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Soho Fair

In the summer of 1955 Soho, in London’s West End, was the venue for a commercial and cultural experiment that was to run as an annual event in the capital until the early 1960s. A week-long Soho Fair was variously billed as a fête of “uninhibited gaiety,” a “fiesta” of “high carnival,” with “singing and dancing in the squares” and processions through the streets, an arts festival, and a major draw for visitors at the height of the tourist season. 
 “Cosmopolitania Goes Gay,” enthused the local press, expanding on a well-worked idea that Soho was in reality another country, a bohemian oasis located only a few hundred yards from Piccadilly Circus. In a post-war world that was riven by discord, the carnival in “Little Europe,” was hailed as an expression of “the great feeling of communality which is present among the many nationalities existing together so amicably within its boundaries.” 
 Soho’s cultural exceptionalism, it seemed, was founded on the ability of its inhabitants to transcend the national and ethnic differences that cast such a shadow over the contemporary international scene.

     Centring on Soho Square, in the north-east corner of the district, and fanning out across a network of densely-packed adjoining streets, the fair’s opening programme was a carefully-crafted exercise in local promotion and publicity. Organized by the Soho Association, a recently-formed, broad-based alliance of commercial and cultural interest groups, events that summer mixed together the traditions of the English carnival with a wide variety of hybrid and mimetic forms of European culture, especially those of the Mediterranean. English customs and ceremonies were deliberately placed alongside an eclectic rendering of foreign sights, sounds and smells, establishing a format for the fair that was to become its hallmark over the next six years. 

     The highlight, on the opening Sunday, was the big parade of decorated floats winding through most of Soho’s major streets and public spaces. This was an event significant enough to be recorded by Pathé News, the American film company with local offices in Wardour Street. “All the world lives in Soho, including some English,” enthused Pathé’s coverage of the carnival, in a further effort to explain the area’s eccentric character to national audiences. 
 On the parade, floats from the West End’s corporate businesses jostled for space alongside decorated displays from London’s costermongers and from Soho’s local Chinese restaurants. Centre stage in the procession was an eclectic tableaux of femininity which proved to be a particular favourite with the crowd. Pathé’s cameras pictured young women, dressed in traditional Italian and French peasants’ costumes, moving gracefully through the streets as the iconic representatives of some of Soho’s foreign communities. But it was the appearance of “the girls,” clad only in swimsuits and bikinis, jiving and swinging their hips and breasts in pseudo-provocative poses and blowing kisses to the onlookers, who drew the loudest applause. These young women projected a vision of contemporary sexuality that was assertive, mobile and visually charged. Evoking an aura of “plastic sexuality”, they presented the female body as tactile, moulded and commercially available. Their erotic displays confirmed a link between contemporary femininity, nascent post-war consumerism and Soho’s social and symbolic geography. 

     Unravelling the connections between these heavily gendered sexual performances and London’s commercial spaces provides a way into the larger theme of my paper: the relationship between consumer culture and a modernizing sexual economy, as it was concretized in London in late 1950s and early ‘60s. This research is part of a larger project that examines the genealogy of “permissive” or “liberal” morality in the period, focussing on the reciprocal relationship between metropolitan culture and moral change. 
 Here I explore one particular commercial aspect of that wider process of moral transformation. I examine the way in which markets that were ostensibly dedicated to the promotion of other types and styles of consumption, and to the elimination of Soho’s traditional reputation for disreputableness, had the reverse long term effect; that is, of stimulating the type of commercial sex industry associated with “swinging” or “permissive” London in the 1960s, which was carried by the sexual symbolism of “the girls” at the Soho fair. 

     Since the 1960s a wide range of social commentators and political actors have endlessly debated the significance of this moment of sexual and cultural liberalization. In Britain at the time, progressive liberals quietly endorsed the effects of a reforming legislative programme dedicated to expanding the sphere of private individual consent on a range of sexual and moral issues, while Marxist and libertarian critics, entered into a celebration of the period’s social and sexual energy. 
 Later sociologists and historians have generally been more circumspect. Armed with the resources of post-sixties sexual politics, with Foucauldian critiques of the “repressive hypothesis”, and with the spectre of successive sexual heath crises that quickly shadowed the so-called “sexual revolution”, feminist and gay historians and social theorists, as well as latter-day public moralists, have tended to interrogate the sixties with a critical gaze. 
 My paper is not concerned with a political re-evaluation of the period, but it is about re-interpretation, about revising a number of significant themes that have been yoked together in discussing these years; most notably, the links between increasing affluence, consumer culture and a shift in sexual and moral attitudes, as these things are understood to have been centred in London, as the site of a metropolitan pleasure economy.

     This study is not concerned to trace a linear, progressivist movement from post-war material affluence to consumerist versions of sexuality, which is the usual way in which the cultural history of the sixties is told. 
 It is rather about examining the liminality of different commodities and consumption practices and the ways in which one domain of consumption, and one cluster of consumers, had unintended consequences for the expansion and development of another, at a particular moment in time and urban space. As such, it is also about the ways in which “consumer appetites” (which is my preferred culturalist term for demand) were shared across different spheres of commodity culture, in a district whose social geography was commercially marked out as exceptional and exotic.

     The research is a deliberate and self-conscious piece of micro-history which emphasizes the specificities of place, environment and setting as a way of reframing a number of key questions about the cultural dynamics of markets and the formation of consumer identities during the post-war years. It is implicitly critical of these over-generalized master narratives of consumer affluence and its effects that have dominated economic and political histories of this period, in Britain as elsewhere. 
 In that sense this localized historical study is part of the recent productive turn to examine the specificities of markets, commodities and the vertical structures of provisioning that has characterized recent interdisciplinary work in consumption studies. However, my emphasis on the importance of cultural processes in shaping market re-organization involves giving due recognition to the ways in which entrepreneurs and commercial intellectuals drew on discourses and representations that were grounded in metropolitan social relations that extended well beyond commodity culture. A further feature of my approach is to insist on the historically sedimented nature of both consumption practices and consumer identities in a period that has frequently been characterized as one largescale commercial transformation, in terms of the consolidation of mass markets, the influence of American consumer practices in western Europe and the social impact of suburbanization. Shifting consumption patterns in post-war Soho – whether of sex, food, or other commodities –always built on an extensive history. This history was at once material and cultural and it was shaped by London’s extremely localized social geography. Soho’s commercial localism in Soho played an important part in redefining specialized consumer markets, projecting styles of living that came to be associated with the progressive middle class and with a revived “continental” version of cultural internationalism. 

The Historical Meanings of Cosmopolitan Consumption 

To return to Soho and its fair; modern fairs and carnivals, argues Frank Manning, tend towards culture’s “subjunctive mood.” 
 With an emotional range expressing possibility, supposition, and desire, they belong less to the transgressive universe of total social reversal that characterized the early modern carnival, and much more to the sphere of commercialized leisure as celebration, performance and entertainment. 
 Soho’s fairs were staged by particular interest groups in order to project a distinctive atmosphere of celebration. Soho’s plural and eclectic carnival mood was in part a testament to carefully crafted organization, but it also reflected widely differing understandings of the area and its populations that were circulating in London during the late 1950s and early 1960s. The fairs spanned a significant moment of change in Soho’s social economy and its cultural image, and the carnival represented a strategic attempt to remould the character of the district. The result was an unstable set of meanings about the Soho’s commercial activity and its diverse groups of consumers. Questions of social and sexual morality shadowed much of this promotional debate; for it was the area’s longstanding negative reputation as the centre for the metropolitan demi-monde, for London’s criminal underworld, and for transgressive sex, that strongly influenced the fair’s organizers in their bid to define the event as an exercise in cultural management.

     Soho in the 1950s was synonymous with broadly based projections of national disquiet and collective fantasy, in which sexualized representations of urban danger were fused with a number of related social pathologies. An extensive historical tradition of urban exploration, dating at least as far back as the late-nineteenth century, shaped this imagery. Reporting in the 1890s, Charles Booth and his team of metropolitan researchers were struck by the district’s “strange outlandish population,” variously composed of foreign artisans, restaurant waiters, pleasure seekers, prostitutes and bullies, and an increasing colony of Jews. 
 Depictions of late-nineteenth century Soho as an area of dubious social diversity focused on the district as a haven for successive groups of foreign migrants. Over a two hundred year period, Soho had been a home to Huguenot artisans, French and German political émigrés (including Karl Marx and his family), Swiss and Russian refugees, Italian economic migrants, Irish labourers, and from the 1890s Eastern European Jews fleeing the pogroms of imperial Russia. 
 Writing in the 1920s, romantic novelist and essayist, Alec Waugh, evoked a characteristic literary atmosphere for the area: “Soho is the city’s foreign quarter…It suggests mystery and squalor… the obscure destinies of harshly savoured lives. It has a swarthy duskiness, an Oriental flavour… there is a quality peculiarly un-English in the life that seethes and shudders about this dozen acres or so of streets.” 
 
     Cosmopolitanism was the term repeatedly used to signify these diverse cultures that were kaleidescoped together in Soho. As Judith Walkowitz has demonstrated, cosmopolitanism had erupted into the public culture of Edwardian London as a definition of modern metropolitan life that possessed strong “positive and negative valences.” These contradictory meanings and anxieties were massively carried by modern urban consumption. As circulated within popular discourse, the term was strongly identified with “transnational forms of commercial culture and with transnational migrants.” 
 Soho and its border areas were one of the principal sites where cosmopolitan practices, bodies and spaces came to mark the West End as a site of both pleasure and danger. Concretized in the foreign restaurants and dance halls, cinemas, department stores, variety theatres and nightlife, cosmopolitanism was strongly identified with Soho’s European and Jewish immigrants, and with women, as the performers of, and the audiences for, many of these internationalizing forms of cultural modernism. In Soho, most of these people and leisure spaces were marked by the dual meanings of cosmopolitanism: they conveyed both the optimistic possibilities of the modern city, produced through the entertainment industries, and a much more negative, deracinated idea of urban impurity, rootlessness and disorder. 

     Soho’s version of cosmopolitanism remained as a potent legacy during the years after 1945, for London and for English culture more generally. Post-war coverage of Soho continued to draw heavily on these late Victorian and Edwardian associations. Commercial modernization in the district, as in so many fields of English society during the post-war years, was resourced as much by symbols and social actors derived from the past, as by more obviously modern forces. “Conservative modernity” was one of the most important mechanisms for imagining social change during the 1950s. 
 The point is worth stressing because so much post-war British social history, especially accounts of consumerism and sexuality, has emphasised a progressivist, developmental narrative of social and cultural transformation.

     In the files of the metropolitan police, in Parliamentary debate, in film and in fiction, Soho’s traditional character, as dangerous and compelling, together with its atmosphere for cultural frisson, had become institutionalized by the 1950s. The district had received quasi-official endorsement as London’s - and the nation’s - backyard; a semi-acceptable safety-valve for a range of apocryphal and irregular transactions that had come to define modern metropolitan life. Cinema audiences were introduced to Soho’s dubious but irresistible character via a spate of British and American crime thrillers. Shot in black and white, these films wove together traditional depictions of the West End, as the site of dramatic social encounters between overworld and underworld, with more modern images of sex and urban culture, that were often laced with American or “continental” themes. 
 Soho’s sexual reputation also loomed large in the official world of Whitehall, sited only a few hundred yards from Piccadilly Circus. When the genteel members of Sir John Wolfenden’s committee began their inquiry into homosexuality and prostitution from the old Home Office building in Whitehall in 1954, they became transfixed with the warren of streets north of Piccadilly Circus, in their efforts to confront vice at first hand. 
A year later, Alfred Kinsey, the obsessive empiricist, visited London to study English sexual attitudes. He immediately asked to be taken on a sexual tour of Soho. The world around Piccadilly Circus and Leicester Square astounded him. Comparing London to the Hispanic sexual cultures of central America, Kinsey claimed that he had never seen so much street prostitution, except in Havana! 
  

     But Soho’s reputation for cultural and sexual transgression was not only produced through media images or through the workings of the official imagination, it featured prominently in the urban itineraries of many other metropolitan consumers. Soho’s de-luxe night clubs and its general bohemian ambience appeared time and again in the leisured, heterosocial perambulations of the post-war man about town, just as its burgeoning nude reviews, clip joints and “near beer” bars figured in the leisure time of more ordinary male punters. Soho’s night life also provided work for many young women; from the dancers and performance artistes who appeared in Society night clubs like the Café de Paris, in Coventry Street, on Soho’s southern fringe, through to the “hostesses” and sex workers who staffed much less salubrious venues. Homosexual men, used the growing number of discreet private members clubs, as well as established pubs in Soho, to relax, socialize and to meet new partners. 
 Many of the notorious “cottages,” the public urinals for sex between men that so pre-occupied the metropolitan police, were to be found in Soho, or on its borders, while homosexual “rough trade” congregated after midnight at outdoor coffee bars like the Hut and the Bar-B-Q in Dean Street . 
 Taken together, Soho in the immediate post-war period was the site for diverse consumer networks and multiple groups of “consumers.” Many of these forms were organized around the principal of cultural trespass, as this practice was embedded in broader structures of the West End’s pleasure economy.

Commercial Exceptionalism: A Boundaried Space  

From the mid 1950s a broad based alliance of energetic local entrepreneurs, commercial and media intellectuals and bohemian self-publicists, built on Soho’s longstanding reputation for transgressive pleasure, moulding this trope into a commercially driven portfolio dedicated to rebranding the district. The launch of the Soho Association in 1955 built on the area’s reputation for exotic cultural tourism, as well as its established restaurant and nightclub infrastructure that dated back to the early twentieth century. Prominent representatives of local businesses, like the Italian family firm of Jaeggi’s, the catering equipment manufacturers in Dean Street, appeared alongside journalists, publishers and members of the media and leisure industries, such as film-maker, Maurice Elvey, or holiday camp proprietor, Billy Butlin; men who either worked or socialized in Soho. The Association’s portfolio also included other big business sponsors. The Chairman of the British Travel and Holidays Association was one of the Association’s first patrons, while an early president was “Mr Piccadilly,” the Italian born Charles Forte, owner of the Café Monico, in Piccadilly, and the national chain of Milk Bar restaurants. 
 It was this broad-based alliance of business interests that was instrumental in defining the cultural terms of reference for the Soho fairs. At the outset, sex was not the organizing principle driving this alliance, but a carefully crafted marketing appeal, dedicated to the stimulation of consumer appetites and to the promotion of a “relaxed” metropolitan atmosphere certainly was.

     Two elements formed the centrepiece of this commercial activity. First, a renewed stress on Soho’s geographical and spatial distinctiveness. Second, an updated version of the area’s cosmopolitan reputation, which was carried by food as much as by sex. This process of cultural repositioning in Soho reflected wider changes - to Britain’s post-war consumer economy, and to London’s geopolitical role, both in relation to Europe and to the Empire and the Commonwealth. Charting this story of Soho’s changing identity points towards a rather different account of consumption than the one celebrated in the classic histories of post-war affluence which are anchored by the economic and cultural power of national mass markets. In Soho, consumption and the consumer were channelled into much more varied and specialized types of commercial activity, with quite different social and cultural consequences.

     Efforts to promote Soho as a concentrated site for particular commodities and styles of consumption made effective marketing sense, especially from the point of view of local businesses, because they involved positioning goods and services in a clearly identifiable setting. This emphasis on the importance of “grouped location” for promoting key commodities formed the commercial common sense for property developers and estate agents in post-war London, as well as for Soho’s retailers. Location was also an important influence on contemporary ideas about the power of “below the line” advertising, which relied heavily on devices such as the strategic siting of shops, elaborate window displays, and local sales promotions. Lithuanian Jewish émigré, Sir Montague Burton, whose flagship menswear store, occupied a prime corner location at the junction of Oxford Street and Tottenham Court Road, in Soho’s north-eastern corner, was one of the main proponents of this type of commercial philosophy. 
 Evidence from Soho’s own business culture suggested that an emphasis on the importance of place and setting was not confined to the corporate world. Guides to Soho clearly identified local shops, cafés, night clubs and markets on their accompanying maps of the district. Westminster Council’s decision to install street guides at Soho’s southern end in 1957 was driven by a desire to publicly map the area, in the interests of promoting a hoped-for expansion of West End tourism. 
 But Soho’s identity, and its cultural separateness from, as well as connectedness to, the rest of central London, involved more than marketing. It involved an exercise in cultural distinction of the sort described by Pierre Bourdieu, where the area was spatially distinguished from adjacent districts and taste communities. 

     Oxford Street, on Soho’s northern edge, was one of the great medieval westward routes out of the capital. By the late nineteenth and early twentieth century its position had been consolidated as both a major traffic artery and as one of the capital’s most dynamic and heavily capitalized commercial locations. With the opening of the new Central Line in 1908 women shoppers and their families moved underground as well as overground, between Tottenham Court Road and Marble Arch and then onwards to the middle-class suburbs at situated at either end of the new underground route. In his diagrammatic map of the tube drawn for London Underground in 1930, modernist designer and planner, Frank Pick, imagined this movement through space and time as massively streamlined and compressed. 
 However, many of Pick’s contemporaries pictured the central London axis that defined Oxford Street rather differently. Virginia Woolf’s panegyric to the consumer excitement of Oxford Street, written in the 1930s, was only the most literary of many positive expressions about the commercial possibilities of central London by women from across the social spectrum. 
 It was this theme of feminine consumerism and the excitement of the mass market that was taken up in many of the tourist guides after the Second World War. Here Oxford Street was hailed as the “great popular centre for shopping,” “beloved of every woman in Britain” and the “Mecca of suburban housewives at sale time.” With none of the chic of nearby Bond Street and still scarred by a number of bomb damaged sites, it was nonetheless prime retail space. Commercial rents in Oxford Street topped more than £40 a square foot in the mid-1950s, partly because of the presence of some of the best-known flagship department stores: Peter Robinson’s, John Lewis’s, Marshall and Snelgrove’s as well as the great Edwardian emporium, Selfridge’s. 

     In comparison, Soho possessed very few of Oxford Street’s modern distinguishing features. Exhibiting what was still a seventeenth- and early-eighteenth-century street plan, the district followed a topography originally traced by the parish boundaries of St Anne’s and St James’s, covering east and west Soho respectively. With its squares, courts and connecting alleys, much of Soho was still essentially a pedestrian district in the 1950s. Though accessible by car and van, it was not cross-cut by any of the capital’s main bus routes, nor was it defined by the presence of any underground stations, except at its edges This sense of Soho as culturally amenable to the pedestrian rhetorics of strolling, spectating and loitering was an important element in defining the character of the district for widely different groups of consumers. 

     Coventry Street, on Soho’s the southern fridge, extended Piccadilly eastwards and bordered onto the theatreland and cinema district of Leicester Square. This was the “centre of the entertainment and night life of London,” as well as the headquarters of a number major corporations. 
 By the 1950s many of the grandiose Victorian theatre buildings had been converted into large cinemas, reinforcing the area’s associations with transatlantic popular culture. Again, Soho possessed none of these modern monumental buildings; its architectural style was domestic and small scale, rising at most to four or five storeys. Two of Soho’s major public spaces, Soho Square and Golden Lion Square, further west, reinforced the sense that the area’s architectural proportions were different from many of the buildings in the surrounding large thoroughfares, while the visual sight- lines that characterized most of its streets were narrower and more restricted than the panoramas that opened out across other parts of the West End. 

     Eastwards out of Soho, the boundary line was drawn by Charing Cross Road, “headquarters of second-hand bookselling, music publishing and American-style tailoring.” 
 Regent Street, over to the west, ran in an arc from Piccadilly to Oxford Circus. Originally laid out by Nash in the early nineteenth century, as a fashionable parade ground connecting the Prince Regent’s palace at Carleton House to the new royal park at the street’s northern end, its rebuilding in the 1920s in ferro-concrete and marble substituted the original Regency proportions for neo-classical grandeur. Post-war tourist guides promoted Regent Street as the display cabinet for domestic and Commonwealth merchandise, where “household name after household name follow each other for a mile.”
 Soho, in contrast, possessed none of these aspirations to national or imperial prestige; the area’s links to empire were most commonly advertised in negative terms. Late Victorian and Edwardian exposes produced Soho as a social problem at the very heart of the imperial metropole, and public moralists continued a version of this theme in the crescendo of anxiety about the state of London as the newly designated capital of the Commonwealth in the early 1950s.

   Viewed collectively, all of Soho’s major boundary streets signalled the resumption of forms of metropolitan life - of mass leisure, shopping, transportation, tourism and corporate business - that were generally not found inside the district. Overwhelmingly, they also privileged a characteristically gendered regime of feminine consumerism, heterosocial nightlife and a masculine culture of corporate business; a formation that was either marginalized in Soho or differently inflected within its compressed spaces. Finally, the surrounding thoroughfares were the product of largescale redevelopment and they carried with them many of the classic Simmelian hallmarks of urban modernity: speed of movement, massive capitalization of the commercial and technological infrastructure and the chaotic excitement of city life. 
 Soho’s separation from these facets of modern urbanism was not total, nor was the perception of its material and cultural distinctiveness wholly new in the 1950s. Nonetheless, post-war developments did generate a more systematic set of commercially driven ideas about the extent of Soho’s exceptionalism and about the consumers who inhabited its public and private spaces. 

Continental Consumers 

The fairs promoted Soho as a unique space for consumption, but what sorts of commodities were on offer in its shops and markets and what types of customers were believed to gravitate towards its streets? Here there was a clear sense that Soho’s business community were responding to wider changes in the domestic consumer economy that marked the post-war years. The Soho fairs proclaimed of the end of post-war scarcity, celebrating the arrival of a rapidly expanding culture of material abundance that characterized the late 1950s. All of this was reflected both in the material profusion of goods available at the fairs, and more qualitatively in the way the carnival events were designed to speak to some of the key consumers who were now elevated to the status of major players in the post-war commercial world. The fairs served as an elaborate showcase for Soho’s proliferation of specialist food shops, coffee bars, restaurants, nightclubs and music venues that were advertised to the metropolitan middle class, to women and to a burgeoning youth market. 

     Soho’s overwhelming obsession was still with the market for food, together with the supporting infrastructure of local restaurants, trades and culinary arts. This was not surprising; the area had an established gastronomic reputation, food remained the largest single item of consumer expenditure across all social groups, while most of the major foodstuffs were rationed well into the 1950s. Ina Zweininger-Bargielowska has demonstrated that rationing and its aftermath produced a major fault-line within British society during the immediate post-war years, influencing and popular attitudes as well as party politics. 
 In Soho, as elsewhere in Britain, the release from scarcity produced sharply different sets of social meanings around food consumption that were shaped by social status, gender and cultural location. For local businesses, food cultures also served as the commercial foundation on top of which a myriad of other consumer activities could be built up. Author and television personality Peter Noble, invited visitors to the 1956 fair to “come stroll with me along Old Compton Street, with occasional forays into Greek Street, Frith Street and Dean Street,” for a “gastronomic Cook’s tour.” 
 Noble’s address was emphatically masculinist in tone, but it was more culturally plural than many of the traditional elite tourist handbooks, like Baedeker’s guides, where metropolitan consumption followed a standard hierarchy topped by de-luxe hotels and restaurants serving international haute cuisine. Noble spoke both to the established man about town, but also to newer generation of gastronomes; the sort of recently-enfranchised, middle-class customers who were being targeted by the burgeoning post-war consumer magazines for men. His emphasis was less on the traditional emblematic status of food connoting leisured wealth and refined luxury, and much more on the pleasures of individual self-discovery, as his readers explored Soho hidden gems: “what a thrill it is to discover an unknown restaurant and make it your own favourite haunt, to find a really fabulous claret in a tiny out-of-the-way French restaurant.” 
 

     Pursuing a parallel address to the female consumer, local journalists celebrated shopping in Soho as an “education and an entertainment.” 
 They announced a complementary feminine appeal to notions of sophisticated cultural appreciation and individualizing connoisseurship, only now the commodities were “exotic” foodstuffs, the hoped-for ingredients of the middle-class housewife’s kitchen and dinner table, rather than the public pleasures of the restaurant. Shadowing this upbeat emphasis on the excitement of food shopping for genteel, female consumers was the massive collapse in the availability of domestic servants in the 1940s. In the traditional street markets of Berwick Street and Rupert Street, women were encouraged to explore Soho’s “mouth-watering profusion of colour and variety.” Celebrating a “galaxy of different foods,” the housewife’s future shopping list was advertised as ranging from green or red peppers, purple aubergines and celeriac to avocado pears and Chinese lychees, along with other fruits and vegetables “with names you’ll only come across in a dictionary.” 
 In a post-war world in which even bananas were still rationed until 1953 this was a food cornucopia indeed.

     This genre of atmospheric cultural celebration borrowed self-consciously from the word and images of the most influential English writer on the food cultures of the Mediterranean in the 1950s, Elizabeth David. David’s own biography, along with the texture of the evocative word painting contained in her recipes, registered Soho’s impact on the feminine culture of a privileged elite. Her formation also pointed to the ways in which Soho’s powerful symbolism resonated well beyond the geographical boundaries of the West End, influencing a range of wider social worlds and cultural imagery. David’s meticulously researched exploration of the regional culinary traditions of Italy, which appeared the year before the first fair in November 1954, owed almost as much to her frequent visits to Soho for essential ingredients as it did to her extended research tour of Italy. Italian Food, published by Soho habitué John Lehmann, was littered with knowing references to wines, herbs and foodstuffs that were only to be found in Soho: dried red peppers from Gomez Ortega in Old Compton Street, olive oil from Del Monico, Cremona’s famed mostarda di frutta from a variety of local outlets, good copper pans from Jaeggi’s in Dean Street and Ferrari’s of Wardour Street. 
 David’s cultural itineraries, like the fairs’ programme guides, “scoured Soho,” placing a premium on the search for sophisticated simplicity. 
 The Soho fairs and their accompanying “programme notes” produced elaborate visual fantasies on the theme of Mediterranean culture. Quirky drawings of Soho’s French and Italian waiters accompanied images of “panne e vino,” photographs of pavement cafes and continental-style markets. 
 Orchestrating an idea of civilized renewal, much of this imagery was built around a rejection of the forms of indigenous English culture that had dominated national life during the Second World War. It dealt in a reformulated sense of European “else awareness,” or “abroad,” made possible by the opening up of much the continent to civilian travellers after its wartime closure. 
 This positive emphasis on Europe also formed a powerful counterweight to the idea of America that continued to pre-occupy public intellectuals in Britain, via all of its negative associations with transatlantic forms of mass popular culture. Foreignness in Soho was defined as the excitement and exoticism of cultural difference, where carefully selected motifs of southern Europe addressed an expanding range of consumers. 

     The post-war entrepreneurs who promoted Soho drew on selected aspects of this cosmopolitan legacy, but they reworked its usages, in the context of the changing character and distribution of London’s foreign migrant populations and under the impact of a series of broader geopolitical shifts. The most significant element in this process of repositioning related to the elimination of most of the negative connotations of cosmopolitanism in Soho, largely as a result of the way the term was now deployed on a much more limited cultural field. By the mid-1950s, and in part as a result of the work of organizations liked the Soho Association, cosmopolitanism featured only as a positive ascription of Soho’s diverse foreign cultures, and it was frequently used to offset all of the area’s older connotations of moral danger. This process of cultural rehabilitation was partly influenced by the changing social composition of Soho itself, where a specific decline in the area’s foreign residents from the 1930s to the 1950s was matched by a more general overall fall in the population of the inner London boroughs across this period. Soho’s residential population measured less than 3,000 in the 1950s, and its French, Italian, Jewish and German contingents no longer constituted a substantial presence. 
 The “foreign” character of post-war Soho was now largely carried by the continuing domicile of prominent local businesses, by service workers who usually no longer lived in the area and overwhelmingly by the work of the cultural industries. 

     Over a thirty year period, Soho was transformed from a genuinely foreign and sometimes alien quarter of London, based on extremely localized, indigenous communities, to one in which its foreign character was heavily reliant on the presence of particular types of cultural intermediaries and on the power of media generated images and texts. Efforts by the Soho Association to stress only the positive side the district’s cosmopolitan character were successful partly in proportion to the decline in Soho’s actual foreign residents. Under the impact of changing demographics, Soho’s foreign character could be presented as picturesque, unthreatening and essentially consumer-led. These specific shifts in post-war Soho were also accentuated by the cultural effects of London’s changing position as an imperial metropole, as the capital became the focal point for the major migration of New Commonwealth citizens to inner city areas such as Notting Hill, Brixton and Southall. Under these circumstances, Soho’s foreign character appeared more acceptable precisely because it was largely eurocentric; its continental flavour contained few of the connotations of extreme otherness that characterized official and popular racisms about New Commonwealth residents in London. 

     Moreover, for the progressive middle-class the positive appeal of a continental style was amplified during the 1950s, as it became part of a renewed indictment of the puritan legacy in English culture. Reformist politicians within the Labour Party, such as Tony Crosland and Roy Jenkins, who pioneered a series of blueprints for the social democratic future of Britain, drew heavily on images of freedom, gaiety and cultural tolerance now strongly associated with Soho, and understood to be intrinsic to selected European societies, such as France and Italy, and Sweden. 
 In microcosm, Soho orchestrated a powerful version of this type of cultural mimesis. The area symbolized England’s post-war cultural entente with western Europe, a rapprochement that was also being revitalized on the political, economic and military fronts under the auspices of the Marshall Plan, with the creation of the various European economic federations and the formation of NATO. 
 It was this combination of local circumstances and shifting international relations that facilitated the various commercial attempts to redefine of Soho’s foreign character during the 1950s. Though the language of cosmopolitanism was still drawn on as a cultural resource, it was in reality a reformulated idea of “continentalism” that was now favoured among Soho businesses interests and among many of their customers.

Conclusion: Soho and the “Sexual Revolution”

What were the consequences of the growing ascendancy of commerce and consumer culture for the area in the late 1950s and 1960s? Were these entrepreneurial efforts to reposition Soho successful? These questions raise a broader issue about the relationship between promotional blueprints for the future and their impact on local environments and their consumer populations. But they also return us to the issue with which we began the exploration of Soho’s changing social geography; the nature of the links between consumer-driven change and the changes in sexuality which historians have ascribed to the permissive moment of 1960s. Soho’s fairs represented the expansion of a form of cultural policy that had its origins in much earlier experiments in consumption, tourism and publicity in the West End. Under the enhanced material conditions of the mid-1950s, local business leaders and cultural sponsors worked to float an enabling profile for the area. Almost all of these attempts at redefinition worked with a series of oppositions in which the liberating effects of modern commerce were set against much more traditional understandings of the district’s irregular social economy, as a market for vice and for all the multifarious forms of cultural trespass. These dualisms were grounded in the material conditions of Soho’s development in the first half of the twentieth century, but they also leaned heavily for their effects on a system of urban representations derived from the Victorian and Edwardian dialectics of overworld and underworld. The more co-ordinated business philosophy promoted in Soho during the 1950s consolidated a commercial culture that was supposedly distinct from the area’s traditional iconography and networks of social relations. However, this new entrepreneurial alliance did not eradicate Soho’s longstanding reputation as the West End’s backyard, nor did it eliminate the culture of transgression that underpinned it. One of the most important consequences of Soho’s renewed commercial ethos was that it stimulated a reorganization of the area’s sex industry along more contemporary lines. Over the next decade, sex and consumerism were not opposing forces in Soho; they represented different facets of a complex process of cultural modernization.

    For Soho in the late 1950s and 1960s the outcome of this flurry of entrepreneurial was not the diversified urban atmosphere that its business sponsors hoped for. It would take another twenty or thirty years, and a new wave of commercial energy, before that would happen - in the Soho Londoners know today, as a niche market for almost every form of cultural tourism. 
 What did take off, however, was a heavily commercialized, modern sex industry. In the late 1950s this was epitomized by one particular strand of the sexual economy – the craze for striptease. Examining the commercial dynamics striptease phenomenon sheds further light on the inter-relationship between different fields of consumer activity and between different groups of consumers.

     Strip hit London in the late fifties and early sixties and its epicentre was Soho. “Stripclubs are now part of London’s new social landscape,” argued the Spectator in the summer of 1960, revealing how every night over one thousand girls were “peeling off” in central London, in front of a combined audience of 250,000. 
 Across the Atlantic, the New York Herald Tribune told this as a story about the demise of English Puritanism, showing amused American audiences how “the strip tease club is conquering Soho” in this “once said and buttoned up city.” 
 At home political positions inevitably divided; journalists and sociologists identified its spectacular growth, with an estimated annual turnover of £14,000,000 a year, as part of increased national affluence and leisure. While for purity groups, including many feminists, the increase in female public nudity was a visible symptom of moral instability and of the intensified commercial exploitation of women’s bodies. In the history of the 1960s, striptease was one of the most potent and contested symbols of Britain’s rapidly changing sexual culture; it stood alongside pornography, male homosexuality and the pill as one of the icons of “permissiveness.” 

     In fact, as with so many of the sexual cultures associated with the 1960s, striptease was not exactly new. Live performances of frozen, nude tableaux or “living pictures” in London’s variety theatres, pornographic films shows in street booths, and even versions of striptease itself had featured as part of the West End’s illicit, night time world well before 1914. 
 During the Second World War the Windmill Theatre, in Soho’s Archer Street, became famous as a “national safety valve.” American GI’s and British servicemen queued daily to see its showgirls in continuous nude review - advertised as part of London’s defiant wartime popular culture. Under the watchful eye of the Lord Chamberlain, acting as public censor, the Windmill girls who went tastefully bare remained frozen and carefully separated from the rest of the variety acts. 
 But the strip craze of the late 1950s was different from those earlier versions of commercially managed female nudity. Unpacking how and why returns me to my wider argument; namely, the relationship between the distinctive types and styles of commercial activity that were circulating in Soho under the conditions of post-war affluence - between the area’s changing sexual economy and its other cultures of consumption.

     A detailed snapshot of the type of venue and sort of sexual performance that epitomized London’s new vogue for striptease is provided by its principal entrepreneur, Paul Raymond. A provincial outsider, from a Liverpool Irish Catholic background, Raymond was a self-confessed “wartime spiv,” who began to spice up failing provincial variety shows with strip routines. Raymond carried none of cultural capital associated with the new post-war doyens of Soho, but what he did know how to do, admirably, was to exploit Soho’s image in order to promote his own brand of erotic entertainment. His famous “Revuebar,” which opened with a commercial flourish in Soho’s Brewer Street in April 1958, was the market leader for style of sexual production that was much copied. Insisting on the name “glamour review” not striptease, Raymond’s acts were upmarket, even de-luxe by the standards of the 1950s. They were self-consciously distanced both from the well-drilled, institutionalized displays of static nudity that went on at other London theatres, and from the seedy one room shows that characterized many contemporary forms of strip. Most of his girls had been to ballet school, or at least to dance classes, and they worked in a fully equipped theatre, elaborately lit, with the audience seated cabaret style. Raymond’s venue evoked some of the trappings of a pseudo-gentleman’s club, with its membership code, lounge bar, restaurant and a dedicated service ethic. His mission, as he never tired of saying, was to rescue sex from its traditional associations with vice; to cut Soho’s links with the pornographic, the illicit and the forbidden world of sex.

     To achieve his goal Raymond raided most of Soho’s cultural resources. His club played heavily on the district’s continental allure, advertising a “first a rate review in Continental surroundings and an “international striptease spectacular” with top acts from France, Italy and Germany. 
 Raymond invested heavily in above the line advertising, promoting his club to European and American tourists and to English provincial visitors. He promised his customers a “relaxed,” metropolitan atmosphere, holding out the vision of a mature pleasure economy, freed from the Puritan constraints of English naughtiness: “a wonderful rendezvous where friends and business associates can relax in congenial surroundings.” 
 In all of this, Raymond hoped to create a new customer base, which was to be made up of not only of businessmen, young men about town and pleasure seeking tourists, but also of “advanced” heterosexual couples who demanded sophisticated night time entertainment.   

     But Raymond did not simply market commodities indiscriminately, he traded in eroticized female nakedness. As Lynn Nead has argued, the naked female body is not simply one cultural type or commodity among many, it frequently acts as a larger paradigm of cultural transformation. 
 In what senses did Raymond’s nude reviews modernize the iconography of sex? We can answer this question in shorthand by unpacking Raymond’s favourite sexual epithet, “glamour,” in the context of the broader history of Soho’s consumer economy. Glamour, first and foremost involved liberating sex from its unsavoury links with traditional English sleaze, by marketing its international and above all its European credentials. To this end glamour overwhelmingly centred on a visual repertoire of sex. It involved female bodies in erotic motion, in performances where the emphasis was on the representation of physically explicit acts, rather on the traditional forms of suggestiveness, that historian Peter Bailey has theorized as “contained license.” 
 One of the police officers who raided the club in the early ‘60s noted astutely that Raymond’s revues were “not circumspect” and that they concentrated on the visual depiction of “passionate lust” where “no imagination was needed.” 
 The sexual style of the showgirls at Raymond’s club, represented a cornucopia of explicit pleasures, centring on the “liberated” sexuality of the female body, which served as a more general icon of the post-war release from scarcity. None of these erotic forms were entirely new, but they took on distinctively new meanings in the context of Soho’s consumer economy in the 1950s and early ‘60s.

     There are at least two different endings to this narrative of sex and consumerism. One obvious conclusion points forward to the expansion of the commercial sex industry and to the full consequences of “permissive” London in 1960s. When the young American journalist, Piri Halasz, published her famous article, about the “swinging” metropolis in Time magazine in 1966, she featured Soho, and the unclothed female body, as part of a much wider narrative of cultural change in British society that appeared to be driven from the heart of metropolitan London. 
 The idea of the “sexual revolution,” as countless contemporary commentators went onto explain, was not only about more explicit manifestations of physical sex, male as well as female, homosexual and heterosexual, extra marital as well as conjugally therapeutic. It was also about a changing visual culture of public and private display, about fashion, and about the partial democratization of intimacy.

     Soho was not, of course, the source or origin of these changes. But the district’s compressed urban spaces do provide the historian with a micro-context for exploring a number of these macro themes. I want to reaffirm the importance of these types of micro histories for exploring modern consumerism. Economic and business historians know this as “sectoral analysis,” but my culturalist point has a somewhat different emphasis, which is this: the dynamics of “demand” in one sector frequently collide with those in another. Consumption chains are rarely hermetically sealed units of provision, especially when we examine them in concrete and historically specific settings; they are liminal, inter-textual and inter-discursive and they generate unintended consequences.

     But there is also a more expansive narrative ending to this local study, which returns to the themes of female sexuality and consumer mobility in Soho in a different way, and points towards some broader social and political conclusions. In this final story Soho’s pleasure economy collides with the wider world of London’s formal political cultures and the codes governing private intimacy among a section of the metropolitan social elite. In the summer of 1960, two young women appeared together in cabaret at Murray’s club in Soho, one of the West End’s more prestigious night time entertainment venues. Eighteen-year-old Christine Keeler appeared topless in a shiny cache-sexe and an exotic assortment of feathers and sequins. As a dancer rather than a “showgirl,” Mandy Rice-Davies was slightly more fully costumed in the role of an Indian squaw, with feathered headband, short leather skirt, beads and ankle bracelets.
 Neither girl actually performed a strip routine of the sort that went on at Raymond’s Review Bar. But their erotic displays, involving pseudo-primitive dance routines, erotically clothed nudity, and a knowing contract between dancer and audience borrowed heavily from the contemporary craze for strip. Their act cemented a partnership with the widest sexual and political reverberations that was to feature as a potent symbol of the moral turbulence of the 1960s.

     The Profumo scandal which erupted three years later around them, the War Minister, Jack Profumo, the Russian naval attaché, Ivanov, and the Society osteopath, Stephen Ward, was spun around the gendered contradictions between traditional and modern stories of sex. 
 As young women who were empowered by modern consumer mobility and by Soho’s economy, Keeler and Rice Davies enacted an assertive sexual performance in London’s public culture that compromised the masculinity of the Conservative Party’s political elite. And their liaisons took in the widest spectrum of old and new sexual actors in the capital: Jewish property speculators, Jamaican new arrivals, as well as the doyens of London Society.

      Contemporary commentators and later historians are agreed that the Profumo scandal wasn’t simply backward-looking, but that it marked an important milestone in the modernization of English sexual attitudes. 
 Profumo had diverse origins and multiple endings, but a very significant part of its story was generated by Soho, not just its market for sex, but the whole peculiarly English repertoire of modern pleasure, as it came to be associated with London as a contemporary metropolis in the 1960s. Understood in an expanded sense, this particular account of “knowing consumers” was about more than commodities, markets and cycles of demand. It was about a new and distinctive phase of cultural modernization within in English society, and about the repositioning of sex within the English social imagination. 
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