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Throughout fashion history, wedding dresses have not only marked the bond 

between a man and a woman – they have also marked the complex relationship between 

material culture, cultural practices, and social change. The wedding dress also exposes its 

period’s style of dress, individual choice, and gender identities. For example, brides of 

the 1950’s rural Canadian society preferred sexual modesty and low-maintenance 

femininity, while American brides preferred freedom, individuality, playfulness, and 

fantasy in their themed weddings1. Meanwhile in1964 Paris, Yves Saint reinterpreted the 

wedding dress for his spring collection. The modest, simple yet elegant white cotton 

dress conveys the designer’s style, the period’s history, and the cultural values of its time.  

The white wedding dress is known to have many origins. Some believe that the 

traditional white satin wedding dress can be traced back to the Inupiaq People of 

Northern Alaska, and is a fusion of indigenous cultures and practices introduced by 

European-Americans since the mid-nineteenth century. 2 Meanwhile in Europe, the 

history of the white wedding dress began in 1840, when Queen Victoria set the tradition 

by wearing a white lace gown when she married Prince Albert. This was not the custom 

at her time, since women previously just wore their best dresses when they married.3 

Camela Spinelli, chair of the fashion department at SCAD, states that white was a symbol 

of wealth and status because it was very difficult to keep clean. White is also a color 
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associated with innocence – worn by the bride on her last day of purity. Yves Saint 

Laurent’s iconic cocoon bridal dress is also one of the notable wedding dresses in 

European history, inspired by Russian nesting dolls, which is a completely different style 

and silhouette from the classy wedding dress shown in the photo. However, this shows 

the designer’s willingness in experimentation.  

 Yves Saint Laurent was born into a wealthy French family and became Christian 

Dior’s assistant when he was only eighteen. When Dior passed away, he was appointed 

the creative director of the brand. His designs, which included looser shapes and were 

more daring, did not appeal to the business heads of Dior, which “conscripted [him] into 

the armed forces.” 4 In 1962, he established his own house with Pierre Bergé and created 

“fresh, ingenious couture designs.” 5 Yves Saint Laurent’s early influence surface on the 

wedding dress in the analyzed photo because it is paired with a long tress trimmed with, 

and shoes topped with flowers. Flowers are a very Christian Dior trait, since he was 

greatly inspired by flowers and wanted to dress flower-women. The date of the photo, 

1964, is close to 1962, when Yves Saint Laurent created his own brand, showing how the 

designer still carried some influences of Dior. Even the editor of French Vogue was 

“struck by the similarity” between Saint Laurent’s drawings and Christian Dior’s, 

proving their similar aesthetic evident on the wedding dress.  

Yves Saint Laurent was known as the “master of feminine tailoring,” shown on 

the perfectly tailored wedding dress in the photo. His style “never crossed the line 
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between wearable fashion and fancy dress,” describing the clean yet elegant wedding 

dress. The YSL look is also described as “glossy, sharp, extravagant, and assured.” 6  

Saint Laurent designed for women with ambition and drive – the working woman – and 

wanted to liberate women from restriction, especially through his “le smoking” suit. 

Through creating these tailored tuxedoes for women, he blurred the line between the 

sexes. This accomplishment is also present in the analyzed photo: although the dress is 

very feminine, the model’s bust is very flat, and there are no curves in the entire 

silhouette of the dress. This shows the designer’s appreciation of more traditionally 

masculine features on women.   

When Yves Saint Laurent was interviewed in 1965 by Women’s Wear Daily in 

New York, he stated that he loves things that move and that he admired how Americans 

were “exuberant,” wanting to see them live and dance.7 In the photo, the model is moving 

and walking freely without the help of others. The dress is unrestrictive and she can take 

large elegant strides, emphasizing Saint Laurent’s love for movement. During the 

interview, Saint Laurent also commented that he was afraid of plagiarism of his 

Mondrian dresses – the dress that epitomized his interest in combining fine art and 

fashion – through mass production. Perhaps one of the reasons Saint Laurent designed 

wedding dresses is because they are not as commonly duplicated. With the wedding dress 

placed behind a romantic and classic background, the photo shows Saint Laurent’s 

attitude in treating his dresses as art, in which all elements are considered. 
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Yves Saint Laurent was also a key player in the democratization of fashion. He 

was very inspired by non-Western costumes and customs, and combined these influences 

with the tradition of French haute couture. His inspirations reflect the trend of the ethnic 

opening of the West to other customs and cultural forms, which was a major movement 

in the 1960s. Furthermore, Saint Laurent was the first big designer to use mannequins 

originating outside of Europe. In the analyzed photo, the model, with long black hair, is 

of non-European decent, showing the designer’s acceptance of untraditional models. 

Saint Laurent also took inspiration from the “street…conceiving high couture that came 

from the bottom up and that used mixtures.” He targeted young people and incorporated 

jeans into haute couture, highlighting his belief that “functional comfort can be a way to 

create style and distinction.”8 In the photo, the wedding dress is made of a humble cotton 

material, which allows the wearer to be comfortable and move freely despite the 

formality of the dress occasion. 

During the period, Saint Laurent also created ready-to-wear collections, reaching 

a wide range of women because of his timeless pieces and his wide target audience. He 

believed that the sixties was a period where women’s wardrobes should not change every 

six months, renewed by seasonal collections. He liked when he saw his dresses from 

previous seasons mixed together. The 1960’s were also a time, which Saint Laurent 

believed, that women’s fashion is no longer “performing the old function of pleasing a 
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man…but to reconstruct a basic social relation of seduction.”9 The woman dresses for 

herself – not for the sake of being fashionable, but for self-expression. This concept is 

interesting when applied to the photo since wedding dresses typically play the role of 

pleasing a man; however, the wedding dress worn by the model bride is now intended to 

impress and seduce everyone she is socially involved with, not just one man. 

Synonymous with Saint Laurent’s beliefs, the analyzed dress is also a timeless piece – the 

modern bride would acceptingly wear it.  

It was not until the last twenty years that the wedding dress became particularly 

controversial in terms of same-sex marriage10 since it is inconsiderate of gay couples. The 

lack of LGBTQ activism from the 1960s period over the wedding dress controversy 

demonstrates how gay rights activists were not widespread despite the designer himself 

being gay. Although the wedding dress is a cultural and martial symbol, it only marks the 

relationship between a man and a woman. Interestingly enough, YSL, despite being gay 

himself, designed wedding dresses, which – ironically – could never be worn at a 

wedding between gay individuals. 

The 1960’s were a time where racial acceptance and gender equality advanced; 

however, sexuality was still not openly discussed. These significances of the period were 

all shown through the photo of Yves Saint Laurent’s 1964 wedding dress. From 
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childhood, little girls were taught that the wedding dress symbolized an eternal happiness 

and that it was worn on one of the most important days of their lives. Yves Saint Laurent 

successfully reinterpreted these expectations and designed a wedding dress for the strong, 

independent woman who defies gender restrictions while also preserving the tradition of 

the white wedding dress. 
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