
236

1

2

STILETTO There are few high-heeled 
shoe typologies as culturally complex as 
the stiletto heel. This twentieth-century 
women’s shoe elevates the pump’s basic 
form on a slender, spiky heel. Named after 
a medieval weapon whose needle-thin 
blade could easily penetrate chain-mail 
armor, the stiletto is characterized more 
by the attenuated heel’s narrow shape 
than its height.1 A stereotype of femininity,  
yet with a name and shape that are sug-
gestive of violence, it is an object suffused 
with both beauty and pain, sexuality  
and power.2

 French designer Roger Vivier is 
credited with refining the design of the 
stiletto heel as we know it today, although 
its evolution was highly collaborative  
and iterative.3 Vivier established a repu-
tation in the 1950s for architectural, often 
fancifully designed high heels.4 Like the 
skyscraper, the stiletto’s thin heel col-
umn was only possible with the integra-
tion of a steel core for structural support. 
It was not until after World War II, when 
leather and steel were no longer rationed 
and advancements were made in steel- 
extrusion technology, that these elegant 
designs by Vivier and others could be 
realized. 
 During the war, women’s fashion  
and footwear were modest and pragmatic,  
in contrast with the eroticized stockings, 
garters, and high heels that figured prom-
inently in the pinup posters so loved by 
American G.I.s. In 1947 Dior’s flagrantly fem- 
inine New Look debuted, and its renewal 
of figure- hugging forms proved extremely 
influential on postwar fashion.5 Vivier’s 
perfection of the steel-cored, hyperfeminine  
stiletto heel for Dior in 1954 further con-
firmed a return to the polarized gender roles  
that would dominate the postwar era. 

S — 092  It is its physical effect on the 
wearer that renders the stiletto heel so  
controversial. Designers love them because 
the elevated heel elongates the leg, slims 
the ankle by engaging the calf muscle, 
and forces a posture that accentuates the 
buttocks and breasts. The foot is arched 
as though in ecstatic throes, and, in some 
designs, a sliver of suggestive toe cleavage  
is revealed. For many women, however, 
attaining this sexualized look comes at a  
dire cost to comfort. Walking or even 
standing in heels can be excruciating, and 
balancing one’s body weight on a heel 
post as broad as a pencil makes riding an 
escalator, traipsing on uneven terrain, 
or dancing nearly impossible for many. 
Bunions, nerve damage, and posture 
problems stem from extensive time spent 
virtually on tiptoe. 
 And yet the stiletto has refused 
to disappear. Partly this is due to the strong 
affinity some subcultures have for this 
most extreme variant of the high heel. 
Drawing from its exaggerated erotic con-
notations, the stiletto heel has become 
standard female attire within BDSM and 
femdom fetish communities. Some foot 
fetishists fixate on the stiletto as a symbol  
of female power and an object of desire, 
one that with its sharp heel can become 
a source of physical pain, able to crush, 
trample, and pierce. From the late twen- 
tieth century and into the twenty- first, a 
few brands have gained cult status for their 
stiletto heels, among them Manolo Blahnik, 
Jimmy Choo, and Christian Louboutin. 
Experimental and deconstructed versions  
by Martin Margiela and Alexander McQueen 
exemplify the stiletto heel’s role as an end-
lessly inspiring muse for the avant-garde 
fashion designers who continue to push 
its form and interrogate its broader cul-
tural implications. —LB
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1— Silk and leather 
high-heel pumps, designed 
by Roger Vivier for Delman-
Christian Dior, 1954. 
Collection of the Bata Shoe 
Museum, Toronto. 
Photograph by David 
Stevenson and Eva Tkaczuk.
2— Helmut Newton,  
X-Ray, Van Cleef & Arpels,  
French Vogue, 1994


