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Curb Appeal: Seduction
From the Ground Up

By GUY TREBAY

he ravished his eye with her sandals. Honestly,

that's what the Bible says. In Bethulia, an ancient
Jewish city besieged by the army of
Nebuchadnezzar, awidow of bravery and beauty took it
upon herself to enter the enemy camp. According to
legend, the widow, Judith, entered the tent of Holofernes,
the general who led the invasion, and then, aided by
maidservant and some lovely footwear, she managed to
lop off his head.

For centuries, this deliriously gory narrative has provided
subject matter for artists from Artemisia Gentileschi to
Cindy Sherman, as well as meat for scholars, who dissect
and analyze Judith'stale for its protofeminist import. The
fact is, however, that hardly anyone beyond the poets who
wrote the Apocrypha ever mentions the pivotal role
played by Judith's footwear. How can that be? What is it
about the bared foot that, even today, has the power to
turn otherwise sensible people into prudes? Why isit a
virtual secret that nearly a quarter of the footwear sold in
the United States last year was sandals? What, one
wonders, are the mystifying properties of the naked foot.

"Feet are and have always been avery sexual part of the
body," said Vaerie Steele, the director of the Museum at
the Fashion Institute of Technology in New Y ork and the
author of "Shoes: A Lexicon of Style" (Rizzoli, 1999).
"The foot is asurrogate for other parts of the body," said
Ms. Steele, who would not be the first to note the amount
of toe cleavage pounding the streets. (And, for that
matter, the sets of morning talk shows; Katie Couric
seems to have embarked on a second career, as afoot
model.)

"In the fashion world, sandals are more of atrend than
ever," said Marshal Cohen, aretail industry analyst with
the NPD Group, a market research firm.

""Something happened to shoes and there's no going
back," said Robert Burke, the fashion director at Bergdorf
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Goodman, whose women's shoe department is the
Valhalla of designer footwear. Mr. Burke was referring to
afall from favor of shoes that hide the foot. "It really
started afew years ago with the mule,” said Mr. Burke,
who went on to detail the range of stylish variants on that
backless shoe. "There are open-toed shoes, peekaboo,
slingbacks, flats with open toes, backless wedgies, flats
with toe straps." That these shoes are ubiquitousis no
sign of seasonal transition; seasons are a meteorol ogical
triviality New Y orkers generally do their best to flout.

"I wear sandals from the first minute it gets warm and |
can get apedicure,” said one young woman, a public
relations specialist who was sunning herself in Bryant
Park yesterday afternoon. The pink varnish on her toes set
off apair of darker pink Sergio Rossi sandals. "I have
pretty toes, for one thing," explained this woman, who
preferred to stay namelessin print. "But | also love the
freedom. And | hate, hate, hate it when my feet feel like
they'reinjail."

There was atime when "the pump was the biggest business there was" in footwear said Ellen
Campuzano, the publisher of Fashion Facts Folio, a newsletter that tracks accessory trends.
There was atime when "a dlide was considered a sexy shoe, when toe cleavage was
forbidden in the office,” Ms. Campuzano added, and when sandals were as welcome at work
as décolletage. "That has all changed drastically."

It has changed so fundamentally that flip-flops are now not only the largest selling shoe style
in the developing world, but among the biggest fashion items on the globe. (When flip-flops
from New Zealand were introduced last year on the West Coast, one distributor sold 50,000
pairs.)

"Flip-flops are just another staple in the footwear wardrobe now," Ms. Campuzano said. That
they are aso the antithesis of constrictive shoes like stilettos cannot be incidental to their
appeal. Stilettos, for all their glamour, tend to pitch women into abnormal postures, forcing
them to walk with mincing steps. In sandals, people of either sex glide along with a confident
ease that the English poet and social reformer, Edward Carpenter, referred to as "the
liberatory effect."

Carpenter always wore sandals in public, a habit as strange in hisday asit iswould be
unremarkable in our own. Until the turn of the 20th century, "the last thing a woman would
want to do is put her foot on display,”" said Mary Trasko, the author of the shoe history
"Heavenly Soles’ (Abbeville Press, 1992). Women, of course, were not alone in that.
"Everybody kept their feet covered” out of modesty, Ms. Trasko said. And showing feet
remained taboo until the 1920's, when footwear started to open up. The low-sided D'Orsay
pump, named for a continental dandy, found favor in those heady years, as did the
fisherman's espadrille, which Chanel promoted as one of the games she enjoyed playing with
traditional markers of class.

"The only time when sandals were worn by aristocrats and commoners alike," Ms. Trasko
said, was in the ancient world.

Ms. Steele of F.I.T. added, "If you were barefoot you were a worker."

But sandals don't signify class anymore. "They're worn by all types, all year around,” said
Elizabeth Lata, at whose spa on Lexington Avenue both society women and office workers
soak their corns. "Before, it was only rich women getting pedicures,” explained Ms. Lata,
who opened her shop on the Upper East Side 12 years ago. "Now, it's al kinds of people,
even kids," who are looking for methods to improve their curb appeal.

That those methods increasingly come to require tools more advanced than cuticle scissors
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probably should not come as a surprise. "More and more people are getting surgery to have
nicer looking feet," said Dr. Richard Cowin, a podiatrist and president of the Academy of
Ambulatory Foot and Ankle Surgery. "People always had hammer toes fixed and bunions
corrected,” Dr. Cowin said. Now they are having toes shortened or plumped, feet narrowed
or straightened, at costs as high as $12,000.

"The style right now is strappy sandals," Dr. Cowin said. "People want their feet to ook
prettier and more petite."

The foot, said Mr. Cohen of NPD, isa"sensual tool, and marketers have really recognized
the psychology of that." They have also recognized that while, asthe writer Holly Brubach
once observed, "new shoes can't cure a broken heart, a tension headache, or iron-poor tired
blood," they can temporarily relieve the symptoms. Asit happens, thisis no less true when
the shoes in question amount to scraps of leather or cloth in search of areason to delight,
provoke or seduce.

Copyright 2003 The New York Times Company
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