Against Feminine Luxury

Filippo Tommaso Marinetti

Translated by Chris Turner and with an Introduction by John Armitage
Introduction

As an Italian poet, art theorist, and founder of the Futurist movement, Filippo Tommaso Marinetti (1876-1944) originally allied himself with literature, first as a utopian writer, then as a Symbolist in the community of Abbay de Crétil between 1907-1908 (Tisdall and Bozzolla 1978). Marinetti authored the first Futurist Manifesto and rose to fame in the Futurist movement following the Manifesto’s publication on the front page of one of France’s most esteemed newspapers, Le Figaro, on 20th February 1909. For Marinetti, the Manifesto represented the prefigurement of a world where art and aggression, cruelty, and injustice, would be the basis of the coming Futurist society. As Futurism developed, by making common cause with both anarchism and fascism, Marinetti became part of a group of energetic supporters of Benito Mussolini’s fascist regime (1922-1943). Marinetti founded the cult of speed and the “new man,” which, determined to halt the affectation and debauchery of the dominant aesthetic styles, he led from the 1909 until his death by cardiac arrest in Bellagio on 2nd December 1944.
     Yet it was Marinetti’s establishment of the Futurist Political Party in 1918, and its ensuing union with Mussolini’s Fasci Italiani di Combattimento, that provides the background both to Marinetti’s fascism (he co-wrote the original Italian Fascist Manifesto with Alceste De Ambril in 1919), and to his “Against Feminine Luxury,” which, written in 1920, Cultural Politics publishes here for the first time in English translation by Chris Turner. The prosecutor Marinetti at the trial of feminine luxury echoes his previous opposition to existing sexual institutions when he terms them contemptibly stupid in the same year that he walked out of Mussolini’s Fascist Party conference in disgust, proclaiming his departure from politics for the next three years. That he failed to do, as Marinetti spent his time making abundant notes on the culture of the Fascist party and its political philosophy, which became of significant influence on Italian fascist theory and strategy after they were endorsed at fascist congresses and ultimately addressed as ways to redefine fascism more decisively as a great mystical movement.
     One of Marinetti’s many key contributions to cultural and political theory is his conception of luxury (Poggi 2008: 181-231), derived from “disease” but which he developed into a much more multifaceted instrument of analysis. Luxury, as a type of disease, became “outfit-itis.” Marinetti extended the idea of luxury to denote morbidity at large and employed it to examine how maniacal forces secured and upheld their command over sexual attraction, including carnality and pleasure as well as in actual and potential forms of captivation. In a period of political ascendancy for the fascist Right, Marinetti sought to investigate how manias such as luxury had eradicated male attraction to the female body and how a Futurist counter to feminine luxury might be constructed, particularly in political cultures with strong traditions of jewels and furs that pertained in the normal conditions of Italy, where pleasantness to the touch had demolished the male’s tactile delight in female flesh. For instance, in Italy, the division between the beautiful woman and the ugly woman was of determinate importance for Marinetti, as was the huge power of the elderly woman, who deployed luxury as a “defense” against fading youth. Marinetti’s considerations on these subjects, resounding down the decades many years later as unquestionably politically incorrect terms such as “feminine cretinism” and the “pious imbecility of males” are testament to a failed aesthetic strategy of the 1920s and a historic attack on feminine luxury. Marinetti, however, clearly approved of that strategy.
     In his cultural and political analysis, Marinetti used an almost spiritual idiom by distinguishing between “feminine luxury” and what might be called “feminine preciousness.” Women “disguised as prostitutes” was feminine luxury, women’s bodies “improved” by lavish clothing. In Italian Futurist and fascistic conditions, however, Marinetti advocated that the value of woman, as exclusively determined by men, must habitually be comprehended as something precious and secretive or enigmatic, as a kind of undiscovered territory which men could stake out, struggle over, and, crucially, recover their muscular sense for female skin. Achieving peak feminine preciousness, in this sense, was more than simply abandoning glossy textiles and vivid hues. Marinetti was interested in how the balance of sexual power in culture had shifted, including the shift whereby, almost imperceptibly over time, males were progressively unable to value women as women. Luxury was about shimmering materials and brilliant tones, trapping women, and offering disagreeable solutions to men that were sufficiently in touch with the lush sentiments of perfumers and milliners but out of touch with the necessary sentiments of the male. 

      To appreciate Marinetti’s deep, almost medical interpretation of the movements of feminine and masculine cultural power, it is essential to understand his complex awareness of cultural politics at numerous levels, from ordinary male silliness and forms of mania to abstract philosophical “symptoms” and diseased reasoning. The role in this of Marinetti as poet and Futurist is critical. Marinetti argued that feminine luxury is “outfit-itis,” but only a society-wide morbid mania has the cultural function of condemning women to be camouflaged as streetwalkers. In this respect, he differentiated between the “traditional” value of woman and the “modern” value of woman. The traditional value of woman is as the inheritor of something precious, for example, a certain kind of inscrutability. Under modern conditions, the value of woman is less than under traditional conditions because it is not women’s real bodies that are valued but only their opulent garments. A whole stratum of conceited, unthinking, and outfitted women has surfaced with vital tasks of sexual organization, whether in adultery or in simply fashioning themselves for entry into the market of male purchasers. In classical Futurist terms, these women were the alienators of the male and the elements of uncovering and striving, whereas Futurist poets, fascist males, and so forth, were considered the modern buyers, would-be monopolists, and avatars of desire and feminine ownership. In a more complex viewpoint, however, one more closely adjusted to the intricacies of contemporary cultures, made up not only of dislocated gender relations but also transgendered relations and varied feminine and masculine morbidities and manias, the struggles for life and love are not so easily defined. Yet, there is no question that an incessant writhing occurs throughout the different sexual institutions, places of pleasure, cultures of carnality, and plush political practices, between differing philosophies of fascination and senses of female identity. The blatant yet meticulous, supple yet outrageously sexist nature of Marinetti’s method of poetic analysis, therefore, can still greatly illuminate the aesthetic battle for creative hearts and innovative minds, as has been shown by countless post-Futurist art movements from performance art to the retro-Futurism of steampunk and the potent impulses of contemporary cultural power and political struggle.
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1. With male imbecility playing its part, the ever-growing mania for feminine luxury displays all the symptoms of a genuine disease that might be called outfit-itis [toilettite].

2. This morbid mania is increasingly condemning woman to a disguised but inevitable prostitution. In all ranks of society we see women’s bodies, enhanced by their outfits, vainly and thoughtlessly on offer. Changing one’s outfit three times a day is tantamount to putting one’s body in the shop window for a market of male buyers. That offer reduces the value of woman as something precious and mysterious. It alienates the male, who scorns the easy woman and prefers to have the element of discovery and struggle.

3. The offer being open to all, even if not followed by a sale, excludes monopoly. If he is to desire, the male has to be able to hope for monopoly ownership.

4. This morbid mania drives males to crime.

5. This morbid mania kills love.

6. This morbid mania destroys epidermic attraction and carnal pleasure. The morbid mania for luxury kills off the fascination of the female body as surely as the practice of nudity in brothels. Jewels and fabrics that are pleasant to the touch destroy the male’s tactile relish for female flesh. Perfumes are equally antithetical to true desire, since they rarely complement the fragrance of the skin, in most cases combine with it unpleasantly, and always distract and divert the male’s olfactory imagination. The male gradually loses his powerful sense for female flesh and replaces it with an irresolute, entirely artificial sensibility that responds only to silk, jewellery and furs. Males capable of taking a beautiful woman and enjoying her without overly concerning themselves with the context of—and contact with—shiny fabrics and bright colours, are becoming increasingly rare. The naked woman no longer pleases. Males are turning into jewellers, perfumers, tailors, hatters, launderers, embroiderers and pederasts. Outfit-itis gives an extraordinary boost to pederasty and we shall soon have to resort to that hygienic measure once introduced by a Doge of Venice, who obliged beautiful Venetian women to expose themselves bare-breasted at their windows, by candlelight, to lead males back to the straight and narrow.

7. This morbid mania stupidly inflates woman’s vanity, diverts her from the male and sends her into the arms of the banker. The obsessive passion for fabrics and jewellery quenches the healthy impetuosity of the blood and the joy of fleshly abandonment, and creates in her a real lust for silks, velvets and precious stones.

8. Instead of differentiating women, this morbid mania, which, by ape-like imitation, is overtaking all of them like an epidemic, makes them all equal and has a levelling effect on their seductive powers. Just take a good look, in this brightest of surprisingly precocious springs, at the women of all countries who pass along the Via Vittorio Veneto in Rome at midday. Though all extremely elegant, they are all identical. They are each of them copies of two or three models created in Paris. Cretinous, tedious submission to foreign taste. A mindless plagiarism that the artistic instinct of the male ends up despising.

9. Only a competing woman or a pederast appraises the details of feminine underwear. The male, even a refined, artistic one, judges as a single whole the pleasant ensemble of the woman undressing before him. He especially appreciates woman’s physical intelligence.

10. Every beautiful woman, leaving luxury to the ugly and the elderly as their sole defence, should invent a style of clothing of her own and tailor it herself, thus turning her simply adorned body into a highly original living poem. Every woman should walk well and sit or recline gracefully. Many young ladies walk with a stoop and with their legs splayed. They all need to do gymnastics and sport. We Futurists, the most refined but most virile of barbarians, live in every kind of milieu; we may not always be loved but we are never ignored. We have questioned the most successful males. They are in agreement with us. We are, then, competent in this matter and optimists without delusions.
 We speak in the name of the race, which calls for ardent males and fecundated females. For a race like ours, fecundity is its essential defence in time of war and, in time of peace, its rich resource of labour and brain power.  In the name of the great virile and fecund future of Italy, its future of genius, we Futurists condemn the spreading feminine cretinism and the pious imbecility of males, which are combining to promote feminine luxury, prostitution, pederasty and the sterility of the race.

Note

 The French version of the text, entitled Contre le luxe féminin, which was also published by the Futurist leadership from the address at 61, Corso Venezia, Milan, replaces this sentence with: ‘Nous ne parlons guère au nome (sic) de l’enfer des prêtres ni au nom de la morale’ [We do not speak, to any great extent, in the name (misspelt) of the hell of the priests or in the name of morality]. It may perhaps be that the translator was working from some earlier version of the original text or that an anti-clerical slant was added for French consumption. [Trans.]
References

Poggi, Christine. 2008. Inventing Futurism: The Art and Politics of Artificial Optimism. Princeton: Princeton University Press.
Tisdall, Christine, and Angelo Bozzolla. 1978. Futurism. London: Thames and Hudson.

…………………………………………………………………………
Filippo Tommaso Marinetti (1876-1944) was an Italian poet, art theoretician, and originator of the Futurist movement. He is well-known as the author of the first Futurist Manifesto, which was written and published in 1909.
Chris Turner lives in Birmingham, England. He was educated at the universities of Cambridge and Sussex and has worked as a translator since 1984. His translation of Marc Augé’s No Fixed Abode was shortlisted in 2014 for the Fiction Translation Prize of the French-American Foundation.

John Armitage is professor of media arts at Winchester School of Art, University of Southampton, United Kingdom. His most recent works include Virilio for Architects (2015) and, coedited with Joanne Roberts, Critical Luxury Studies: Art, Design, Media (2016).






Page | 1

