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PLATFORM SHOE This twentieth- 
century fashion typology has roots in 
footwear developed throughout history 
with a pragmatic purpose: to give the 
wearer an additional one to twenty 
inches in height.
 Some of the earliest recorded 
usages of height-enhancing footwear date 
from around 600 BCE, when platform 
sandals appeared on statues of fashionable 
Greek women of status.1 Bathing traditions 
of the Levant inspired stiltlike wooden 
qabâqib, which protected bathers’ feet 
from the hot and slippery tiles of the bath- 
house floor.2 Throughout the Middle 
Ages in Western Europe, wooden-soled, 
strap-on overshoes called pattens added 
extra height to keep the wearer’s valuable 
leather or textile shoes clean, above the 
dampness and detritus of the street. By the 
1400s, the chopine, a solid-soled platform 
shoe for women, had become prevalent  
in Spain, Italy, and particularly in the 
Republic of Venice, where, at the zenith  
of its popularity in the sixteenth century, 
such tall footwear could add as much as 
twenty inches of height.3 Though they 
were concealed underneath the wearers’ 
clothing, Venetian chopines functioned  
to signal wealth by increasing the length 
of ladies’ skirts and thereby the amount of 
sumptuous fabric they were able to wear. 
 Platform footwear is not only  
a Western phenomenon, however. In 
Edo-period Japan (1603–1868), black  
lacquered koma geta (wooden platform 
sandals) were worn by high-class courte-
sans while soliciting potential customers 
outside their brothels.4 Their conspicuous 
height, extravagant fashion, and stilted 
walk were intended to attract male atten- 
tion. Though the practice of binding 
women’s feet was eschewed in China’s 
Manchu region in the nineteenth century, 
fashion dictated the wearing of a platform 
shoe known as the qixie (also flower-pot  
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or horse-hoof shoe). The shoes featured a 
single central heel made of wood wrapped 
in white fabric and a simple satin upper, 
often decorated with embroidery, that 
encouraged a dainty, measured gait.5 
 In the West in the 1930s platform 
footwear took off. Inspired by the Venetian 
chopine, French shoe designer Roger Vivier 
sketched out his vision for a platform  
sandal in 1937, a design that was later used 
in a collection by Elsa Schiaparelli. Manu- 
facturers like the American company 
Delman transformed chunky-soled sandals 
and shoes from beachwear to glamorous 
footwear for Hollywood starlets and 
well- to-do women.6 Salvatore Ferragamo 
produced elaborately decorative wedge 
heels and platform soles throughout the 
late 1930s, further popularizing the style— 
perhaps most famously with his 1938 rain- 
bow platform wedge with a sculptural sole 
of lightweight cork covered with ripples 
of brightly colored suede. The stable 
platform shoe retained its favor during 
World War II, when civilians walked more 
and many women assumed factory jobs 
left vacant by the men who had left to 
fight. Leather and rubber were reserved 
for the war effort, but off-ration materials 
like cork, woven straw, and wood were 
used in abundance by designers to build 
platform soles of ever-greater heights  
(see Espadrille).
 Platform shoes fell out of style 
with the postwar rise of the hyper- feminine 
stiletto heel in the 1950s (see Stiletto) and 
the more ergonomically friendly footwear 
favored by hippie fashion in the 1960s (see 
Clog). But by the early 1970s platform-soled 
shoes and boots were everywhere, on  
the feet of the self-celebrating women,  
and many men, of the “Me” generation, 
available through trendsetting lifestyle 
boutiques like London’s Biba. Platforms 
effectively became the first tall-heeled 
shoe worn by men since the late eigh-
teenth century.7 Because they added inches 
and required a confident stride, the shoes 
were a suitably ostentatious element of 
flamboyant 1970s menswear, and particu-
larly lavish pairs intensified the glamorous 
look of male rock stars from the period, 
including Gene Simmons of Kiss and David 
Bowie, as well as the peacocking devotees 
of the disco scene and sartorially outra-
geous R&B stars such as George Clinton 
of Parliament-Funkadelic.
 Platform footwear continued  
to be prevalent among music-related 
subcultures. Groups affiliated with the 
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punk movement (including ska and 
rockabilly) revived the crepe-soled plat- 
form creeper shoe originally produced  
in Britain in the 1950s, made available 
through Malcolm McLaren and Vivienne 
Westwood’s formative London boutique 
Sex.8 Goths and fans of industrial music, 
which flourished in the late 1970s and 
’80s, also favored heavy-looking black 
platform boots with gratuitous metal 
buckles and eyelets.9 By the 1990s, club 
kids and ravers were sporting multicol-
ored platform shoes by Swear and Buffalo 
to dance parties. Pop sensation the Spice 
Girls, specifically Ginger, Baby, and Scary 
Spice, were rarely photographed without 
their trademark platform sneakers or 
boots, often emblazoned with their names 
or a bold Union Jack. And in 1993 Naomi 
Campbell made headlines when she  
took a coltish tumble on the runway  
in Westwood’s blue mock-croc nine-inch 
Super Elevated Gillie platforms (see Kilt). 
More recently, the pop star Lady Gaga 
has incorporated towering shoes into  
her provocative looks, notably Noritaka 
Tatehana’s precariously heelless Lady 
Bloom platforms from 2013. A contempo-
rary fascination with the 1990s and its 
fashion movements, from grunge- and 
skateboarding-inspired looks to the 
continued exploration of club-kid style, 
has seen a resurgence of the platform 
shoe in popular fashion. —LB


