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Introduction 

The aim of this report is to analyze fashion behind the so-called Iron Curtain, 

the political and social factors of it, which influenced fashion evolution, as 

well as the reaction of the youth to the model imposed by the soviets. The 

theme of this report is delicate since the events described belong to the 

recent histories of countries that were or currently are under a communist 

regime. This fact makes the subject uncommon, since the topic is only 

debated by a few sources and publications in comparison to other periods 

with a big impact on fashion. In this report, a political context will be created 

and details about the daily life of people at the URSS borders will be 

presented to make the concept of fashion of that era easier to understand. 

At the same time, the connection between the youth of those times and 

fashion during the communist regime will be highlighted. The behavior of the 

youth, their reaction to the changes brought by the installation of the 



 2 

communist regime, as well as the way in which these changes reflected on 

fashion will be analyzed. In what way did the rebellion of the youth manifest 

and which movements characterize it? How were they perceived by the 

authorities? All these questions, as well as others will be answered among 

the lines below.   

Research undertaken 

The base documentation for this theme is the book “Fashion East – The 

specter that haunted socialism” written by Djurdja Bartlett since it contains 

relevant content, as well as an ample study on fashion during a communist 

regime. The author describes, step by step, the changes produced in fashion 

in connection with the politics, the ideology and the economy of those times, 

using images, posters, films and interviews. Another paper which analyzes 

the ideology, the politics and terms of consumption as well as customer 

practices is “Fashioning Socialism-Clothing, Politics and Consumer Culture in 

East Germany” written by Judd Stitziel.  

Besides the books dedicated to analysis, for the research of this report there 

were also used specialized websites, online documentaries about the 

communist regime, films and interviews. “Adevaruri despre trecut”( “Truths 

about the past”) is a series of documentaries and interviews conducted by 

The Romanian National Television which have the communist period as their 

main subject, covering a wide range of topics and practices of that time. 

From these, useful information regarding fashion and the behavior of the 

youth were extracted.  

Regarding the subculture of Russia’s youth, the historical movie “Stilyagi” is 

very relevant since it was produced with the help of the Russian Ministry of 

Culture. The information extracted from this movie alone was compared and 

completed with information from specialized websites.  
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Lastly, the confessions of people that lived during that time were of big help, 

since a lot of people of different ages and from different social contexts were 

interviewed in order to have an accurate perspective about this era. 

Fashion in relation to politics and life under the communist regime 

After the revolution of 1917 ended in Russia, which culminated with the 

execution of the Second Tsar and his family, the Bolsheviks took over. 

Fashion, just like other domains of daily life, suffered radical changes: all 

magazines printed before revolution disappeared (because they were part of 

the bourgeois culture), just like the old fashion houses and workshops, many 

of them either entering into the possession of the state or being closed. The 

image of the woman was changed in order to fit the concept of the new 

woman, the socialist one. She was presented as being a corpulent, robust, 

simple woman with a scarf tied under her chin and a black, long skirt (Figure 

1, 2). From a symbolical point of view, as Bartlett notes, the massive and 

muscular figure of the woman was necessary for both the construction of a 

new world and for the destruction of the old, bourgeois one (Bartlett,2010). 

Starting from Marx’s principle (“not all wishes are recognized as legitimate 

needs”), the fashion was now considered a luxury and less of a priority 

(Stitziel,). In the new world, goods which fulfilled basic needs were more 

important. 
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Figure 1. Under The Red Star, Together With Men, Let's Frighten The 

Bourgeoisie. 1925 

 

Figure 2. Fascism – The most evil enemy of women, Stalinism Propaganda. 

1941  

Fashion took a radical turn, promoting the idea of cubism (Figure 3), 

monochromatism, aesthetic details were removed in favor of comfort and 

practicability and floral prints were replaced with geometric shapes (Bartlett, 

n/d). The next stage was the attempt to create a new style of dress for 

working socialist women, which had to satisfy criteria such as: to be mass 
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producible, affordable, simple, functional and adapted for the daily tasks of 

the working woman. After many attempts, this plan to create a new outfit 

was abandoned, because the designs could not be produced in large 

numbers and were too pricey for the masses (Bartlett, 2010). 

 

Figure 3. Costume Design For The Play "The Magnanimous Cuckold". 1922 

In all this time of trying to create the perfect clothing, the simple woman 

was longing for old elegance, after a monotonous day of work in a uniform, 

returning to the old silk-lined dresses, worn before the revolution. They 

attended the parties organized by authorities only for the second part of the 

program, the dance, contradicting the principle of communist modesty and 

rigor, as noted in a council of socialist women: “Our agenda is of no interest 

to them and we are powerless to draw them away from dancing 

parties”(Brovkin,1998, Page 147) 

The dresses that appeared in the magazines after 1926 began to be 

accompanied by fashion patterns, the women being encouraged to make 

their own clothes at home or to use the services of a seamstress because of 

the poverty or the insufficiency of articles of clothing (Figure 4,5) (Bartlett, 

2010). Thus, the women were able to adapt the given patterns, creating new 
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outfits and variations according to their liking and in accordance with their 

body shape. Shortly after, the demand for seamstresses became very high 

as they became more popular, having the “role of today’s stylists” (Both et 

al., 2013).   

 

Figure 4. Art In Everyday Life. 1925 

 

Figure 5. A House Dress From A Headscarf, Tablet No 6. 1925 

The Stalinist period was marked by the discrepancy between reality and the 

desired image of a prolific communism that brings the luxury of the former 

bourgeoisie to the working class. This contrast was also manifested in 
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fashion, magazines began to have two different target audiences: the Soviet 

elite and the workers. The opulence and false prosperity of the regime was 

recreated in 1945 through a 5-day long fashion show with foreign guests in 

which 1100 outfits were presented that were to go into mass production in a 

variety of colors and sizes, accessible to all. Despite the promises, the 

clothes presented at the event could never be bought from a store. The real 

clothing industry was outdated, with many manufacturing mistakes, 

imperfections and usage of bad quality fabrics. The Soviet elite was 

privileged to be able to purchase the latest fashion clothes such as the 

luxurious, natural fur from the Moscow Fur Company (Figure 6),( Bartlett, 

2010). With all the opulence and false utopia that had to replace the poor 

reality, the communist regime failed from all points of view to create its 

greatest goal: equality. 

 

Figure 6. Photo Cover for Zhurnal mod. 1945 
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Figure 7. The Working Woman. 1948 

With the spread of the communist regime, after the Second World War, the 

East European countries were imposed communist values by starting to 

recreate the new socialist man. Thus, the same steps were followed as in 

Russia, from the physical extermination of the old elite to radical reforms 

and changes in all areas.The new woman had a robust body and was 

presented in articles and posters as performing various physical tasks, from 

working in factories and plants to plowing fields (Figure 7). The pages of 

fashion magazines were filled by critics of Western fashion, who argued that 

"too much choice comes from bourgeois times" (Bartlett,2010, Page 100). 

Besides the criticism, the power of the uniform ("clothing for the nicest and 

most significant part of the day") (Bartlett,2010, Page 110) is praised, which 

is also the inspiration for the dress of the new socialist countries (Figure 

8,9). Thus, the new dress code is based on simplicity, modesty, efficiency, 

lack of details, the absence of jewelry and neutral colors (dark gray, navy 

blue, dark red and beige). Czech socialist designer Hedviga Vlkova argued 
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that the differences between "summer and winter seasons are reflected only 

in the fabrics and colors" (Bartlett,2010, Page 110). The annual competitions 

and fashion shows organized between the socialist countries represented the 

great pride of the communist bloc, but they proved to have a political role, 

of strengthening the relationship between the USSR states rather than 

imposing a trend (Bartlett,2010). As the author of the book "Fashion East", 

Djurdja Bartlett notes, the hall where the fashion contests were organized 

was dominated by a huge podium presenting the political elite of the time, 

the catwalk occupying a small part of it, being away from the center of 

attention (Figure 10). 

 

Figure 8. "Moda" magazine cover. n.d 
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Figure 9. Clothes Advertising Promoted Communist Work Ideals. n.d 

However, buying clothes from shops became a luxury for some of the 

communist countries, especially in rural areas. In Romania, recognized for 

"the most isolated communist regime in Europe"(Carmen Barbulescu’s film, 

Adevaruri despre trecut (2019), there was only one store in each locality in 

each rural area. It was equipped with a variety of food, hygiene products 

and household items that occupied only a few shelves, not to mention the 

queue that was formed throughout the day, insufficient stock of products 

and the inability to choose any product. Thus, the customers enjoyed only a 

few rolls of materials (Figure 11, 12) from which they would make 

themselves just about anything they needed (dresses, pillowcases) (Roxana 

Tarhon’s film, Adevaruri despre trecut (2017).Elena Badulescu confesses in a 

documentary entitled "Truths about the past": "You had no place to buy 

children's clothes, and bed linen was difficult to find at that time." 
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Figure 10. The fourth annual Contest in the Culture of Dress. 1953 

 

Figure 11. A queue for bread during communism. 1925 



 12 

 

Figure 12. In the store. n.d 

Youth culture’s fashion versus authorities 

The youth, “the pride of the socialist countries” (Carmen Barbulescu’s film, 

Adevaruri despre trecut (2019) as well as those considered responsible for 

transmitting communist values, were also the first to challenge them, trying 

to escape the rigidity and monotony of the system. 

Stilyagi (translated as style hunters) is a youth movement that appeared in 

Russia in the late 1940s and later finds its correspondents in other countries 

under other names: Pasek - Czechoslovakia, Bikini boys– Poland. This was 

defined by the admiration of the young people for the American culture, 

especially the clothing and the music, the Stilyagi’s outfit being 

characterized by narrow pants, long jackets, narrow and colorful ties, bright 

color shirts (for men), '50 American inspired dresses, high hairstyles and red 

lipstick (for women). The inspiration for this subculture was drawn from 

some of Stalin's favorite American films, which he sometimes broadcast for 

the purpose of entertaining people, as well as some magazines and 

recordings that arrived in Russia during the war. (Figure 13,14) (Oosterhoff, 

2015) 
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Figure 13. Stilyagi. n.d 

 

Figure 14. Stilyagi Movie. 2008 

The young people who started this movement are not part of the 

disadvantaged class, which struggled with lack of food, living in primitive 

homes, but part of the Soviet elite, those who were first responsible for 

transmitting communist values and exemplary behavior for the children of 

the party (Geldern, 2014). The origins of the youth, as well as the fact that 

the rebellion was purely clothing, without propaganda against the party or 

other explicit acts that could prove opposition to the regime, are reasons 

why the movement managed to survive until the 1960s. 

Stilyagi's preferences were not limited to clothing items, they were 

fascinated by jazz music, banned in Russia after WW2. The young people 

even found a solution for limited access to musical records, managing to 
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copy existing discs on X-ray. Thus, the images with bones and skulls on the 

plastic sheets served as camouflage for a Jazz or Swing concert, their 

flexibility facilitating their transport, without seeming off, as they are most 

often attached to the inside of a sleeve. (Figure 15) (Oosterhoff, 

2015)(Valeriy Todorovskiy' film, Stilyagi (2008) 

 

 

Figure 15. X Ray Audio: Soviet Off The Bone Recordings & The Real Tuesday 

Weld. 

In the 1950s, the Soviets began to be less tolerant of any activity that 

related to the West, the members of this subculture being hunted by the 

authorities and being called "enemies of society" in the numerous campaigns 

against them (Figure 16) (Oosterhoff, 2015). Only the simple connection of 

their clothing with the western one made them traitors of country, being 

humiliated by the authorities publicly by cutting their hair and clothes 

(Valeriy Todorovskiy' film, Stilyagi (2008). For fear of being mistaken for a 

Stilyaga, people avoided wearing lighter colors or other clothing that would 

have the slightest connection to subculture clothing, with many cases being 

known where only some large sports jackets, considered Stilyaga clothing 

items led to violence (Scher, 2013). The Stilyaga youth movement dissolved 

before the end of the '60s under the pressure of the authorities, but left a 

https://www.imdb.com/name/nm0865422/?ref_=tt_ov_dr
https://www.imdb.com/name/nm0865422/?ref_=tt_ov_dr
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mark in the history of fashion, its members becoming models for the next 

generations. 

 

Figure 16. Anti-Stilyagi propaganda. 2015 

Aside from the “rebel” youth of the communist period, there existed another 

category that did not want to stand out too much or to make a statement, 

keeping their file clean and having a higher chance of following a good 

professional career. Their clothing was not much different than a typical 

adult’s, most of their clothes being homemade using patterns from different 

magazines and adapted to personal taste: “The clothes were mostly 

homemade and any hole in a shirt or sock was immediately mended” (figure 

17) (Moldoveanu, 2014).This way, a young person could stand out by 

wearing more intense colors, by having a shorter skirt length, their neckline 

was too high, etc. Once the 70s arrived, the mini-skirt fashion initiated by 

Mary Quant, an innovative English designer, became popular in the 

communist block too, and unlike everyone expected, it was accepted by the 

authorities as well. This way, this new trend spread fast among the youth, 
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even becoming a part of the uniform for the defilations for praising the 

communist regime (figure 18). 

 

Figure 17. Girl who eats her lunch in her garden in a home-made dress. 

1975 

 

Figure 18. 23 August Parade. n.d 

In the history of communism there were also more relaxed periods when 

there was a general openness to the West. Then came what was called 

"Shops" (even in foreign languages, they were still called “Shops”), selling 

clothes and other goods brought from the West underground or with the 

tacit agreement of the government, which took advantage of the currency 

brought into the country. Also, in the same period of relaxation, foreign 
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students appeared in the communist bloc, coming mainly from Greece, 

Africa and Asia, which represented a source of currency for the government 

and a way of access to Western clothing items for local students and young 

people, which were highly sought after. In Romania, these young 

entrepreneurs put up coded posters at the entrance of their student houses, 

using known abbreviations to identify the goods for sale, as well as the 

number of the room where they could be found.  (Figure 19) (Carmen 

Barbulescu’s film, Adevaruri despre trecut (2019). 

 

Figure 19. Coded message at the entrance of a student accommodation in 

Bucharest. 2019 

Another influence on the clothing and behavior of young people was music, 

especially the band "The Beatles", which became known in the USSR, being 

given as an example of what not to listen to by the authorities when it grew 

in influence in the West. Fearing that the bands’ members would not become 

an example for the communist youth, the government started a campaign 

against the English band, calling it "The bugs". The electric guitar was 

declared "the enemy of the people" by the Secretary General Nikita 

Khrushchev, being an instrument that "spreads the Western propaganda" 

(Blazeski, 2016). Contrary to the expected reaction, young people became 

even more fascinated by "The Beatles", beginning to make clothing inspired 

by the band's clothing: "Collarless Beatles jackets were assembled from 
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cast-offs, clumsy army boots were refashioned in Beatles' style" (Woodfed, 

2009) (Figure 20). This strategy of taking over the "negative" models, 

considered "tasteless" and transforming them into examples to follow is a 

common strategy for the young communist generation, who often violated 

the socialist rules in order to get rid of the daily monotony and the gray ash 

of clothing. 

 

Figure 20. The Beatles Great 8x10 B W Glossy Fab Foto. 1963 

Conclusion 

The communist regime wanted to erase all inherited values, to standardize 

the people, having declared the new human as its goal. In terms of fashion, 

this has become a way to reduce the differences between people and to 

impose patterns and rules. However, people, especially the youth, have 

successfully defied the rigors of the system and escaped the daily monotony 

through color, innovation and courage. Whether the opposition was 

extremely visible (Stilyagi movement) or less visible, the youth still 

managed to express their personality through clothing. Even though the 

people were isolated by the Iron Curtain, they became very receptive to the 

Western culture which reached them through different sources and ways. 

This way, they took the Western trends and adapted them to the daily life, 

trying not to attract the attention of the authorities.  
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