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introduction


head over heels


p Aptly headlined “Electrifying”, this still-life shot from August 1972 epitomizes the decade of glam rock and the fashion heyday of the platform shoe. The key words that ruled all dress codes at the time were: flamboyant, camp and theatrical. It was the era of vertigo-inducing platform heels – the higher the better – that came in a kaleidoscopic mix of vibrant, zingy shades and were worn by the rock-star gods of the day, David Bowie, Rod Stewart, Elton John, their fans and anyone who desired to be listed among the fashionable set. These coordinating shades of electric pink, egg-yolk yellow, coral, mustard yellow, lime and the occasional hint of black, originating from the design studios of the Chelsea Cobbler, Charles Jourdan and Christian Dior, were at the height of fashion then – and would be so now.


There is an indefinable magic, mystique and fascination about high-heeled shoes that surpasses all understanding or logic. How can you explain that the simple act of arching your foot, pointing your toes and gently slipping them into a pair of towering heels can be such a powerful experience – physically, psychologically and emotionally?


Heels remain, after five hundred years, an enhancement of stature, status and sex appeal. The height of the heel is mostly irrelevant. It could be a delicate Dior kitten heel, a low block-heeled slingback from Chanel, a towering stiletto from Saint Laurent, a flower-adorned confection from Prada or an erotic Balenciaga bondage strappy sandal. As long as it elevates and enchants, the heel has satisfied the wearer and her audience. Vogue proclaimed as long ago as 1950 that “a length of pretty, pretty legs, were usually made to seem prettier and more slender because of the high pointed heel”.


By wearing the right heels, a woman can assume a limitless variety of personas: the mood can switch from whimsical theatricality to hard-core utility, from ladylike elegance to aggressive sexuality or power dressing at its finest. The style possibilities are as endless as the infinite shoe designs. Slimming the ankle, adding definition to the calves and elongating the thighs, heels physically transform the wearer into a more elevated, even eminent, version of herself. But, as Vogue has charted over the past hundred years, by stepping into a pair of heels, a woman’s personality is instantly transformed.
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Crazy as it may seem, the mere act of purchasing a pair of high heels conjures instantaneous joy for many women. Pulses race, adrenalin pumps and those marvellous feel-good endorphins surge around the body at the thrill of it all. High heels, unlike high fashion, do not care about the size nature made you, or your age, or your bank balance. Investing in a luxury designer outfit usually comes with an extravagant price tag but, these days, high heels are affordable to all – which is why the heeled shoe is probably the most potent example of fashion devotion and infatuation.


Alexandra Shulman, Editor-in-Chief of British Vogue for


25 years until 2017, has always adored high heels, whether they were in fashion or not. “Heels not only add height, but they affect the way you move and how you feel. Your pelvis presses forward and your shoulders move back. You are upright and primed. And when your body feels that way it is easier to act that way. And anyone who thinks there is something anti-feminist about heels should consider that they can empower you as much as, or possibly more than, a shoe that mimics a man’s – a brogue or a trainer or heaven forbid, a Jesus sandal” (Vogue, November 2015).


History reveals that heels have not always been so egalitarian. By the second half of the 16th century, a law was passed in the UK prohibiting anyone beneath the rank of “gentry” from wearing heels, as they represented privilege, class and status. Thankfully the class barrier, when it comes to heels, has long been swept away.


By definition, any pair of shoes alters the effect of what you wear. Throw on a pair of trendsetting sneakers, even with their inflated price tag, mannish flatform brogues or even chic ballet flats and you may be stylish and insouciant, but sexy? Non! It’s the same as the style disparity between Hollywood legends Marilyn Monroe and Katharine Hepburn. One exemplified the Fifties ideal of provocative sex symbol teetering on her instantly recognizable heels, while the other represented the sexually androgynous and elegantly dressed female in trousers and tomboyish flats.


The power and prestige associated with heels is apparent in the opening scenes of the 2006 movie The Devil Wears Prada. Here, a stream of immaculately dressed fashionistas, in towering heels, hail cabs to get to work. When Anne Hathaway, as the naive graduate Andy, takes the subway to her first day at Runway magazine in a nondescript outfit with low-heeled boots, the disparity could not be clearer. Her lowly status is confirmed from the get-go.


i “First shoe of its kind ever to devastate a dance floor – a stripling of pink satin, its back a full-blown, silk petalled rose, stemming from the slenderest green stalk of a heel. The effect? As though a little garden had followed you to the party.” So runs the caption for this whimsical June 1957 cover image of an exquisite fuchsia-pink strappy sandal bedecked with silk rose petals. To place the utterly feminine Delman high-heeled sandal at the centre of the cover acutely highlights the sartorial importance of the shoe in the Fifties. And nothing has changed – it’s easy to imagine wearing these sandals today with an evening dress or jeans.


f There’s something utterly compelling about this April 2005 image, from Mona Johannesson’s sultry gaze and provocative pose to the daredevil platform heels. The shoes, with their medley of animal prints and skins, are a heady mix of the alluring and the exotic.
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Andy’s appearance, and thus her life, are transformed when she turns to Nigel, played by Stanley Tucci, to oversee a sweeping style makeover. When she emerges in Chanel thigh-high boots, a tweed mini and black jacket, fully made-up with her hair sleekly blow- dried, she is no longer the ugly duckling, but a swan. By donning the heels (and ultimate power-dressing ensemble), she exudes style, status, subliminal wealth, sophistication and a deep-seated confidence – proof, if it were needed, that heels = power.


A pair of similarly evocative, black, over-the-knee boots appear in the earlier Cinderella-makeover film Pretty Woman (1990). This shiny, patent pair may not have been as classy, but they are unforgettable. And, true to the fairy tale, Vivian, played by Julia Roberts, does win the heart of her Prince Charming, once she has adjusted her fashion. As Christian Dior said, “You can never take too much care over the choice of your shoes. Too many women think that they are unimportant, but the real proof of an elegant woman is what is on her feet.”


When Marilyn Monroe, as the voluptuous, head-turning, breathlessly innocent Sugar Kane, hurriedly wiggled along the station platform in the 1959 classic Some Like It Hot, she not only made movie history, but also shoe history. That brief yet inspirational scene became one of the silver screen’s truly iconic moments, thanks to Monroe’s passionate love affair with Ferragamo’s high-heeled shoes. During her career, Ferragamo personally crafted more than 40 pairs of high heels for her. As she famously said, “Give a girl the right pair of shoes and she’ll conquer the world.” And there’s no doubt that in her lifetime she did just that by becoming one of the most photographed and famous women of the 20th century.


Fast-forward to 1998 and we were introduced to possibly the most shoe-obsessed character ever to hit television screens in the hugely successful series Sex and the City. The fabulous Carrie Bradshaw, played by Sarah Jessica Parker, single-handedly introduced the watching world to Manolo Blahnik and Jimmy Choo. They were thrust into the fashion spotlight, placed on the same pedestal as the most influential clothes designers or, in some cases, on a superior footing. It was no longer about the “must-have outfit”. It was all about the “It” shoe. In recounting the now infamous mugging scene, Carrie says, “And then he said give me your Manolo Blahniks, which I thought was a joke, and the next thing I know I’m barefoot on a New York City sidewalk


i In a similar fashion to the dynamic working relationship between the Parisian shoe couturier Roger Vivier and the haute couturier Christian Dior, in London the Royal Warrant holder Sir Edward Rayne allied his formidable skills with those of renowned British couturier Hardy Amies. In this sepia-tinted, black-and-white cover photograph for the March 1950 issue, the model wears a Hardy Amies black satin sheath dress with tiers of dotted tulle and a matching stole, accessorized with a pair of Rayne black kitten-heeled pumps with an embellished buckle. She embodies the couture ideal of the Fifties: romantically feminine and artfully sophisticated.
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i In 1947, 18-year-old Barbara Mullen, while working at the Bergdorf Goodman department store, had her Cinderella moment whenVogue wished to photograph a dress that did not fit any of their fashion models as it had been custom-made to fit Mullen’s slender frame. The strapline below that first picture read,


“The New Beauty is Part Attitude”. And Mullen had plenty of that.


She went on to become one of the most expensive models in the world, working with every major photographer of the time. Norman Parkinson took this regal image of her for the November 1956Vogue


cover on location at the white marble city Mysore, in India. Mullen wears white calf court shoes by Rayne and a white Witchcraft lace dress by Julian Rose. There is no doubt that in this photograph the Irish-American model assumes the mantle of a grand society lady, defined by a haughty air of mystery.


in the middle of summer.” In a later episode, bemoaning her life as a singleton, she utters the unforgettable words, “With no man in sight, I decided to rescue my ankles from a life of boredom by purchasing too many pairs of Jimmy Choo shoes.” Thus, a programme designed to explore the nuances of romantic life in New York became a pivotal moment in shoe history.


Today’s powerful and influential style icons intrinsically understand the transformative power that high heels bring to any designer ensemble. Look at the street-style photographs of Vogue


editors, fashion directors or stylists taken during the international round of fashion shows and you will see them wearing sublime examples of high heels. Their personal style and influence are now as important as that of the catwalk models and celebrities. Everything they wear is scrutinized and copied by millions of women around the world. Thanks to all the Vogue women, heels are eternally propelled into the fashion spotlight.


In simplistic terms, the enduring love affair with the high heel can be easily explained. For many women, heels make them feel devastatingly attractive. A minority adore them for their mesmerizing beauty alone yet never wear them; some relish how they enhance the contours of their legs; others require the elevated stance that confers status and power. Then there are women who wear eye-wateringly expensive heels to make a definitive sartorial statement about wealth. Whatever the reason, as long as they provide the “feel-good” factor, a woman will be happy.


It would be disingenuous to even pretend that a woman is unaware of the aphrodisiac link between sex, the shoe and the foot. Since time immemorial, the heel has always been a potent weapon in the art of seduction. As Suzy Menkes, Vogue’s international editor, so candidly wrote in August 2014 about killer heels, “Of course, we know that it is all about sex. Stilettos are erotic, acting as tools of sexual arousal. Any high heel makes thighs tighten as the body sways. How did Pippa Middleton get her seductive bridesmaid derrière at her sister’s royal wedding? Where would Marilyn’s wiggle have come from, if not her high-heeled Ferragamo court shoes?”


With an aphrodisiac allure similar to that of the corset, high- heeled shoes caress, define and decorate the foot to make it appear more petite, sensuous and intoxicating. And both have a similar stimulating effect on the male of the species. As Francesco Russo, the shoe designer responsible for creating some of the most exciting
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i This Bruno Magli silver kid, barely-there sandal, enhanced by a “handful of rhinestones”, was photographed for the June 1966 issue, when London was firmly in the grip of the Swinging Sixties. The formal structured silhouette of Dior’s New Look had been replaced by Twiggy’s androgynous, colt-legged ingénue, who wore almost childlike clothes. As hemlines rose ever higher, heels were the lowest they had been for decades. Roger Vivier, closely followed by Sir Edward Rayne, were the two shoe designers who led the seismic move away from the narrow pointy toe and stiletto heel to this refreshingly simple, elegant style of shoe with its low block heel, which was to dominate the decade.


p This image from June 1977 exudes happiness and a certainjoie-de-vivre attitude associated with summers in the sun. Why else would you be wearing just a vast white embroidered towel, accessorized with Charles Jourdan canary-yellow canvas sandals with glossy gold heels and David Morris diamond and emerald drop earrings and necklace?


and sexy shoes of this century, including the now-legendary YSL Tribute platform shoe in 2009, unequivocally stated, “Shoes equal sex.” And if heels are defined as a sexual object, then the stiletto is the epitome, the holy grail of gratification, inspiring intense devotion. Back in the Thirties, one of England’s leading authorities on fashion history, Cecil Willett Cunnington, wrote, “The modern Amazon shoots arrows into the ground with her feet, and strikes two-fold pleasure-pain, imagined or real, into the fantasy of the male.” How remarkably prescient were his views.


It’s impossible to write about heels and ignore the surreal and revolutionary advertising campaigns photographed by Guy Bourdin for Charles Jourdan in the Seventies. He rejected the conventional still-life image of a shoe and staged scenes almost like a film still, telling stories that were often erotic, sensual and disturbing. His shockingly thought-provoking images were credited with transforming the fortunes of the company, and shoemakers today are constantly inspired by his work.


The birth of porn photography in the 1890s established the “curious convention of depicting women stripped of their clothes with the exception of their shoes”, wrote Elizabeth Semmelhack in the chapter “The Allure of Power” in Shoes: Pleasure & Pain,
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