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This book is for the misfits, mischief-makers and miscreants.
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Preface

Amanda Harlech: notes on black

Black defines. Cormorant arrowing low above the winter-light river. Black seeks no approval but withdraws from the commerce of colour like a widow among a plough of pews retreating into shadow. It does not distract, but focuses the eye like belladonna dropped in an iris. Black is rarely as black as [Anish] Kapoor’s blackest black, Vantablack, but an eigengrau of achromatic shades of blackness. It is like a silence that still rings with a reverberation of sound long after your ear has stopped hearing the song.
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This is the shadowland of my wardrobe – fragile slips of black tulle; stark, scalpel-defined couture tailoring; a ballgown of washed duchess satin that hovers like a memory from a curtain pole. I have always loved the dark edges of things, the melancholy, liminal entre chien et loup, where what might be shivers just out of sight. Wearing black is the key to privacy like the night, allowing me thoughtspace without the distraction of daylight’s detailed compulsion. I like to walk in the gloaming. I believe in ghosts, in the portal at the axis of a line of yews where the laurel moves imperceptibly and something shifts, silent as a fox. The quietness of black lets me see feelingly, unobtrusively, without tripping over myself. I admit to being haunted by memories, the ghosts of experiences that drift through us like smoke or the salt of fear.

My great aunt Anne was a miniaturist among a gregarious family of artists. She wore black velvet in mourning for the suffering of so many women. She smoked opium, inhabiting the shadows of her studio like a wraith illumined by candlelight, painting her miniatures with a hair of a hare. She was, according to my mother, mostly silent but as courageous a suffragette as her sisters. Complex as a Chinese perfume bottle painted from the inside, she leads me back into myself when I come home from the bright lights of the photographic studio or the forensic scrutiny of fittings. Wearing black is like feeling my way in the dark, but really feeling, with all my sense tuned up.

Black is white and white is black. They both shine and define. Black – or historically, BHLEG or BHEL – meaning to burn, gleam, flash, bleach; blank, blond, blaze. Black devours the whole visual spectrum, reflecting nothing back, but consuming every visible wavelength until it brims with colour – every colour imaginable. By wearing black you become a distillation, the paint strokes of Sesshu Toyo’s Splashed Ink Landscape (1495), an austere abstinence from desirous, passionate colour in the drive for a truth – the truth, say, in the grace and economy in the leap of a cat (a black cat), or Gabrielle Chanel’s Ford dress. Renaissance black. Black in all its shades is far from negative, it is as positive as white. They exist because of each other, like day and night. I love black for its infinite colour, its powerful ascetic choice and for the way it allows me to be myself.


Introduction

The season of the witch

What does it mean to be a goth today? There is, of course, no definitive answer, and it would be reductive to try and provide one. The true aim of this book is to excavate the roots of, and show my aeonian appreciation for, this most hallowed of all subcultures. It will also shed light on those shadowy individuals throughout the ages who have been touched in some way by the codes of goth, holding them up as examples for future goths to draw inspiration from.

The pain of simply existing is something we can all relate to, which is why the state of being goth traverses time and space. An outward expression of otherness, there are myriad ways to be a goth; it’s a (life-long) journey of self-discovery.

But why do I sit, now, quill in hand? Growing up, I felt somewhat ashamed of my gothic sensibilities, and it’s only as I reached adulthood that I grew the confidence to truly embrace them. And beyond that, as we enter a new apocalyptic era, there’s simply no better time to be a goth.

Even before its subcultural inception, the spirit of goth perforated culture at every level: we’ve seen gothic art, architecture and literature. Since time immemorial, people have filled their stories with sinister characters and spectres of evil as a way to make sense of this harrowing and at times unyielding world. It speaks to some primordial predilection for and preoccupation with darkness, which perhaps accounts for why in the last century, out of all the post-war subcultures– skinheads, punks, mods, rockers, teddy boys – goths form the only tribe that has really endured, albeit cast ever further in the shadows.

Fast-forward to today, however, and goth has done the unthinkable. After years of lingering in the cultural wilderness, thanks to the increasingly dark times in which we now find ourselves, coupled with unprecedented live-streamed access to culture as it happens, goth has finally come crashing into the mainstream.

Those who gravitate towards dark matter tend to possess a somewhat melancholic disposition, a state of being where nothing fits, which can be incredibly isolating. So allow this grimoire to be your companion as you move through the abyss – a manual from which the modern goth may draw encouragement whenever thelure – and pressures – of cultural conformity get too much.

Scythed into the three main stages of a woman’s sartorial evolution, How to Be a Goth will steer you from cradle to crypt, as you navigate those blistering teenage years, turbulent mid-life crises and final witchy winters. Also thrown into the cauldron is a collection of loose guides that cover everything from what to watch, listen to and read, to how to furnish a home (haunted or otherwise), as well as notes from distinguished vixens across art, fashion, music and film, including model Amelia Gray, actress Anjelica Huston and artist Michèle Lamy, who share what it means to be goth or goth-coded. There’s also a letter from demonic duo Fecal Matter about how to scare the mainstream and whimsical illustrations from artist Aurel Schmidt peppered throughout. Elsewhere, there’s an inventory of important undead icons through the ages, from Wednesday Addams, Siouxsie Sioux and Theda Bara to Edith Sitwell, Rei Kawakubo and Miss Havisham. Which can only mean one thing: must be the season of the witch.


Chapter I:

Confessions of a goth
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My story starts somewhere in the 90s. I grew up in a listless household in London where precious objects and curious antiques lined the walls of cordoned-off rooms that children weren’t allowed to go in. Mausoleum-like, it had been that way since my father died after I turned five. Death hung over our home, infecting every nook and cranny. My sisters were sent to boarding school and my mother took to her tower of grief. A creeping sense of loneliness and discomfort pervaded my youth, as if my skin was permanently crawling. I remember the first time I heard the song Spaceman by Babylon Zoo (1996) on the TV music show Top Of The Pops, aged six, and something inside me stirred.

Growing up, I wasn’t like other kids, those bonnie blonde girls in their pink satin party dresses, preferring instead to wear frocks in red and crushed black velvet. I was never interested in being a princess, either, instead finding an affinity with vampires, ghosts, witches and ghouls. I was about 11 when Morticia Addams entered my orbit via Barry Sonnenfeld’s film The Addams Family (1991). Brought into being by Anjelica Huston, this deathly apparition made a lasting impression on my young psyche – her jet-black bias-cut silhouette with its eerie tendrils; her blood-red lips, pallid skin and raven hair. She was dark, dangerous, vampy and cool. With my own pale complexion and bitter-chocolate locks, I was drawn to this woman who refused to conform to normative standards of beauty. She was the ultimate gothic pin-up, a testament to the fact that you can be both hot and sad at the same time. Even our nicknames were the same: Tish.

By the time my teenage years whipped round, a storm was brewing. And from then on, I became a goth. It wasn’t an overnight decision, or even a conscious one, but a progression galvanized by some subconscious attraction to the dark side. At odds with the cultural establishment, I nursed my growing pains with all things macabre. I pored over films like Edward Scissorhands (1990), The Wicker Man (1973), The Doom Generation (1995), Ghostworld (2001), The Crow (1994) and The Craft (1996), more often identifying with the freaks. I will always remember the famous line from The Craft, in which teen witch Nancy Downs, played by Fairuza Balk, replies to the bus driver who warns her to watch out for weirdos: ‘We are the weirdos, Mister.’ I felt seen.

Away from the big screen, I read bits of Baudelaire, Mary Shelley, H P Lovecraft and Edgar Allan Poe, and tried to make sense of the delirious ramblings of Aleister Crowley. To lull my adolescent angst, I listened to the dark symphonies of Siouxsie and the Banshees, The Sisters of Mercy, Bauhaus, The Cure and The Cramps. Meanwhile, I had posters of Winona Ryder, Rose McGowan and Angelina Jolie – in her vial-of-blood-wearingera – plastered to my walls. When I grew up I wanted to be just like them: gothic girls who revelled in after-dark mysteries and dressed in colours of the night. They were dangerous, they spoke up, and they refused to be defined by submissive femininity.

Art provided another form of refuge. I remember the first time I visited Tate Britain as a child and saw Sleeping Venus (1944) by the Belgian painter Paul Delvaux, and being completely enraptured. A subversion of the classical sleeping Venus archetype, here was an image of a naked woman who had been ripped from the quiet domesticity of a bedroom and placed incongruously in a deserted town centre under the moonlit sky. A skeleton and a dressmaker’s dummy watch over her in a play between life and death, the animate and inanimate, while background nudes thrash their hands around in anguish in this gothic fever dream.

At school, I would lose myself in art books about Gothic architecture and the 19th-century Gothic Revival. But it was the subversive work of German Surrealist Hans Bellmer which captivated me the most. Inspired by Jacques Offenbach’s 1851 opera The Tales of Hoffmann, in which the hero falls in love with a mechanical doll, Bellmer spent the mid-30s building two life-size dolls out of wood, plaster and metal rods. Stylized in the form of young girls, with little white socks and Mary Jane shoes, Bellmer would place them in erotically charged scenarios and photograph their partially dismembered bodies, inviting the viewer of these hand-coloured images to engage in a voyeuristic game of fetishistic possibilities. Sure, it was dark, but it was also pretty mesmerizing.

While I got my teenage kicks through art, music, film and literature, it was through clothes and makeup that I was able to grapple with notions of identity. As I waged a silent war against the attrition of womanhood, my body became a battleground to be reclaimed. I filled my ears with piercings and never went anywhere without a velvet choker or spiked leather dog collar. Trawling through vintage shops on Portobello Road and flea markets on family holidays, I curated a uniform of black miniskirts and long black dresses which I wore with ripped tights, a hoodie and my trusty pair of Doc Marten boots, sometimes adding an ironic pop of lurid colour to throw people off the scent. Back then, I never considered beauty as a choice, but rather a necessary armour with which I could shield myself and my sadness from the world. This was at a point in my life when I didn’t believe in makeup remover. The devil’s juice, or so I thought. Instead, I would go to sleep each night with a fresh lick of mascara and another wring of kohl for that perfect ‘slept-in’ (read: punched-in-the-face) look. This routine would last until day five when either a stye would emerge or clumps of soot started to congeal, whereupon I’d have to take it all off and begrudgingly start again. My approach to hair was equally contrived. On the surface, my long locks looked haphazard and messy, qualities which belied careful consideration and artful skill. I would make two small plaits, one on each side above the ear, that I would tie together at the back, to create a cushion of volume at the crown, which over time (my record was two weeks) would mat together with grease to form a tangled web. Styled into a deep side parting, I used the bulk of torn-out front bits to obscure my left eye, like an eye patch, only crafted out of human hair. In short, I was a dark feral pixie in need of a good wash. But at least I felt protected.

During those early teenage years, I had a hard time negotiating my femininity and loathed my developing body, and it was through the language of goth that I was able to come to terms with both. It’s been that way ever since; at every important crossroad – from coming of (r)age to becoming an adult, through falling in and out of love, navigating the workplace, marriage, motherhood, and beyond – the gothic vernacular has been there to shepherd me throughout, and will no doubt see me through until the end. I owe a lot to goth, which is why I want to champion its ghoulish mores so that it might inspire, or at least comfort, others in the way it has done for me. But before we get on to that, we must go back to the very beginning, to when time’s dead flowers first stood in deathly bloom.
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