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The dandy as an innovator: the usefulness of paradoxes

Introduction

Is it possible to start a tradition instantly? Can you innovate out of heritage? Is there something as a timeless, or even an everlasting innovative phenomenon? And is it possible that this ephemeral phenomenon is a tradition in itself? How can one be willing to adopt a tradition that dates back to the 17th century on the one hand, while willingly giving this tradition up in order to innovate it on the other hand? Is something still a tradition if it reinvents itself every now and then?

Dandyism, Tradition and Innovation: Definition, Devotion & Demarcation

The dandy is an ephemeral innovator. This ephemeral tradition will not only provide the framework within which the above mentioned question can be handled, but also serve as an example for an ephemeral, continuous tradition of innovation. Indeed, ever since George Bryan Brummell started this quintessential British tradition during the Regency period, disciples of this phenomenon never ceased to innovate, but never broke beyond the limits as set out by the tradition either. Within this paper I will elaborate on the question why dandyism can be regarded as a tradition of continuous innovation, and why the dandy even within this view can be seen as the standard for the contemporary innovator. In order to do this, two assumptions are to be made.

The most important assumption is that dandyism did not die with modernism, and not even with postmodernism. Some scholars argue that dandyism is doomed to dissipate with the rise of modernism (Barthes, 2006; Baudelaire, 1964). Baudelaire regrets the disappearance of the dandy in beautiful prose: “But alas, the rising tide of democracy, which invades and levels everything, is daily overwhelming the last representatives of human pride and pouring floods of oblivion upon the footprints of these stupendous warriors.” (Baudelaire, 1964:29). In modernism, Barthes argues, the dandy would have the freedom to do whatever he pleases, which would lead to suffocation of dandyism's need for individuality (Barthes, 2006). It is Walden who regards this view as “far too restricted” (2002: 35). Barbey d' Aurevilly, Walden continues, posed a better statement when he wrote “For the moment it [dandyism] is asleep but one day it will awake.”. Following Walden, most scholars now agree on the existence of contemporary dandyism (Breward, 2007; Cicolini, 2005; Visser, 2010; Sillevis, 2006), although there are some slight remarks. According to Sillevis and Breward, for example, it is impossible to be a full-time dandy nowadays, due to the heavy societal pressure to do something, where the dandy only wants to be. Moreover, due to postmodernism, where there is such an abundance of diversity in roles, Breward argues that it is very likely that even part-time forms of dandyism are accepted (Breward, 2008). Although in my view the existence of such a phenomenon would be regarded as an oxymoron
, I obviously do agree with the idea of the dandy as a figure in present-day society.

Another assumption is that the dandies of today follow the same guidelines, or better, that they are believers in the same “sartorial spirituality” (Dutt, 2008) as the dandies of the past. For this assumption, the work of Walden and Cicolini is particularly important. Where it is Walden who sets out the theoretical framework, Cicolini fills in the gaps with examples of greater and lesser contemporary dandies. Adding to this, the fieldwork I conducted in London, in 2007/2008 provides even more valuable information to this overall image
. It not only gives an in-depth description of a few contemporary dandies by virtue of the fact that I was interviewing dandies, I was also proving their mere existence. Moreover, as Robin Dutt is quoted: “So, if the sensational aspect or the sensory aspect of dandyism has never been touched, that has always been understood, by other dandies.[...]there's knowledge in the eye and then a feeling 'we are continuing a tradition[...]'”.

The origin of the species

Barbey d'Aurevilly, who greatly admired Brummell, writes: “Dandyism was not the invention of a single individual, but the result of a particular type of society that pre-existed Brummell.” (2002:90).  Not withstanding the words of d'Aurevilly, Brummell is most often to be regarded as the epitome of dandyism (Moers, 1960; Hielkema, 1989; Walden, 2002; Cicolini, 2005; Sillevis, 2006).

Dandyism finds it origin in the Regency period, where Brummell, often referred to as “the Beau”, appeared: 'a nobody, who made himself a somebody, and who gave the rule to everybody' (Hielkema, 1989:14). Although his status of a nobody is debatable, he inevitably moved up on the social ladder. This was partially due to his friendship with the Prince of Wales, who totally admired Brummell. On the other hand, Brummell acquired his social status largely because of his understated elegance, a style that is often used to describe Brummell. It was the innovation of this understated elegance that set the example for a totally new tradition; the man's suit in dark colors such as navy or midnight blue, and black. Developments such as these are not incidental in the ephemeral tradition of dandyism. Still, the most interesting side of Brummell lies not in his sartorial qualities. His witty remarks, although only a few are recorded, are far more important to his dandyism dan his threads. After all, since dandyism is a life-philosophy, or maybe even a religion, clothes form the least vital part.

A few decades later it was Oscar Wilde who reinvented dandyism. As an Aesthetic, Wilde advocated the use of luxurious materials, such as fur and silk. In doing so, he rebelled against the then dominating attitude of irrational fear for the fin-de-siècle of the 1900's. Besides indulging in the use of these materials, Wilde was known for strolling through the streets of London in the most outrageous outfits. Important about Wilde is that he was known for his parades long before he was known as the (play)writer and alleged lover of Lord Alfred Douglas. Just as in the case of Brummell, Wilde's clothes may seem to demonstrate exactly what his dandyism stood for, it was his wit that formed most of his legend.

Where it was Oscar Wilde who set a precedent on aesthetics, so did Quentin Crisp (almost unintendedly) prepare the way for gay rights activists, just by acting out the 'profession of being'. With his pink dyed hair, painted fingernails and elaborate suits, Crisp was quite an apparition in mid 1930's London. Indeed, this was only a mere 30 years after Wilde's lawsuit, and sodomy was still considered to be illegal. Quentin Crisp, in this regard, is the personalization of what Baudelaire called “the man who is rich and idle, and who, even if blase, has no other occupation than the perpetual pursuit of happiness” (Baudelaire, 1964:26). Despite the fact that Crisp was not rich (or at least not independently wealthy), he had no other occupation than being. This, together with his numerous witticisms, makes him the direct descendant of Brummell and Wilde, and the forefather of our current dandies.

Nowadays, as  “a sword, and a shield and a crown” (Horsley, 2008) dandyism keeps on battling against “the dragon called mediocrity” (Dutt, 2008).  In a desperate attempt to catch a glimpse of dandyism in our contemporary age, I devoted a six-month fieldwork period to this present-day phenomenon as it manifests itself in London. During this period, I spent lots of hours with the most important dandies of our era, known by names as Sebastian Horsley, Robin Dutt and Peter ffrench-Hodges. They not only allowed me into their world, after a while it even seemed that we were on the same crusade; to find out what it is they are after. 

Yet before elaborating on dandyism and its link with tradition and innovation, a description of dandyism is needed. As said in the introduction, it is impossible to define the dandy. Sebastian Horsley, one of the greatest dandies of our age, described it as “[...] nailing a jelly to the ceiling [...]” (Horsley, 2008). Therefore, the following paragraph will not try to pinpoint the dandy to a particular definition, but instead it will sketch the circumstances that make dandyism possible.

Dandyism, a paradox?

The most unforgivable misunderstandings about dandyism are that all dandyism evolves around clothes, and that every dandy must be a homosexual. This misinterpretation is easily made, and generally takes over all ideas one has about (contemporary) dandyism. Most scholars on the subject, however, have a less restricted view. In general, five characteristics of (contemporary) dandies are mentioned: wit; detachment; a general (yet sensational) sense of style; a deviant attitude towards sexuality and an extreme self-conscious and controlled self-image (Visser, 2010). I would like to add to this list another quality, that in fact is the meta-quality of dandyism: the harmonic paradox. This harmonic paradox is the conditio sine qua non for dandyism; it is the only term that does not restrain the dandy in his peculiar geniality. The harmonic paradox is  a double paradox: it is the paradox made possible by dandyism, which is a paradoxical philosophy in itself. It is the dandy “oscillating between I am Christ and I am a worm” (Horsley, 2008), resulting in “usually I'm a glowworm” (Ibidem). 

Traditional traditions, and innovative traditionals

Deriving directly from culture, tradition is typically human. Inextricably bound to human beings, tradition in this regard can be seen as a set of values and ideas depending on past convictions or agreements. This definition, although useful in it's simplicity,  does not account for the possibility of traditions to change. Although change within a tradition may sound as an oxymoron, one should only take into account a tradition such as hunting, where the basic idea may be the same as a thousand years ago, yet the weapons change with time. 

Yet another danger in this regard is to confuse tradition with traditional. Indeed, some people closely following a tradition may seem traditional. But what about the dandy, who can for traditional reason only be seen as anti-traditional, yet closely following the tradition? Furthermore, as Noyes (2009:239) puts it, tradition provides modernity with a “binary contrast”. As Noyes argues, it is impossible for both tradition and modernity to exist at the same time, as they both are set for the same space, which they cannot occupy together (ibidem). Strangely enough, Noyes states also that tradition is pluriform (2009:238), and that the current forms of tradition are more performed than ever. Seen in this regard, tradition can adapt all forms, except modernity. Innovation, as a prime partner to modernity, would then be the arch enemy to tradition, and it would be impossible for the two to coexist. 

Noyes however also argues that “Avant-gardes endlessly replace themselves in a 'tradition of the new'” (2009:245). She bases this on her point of view where “all self-consciously modern forms are in fact hybrids”. This is exactly the point where dandyism blends in the debate. Indeed, the dandy is often regarded to be an avant-gardist pur sang. Although this view can be challenged in terms of semantics
, most scholars would reach an agreement on this, at least on a general level. This then would imply that innovation, in the contemporary idea, is an integral part of tradition, which would leave us with the question how innovation should be seen.

Innovation, as a general term, is the creation of something new, in a broad sense, applicable to many fields of interest. In this case, however, innovation should be regarded as a break with tradition, in order to create a new set of values and ideas. Obviously, this can result in the creation of a new tradition. 

Detached traditions

A tradition, Noyes writes, is “inescapably ambiguous”[Noyes, 2009]. The dandy, most authors on this ephemeral subject will argue, is inescapably ambiguous as well (Walden, 2002; Baudelaire, 1964; Hielkema, 1989; Cicolini, 2005; Sillevis, 2006; Visser, 2008; Visser, 2010). Interestingly enough, part of this ambiguity derives from the dandy's urge to be both innovative and traditional. Indeed, the dandy is both part of the tradition, as well as he is the ultimate avant-garde. For the dandy this results in an almost rack-like construction, being tied to a strict tradition on the one hand, while this tradition expects him to explore and innovate on the other hand. This might explain the continuous stride of dandies with themselves, exemplified by Sebastian Horsley, who heavily fulminates against the idea of being dependent on the body: “the dandy needs to deny the natural role of the body. He doesn't want to be like a fornicating animal, like anybody else. [...] it is to deny the body as a useful force. [...] I only eat to keep talking.” (Horsley, 2008). This is also where the biggest challenge for most dandies comes from. Detachment, from as many things as possible, is for most dandies a main cause. For some dandies it is the principal reason that women cannot be regarded as dandies: “How can you be detached with a womb”? (Horsley, 2008)) This detachment ultimately leaves the dandy alone, with nothing left but suicide: “It is the only way of getting life on your own terms” (Horsley, 2008)
. On the other hand it forms the basis for his self-development, because he is trying to get self-control in various ways, something that would be impossible without detachment. This in strong contrast with most traditions, which usually attach strongly to preset norms and values, in order to maintain themselves. Henceforth, the only way that dandyism can be explained in terms of tradition is as in Noyes quote on avant-gardes that form a new tradition. Having said this, it might be interesting to take a closer look at the innovative aspects of dandyism. 

Ephemeral innovators

In order to fulfill his “eternal quest for beauty and truth” (Horsley, 2008), the dandy needs to be infinitely innovative in his approach to his own tradition. One could argue that after Brummell's innovation in men's dress few things have been changed by dandies. However, if one does so, one fails to recognize that every dandy is an artist. The quote by Oscar Wilde “One must either be a work of art, or wear a work of art” might then finally become true. Postmodernism largely influenced the possibilities for dandies in terms of becoming a work of art. Especially the fact that performances were from then on acknowledged as an art form lead to the point of view that dandyism can be seen as a life-time performance, where the dandy is both a work of art, the artist, and the audience (Visser, 2010). It is Robin Dutt who said: “[...]it is almost like opening up a paint box, and experiment. I find that, an utter cliche, the body is a canvas. You can expand it, change it and destroy it, and make it as much as you want.” (Dutt, 2008), where John Sillevis adds: “You must be prepared to make a work of art of yourself” (Sillevis, 2007). Moreover, the voluntary crucifixion of Sebastian Horsley is worth mentioning here as well.

When looking upon dandyism as a work of art, and the dandy as a life-time performer, the step to  innovation is not too hard to make. Without getting deep into the subject, art has always served as a precursor of what is about to come. In this regard, the adaptation of Brummell's sartorial expressions suddenly is not so strange anymore. Even more, Wilde's seemingly exaggerated clothes and his numerous witticisms were serving as a critique on the fin-de-siècle-craze, something people only realized much later (Hielkema, 1989: 68). And was it not Quentin Crisp who openly criticized the gay-hate in early-thirties London, way before anyone else dared? Nowadays, contemporaries like Sebastian Horsley, Robin Dutt, Peter ffrench-Hodges and Dickon Edwards, were challenging the positive attitude towards group behaviour long before individuality got valued by society as it is nowadays. The dandy, in other words, is reinventing social norms and values, by challenging them. Anish Kapoor, in the introduction to his 2010 exhibition in Bilbao, pinpointed the role of the dandy as an artist: “I have often said that I have nothing to say as an artist. Having something to say implies that one is delivering a meaning. The role of the artist is in fact that we do not know what to say, and it is that not knowing that leads to the work.” For the dandy, this is the main cause: there is nothing to say that hasn’t already been said (which explains Sebastian Horsley's self-introduction as a professional plagiarist), and there's probably even less originality in terms of individuality, causing the dandy to look desperately for innovation, out of tradition.

A'rebours 

Now where does this labyrinth of elaborations leave us? First of all, the dandy, and his life-philosophy of dandyism, must be acknowledged as an ephemeral phenomenon. So, the tradition of dandyism did not stop at the rise of modernism, nor did it break with the emergence of postmodernism. Instead, dandyism reinvents its own tradition continuously, because one of the effects of this tradition is innovation. 

In order to agree with this argument, it is very important to understand that all elements that form the dandy are leading towards a non-position, that results in the dandy being on an eternal quest. This eternal not-knowing, combined with the natural open attitude of the dandy seems to be a perfect breeding ground for innovation. Better said, the result of the unique character of the dandy is that he is the perfect innovator. The tradition of dandyism might even be considered a continuous innovation instead of continuing a tradition. The dandy is always out of his time, whether he is ahead of it or beyond it is not clear, but it is not important either. It is, as Robin Dutt beautifully puts it: “It's almost like seeing all of us [the dandies] trapped in a time that we haven't chosen. We use things as memories of places that we have never been” (Dutt, 2008).
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�	Dandyism, in my opinion, is to be regarded as a complete life-philosophy. Within this cadre it is impossible to be anything outside the life-philosophy of dandyism, simply because anything that you will do derives from your dandyism,which directly is who you are. That is unless someone isn't to be regarded as a dandy.


�	For a complete overview of this fieldwork I would like to refer to my thesis “Contemporary dandyism: a thesis on paradoxes, identity and style.” (2008)


�	If the dandy is literally ahead of the crowd, then he still is to be regarded as a part of the crowd; a role the dandy himself would never agree on.


�	Note: In fact, Sebastian Horsley did, sadly enough, commit suicide, or, as he would put it, deucide (all other people would commit pesticide, in his opinion), on the 17th of June 2010. We will miss him dearly.
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