘If Cinderella wore slippers as charming as these of white satin trimmed with oval buckles of large brilliants and a loop of satin and topped by flesh-coloured silk stockings with Chantilly lace insertions – then, of course, one quite understands the end of the fairytale,’ writes Vogue in 1919 for a spring shoe story. Photographed by Baron Adolph de Meyer, it features close-up frames of embellished dress hems, silk stockings and heels. Vogue was complicit in understanding that shoes have their own ‘language’ and ‘status’, and the readers were versed in the nuances.

With fairytale shoes, fantasy will always be allowed to trump function. Cinderella’s delicate slippers are just one of a family of styles that encompasses dance and ballet pumps, court shoes, strappy sandals and thigh-high ‘Prince Charming’ boots. The imaginative prowess, the richness of materials and the decorative flair are the elements deemed lens-worthy. Heels in satin, brocade and lace, adorned with feathers and semi-precious jewels, dripping with beading and dazzling with sequins, were seen to spin, jump, pose and high-kick across pages in dream-rich narratives that were renewed and re-appropriated to chime with the times.

In the Fifties, the thoroughbred debutante dominated and was pictured in ballrooms and parlours. By the Seventies, Vogue’s Cinderella heroine was seen dancing in the moonlight on Mediterranean terraces, while the era of grunge repositioned her in stripped-back quarters, with no stockings and barely a stick of furniture. Whatever the locale or the epoch, these glittering shoes would be pictured as highly prized trophies and accompanied by rhapsodic headlines.

The makers and designers of Cinderella shoes, including Edward Rayne, Roger Vivier, Salvatore Ferragamo, Jimmy Choo, Manolo Blahnik, Christian Louboutin, Bruno Frisoni, Charlotte Olympia and Nicholas Kirkwood, also appear on the pages and are consistently praised for their pleasure-enhancing talent and craft.

Over the decades, Vogue has explored the social and cultural currency of the fairytale shoe, underlining its potent pull-on desire and value as a totemic symbol. One of the magazine’s favourite features is the unveiling of a shoe cupboard. A glimpse of Kate Moss’s reveals multiple pairs of Louboutins. The message: ‘collecting’ is a perfectly permissible indulgence.
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