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ABSTRACT

This paper will take the recent international chic of the
Chinoiserie fashion as a point of departure to explore the fabri-
cation of identity and desire at the end of the twentieth century.
This fashion trend can be read socio-politically in light of the
historic transition of Hong Kong sovereignty from Britain to the
Mainland China on 1 July, 1997. It can also be examined psy-
chically as a nostalgic lamentation for the lost empire. As a dy-
namic imbrication of the political and the sexual, it thus turns out
to be an overdetermined site/sight of cultural ambivalence.

Therefore, situating at the intersection of fashion theory
and postcolonial studies, this paper will be divided into three
parts to explore how China as a sign is de-signed in the con-
temporary Chinoiserie fashion. Part | traces the theoretical apo-
ria of the surface model vs. the depth model in contemporary
fashion studies by foregrounding respectively the depoliticized
and dehistoricized tendency of the former and the pitfall of im-
plied cultural essentialism of the latter. Part 1| takes the British
fashion designer John Galliano, currently the head designer for
the house of Christian Dior, as our major example to untangle
the complexities of the Chinoiserie fashion in light of gay sub-
culture and drag aesthetics. Part || attempts to further mix Homi
K. Bhabha’s “colonial fetishism” and Judith Butler's “gender
melancholia” in a wish to theorize a dis-oriented, post-Orientalist
transvestism to map out the multiple cross-cultural and cross-
gender fabrications of China.
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It is time to hurry. Before very long the Orient will no lon-
ger exist. We are perhaps the last of its contemplators.
—QGustave Flaubert, Correspondance'

“The true Chinese tunic, flat and slit.”
—Roland Barthes, The Fashion System

China was objects. And absence. M. has a mustard-gold
liquescent silk robe that belonged to a lady i waiting at
the court of the Dowager Empress, she said.

—Susan Sontag, “Project for a Trip to China”

All of a sudden in the year of 1997, Western capitalist society
was crowded with women in close-fitting shifts with the mandarin
collar. Christrian Dior’s diaphanous bias-cut gown, heavy with em-
broidery and soft sexy shawl dress decorated with tassels, occupied
the center stage of media focus. They seemed to share the same exotic
inspiration from Chinoiserie in a wish to create a new sense of ro-
mance and femininity. From the catwalk to the street, Western
women at the end of the twentieth century were indulging themselves
in opulent Chinoiserie fashions, an unsettling seductive style am-
bivalently fraught with the scent of Orientalism,

A fashion critic in the March 1997 Vogue magazine summarized
this fashion phenomenon as follows: “Willow leaves gilded Prada’s
mandarin-collared tops and skirts as elegantly as any on a Chinese
red-lacquer screen, while Albert Ferretti’s satin gowns frothed with
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blowzy roses. Emporio Armani’s daintly beaded skirts recalled a
fading nostaligia for pre-1911 revolution days. And at Dolce & Gab-
bana the oriental embroidery on Buddha-blue dresses was inspired,
say the two designers, by Fifties floral bedcovers, mad luxurious with
chiffon and silk, and hand embroidery” (201). In other words, any
fashion item taking up the element of Chineiserie in 1997 became
immediately and undoubtedly chic. Chinoiserie is on the cutting edge
of fashion trends that spread nationwide.

This obsessive fashion phenomenon has been chiefly approached
from the political and psychoanalytical perspectives: Hong Kong’s
return to China was taken as the major motivation for this nostalgic
and excessive indulgence. It could be read socio-politically in light of
the historic transition of Hong Kong sovereignty from Britain to the
Mainland China on 1 July, 1997; it could also be examined psychi-
cally as a nostalgic Jamentation for the lost empire. It was at this time
that the Chinoiserie fashion began to exercise its peculiar sway over
the Western imagination, a fashion style epitomized as an eroticized
vision of the imaginary China endowed with deviant and transgres-
sive sexuality.

However, the complexity of this Chinoiserie fashion cannot be
explained away by merely taking the handover of Hong Kong to Chi-
na in July 1997 as the direct reference or by simply repeating the cli-
chéd argument that Western imperialist fantasy tends to fetishize the
Oriental costume as a mixture of the exotic and the erofic. As a dy-
namic imbrication of the political and the sexual and as an overde-
termined site/sight of cultural ambivalence, this international chic
asks for a more “fashionable” discourse to map out its cross-cultural
and even cross-gender fabric-ation of identification and desire at the
end of the twentieth century. We need to ask more probing questions
to explore the extent to which this Chinoiserie fashion foregrour.ds
both a socio-political crisis of the late twentieth century and a theore-
tical crisis of posicolonial discourse.

In art history, Chinoiserie refers to a style in art reflecting Chi-
nese influence through use of eleborate decoration and intricate pat-
terns (French, from chirois, Chinese, from chine, China). It remained
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popular from the seventeenth century through the nineteenth century,
leaving its Chinese motifs in many baroque- and rococo-styled art
pieces and decorative items, such as furniture, pottery and textiles. It
is significant to use the word Chinoiserie fashion, instead of Chinese-
styled clothing, to describe this new fashion trend since the word it-
self is always already a Western invention, 2 fantasized projection of
China. In this sense, the Royal Pavillion at Brighton in England, one
of the most extravagant expressions of Chinoiserie designed by Eng-
lish architect John Nash (1752-1835), might stand as a more impor-
tant locale in terms of creative inspiration for this fashion trend than
the Forbidden City in China. Similarly, the textile pattern of a bed-
cover or the Wedgewood Chinoiserie might have mote influence on
this fashion trend than the traditional Chinese vestimentary codes of
the mandarin collar, the knot buiton and the side slit.

Therefore, situating at the intersection of fashion theory and
postcolonial studies, this paper will be divided into three parts to ex-
plore how China as a sign 1s de-signed in the contemporary Chinois-
erie fashion. Part I will trace the theoretical aporia of the surface
model vs. the depth model in current fashion studies by foregrounding
respectively the depoliticized and dehistoricized tendency of the
former and the pitfall of implied cultural essentialism of the latter.
Part 11 will take the British fashion designer John Galliano, currently
the head designer for the house of Christian Dior, as our major exam-
ple to untangle the complexities of the Chinoiserie fashion, He is cho-
sen not only because of his astonishingly experimenta) design for CD
that actually initiated this Chinoiserie trend, but also because of his
multi-cultural background (Spanish, British and French), his hiaison
with gay subculture and his immersion in drag aesthetics. Part ITT will
further mix Homi K. Bhabha’s “colonial fetishism” and Judith But-
ler’s “gender melancholia” in a wish to theorize a dis-oriented, post-
Orientalist transvestism in which layers of indeterminate meaning
intersect with one another.
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The Mixreading of Fashion De-sign

Before we probe into the phenomenon of the glamorous chic of
Chinoiserie, we need to disentangle first the theoretical aporia of the
surface model vs. the depth model we might encounter in our fol-
lowing fashion analysis. In the predominant postmodern fashion dis-
course, the metaphysics of depth is displaced by the rhetoric of sur-
face. Fashion is regarded as the infinite complexity of a play of sur-
faces that knows no end: “fashion is profound in its superficiality”
(Taylor 167). Surface without depth, style without substance, fashion
thus becomes an exemplary site for exploring the transition of the
symbol to the sign in the late capitalist, postmodern era. According to
Jean Baudrillard, the formal logic of fashion is the fogic of differen-
tiation, the abstract, compulsive innovation of signs, empty but bril-
liant,

[E]verything is sign, pure sign. Nothing has presence nor
history, and yet everything is full of reference: Oriental,
Scottish, early American, etc. All these objects merely
possess a characteristic singularity: in difference (their
mode of referentiality) they are abstract, and are combined
precisely by virtue of this abstraction.’

As an enclosed world of abstraction, fashion in Baudrillard’s argu-
ment functions meticulously as an all-encompassing sign system of
circulation and consumption. Objects are inevitably eviscerated of
their substance and history, reduced to the pure state of making a dif-
ference from other objects in the sign system.

However, the fascination for fashion stands ambivalently as a
passion for novelty and as a nostalgia for the past. On the one hand,
beauty becomes an effect of coded difference from what went before
under fashion’s dictate of planned obsolescence. On the other hand,
fashion is always retro, an immediate and total recycling of past
forms. It can successfully recycle any object that was once endowed
with cultural specificity as a styled simulation, no matter whether it is
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Oriental, Scottish, or early American. Summarized in the Baudnllar-
dian style, fashion is the ecstasy of the beautiful: simulation is the
ecstasy of the real.’

When fashion is thus theorized as coded difference and stylized
abstraction in postmodern discourse, it entatls inevitably a depoliti-
cized and dehistoricized tendency towards history and cultural differ-
ence. As Gail Faurschou has pointed out, “in the spectacular world of
fashion, history is frantically and fantastically restaged in any, or in
all its moments, all at once, as the now de-temporalized past ever
immediately and instantaneously present” (235). In facing this post-
modernist plundering of styles taken from the past or from other cul-
tures, many critics endeavor to break the alleged neutrality of post-
modernity by foregrounding the appropriation of the Third World by
Western imperialism. We can take Iris Marion Young’s argument in
“Women Recovering Our Clothes” as an example:

The fantasy of fashion, moreover, often has specifically
exploitative and imperialist aspects. Fashion imagery may
be drawn indiscriminately from many places and times,
and the clothes themselves come from all over the world,
usually sewn by very poorly paid women. The fashion
fantasies level and dehistoricize these times and places,
often contributing to the commodification of an exotic
Third World at the same time that they obscure the real
imperialism and exploitation that both the fantasies and re-
alities for clothes enact. (209)

The issues of the economic exploitation and eroticized commodifica-
tion of the Third World are critically interrogated here to examine the
imperialist gesture of Western fashion.

As a term itself implying the dichotomy of tradition/modernity,
costume/fashion imposed by Western colonialism, fashion involves
net only capitalist exploitation but also an imperialism of the imagi-
netion. First of all, the Western fashion industry as a destructive ges-
ture of colonialism has helped to globalize the Western modes of
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dress as the universal standard by ebliterating non-European sartorial
systems through the implicated discourse of fashion and modernity
(Rabine 146). Yet ironically the fashion industry as the hegemony of
Western modes of dress has to cannibalize constantly styles of other
cultures as an image bank to “rejuvenate” itself. We can still detect
the same attitude of indignation against appropriation in a more recent
example:

St. Laurent exploits African dress, defined as mode ex-
ofique. Giorgio Armani, the jackets-and-pants man, an-
nounces a new evening line from the seraglio-beaded bod-
ices, exposed midriffs, harem trousers, ankle bracelets.
Jean-Paul Gaultier admits, “I love the ides of taking the
traditional dress from each country and mixing it up.” To-
day’s fashions promote a “kaleidoscope of cultures” gath-
ered together in a “global village.” But the traditional asso-
ciations and cultural meanings of national cuitures are
erased or confused by this mix-up of modern technology
and never-out-of-fagshion piecework and cut-rate labor that
redesigns “native” as an exoticized Other. (Benstock and
Ferriss 7)

While fashion’s capitalist gaze seeks incessantly around the world for
cheap labor and low cost of raw materials for exploitation and profits,
fashion’s desiring gaze searches the world desperately for “looks” to
appropriate. This double appropriation transgresses national, political
and social boundaries to discover new material for economic and cre-
ative exploits.

But who gains and who loses in terms of this stylish buccaneer-
ing? Some might naively believe that “multicultural” fashion can
contribute to a growing awareness of and heightened sensitivity to
other cultures; others indignantly point out that there is no space of
negotiation and resistance under this continuing cultural imperialism
of the Third World by the Western fashion apparatus. Its mix-&-
match is built upon the effacement of cultural differences and histori-
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cal specificities to produce disastrously “a unitary effect of congenial
pluralities that apparently ‘hold-together’ without contradictions”
(Emberley 53).

However, no matter how critical or self-righteous these argu-
ments might sound, there seems to be an inherent pitfall of implied
cultural essentialism in the depth model adopted by many of these
postcolonial counterdiscourses. Let’s take Julia Emberley’s argument
on the Western displacement of the Third World’s reality as an exam-
ple for analysis.

Within a global framework the fashion apparatus circulates
and recircutates the language of representation of the Other
both on the level of the person and body {anonymously)
and on the level of the nation, but with de-politicized neu-
trality or impersonality. The imaginary vehicles of a “first-
world” fashion apparatus can be seen to impersonate a
Third World “reality.” This process personifies the living
experience of the Third World in the one-dimensional per-
sona of the paper real-image. (50)

The “presence” or “authenticity” of the Third World is presupposed
in her argument in order to launch a critique of distortion, reduction,
effacement and displacement. The language of representation is ap-
plied in contrast to the language of simulation and impersonation of
postmodernity to degrade the latter as viciously one-dimensional mis-
representations.

Obviously, these “deep” interpretative tendencies imply a “rep-
ressive hypothesis” that designates a tradition to return, a truth to be
disclosed and a reality to be discovered. They enact a metaphysics of
interiority that might avoid the Baudrillardian seduction of sign in
favor of the deep interpretations of Ideology-Criticism. In Mark C.
Taylor’s words, this architecture of “unfashionable” style of inter-
pretation translates poorly the latent into the manifest by laying bare
the undcrlymg historical, psychological, social, economic processes
(171-72).* It is no wonder that it has become increasingly difficult to
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take a stand: we are urged to swerve away from a metaphysics of
presence in the postmodern age of simulacra and hyperreality; we are
invited to intervene into this imbrication of colonialization and capi-
talization of the Third World by the Western fashion industry. The
logic of the symbol and representation required m most ideological
critique seems to be totally incompatible with the logic of the sign
and simulacra highlighted in most postmodern rhetoric. Even worse,
this depth model vs. the surface model can be further elaborated in
postcoloniality into the shi/xu interpretative machinery operating like
a polarized moral and esthetic dichotomy: history vs. {antasy, truth vs.
lie, authentic vs. fake (Chow),

Therefore, how can we be fashionably political without falling
into the pitfall of cultural essentialism and be playfully seductive
without being lost in a nihilistic indeterminacy? As the contemporary
French fashion designer Jean Paul Gaultier has boldly declared: “I
love the jdea of taking the traditional dress from each country and
mixing it up” (qtd. in Benstock and Ferriss 7); Mix-&-Match stands
in contemporary fashion discourse not enly as a creative tactic of
cross-cultural plundering but also as one of the most fashionable
practical strategies for dealing with material and style. Now this idea
will be further elaborated below into a fashionably political way of
reading to map out a fabric of intertextuality full of traces of disjunc-
tion and difference. “Mixreading” tends not to “fix” but to “mix”
meanings, making them constantly changing and potentially ambigu-
ous. What is enacted in the following is not necessarily a “misread-
ing” of the 1997 Chinoiserie, but it is definitely a “mixreading” of it.

Therefore, in light of this reading strategy, the Chinoiserie
fashion trend initiated at the turn of 1997 by the British fashion des-
igner John Galliano will not be exclusively reduced to the handover
of Hong Kong to China in July 1997 as the only referential foundation,
nor will the Dior gitls in the S-shaped dress with the mandarin collar
decorated with the African Masai choker be pinned down as merely
the exoticization of the Third Werld. Chinoiserie of 1997 will be read
instead in the multiplicity of meaning con-textualized in cultural dis-
location and hybridization. If there is ne pure, original China to return,
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there should be no simple, direct appropriation to enact.
The Seduction of Aesthetic Hybridity

Since graduating from St. Martin’s School of Art in London in
1984, John Galtiano (1960- ) has won British Fashion Designer of the
Year a record number of times and is known as one of the most highly
inventive and original fashion designers of the late twenticth century.
He was appointed head designer for the house of Givenchy in 1995
and took over the house of Dior in 1996. It was exactly Christian
Dior’s 1997 Spring-Summer haute couture collection “Masai Woman
Warrior vs. Chinese Prostitute” and 1997-98 Fall-Winter prét-d-porter
collection “Calendar Poster Beauty of Shanghai” that initiated the
Chinoiserie chic. But before we look closely at these two major fash-
ion shows, we should have a general survey of Galliano’s perfor-
mance in the 80s and early 90s to grasp some of his characteristics if
not eccentricities in fashion design.

Galliano’s avant-garde collections have always been aimed at
creating excitingly theatricai effects of romantic longing and whimsi-
cal charm: “his frademark is romance—the romance of unfettered
fantasy, of quixotic garments spun out of garments of the past”
(McDowell). Since his early years, he has been fascinated with period
detail: he raids history for ideas “from the Highlands of Scotland to
the Russian steppes, from thirties—style sleek evening gowns, to kilts,
tulle bail gowns, farthingales, frock coats, hourglass silhouettes and
1940s gangster garb” (Callan 108). His talent, recognized by both
fashion critics and customers, rests exactly upon his ability to take
inspiration from diverse historical and cultural sources to create a
completely new look. The mixed elements of traditional styles are
transformed into highly contemporary pieces of precision tailoring
and bias cutting.

By the early nineties, the theme of cultural clashes appeared in
his creative spectrum and a voluptuous, even décadent, quality
seemed to become increasingly prominent. He can put punk and
Egypt together, jostling around Spanish gitls, Parisian hookers and
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Princess Pocahontas. In the “Masai Woman Warrior vs. Chinese
Prostitute” collection, Western models parade on the stage in short,
sexy suits in Dior’s signature with the original ropes of pearls being
“Africanized” as the Masai chokers and the primary New Look sil-
houette being “Chinoiserized” by adding mandarin collars and knot
buttons. By transforming ethnic styles with African and Chinoiserie
mofifs into a new visual experience of beauty, Galliano’s design 1s
immediately considered a great success. This collection pulis off a
teiumph for the beleaguered house of Christian Dior and announces
successfully not only the arrival of a sexy collection for young clients
but also a totally new season of Chinoiserie. Yet as the word “versus”
suggests, the Chinese shawl dress from the first part of the show is
followed by the Masai-inspired corsets and beaded chokers of the
second part without inter-mixing together at this initial stage.

The African and Chinese elements begin to merge in the fol-
lowing collection, “Calendar Posier Beauty of Shanghai.,” As
McDowell has recalled, “some Galliano followers were shocked at
the highly idealized images of high-class Chinese brothels and Ja-
panese houses of pleasure which had crept into his clothes. But, in
fact, it was less the sexual than the exotic element of QOrientalism
which interested him” (195). On the stage, Western orchestra is in-
termingled with the music created by traditional Chinese musical
instruments, while intricately cut, tightly buttoned, miniskirted suits
are coupled with leg-baring, Chinoiserie-inspired dresses with em-
broidery and tassels. As for the uncompromising make-up on the
models’® faces, it immediately recalls Chinese opium dens of the
1920s. In this spectacle of a knowing seduction, models act like cute
and lovely coquettes, flaunting a self-conscious sexual desirability by
leering at the audience and picking their teeth with their fingemails.

However, there is one prominent feature in these “Orientalized”
collections that should not be ignored: the basic S-shape of Christian
Dior’s signature. The impression of bold change in Galliano’s design
is actually achieved by adding “superficial decoration” such as the
mandarin collar and the Masai choker, on to the basic form of Christi-
an Dior’s design. Yet, far from being the solid foundation of Gal-
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liano’s design, the CD signature functions chiefly as a market attrac-
tion and a created heritage; Dior’s New Look can be marvelously
revived in mandarin collars and Masai-inspired beaded chokers. This
picture of the new Dior with ladies in miniskirts and exotic inspira-
tion from Africa and the Orient reminds us immediately of another
master in fashion history, Paul Poiret, strongly influenced by the
erotic appeal of the exoticism of the Ballets Russes and Africa.
Poiret’s “A Thousand and Second Night” party in 1911 and Gal-
liano’s “Masai Woman Warrior vs. Chinese Prostitute” and “Calendar
Poster Beauty of Shanghai” fashion shows in 1997 all operate aes-
thetically and phantasmagorically as a revival of the decorative and
the extravagant of the decadent fin de siécle.

However, in the eyes of many fashion critics armed with post-
colonial political correctness, the experimental and innovative designs
of John Galliano are far from being innocent, nor does the fashion
house of Dior, which he is currently serving as the head designer,
have a clean record. For instance, John Galliano’s 1985 spring col-
lection inspired by the Afghanistan vision has been severely criticized
as producing “an aesthetics of poverty, waste and d. ath that displace
the internal and external problems of exploitation, imperialism and
alienation manufactured by the demands of Western late capitalism”
(Emberley 52). The “dried-blood” color motif has been read as a
deadly transformation of the real into the imaginary in the mythical,
nightmarish image-scape of Afghanistan. Christian Dior’s make-up
line, entitled “Les Coloniales,” by featuring Western white-faced
women with exotic colors encircling the eyes like the plumage on a
wild parrot, has also been attacked as a case of “white mythology”
that distorts the reality of colonialism: “the bloody history of French
colonialism, and the Algerian war is magically transformed, re-
written with the stroke of eye-brow pencils and lipgloss. . . . ‘White
mythology’, a cool and distant look has displaced the face of the des-
ert” (Sawchuk 63).

Inevitably, these earlier fashion critiques of Western imperial-
ism are trapped again in the rhetoric of distortion and displacement.
Instead of presupposing the “reality” of China as the final referent,
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what 1 attempt to do here is to con-textualize the Chinoiserie fashion
in a multiple framing. First of all, Galliano’s obsession with the Chi-
noiserie element has to be reexamined in light of the new “minimal-
ism vs. romanticism,” a constant oscillation in contemporary fashion
discourse. At the turn of the last century, the sartorial dichotomy of
the ornamental vs. the functional was well formulated in early fashion
studies, such as Adolf Loos’s “Omament and Crime” and Thorstein
Veblen’s The Theory of the Leisure Class. It traced the transition of
aesthetic tastes from the aristocratic conspicuous waste and display to
the bourgeois emphasis on simplicity and utility. Under the domi-
nance of the machine aesthetic, the uniformity of men’s clothing de-
void of ornament and decoration was taken as the new standard for
the sophisticated taste of “less is more.”

But, when the same dichotomy is resurrected in the last two
decades of this century, the class distinction and utilitarian preposi-
tion implied in the old binary is no longer functioning: the minimalist
fashion design in chic synthetic fabrics by brand names could be ex-
tremely expansive. Instead, the issue becomes the mner differentia-
tion among avant-garde styles in today’s greatly diversified market.
After several seasons of romantic fantasies, some designers would try
to make a difference by launching a new look of extreme simplicity;
in opposing the minimalist approach, other designers might attempt to
bring back the romantic spirit by creating clothing in luxurious fabric
and decorative details. Among them, the “minimalist” Muccia Prada
and the “Romantic” John Galliano are recognized respectively as the
most prominent creators of these two oscillating fashion trends.

As Melissa Mostyn has succinctly pointed out, “some say the
eastern yen may be a timely response to Hong Kong’s return to China;
but it could simply be that after a few seasons of ugly styling and
cheap-looking nylon fabrics, a little prettiness and luxury bring light
relief” (201). In the eyes of this fashion expert, far from being an in-
ternational political concern, the sensuous touch of the Oriental actu-
ally helps to bring a new sense of opulence and luxury back to fashion.
The richness of the fabric, embroidered, beaded or tasseled, creates
exactly the sense of indulgence and fantasies missed passionately by
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the fashion world. The role of the fabric in creating the new Chinois-
erie look is no less important than the vestimentary codes of mandarin
collars and knot buttons.

Secondly, the Chinoiserie elements evoked by Galliano’s design
function chiefly as a reservoir of images, figures and signs. Instead of
being taken directly from Chinese culture, they have always already
passed through a cultural detour in their complicated interaction
among cultures and through a psychic detour of infricate same-
ness/difference, incorporation/projection. The resurrection of Chi-
noiserie at the end of the twenticth century is no less mspired by the
lure of pre-Revolutionary China or the dimly-lighted opium dens in
the twenties than by Anna May Wong on the screen of the silent film
and Marlene Dietrich it Shanghai Express. It is no less reminiscent of
the Shanghai beauty printed on the calendar poster than the eighteenth
century’s Chinoiserie pattern on a pottery. Similarly, John Galliano’s
1994-95 prét-a-porter collection, “Japonisme,” in his own brand name
demonstrates an equally complicated picture of cultural hybridity in
which the late nineteenth century artistic obsession with Japanese art
is routed through the early eighteenth century artistic obsession with
Chinese art (McDowell 195). It means that Galliano’s vision of
Japoniseme is always already a Chinoiserized Japonisme. This com-
plicated cultural detouring and hybridization makes Galliano’s fash-
ion design imitation copies without originals.

Moreover, the difficulty in differentiating what is “authenti-
cally” Western and “originally” Chinese comes also from the cross-
imbrication of Western modernity influenced by Orientalism and
Chinese modernity under the urge of Westernization. Take ‘cheung-
sam’ for example, it is a term used by Cantonese-speaking southern
Chinese and has become more familiar to Westerners than the term
‘gipao,’ the Mandarin term commonly used in northern China. The
cheungsam has always been taken as a representative style of dress in
the fashionable entrance of feminine modernity in China, emerging in
the early twentieth century and culminating in the 1920s and 1930s as
the most popular form of women’s dress. The cheungsam in the eyes
of Westerners stands undoubtedly as the “Chinese” style of dress; in
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the mind of Chinese people, however, it might suggest the opposite:
the cheungsam was deeply influenced by the Western aesthetic stan-
dard of form-fitting in sharp conirast to the Chinese traditional stan-
dard of toose-fitting. However, the style is overcharged with “colonial
iraditionalism” in denoting “Chineseness” in various socio-political
con-texts to resuscitate the authenticity of Chinese traditional cul-
ture.’

If the above deconstructive reading temporarily releases us from
the anxiety of “originality” and “authenticity,” the foliowing discus-
sion attempts to open up our analysis of the Chinoiserie fashion more
io the dynamics of ambivalence and hybridity. As the articles title
“Big Surprise: Claudia Schiffer made up to look Chinese with a little
black pageboy” in April 1997 Vogue suggests, elements of white,
biack and Chinese cultures are mixed together in these seasons’ Chi-
noiserie. No matter how eccentric and ridiculous the fashion design
might be, according to the Baudrillardian logic of fashion, it can stand
out as eminently beautiful as long as it is sufficiently different from
what went before.’ Galliano’s mix of Chinoiserie elements and Afri-
can visual icons certainly makes a boldly innovative announcement.
Chinoiserie here becomes a fashion style without substance, a fashion
sign free to combine with other signs such as the Dior Look and the
Masai choker in the logic of differentiation. Similarly, the meaning of
the mandarin collar is generated in its difference from other signs
such as the Dutch collar and the Italian collar. It could be its relation
to other signs that generates the effect of beauty, not its reference to
China. Under the fashion cycle of planned obsolescence, as soon as
the sign is exhausted, another takes its place and the show keeps on.’

Even though we can rephrase Galliano’s fashion design in a
Baudrillardian way, the appearance of the supermodel Naomi Camp-
bell in “Calendar Poster Beauty of Shanghai” still poses new dis-
turbing questions for our mixreading of the Chinoiserie fashion.
Coming from South London, Campbell became the first black model
to appear on the covers of French and British Fogue. Functioning
chiefly as a racist token, she is frequently asked to conform to Cauca-
sian beauty ideals. As Caryn Franklin has observed, “the pressure to
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assume a marketable identity for a whole range of clients, has inevi-
tably led to a blonding of La Campbell, with the use of blue contact
lenses, light make-up and straight-haired western wigs” (20). If we
fail to take this Western-raised, white-washed black beauty in Dior
suit decorated with mandarin collars and Masai necklaces into con-
sideration, any argument of cultural ambivalence and hybridity will
definitely lose its political edge.

The Glamour of Postcolonial Drag

The above strategic mixreading has first helped us to con-
textualize Galliano’s fashion de-sign in the minimalist vs, the roman-
tic style war and then to highlight the intricate cultural hybridization
of Dior’s signature with Chinese and African sartorial elements, This
final section will attempt to shift focus from the aesthetic to the psy-
chic, from formal innovations to unconscious desires. This approach
might encounter again the pitfall of the metaphysics of depth as dis-
cussed in the first section by “revealing” the psychosexual underpin-
nings of the Western world in general and Galliane in particular in
light of this wave of Chinoiserie obsession at the end of the twentieth
century. Instead of discarding psychoanalysis as totally invalid for
approaching postmodern fashion de-sign, what I fry to do here is to
make the possible interpretation multiple and ambivalent, by con-
stantly reversing and reshuffling the traditional model of Self/Other,
projection/incorporation.

In most postcolonial critiques of Orientalism, the rhetoric of ex-
oticism and eroticization is applied as frequently as the discourse of
economic and creative appropriation: what is resurrected in Western
imagination is invariably the phantasm of Oriental sexuality with the
lure of boundless pleasure and indulgence. However, this line of ar-
gument can easily lead to the final accusation of the eroticization of
the Third World by the First World through the elimination of the
complex psychosexual dynamics in (post)colonial encounter, To what
extent does a Western woman in Galliano’s red shaw! dress reveal not
only the eroticization of the other but also a self-eroticization of the
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Western subject? When an incredibly tall and thin blonde model in
heavy make-up dresses herself in a shift with the mandarin collar by a
well-known gay designer and masquerades on stage as a Chinese
prostitute or a Shanghai calendar poster beauty, to what extent is her
cross-cultural mimicry complicated by a possible cross-gender camp?
Therefore, what I attempt to do in the following is to “mix” the post-
celonial discourse of Homi K. Bhabha with the queer theory of Judith
Butler in a wish to untangle this complexity.

In Belated Travelers, Ali Behdad has subtly disclosed the sense
of loss and disorientation of French coleonialists at the end of the
nineteenth century, traveling in the Orient at a time when the Europe-
an colonial power structures had transformed “the exotic referent into
the familiar sign of Western hegemony” (13). This condition of belat-
edness creates unavoidably “a melancholy discourse of nostalgia”
which can only “represent the signifiers of the Other’s absence as
melancholic signs of an exotic presence on the verge of disappearing”
and fetishize the present as which is already absent (Behdad 92).

Behdad has also pointed out in his studies the issue of Oriental-
ist transvestism: “the belated Orientalist is a cultural transvestite” (59).
He takes Gustave Flaubert’s cross-cultural dressing for example: the
Oriental (Egyptian) clothing Flaubert wore functioned not only as a
disguise to facilitate his journey to obscure places from which Euro-
peans were excluded, but also as the desire to go native, to be the
Other. This mimetic desire for identification urged him to dissolve
himself in images, figures and signs of otherness, to converse himself
to the Other’s imaginary. Unlike the desire of erotic immersion por-
trayed in the past exclusively in the form of a white man’s erotic re-
lation with a native woman, this fanatic transvestism is the desire of
self-eroticism: Flaubert wants to reconstruct his self as an Oriental
Other through his transvestism. Yet, unfortunately, the issue of how
to relate the Oriental as the site for melancholic mourning in an age of
colonial dislocation with the Oriental costume as a psychic prop for
cultural transvestism remains unexamined in his work.?

Now I will take Behdad’s studies as a point of departure for ex-
ploring the theoretical possibility of establishing a postcolonial drag



Fabric-ating China 111

model. First, if Western travelers at the time of colonial dissolution
had already sensed strongly their belatedness, what will happen to
those in an age of postcoloniality? Moreover, as Behdad’s studies
have shown, unlike their French counterparts, British colonialists at
the end of the nineteenth century failed to demonstrate the same mel-
ancholic symptoms. Instead, they still showed “a peculiarly valiant
desire to discover new places at a time when British colonialism had
already expanded its power to all comers of the globe, leaving few
places to discover and conquer” (93). Could we argue that the sense
of loss and melancholy deferred so long has been finally aroused in
the handover of Hong Kong to China in July 1997? What does this
double or triple belatedness have to do with our discussion of Chi-
noiserie fashion?

In The Location of Culture, Bhabha has applied the psychoana-
lytical notion of fetishism to explain the mode of psychic operation of
colonial discourse. He translates the “penis” in the original usage to
skin/race/culture to explicate the constitutive ambiguity in the articu-
lation of otherness: “fetishism is always a ‘play’ or vacillation be-
tween the archaic affirmation of wholeness/similarity—in Freud’s
terms ‘All men have penises,” in ours ‘All men have the same
skin/race/culture; and the anxiety associated with lack and differ-
ence’—again for Freud ‘Some do not have penises’; for ours ‘Some
do not have the same skin/race/culture’” (74). In order to dissipate the
anxiety provoked by difference, the colonizer can substitute a fetish
object to disavow the threatening castration by reducing difference
and indeterminacy into stereotypes. The social mission of civility
coupled with the politics of narcissism also helps to diminish the dif-
ference by creating a new breed of the mimic man as a subject of dif-
ference that is almost the same, but not quite/not white. But in his
discussion of the colonial fetishization of the Other, Bhabha elimi-
nates the possibility of the self-fetishization of the colonizer. If the
Western colonizer makes the cheungsam a cultural fetish in his or her
encounter with modern China, what would happen when the fet-
ishized cheungsam is put upon the Western colonizer’s own body by
making him or her a subject of difference that is almost the same, but
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not quite/not Chinese?

Certainly, the case becomes increasingly intricate if we take
Galliano’s immersion in gay subculture into consideration. “His love
of shock gave us the camped-up glamour of his ‘underwear as outer
wear,” with satin knickers worn with feathered bras and leather caps,
tapping the trend for drag in the London clubs” (Amold 141-42). This
is not saying that gay designers are more melancholic and fetishistic
than straight designers, nor saying that we can tell immediately the
designer’s sexual inclination from his or her fashion design. What I
am suggesting here is Galliano’s familiarity with drag culture and the
campy glamour flaunted in his fashion designs can certainly help to
shed a new queer light on our elaboration of CD’s fashion shows.

Here Butler has to join the scene to further our theoretical elabo-
ration. In Gender Trouble, Butler considers gender identity as a mel-
ancholic structure: “If the heterosexual denial of homosexuality re-
sults in melancholia and if melancholia operates through incorpora-
tion, then the disavowed homosexual love is preserved through the
cultivation of an oppositionally defined gender identity. In other
words, disavowed male homosexuality culminates in a heightened or
consolidated masculinity, one which maintains the feminine as the
unthinkable and unnamable” (69). If we extend Butler’s notion of
melancholia to a cross-cultural framework by taking the Orient as a
site for melancholic mourning, then we can further elaborate our
reading of the Chinoiserie fashion both as a Bhabha’s fetish to dis-
avow cultural difference and a Butler’s melancholic sign to incorpo-
rate loss, If Fuss is correct in pointing out that “the desire to be like
can itself be motivated and sustained by the desire to possess: being
can be the most radical form of having” (228), then the loss of the
colonizer can be phantasmagorically regained by incorporating the
fetishized clothing onto his or her own body. Here we are helplessly
tempted to revise Fuss’s witty phrasing in discussing the queer desire
triggered in reading women’s magazines: “to look straight at women,
it appears, straight women must look as lesbians” (211). To look
straight at incredibly tall and thin Western women masquerading as
Chinese prostitutes, it appears, straight women must look as straight
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gay or “rice queens.”

But what has been lost, literally and figuratively, consciously
and unconsciously? The Fragrant Harbor? Opium and footbinding?
The eighteenth century? The 1920s and 1930s? The twentieth century?
Heterosexual femininity or masculinity? Mae West, Anna Mae Wong,
Marlene Dietrich on the screen or Shanghai beauties on the calendar
poster? Layers of playful quotations and interlocking meanings are
mapped out onto the fashionscape of Chinoiserie: a pastiche of Chi-
noiserie of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries which is itself a
pastiche of Western fantasies of China, coupled with the pastiche of
the Oriental obsession among Western artistic and social circles from
the late nineteenth century up to the 1920s which is itself a pastiche of
the Western imagination of the feudal China enamored by opium-
smoking and lotus feet. The complexities of mixreading thus provide
no direct answer to the polarized question whether the Chinoiserie
fashion perpetuates or mocks Orientalism. Neither the final solution
nor the ultimate referent, China is miraculously de-signed and the
Orient is perpetually dis-oriented.

NOTES

' Gustave Flaubert, Correspondance, vol. 1 (Paris: Bibilothéque
de la Piéiade, 1973) 663, qtd. in Behdad 92.

? Jean Baudrillard, Ze Systéme des objets, trans. Jacques Morain,
Baudrillard: Selected Writings (London: Polity, 1988), ch 3., 24, 25,
qtd. in Faurschou 248.

* Nevertheless, the abstraction of pure sign in the fashion world
is still regarded as a myth. Take the Comme de Gargons men’s col-
lection for example. The “Sleep” striped pajamas designed by the
world-famous Japanese woman designer Rei Kawakubo were
received by some people as a reminder of the Nazi death camp.
Although Kawakubo insisted that “there is no meaning,” she was
forced to withdraw the pajamas from the line to avoid the anti-
Semitic accusation,

Moreover, the Baudrillardian theory of fashion itself is not as
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consistent as we might believe. As Barnard has perceptively argued,
“Baudrillard’s rhetoric of the ‘release’ and ‘liberation’ of the fashion
sign from its determination as symbol, instrument and product sits
uneasily with his general denunciation of fashion as ideology, the
mask of social inequality” (155).

* The hyphenated “de-sign” is used by Taylor to foreground a
more “fashionable” approach to fashion, a term aiming at the elimi-
nation of a hierarchical distinction between appearance and reality.
“The collapse of the signified de-signs the sign and leaves meanings
to spread in their apparent insignificance” (Taylor 208).

51 am adopting Bourdieu’s terminology here. In his studies of
Algerian culture, Bourdieu takes the veil as an example of colonial
traditionalism, a traditional item furnished with new meaning fo re-
suscitate the authenticity of traditional culture that was under threat of
extinction. In his view, the veil is reproduced as a Western product, a
new dress for the Algerians to discover the “essence” of their fradi-
tion.

¢ Baudrillard takes the difference between long skirts and short
skirts as his major example. He points out in a strictly formalistic
sense that neither long nor short skirts have any absolute values. It is
only the relation of difference between them that generates any
meaning they might have and the beauty they might produce: “the
mini-skirt has nothing whatsoever to do with sexual liberation; it has
no (fashion) value except in opposition to the long skirt” (79).

"1t is interesting to note that Galliano is re-indulged himself in
the lure of China again in the Christian Dior’s 1999 Spring-Summer
prét-a-porter collection “Red Guards Occupying Paris,” but this time
it is the Mao suit of the Red China during the Cultural Revolution
fires his imagination. Actually, Mao suit appeared first in the mid-
1960s in the West, initially as a man’s suit and then adapted to
women'’s wear. This new wave of Mao suit has been completely de-
void of the left-wing politics associated with the first wave and thor-
oughly feminized the alleged unisex style,

® Obviously, the term “transvestism” adopted by Behdad here is
chiefly referring to the cross-cultural dressing, though in his book he
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has also discussed the more complicated case of cross-cultural and
cross-gender dressing of Isabelle Eberhard. An even more challenging
study of Orientalist transvestism can be found in Silverman’s analysis
of H. D. Lawrence’s appropriation of the Arabian clothing.

® Here “straight gays” refers to gays who prefer cross-dressed
gay partners and “rice queens,” though a dubious if not derogative
slang term, refer to Caucasian gays erotically attracted to men of East
Asian descent. Far from being a homophobic projection nor a moral-
istic attack, this playful phrasing is intended to open up our discussion
for a more complex imbrication of cross-identification and desire.
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