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    INTRODUCTION
  


  
    This book takes the reader on a guided tour of the female body, explaining its many unusual features. It is not a medical text, or a psychologist’s laboratory analysis, but a zoologist’s portrait, celebrating women as they appear in the real world, in their natural environment.
  


  
    The human female has undergone dramatic changes during the course of her evolution – far more than the human male. She has left behind many of the feminine qualities of other primates and, in the shape of modern woman, has become a unique being of an extraordinary kind.
  


  
    Every woman has a beautiful body – beautiful because it is the brilliant end-point of millions of years of evolution. It is loaded with amazing adjustments and subtle refinements that make it the most remarkable organism on the planet. Despite this, at different times and in different places, human societies have tried to improve on nature, modifying and embellishing the female body in a thousand different ways. Some of these cultural elaborations have been pleasurable, others have been painful, but all have sought to make the human female even more beautiful than she already is.
  


  
    Local concepts of beauty have varied wildly and each human society has developed its own ideas of what is more appealing. Some cultures like slender figures, others prefer more rounded flesh; some like small breasts, others relish large ones; some like white teeth, others insist on filed teeth; some like shaven heads, others dote on long, luxuriant hair. Even within Western culture there have been striking contrasts as the fickle world of fashion keeps on changing its priorities.
  


  
    As a result, each chapter – as the book travels from head to toe – not only explains the exciting biological features that all human females share, but also discusses the many ways in which these features have been exaggerated or suppressed, enlarged or reduced, and in this way attempts to give a rounded picture of the most fascinating subject in the world – the naked woman.
  


  
    On a personal note – this book reflects a lifelong fascination with the evolution and status of the human female. A few years ago this led me to make a series for American television called The Human Sexes in which I examined in some detail the nature of the relationship between human males and females, all around the globe. The more I travelled, the more disturbed and angry I became with the way women were being treated in many countries. Despite the advances made by feminist rebellion in the West, there are still millions of women in other parts of the world who are considered the ‘property’ of males and as inferior members of society. For them, the feminist movement simply did not happen.
  


  
    To me, as a zoologist who has studied human evolution, this trend towards male domination is simply not in keeping with the way in which Homo sapiens has developed over a period of millions of years. Our success as a species was due to a division of labour between males and females, in which the males became specialized as hunters. Living in small tribes, this meant that, with the males away hunting, the females were left in the very centre of social life, gathering the food and preparing it, rearing the young, and generally organizing the tribal settlement. As men became better at focusing on their one, crucially important task, women became better at dealing with several problems at once. (This personality difference is still with us today.) There was never any question of one sex being dominant over the other. They relied totally on one another for survival. There was a primeval balance between the human sexes – they were different but equal.
  


  
    This balance was lost when human populations grew, towns and cities were built, and tribespeople became citizens. Religion, at the centre of human societies, has had a major part to play. In ancient times the great deity was always a woman, but then, as urbanization spread, She underwent a disastrous sex change and, in simple terms, the benign Mother Goddess became the authoritarian God the Father. With a vengeful male God to back them up, ruthless holy men through the ages have ensured their own affluent security and the higher social status of men in general, at the expense of women who sank to a low social status that was far from their evolutionary birthright. It was this birthright that the suffragettes and later the feminists sought to regain. It may be imagined that these women were asking for a new social respect, asserting new rights. But in reality they were simply seeking to have their ancient, primeval role returned to them. In the West, they largely succeeded, but elsewhere the subordination of women has continued to thrive.
  


  
    After completing The Human Sexes I had become more and more preoccupied with this issue and, when it was agreed that a new edition of my 1985 book Bodywatching should be prepared, I decided that, instead of following the original pattern and dealing with both sexes, I would confine the new book solely to the female body. In Bodywatching I had examined the human body from head to toe, taking each part of it in turn. I have kept that arrangement for the present book, taking the reader on an anatomical tour of inspection, from head to toe, or, to be more precise, from hair to feet. Some of the text from the original Bodywatching book has been incorporated, but very little. Although it started out as a revision of an old book, The Naked Woman has ended up almost entirely as a new work.
  


  
    In each chapter I have presented the biological aspect of a particular part of the female body – those aspects that all women share – and I have then gone on to examine the various ways in which different societies have modified these biological qualities. It has been an absorbing voyage of discovery and I only wish that, when I was eighteen, I had known all that I know now – as a result of writing this book – about the complexity of the female form.
  


  
    1. THE EVOLUTION
  


  
    To the zoologist, human beings are tailless apes with very large brains. Their most astonishing feature is just how incredibly successful they have been. While other apes cower in their last retreats, awaiting the arrival of the chainsaw, the 6,000 million humans have infested almost the entire globe, spreading so far and so fast that, like a plague of giant locusts, they have dramatically changed the landscape.
  


  
    The secret of their success has been their ability to live in larger and larger populations where, even at the highest densities, they are able to adapt to the stresses of life and continue to breed under conditions that any other ape would find intolerable. Combined with this ability is an insatiable curiosity that keeps them ever searching for new challenges.
  


  
    This magic combination of friendliness and curiosity has been made possible by an evolutionary process called neoteny, which has seen humans retain juvenile characters into adult life. Other animals are playful when they are young, but lose this quality when they mature. Humans remain playful all their lives – they are the Peter Pan species that never grows up. Of course, once they have become adult, they call play by different names; they refer to it as art or research, sport or philosophy, music or poetry, travel or entertainment. Like childhood play, all these activities involve innovation, risk-taking, exploration and creativity. And it is these activities that have made us truly human.
  


  
    Men and women have not followed this evolutionary trend in quite the same way. Both have gone a long way down the ‘childlike-adult’ path, but they have advanced at slightly different rates with certain features. Men are slightly more childlike in their behaviour, women in their anatomy. For instance:
  


  
    At the age of thirty, men are 15 times more accident-prone than women. This is because men have retained the risk-taking element of child’s play more strongly than women. Although this quality frequently gets men into trouble, it was a valuable asset back in primeval times when, in order to succeed in the hunt, men were forced to take risks. Primeval women were too valuable to risk on the hunt, but the males of the tribe were expendable, so they became the specialized risk-takers. If a few of them died in the process, it did not reduce the breeding abilities of the small tribes, but if a few women died, then the breeding rate was immediately threatened. It is important to remember that, in primeval times, there were so few of us alive on the planet that breeding rates were all-important.
  


  
    There are more male inventors than female inventors. Risk-taking was not only physical, it was also mental. Innovation always involves risk – trying out something unknown rather than relying on well-tried, trusted traditions. Women had to be cautious. In their primeval role at the very centre of tribal society, with responsibility for almost everything except hunting, they could not afford to make costly mistakes. During the course of evolution they became better at doing several things at once; they became more fluent verbal communicators; their senses of smell, hearing, touch and colour vision were all superior to those of the males; they became better nurturers – more sensitive parents; and they became more resistant to disease – their health as mothers was vitally important.
  


  
    All of this added up to a difference in male and female brains, in which men retained more ‘little boy’ features than women did ‘little girl’ qualities. Men became more imaginative and sometimes perverse. Women became more sensible and caring. These differences suited their roles in society. They complemented one another and the combination spelled success.
  


  
    Physically the story was rather different. Because of the new division of labour that was evolving, men had to be physically stronger, and more athletic, for the hunt. The average male body contains 28 kg (57 lb) of muscle, the female only 15 kg (33 lb). The typical male body is 30 per cent stronger, 10 per cent heavier, and 7 per cent taller than the typical female body. The female body, being so important for reproduction, had to be better protected against starvation. As a result, the average woman’s curvaceous body contains 25 per cent fat, while the stringy male has only 12.5 per cent.
  


  
    This greater retention of puppy-fat in the female was a strongly infantile characteristic, and with it went a whole host of other juvenile features that served her well. Adult males had been programmed by evolution to be strongly protective of their children. To thrive, the slow-growing human offspring required the assistance of both parents. Paternal responses to the rounded, fat-covered bodies of human babies were so strong that they could be exploited by the adult females. The more physical baby features the females displayed, the more protective responses they could elicit in their mates.
  


  
    The result of this was that adult women’s voices remained higher pitched than men’s. Deep male voices operate at 130–145 cycles a second. High female voices operate at 230–255 cycles a second. In other words, women kept childlike voices. Women also retained more juvenile facial features and, most conspicuously, kept their childlike hair pattern. While adult males grew their heavier brows, chins and noses, and their moustaches, beards and hairy chests, women kept their smooth, finer-boned, baby-faces.
  


  
    So, to sum up – as the human sexes advanced down their evolutionary pathway, towards greater and greater neoteny, the males behaved in a more and more childlike way, while showing fewer physical changes, while the females developed more and more childlike physical qualities, while showing fewer childlike mental qualities.
  


  
    It is important to make a point here about the degree of difference between men and women. I have been concentrating on listing the various differences between the sexes, but it is crucial to remember that both human sexes are 100 times more neotenous in every respect than the sexes of other species. The differences between men and women are very real and very interesting, but they remain very slight. I have dwelt on them here only because it is important to establish, at the start, the fact that the human female’s body is more advanced – that is, more neotenous – than the male’s in many ways. Understanding this will help to clarify many of the features of the female anatomy that we meet as we travel from head to toe. It does not explain everything, because there have, in addition, been many highly specialized evolutionary developments in female anatomy, particularly in sexual and reproductive features, that make a woman’s body such a highly evolved and wonderfully refined organism. As we shall see...
  


  
    2. THE HAIR
  


  
    There is scarcely a woman alive today who allows her hair to grow as nature intended. If she did, she would end up with a mane that reached down to her knees, or, if she were dark-skinned, with a huge woolly bush that dominated her skull. Just how our remote, primeval ancestors managed to cope with these extravagant hair patterns, before they had invented knives, scissors, combs and other grooming tools, is never discussed by anthropologists, perhaps because they have no answer. Often, when prehistoric people are described in books, the illustrations show, in their imaginative reconstructions, women who have somehow mysteriously paid a visit to the hairdresser before posing. Their hair is always too short. Unless hairdressing, rather than prostitution, is the world’s oldest profession, there is something wrong here, and the error conceals one of the great mysteries of female anatomy – namely, why does the human female grow such ridiculously long tresses? In an ancient, tribal world, such an exaggerated, swishing cape of hair would prove to be a serious encumbrance, reminiscent of a peacock’s tail. What was the evolutionary advantage of such an excessive development?
  


  
    Even odder is the fact that, apart from the top of her head, her armpits and her genitals, the typical human female is virtually hairless. It is true that, under a magnifying glass, it is possible to see tiny, stunted hairs all over her skin, but from a distance these are invisible and her skin is functionally naked. This makes her metre-long head hair even more outlandish.
  


  
    It is not too difficult to trace the human hair pattern back to its origins. When a chimpanzee foetus is about twenty-six weeks old it displays a hair distribution that is very similar to our adult one. The fact that, in humans, this pattern survives into adulthood is yet another example of neoteny. Unlike the apes, who grow a full coat before they are born, we retain the foetal hair pattern all our lives. Men are less advanced than women in this respect, having hairier bodies, with long moustaches and beards, but both sexes remain functionally naked over most of their body surface. Even the hairiest of males would gain no comfort from his chest-hairs on a freezing night, or avoid sunburn in intense heat.
  


  
    So it would seem that nature has dealt us an extremely odd hairstyle, when we are compared with any other species. The foetal explanation may tell us where we acquired our bizarre adult hair pattern, but it does not tell us what survival advantage we gained from keeping it. Inevitably, where there is no obvious explanation, speculative ideas abound.
  


  
    Proponents of the aquatic theory of human origin have suggested that we lost our body fur as an adaptation to swimming, but retained our head hair to protect the tops of our heads from the rays of the sun. They have also suggested that the metre-long female head hair was useful for infants to cling on to when swimming with their mothers. Critics of the aquatic theory consider this to be farfetched. If mothers were diving for food in the water, they would have been unlikely to allow their infants to accompany them. Also, if our ancestors evolved in a hot African climate, it is likely that their hair pattern was not long and flowing, but much bushier – closer to that seen on modern African heads.
  


  
    The idea of scalp hair as protective does, however, have some merit, with or without an aquatic location. If primeval humans became daytime hunter/gatherers on the African savannahs they would require a shield from the intense heat of the tropical sun. Thick head hair would provide that, while keeping the rest of the skin naked would dramatically increase cooling by sweating. (Sweat cools five times as efficiently on naked skin as it does on a furry coat.) If other African animals retained their body fur, this was presumably because they were most active at dawn and dusk, when the sun was not blazing down on them. Early humans were typically daytime animals, like other apes and monkeys.
  


  
    This may explain the typical African hairstyle – a thick bushy covering over the scalp, efficiently insulating the brain from overheating – but it does not help to clarify the mystery of the long, flowing hair of humans from the cooler regions to the north. Some anthropologists have suggested that the very long head hair helped to keep the bodies of the northern peoples warm in winter – like a natural cape thrown over the shoulders and hanging down the back. As they crouched up at night, the great mane of hair could have acted almost like a blanket against the bitter cold. It may even have given them the idea for making their very first clothing by wrapping animal skins around their bodies. But if this were the case, why did the cold-country humans not re-grow a whole coat of thick fur to protect them? As before, there are serious flaws in the argument.
  


  
    The most likely explanation is that the bizarre human hair pattern acts as a species flag – a display that set us apart from all our close relatives (relatives that we have long since eliminated). If we try to picture a little group of our remote ancestors, long before they developed clothing or any kind of cutting implement, it is clear that they would look very different from anything else on the planet. With their naked bodies surmounted by long swishing capes or gigantic woolly bushes, they would immediately be identifiable as members of this newfangled species that walks about on its hind legs. This may seem an odd way to label a species, but a quick look at the other apes and monkeys soon shows how often strange hair patterns have arisen as species identification markers. There is a rich variety of crests, manes, capes, beards, moustaches and brightly coloured hair patches. Primates are predominantly visual animals and it follows that displaying conspicuous visual signals will be the quickest and most efficient way of distinguishing one species from another.
  


  
    In their primeval condition, our remote human ancestors, with their naked bodies and long head hair, could be spotted far off in the distance, and easily differentiated from their furry-bodied cousins. Coming slightly closer, it would then become possible to distinguish between the sexes. The males, with their hairy faces, could not be confused with the naked-faced females.
  


  
    There is, however, more to the human hair patterns than just species and gender identification. As human beings began to spread out from their original homeland in Africa and were forced to adapt to different environments, these new peoples started to differ more and more from the tropical ones they left behind. The need to adapt to different climates set them off on evolutionary pathways leading to the development of several distinct racial types. Finding themselves struggling to survive in hot, dry deserts, or in moderately warm temperate zones, or in the freezing northlands, their bodies had to become modified if they were to survive. Once these modifications had been achieved it was important they should not be lost. As with any other evolutionary trend, barriers had to be set up that would reduce interbreeding. The different races had to look as different from one another as possible. One of the quickest ways to achieve this was by varying the human hair pattern. Woolly hair, crinkly hair, wavy hair, straight hair, blond hair – variations of this type could quickly label human groups as being different from one another.
  


  
    This process obviously started to gain momentum at an early stage, as humans spread their range wider and wider across the globe. There is little doubt that we were on the way to evolving as a new group of closely related species – tropical humans, desert humans, temperate humans, polar humans, and so on. Our different hairstyles were the first hint that this process was taking place. But before it could get very far, the human story took a dramatic new turn. Through our advanced intelligence, we became incredibly mobile. We invented boats and ships, we tamed horses and rode them, we invented the wheel and made coaches, we built trains and cars, railways and motorways, and eventually aeroplanes. The racial differences that had started to develop were still at a very preliminary stage. Only two kinds had made any headway – those concerned purely with heat and humidity (differences in skin pigmentation, the density of sweat glands, and such features) and those concerned with visual labels – the hair patterns.
  


  
    Modern human populations have little use today for the climatic adaptations of their bodies. They are specializations that have become almost obsolete. We have learnt to tame our environments with our clothing, with fire and central heating, with refrigeration and air conditioning. The surviving differences between the races are no longer important. As for the different hair patterns that arose as isolating mechanisms, helping to keep the different types apart, they are today nothing but an outdated nuisance. As we no longer do keep apart, but mix together all over the world, they only lead to disharmony. In the future, as our populations mix more and more, these isolating mechanisms should eventually disappear altogether, but in the meantime they need to be understood. If we imagine wrongly that they reflect deeper differences between the races, they will continue to cause trouble. They may be conspicuous, but they are nevertheless trivial and superficial and should be viewed as such.
  


  
    Turning now specifically to the female head of hair, it is clear that her long tresses and naked face must have made a striking visual contrast. If, as I have argued, the excessive hair growth on top of her head evolved primarily as a visual display, it should come as no surprise that, over the centuries, it has been the subject of so much attention, both positive and negative. It has been shown off, concealed, styled, cut, trimmed, extended, straightened, waved, put up, let down, coloured and decorated in a thousand different ways. It has been everything from woman’s crowning glory to the cause of strict religious taboos. No other part of the female body has been subjected to such an incredible range of cultural variations.
  


  
    Before examining these variations in more detail, it is worth taking a closer look at the individual hairs themselves. There are about 100,000 on each human head. Blondes have finer hair and compensate for this by having a slightly larger number than average – usually about 140,000. Brunettes have about 108,000 hairs, while redheads, who have the coarsest hair, possess only 90,000.
  


  
    Typically, each hair grows for about six years. It then goes into a three-month resting phase before falling out. At any one time, 90 per cent of the hairs are actively growing, while 10 per cent are resting. In a full human lifespan each hair papilla therefore grows about 12 hairs, one after the other. Unlike many other mammals, humans do not have seasonal moults. Our scalp hair is of the same thickness in all seasons.
  


  
    On average, each individual hair grows 13 cm (5 inches) a year. But among healthy young adults this is increased to 18 cm (7 inches) a year. So, for them, each scalp hair would, if left untrimmed, grow to be just over a metre (3½ feet) long before dropping out. This far exceeds anything found in other primates and is one of the truly unique features of the human species.
  


  
    In rare cases there is a curious exception to this rule. Instead of falling out after six years, the hairs simply keep on growing longer and longer, until they reach ground level. In some instances they go on far beyond this and some women have grown hair so long that they can stand on it. One young American woman possessed hair that was over 4 metres (13 feet) in length, but even her extraordinary achievement was beaten by a Chinese woman whose world record hair was measured at almost 5 metres (16 feet). It is as though such a momentum has been developed in the genetic trend to evolve longer human hair that occasionally it runs away with itself, creating super-haired individuals.
  


  
    Even without these extremes, it is clear that, with so much head hair to play with, the ever inventive human being was soon going to be tempted to start experimenting with different shapes and styles. We know, from some of the oldest Venus figurines, that this has been going on for at least 20,000 years. Stone Age carvings have been found which clearly show several distinct hairstyles, including elaborate partings down the middle of the head and, in one case, with the addition of braided hair thrown over the right shoulder.
  


  
    Looking back at earlier historical periods, it is possible to see how the predominant styles have slowly changed, with each epoch showing hair fashions that are highly characteristic of their time. In the modern era, with the arrival of professional styling salons and global communication systems, the speed of these fashion changes has dramatically accelerated.
  


  
    Today, in the twenty-first century, there are so many competing influences that a single theme no longer exists. With individuality the order of the day, there are more hairstyles on display than ever before. The urge to imitate celebrities still creates short-lived mini-trends, but there are so many role-models to choose from that no clear leader emerges to cry out ‘This is the dominant hairstyle of the early twenty-first century’. The short, efficient hair of the female politician, the long flowing hair of the pop star, the carefully ‘dishevelled’ hair of the Hollywood actress, the wild spiky hair of the rebel, all these and more can be seen side by side in our morning newspapers. And even to give crude labels to these competing styles in this way is a stereotyping that is unjustified because, within these types, there are countless minor variations.
  


  
    This is not the place to list all these inventive variations in detail, but it is important to record that, over the centuries, there have been a small number of major ‘female hair strategies’. These are related, not to the whims of fashion, but to the basic possibilities of what can be done with female head hair. Some of these strategies have vanished into history and today seem very strange. Others are still with us.
  


  
    The simplest strategy of all is to adopt the Natural Look. In this, the woman wears her hair down, loose and natural at all times, whether in public or private, and both on special social occasions and for everyday use. She may wash, brush and comb her hair, but does not attempt to dress or style it in any way. Although this is the most basic of all strategies, it is now comparatively rare. It may still be found in unsophisticated societies or in cultures where simplicity has become a social doctrine. Poverty may spawn it, but even where there is no money to spend on hair products or professional hair care, native women are fond of dressing their hair. Twisting, plaiting and braiding costs little or nothing and helps to pass the time.
  


  
    For women whose lives involve strenuous physical work – in the fields or in the factory, for example – a Practical Look is introduced. The hair is tied back for convenience, to prevent it falling over the eyes or becoming entangled. When the woman is not labouring at her daily tasks, she unties it and lets it fall loose. This has been a popular peasant strategy in past times and is still used by many women today who, although no longer engaged in hard physical labour, find that screwing the hair back in a ponytail can be a useful device to control untidy hair, both in the workplace and the home.
  


  
    For the majority of women, especially those living in urban societies, the natural and the practical solutions have never been enough. For centuries they have adopted the Styled Look in which the hair is dressed in some way – clipped, shaped, coloured, waved, straightened, layered, streaked, or decorated. This is the usual strategy, especially in those countries where hairdressing salons are popular, but it is forbidden in countries where strict religious rules are applied and displays of female beauty are taboo.
  


  
    Two of the major strategies involved in styling the hair are to enlarge it or to reduce it. Enlarging the hair increases the strength of the visual display of whatever modification has been chosen. It makes the woman seem taller and more conspicuous. A favourite way of accomplishing this has been to wear a wig of some kind.
  


  
    The wearing of false hair is a strategy that is at least 5,000 years old. In ancient Egypt it was the custom for high-ranking females to shave the head completely and then to wear an ornate wig in public. Roman ladies did not shave their heads, but they too enjoyed wearing fancy wigs as a status display. Their form of showing off led to an unpleasant trend when it became fashionable to insist that the hair from which their wigs were made should be taken from the heads of conquered people whose countries had been defeated by the Roman army – an ancient Roman version of scalping one’s enemies.
  


  
    Fancy wigs were banned by the Church in medieval times, but reappeared in the Elizabethan era. This was largely because the primitive cosmetics of the period did so much damage to hair and skin that a massive cover-up was required. But the fancy wig was not to reach its zenith until the eighteenth century, when exaggeration upon exaggeration occurred, until the hair displays of fashionable women came to exceed anything seen either before or since. Some of their wigs were over 75 cm (30 inches) in height and elaborately decorated. Doorways had to be raised to allow them to pass through. The seating in carriages had to be specially lowered. Special bed supports had to be designed so that women could lie down and rest while still wearing their enormous wigs. At the Paris Opera, wigs were permitted only in the boxes – their presence elsewhere would have obscured the stage. Never has any other hair strategy made such an impact on society. It was an example of a special kind of conspicuous consumption. Because of the huge cost of making and maintaining the wigs, the husbands of the wig-wearers had to be unusually generous in funding the fashion. As a result, their wives’ hair displays have been referred to as an example of ‘surrogate consumption’ – a way of showing off how rich their husbands were.
  


  
    The only woman who could bring an end to this outrageously extreme fashion was Madame Guillotine, who chopped off the aristocratic wig-wearer’s heads. After the French Revolution the use of fancy wigs never made a full recovery. There were moments when it resurfaced briefly in one form or another – as with the Fun Wigs of the 1960s, made out of synthetic materials and in a range of bright, artificial colours – but the great days were over. In more modern times, where wigs have been worn they have usually been so realistic as to deny their own existence.
  


  
    Some women (especially those whose real hair is thinning with age) will never appear in public without a realistic wig in place. A number of famous celebrities also adopt this strategy, not because of hair problems, but as a matter of convenience. Even if their own hair is in good condition, it is often easier for them to don a wig than to waste valuable time having their hair styled. The great advantage of this is that a whole series of elegant wigs can be kept groomed and in perfect condition in the absence of the wearer.
  


  
    Returning to the strategy of hair enlargement, a remarkable example from the recent past is the Big-Hair Look that became popular in the 1980s. In this, instead of wearing a wig, the owner’s real hair was made to look as voluminous as possible. The appearance of increased bulk was obtained by ‘blow-drying upside down, teasing out, mousse-ing and then copiously spraying’. The gravity defying result was wryly described by one critic as ‘one of the architectural marvels of our time’. Sometimes referred to as Dolly Parton Hair (after the American country singer), this bouffant style was especially popular in small-town America and the Southern States, where the motto ‘the higher the hair, the nearer to God’ was often heard. One of the reasons for its popularity was that its great size made large facial features seem smaller and therefore more attractive. It was also extrovert and cheerfully assertive, making the wearer appear more confident. To its opponents, however, it was brash and vulgar, and nothing more than a compensation for inadequacies. And it had one major shortcoming – it may have been a blatant female advertisement, but also happened to be anti-sexual – because men could not run their hands through it, ruffle it, or gently stroke it.
  


  
    More recently, a more sophisticated form of hair enlargement has been favoured. Hair extensions have been added to the natural hair to make it appear much longer. This is done either to enjoy a temporary change from a short hairstyle, or when the natural hair fails to grow as long as the woman wishes. Modern hairdressing skills have made it almost impossible to detect the presence of these hair extensions, although some of them are visibly, deliberately false and act almost like a kind of partial wig.
  


  
    The second major styling strategy is to reduce the natural hair in some way, either by removing some of it, or by tightly restricting it. In its least extreme version it takes the form of adopting a severe, controlled hairstyle as a social display on special occasions, but with it worn down, loose and natural for everyday use and in private. In recent decades many women wish to appear casually ‘free and easy’ for most of the time, but will go to extra trouble for very special occasions, such as funerals, weddings, and grand events or celebrations. In order to give themselves a sense of social standing and discipline they usually put their hair up or restrain it in some way. This display says to the onlooker, ‘I am important, I am serious, do not be familiar with me.’
  


  
    Some women go a step further, never letting their hair down in public. They keep it closely confined in a tight bun or some other constricted style at all times until in the privacy of the home. This is what might be called the ‘governess’ or ‘head-mistress’ strategy. Women who need to impose their authority on others can increase their air of control and power by clamping their hair as tightly as possible onto their skulls. This de-feminizes them and rids them of any air of casual relaxation or personal freedom. Their hair is so neat that it cannot be ruffled, so tightly arranged that it cannot be stroked. This makes them appear both literally and metaphorically unruffled and renders them unapproachable and untouchable.
  


  
    Some women have chosen to have their hair bobbed so short that it can no longer be ‘tied back’, ‘put up’, or ‘let down’. What little is left of it may still hang loose, but it no longer requires holding back to facilitate physical labour, nor can its style be changed to suit different social contexts. The flappers of the 1920s were the first to adopt this style as a fashion statement and it reappeared in the 1960s through the work of stylist Vidal Sassoon.
  


  
    Clearly, the intended message of the Short Look is that the women wearing it are active and carefree. They reduce their hair to an elegant but highly abbreviated, tomboy statement rather than a fussy feminine display. The drawback, however, is that, although in principle this made sense, in practice the short styles of the 1920s and 1960s proved rather difficult to keep in good condition after leaving the salon.
  


  
    The Short Look resurfaced again in the 1970s when, in a more severe form, it became a common feminist strategy, usually as an assertive display in which women in the workplace were seeking to be treated with more respect by their male colleagues. By the 1990s the short styles had softened. They now had a more feminine touch. The hair strategy of the post-feminist businesswoman was saying ‘I am still disciplined, but I no longer have to give up my femininity to be a top player in this world.’ As a softer short hairstyle, the 1990s look walked the tightrope between being too belligerently butch on the one hand, or too decoratively ornate on the other. Its aim was to combine polished control with a sense of sexy freedom. This became the new challenge for the professional hairstylist in the West as the twenty-first century dawned.
  


  
    In a more drastic form of hair reduction, some women have taken the step of close-cropping their hair. This removes all ‘natural looseness’, all the time, even when they are in private. For beautiful women this is a defiant statement which says ‘look at me, I do not need pretty hair to make me attractive’. As such it can be seen as a display of vanity. It is also the statement of a rebel, one who ignores convention and refuses to follow the hair trends of fashionable or conformist women. Those women who dislike it see it as a deliberate attempt at self-advertisement by the use of shock tactics. Men may simply feel threatened by it, having been robbed of the quest for the softly flowing locks they dream of caressing.
  


  
    Certain women have taken the even more extreme step of close-shaving their heads to remove all trace of head hair completely. In some cultures, shaving the female head had been carried out as a punishment. In others it has been a mark of slavery, or voluntary subordination to a deity. In still others it has been required of all women, at special mourning ceremonies. Among the ancient Phoenicians, failure to adopt the shaven head of mourning meant that the women concerned had to offer themselves as temple prostitutes. In recent times a French fashion designer persuaded all his models to shave their heads to demonstrate that modern women should not be ‘imprisoned by their own hair’. For men, this shaved look has nearly always been unappetizing and (from Joan of Arc to the female punk rockers) has had little or no sex appeal, being a complete denial of all that is sensual about long female hair.
  


  
    Because of its capacity for arousing men, the exposure of an expanse of female hair – in any style – has sometimes been prohibited. Covering or obscuring the hair is required to eliminate its potentially erotic signalling. The mildest form of this puritanical ‘cover-up’ is the wearing of some sort of headgear. The demand that women wear a hat or a scarf when entering a Catholic church is a reminder of the times when they were required to obscure their hair completely when attending Christian services. A modern remnant of this ancient practice is the social convention of wearing hats on formal occasions, such as weddings and funerals.
  


  
    In strict religious communities, past and present, women are required to cover their heads completely at all times in public, only uncovering their hair in the privacy of their homes, when no strangers are present. In societies where Islamic law is rigidly imposed, for example, this look is ever-present. Even accidentally displaying a small wisp of hair, from under the traditional head covering, when walking in the street, has led to women being beaten by male religious officials. The stricter communities of the Christian Church have also imposed rules concerning female hair covering. In the past, these rules often applied to devout wives, whose hair could not be seen in public, and even today they still apply to nuns.
  


  
    One extraordinary example of religious hair concealment is found today in New York, among Orthodox Jewish communities. Women in these communities must cover their hair totally in public and may only let their natural hair been seen by their husbands in the privacy of the bedroom. Despite this, women in these communities wish to live the lives of typical New Yorkers and solve their dilemma in an ingenious way. They have highly realistic wigs manufactured at great cost to look exactly like their own real hair. When they place such a wig, called a sheitel, over the top of their own hair, their appearance hardly changes. A casual onlooker would find it hard to tell whether they were wearing the wig or not. In this way the religious rule is obeyed without sacrificing personal image.
  


  
    It is clear that hair invites experimentation more than any other part of the female body. This is because it is easy to change, these changes can be made quickly and they are not permanent. When the hair grows out, new styles can be tried. Above all, hair is highly conspicuous and even the smallest alteration in hairstyle is immediately obvious to even the casual onlooker.
  


  
    In the symbolism of female hair there is a simple dichotomy – a contrast between the long, free-flowing, strokeable, natural hair and the short, severe, tightly dressed hair. Long, loose hair has been seen as symbolizing lack of restraint, sexuality, freedom of spirit, peaceful rebellion and creativity. Short, tight hair has been associated with discipline, self-control, efficiency, conformity and assertiveness. These are obviously crude over-generalizations, but it is surprising how well they fit the facts in many cases. The great joy of hair for the human female, however, remains that it is always available for her to express her personal style and her individuality, as well as her general mood. Providing the grim world of sexist religious practices does not interfere, she can use her hair as a wonderfully expressive appendage to present herself to the world.
  


  
    In addition to the wide range of shaping and styling options that exist, there is also the question of modification of hair colour. The natural variation, from very dark to very pale, is, like skin colour, an adaptation to the climatic conditions of the environment. Each colour, whether black, brown, red or yellow, has its own adaptive significance and its own special appeal. It is therefore surprising to find that, when women decide to change the colour of their hair, there is one choice that completely dominates all the others. Of every hundred women who take the step of radically altering their hair colour, it would be fair to say that over 90 per cent of them choose to become blonde. At first sight this is mystifying. Why on earth should so many dark-haired women want to look like fair-haired Scandinavians, when so few Scandinavians ever want to dye their hair brown or black? It clearly has nothing to do with climate. Nor does it have anything to do with race, since the majority of Caucasians are dark-haired. So what is the special appeal of blonde hair, an appeal so strong that it has led to the bizarre situation that there are now more artificial blondes in the world than real ones?
  


  
    Part of blonde appeal lies in the fineness of the hair. The unusual thinness of the blonde strands makes them genuinely softer to the touch and therefore more sensuous in moments of intimate body contact. Under stroking fingers, or against the male cheek, the softness of the hair echoes the softness of rounded female flesh. So in that sense, blondes are more feminine than redheads or brunettes.
  


  
    Indeed, femininity of blondness extends over the whole body. The blonde has a fine, soft fuzz where the brunette must wield razor or depilatory. In particular, the blonde’s armpits and pubis are more delicately hirsute. Her pubic hair’s soft silkiness contrasts strikingly with the more aggressive bushiness of the brunette’s. In moments of extreme intimacy she therefore has a slight advantage over darker-haired women.
  


  
    If it is argued that this softness of blonde hair is what makes so many darker-haired women lighten their tresses, it should be pointed out that any advantage gained is by association only. The bleaching of dark hair does not make it any finer, or softer. It merely looks finer.
  


  
    There is, however, another advantage in being blonde, and this one depends purely on visual signalling: being blonde creates a more juvenile image than being dark-haired. And such an image projected by an adult human helps to increase their sex appeal, transmitting intense ‘take care of me’ signals. The reason blondness suggests youth is that for a large section of humanity, babies are blonder than their parents, and the ‘baby blues’ and ‘blond locks’ become indelibly associated with childhood.
  


  
    Needless to say, this is good news for hair dyers and wig makers. From the empires of the ancient world to the salons of baroque Europe, generation after generation of dark- or mousy-haired women streamed to their establishments for the latest styles and potions, intent on making themselves a little, or a lot, blonder than nature had intended. Virtually since the dawn of recorded history, the blonding of women has been a major industry.
  


  
    Some of the measures taken to meet the social demands of blondness were hazardous and even, on occasion, lethal. The ancient Greeks employed a pomade of yellow flower petals, a potassium solution and coloured powders that ‘veiled the hair’ to gain the sexy blonde look. Roman ladies dyed their hair with a German soap, specially imported from the north, but were more likely to take the easy way out by wearing a blonde wig. These early wigs were made of the fair human hair of the northern Europeans the Romans had conquered in their great expansion. The fashion became so widespread that the Roman poet Martial mocked it with the lines:
  


  
    
      The golden hair that Galla wears
    


    
      Is hers – who would have thought it?
    


    
      She swears ’tis hers, and true she swears
    


    
      For I know where she bought it.
    

  


  
    More and more tricks were used to bleach the hair as the centuries passed. Ashes of plants, nutshells, elderberries and vinegar sediment were popular in the early days. Saffron was scrubbed into the hair with great vigour. Boiled egg yolks and wild honey were tried, aided by prolonged exposure to strong sunlight. Elizabethan women powdered their hair with gold dust or, more economically, applied the scrapings of rhubarb steeped in white wine. Sometimes they took the risk of dipping their hair in oil of vitriol or alum water. For some, these chemical treatments solved the problem of unwanted dark hair so effectively that they went completely bald and were forced to wear blonde wigs for the rest of their fashionable lives.
  


  
    The recipes became more and more complicated and demanding. By 1825 a learned treatise called The Art of Beauty informed its readers of a formula they should brew if they wished to display flaxen hair: Boil up a quart of lye; add half an ounce of briny celandine roots and turmeric; two drachms of saffron and lily roots, and a drachm each of flowers of mullein, yellow stechas, broom, and St John’s wort. The resulting concoction was to be applied regularly to the scalp.
  


  
    It is clear that for year after year and century after century, many a socially aware female was prepared to go to great lengths to acquire the desirable tones of blondness. But like many fashionable conceits, the bleaching of hair inevitably developed a secondary association with over-exaggerated display. Even in Roman times its appeal did not always remain that of the unblemished virgin. The artificiality of wigs and dyes decreased the symbolic value of pale colouring. At one stage it became synonymous not with innocent femininity, but with professional sexuality: it became the sign of the whore.
  


  
    Roman prostitutes were carefully organized. They were licensed, taxed, and actually required by law to wear blonde hair. The third wife of the Emperor Claudius, the wild nymphomaniac Messalina, was so excited by the idea of sudden, brutal sex with strangers that she would sneak out at night clad in a whore’s wig and prowl the city. So violent was her lovemaking that it is rumoured she frequently dislodged her blonde hairpiece, returning to the royal precincts in all too recognizable condition.
  


  
    Other Roman ladies of fashion were soon imitating her, and the lawmakers were impotent to stem the trend. Their blonde-wig-whoring law was ruined, but the element of wickedness and abandon by now associated with blondness was to survive down the centuries, repeatedly re-surfacing as an opposing strand in contrast to the image of fair-haired virginal innocence. Usually the distinction was made that true blondes were angels and fake blondes were promiscuous. The fact that the artificial blondes went to much trouble to look appealing meant that they had sex very much on their minds; the extreme and therefore imitation blonde became the archetypal good-time girl, the blonde bombshell, the swinger, the dolly bird, the bimbo. Each generation had its name for her, and each generation had its super-blondes.
  


  
    In the wake of the First World War, the platinum blonde appeared on the scene. When Jean Harlow died at the age of twenty-six in 1937, she had already set in train a long succession of blonde movie stars – golden girls who have continued to dominate the screen from that day to this. The vast majority of the great female personalities to come out of Hollywood have been blonde – usually by design rather than genetics. Some have gone to great lengths to perfect their blondness, Marilyn Monroe even painfully bleaching her pubic hair to match her platinum tresses. Most were faithful to the ancient association between the sun and the gold in their hair – they were cheerful and warm, life-giving, and life-enhancing. They often came a cropper, but that too was part of their natural appeal – their childlike blonde vulnerability.
  


  
    In defence of brunettes, a commentator in the late 1960s remarked: ‘If a man is serious about a girl he wants her to be natural. Anything artificial does not appeal to a serious thinking man... Generally speaking he prefers a blonde for a mistress and a brunette for a wife. Brunettes have more integrity.’
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