HBO’s ‘Euphoria’ and the complexities at play in the costumed representations of contemporary masculinities.

Abstract
This article will discuss the language of costume and the representation of masculinity via a close reading of the successful and critically acclaimed HBO drama series ‘Euphoria’ (2019). It will consider the elements of masculinity represented through the costuming of three key characters; Rue, Nate and Fez, and how each of these characters make visible certain cultural, and sociological ideologies which concern and influence current debates around masculinity, social class and creative subjectivity.
‘Rue’ is a ‘female’ characterization portrayed by the actress Zendaya but, it will be argued, the character of Rue sits in opposition to all other characters identified as ‘feminine’ or ‘transitioning’ in both narrative context and significantly costuming and therefore can be explored as the masculine articulation and/or manifestation of the creator – Sam Levinson’s subjective position. Sartre (1968) states that subjectivity is a moment in the objective process where what is external is internalized over and over. So even when objectivity is desired and sought, the process of achieving it begins with the subjective. It will be suggested here that the subjectivity of the creative team behind ‘Euphoria’ employ creative acts of appropriation to explore the diversity of gendered lived experience. The identification of Rue as a ‘masculine’ construct positioned in opposition to all other ‘feminine’ characterizations makes visible the difficulty in articulating the diversity inherent in masculine lived experience within the language of TV.
‘Nate’ will be explored in relation to the currency of masculinity within television drama and how damaging stereotypes and misconceptions around gendered identities work to reinforce, perpetuate, and normalize problematic behavioral traits.  To understand what is being signified and externalized via the materiality of ‘ordinary’ or ‘unexceptional’ clothing employed as costume - or the fidelity of the copy – it is suggested that we need to further understand clothing or costume as a language, how meaning is articulated within this language and how cultural units of dress evolve, mutate, and become accepted and unquestioned symbols or significations. Masculine lived experience contains inherent and diverse formations and interpretations akin to slang, colloquialisms or specific accents, whilst costumed representations of the masculine must adhere to and are constricted by a cyclical or reciprocal need for ‘understanding’ within specific language rules; grammar or syntax for example, or rather in this instance, the language of TV costume. 
‘Fez’ will be examined in response to the ideas of Henri Lefebvre and moments of ‘contestation’ (Lefebvre, 1969), alongside a discussion of the role that the body and clothing play in marking out or positioning ideas around the intersection of social class and masculinity, as Skeggs states; ‘representations have to work on the body for them to be read as authentically belonging’ (Skeggs, 2004:111). Readings of ‘Fez’ highlight middle class insecurities around subjective value and distance from working class experience and are played out through the characters costuming.
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Introduction

This article will explore on screen representations of clothed masculinities via a close reading of the costumes worn by three key characters that feature in Series 1 of HBO’s acclaimed drama series ‘Euphoria’. The article will examine how the language of costume employed makes visible the tensions at play within contemporary formations of masculine identity, particularly those that intersect with notions of social class and are subject to the ideologies present within specific creative subjectivities. 
Series one of ‘Euphoria’ aired in 2019, it is created and directed by Sam Levinsen, although loosely based on the Israeli mini-series of the same name written by Ron Lesham and directed by Dafna Levin that first aired in 2012.  It falls into the generic categorization of a ‘teen drama’ in that the narrative follows a group of American high school teens as they navigate complex issues such as addiction, domestic violence, sexuality, and formations of gendered identity. Season one is comprised of eight episodes (with the subsequent addition of two, hour long specials) and has received widespread support, critical acclaim, and criticism for its graphic and often uncompromising portrayal of controversial identity politics. 
This article will employ textual analysis to methodologically situate and critique the costumed representations used within the production to suggest that despite the appearance of transgression the representation of masculinity presented in fact articulates dominant, problematic, and retrogressive concepts of both gendered identity and the lived experience of social class, thereby reinforcing hegemonic and conservative narratives. As McKee states, ‘texts are material traces left of sense making, empirical evidence of how people make sense of the world’ (McKee, 2002: 15). To understand what ‘sense of the world’ is being communicated the article will explore the costuming of three key characters from the first season: Rue, Nate & Fez. 
It will be argued that the character of Rue, portrayed to acclaim by the actress Zendaya, sits in opposition to all other characters within the ensemble cast that are identified as ‘feminine’ or transitioning, in both narrative context and importantly in the way the character is costumed. It is suggested that the character is in fact the subjective masculine articulation or manifestation of the creator, re-drawn onto the feminine form as a means to articulate the diversity of lived masculine experience within the hegemonic confines of the language of television. The analysis of Rue’s costuming will draw upon the work of Sartre (1968) and Brouillette (2009) to situate the relationship between creative labor and the notion of subjectivity.
Nate is portrayed by the actor Jacob Elordi and is positioned within acknowledged discourses of the ‘ordinary’ in terms of costuming. Despite or in spite of the role Fez plays, it is Nate that embodies familiar damaging masculine traits in his violent and misogynistic actions. The perception of these traits as veiled within the unexceptional adds danger to the drama but also works to fix the exceptional in negative space and reduce the potency, praxis and diversity of ‘the ordinary’. To position Nate and his costuming as ‘ordinary’ within this context is to suggest that the idea of a dominant toxic masculinity becomes lost in plain sight. Using the ideas of Baudrillard (1994), De Certeau (1984) and Bakhtin (via Hirschkop & Shepherd, 2001 & Morris, 1994) this article will argue that the language employed within the stereotyping is both retrogressive and dangerous, retrogressive as it fails to articulate the slang, accents and dialects embedded within the language of contemporary masculinity and dangerous because it uses normative markers to identify and fix dominant discourses.  What this method suggests if applied throughout the text is that toxic masculinity is the product of context and therefore not the responsibility of the individual whilst the feminine can only/should be understood through narratives of objectification or victimization, ‘procedures allowing the re-use of products are linked together in a kind of obligatory language, and their functioning is related to social situations and power relationships’ (De Certeau, 1984: xvii). The narrative tensions of nature/nurture and object/victim have been and still are familiar and function within the language of the everyday and its associated power systems and hierarchies.
The character of Fez portrayed by Angus Cloud will be examined in relation to the intersection of social class formations and masculinity. It is argued that the costuming of this particular character employs familiar tropes of excess and oppositional systems of value and taste attributed to those perceived as occupying a lower social position within the dominant hierarchy, to reinforce the distance required to maintain middle class respectability. Using the work of Henri Lefebvre (1969), specifically the notion of ‘contestation’ alongside Baudrillard’s concept of the simulacrum (1994) the article will suggest that Fez’s costuming works to emphasize middle class perspectives that can only acknowledge lower class systems of value and taste when expressed through permitted and acceptable markers, in this instance, ‘fashionable’ streetwear; ‘class inequality is not just economic but cultural and evidenced via knowledge of the right kind of taste’ (Lawler, 2005: 797). Fez’s ‘taste’ in expensive streetwear is facilitated through his criminal activity but must also work to fix him in opposition to the normative and superficial respectability of Nate.

It is suggested therefore that despite surface level engagement with the concept of gender as a spectrum from which individual identities are formed, the meaning articulated through the language of dress employed throughout ‘Euphoria’ speaks to the use of unquestioned symbols and significations which are part of, adhere to and perpetuate both the language of costuming and the language of television. As a result, dangerous and reductive understandings become further fixed within representational discourse; social structures and class perceptions, normalized toxic masculinity and by association the objectified or victimized feminine.

Methodology

This article will use textual analysis to explore the costuming of three key characters that appear in season one of ‘Euphoria’; Rue, Nate & Fez. ‘Euphoria’ is an American television drama produced by HBO which first aired in 2019. It is based loosely on the Israeli mini-series of the same name written by Ron Lesham and directed by Dafna Levin that aired in 2012. The American version’s creator, writer and sometime director is Sam Leveson who is the son of acclaimed director Barry Levinson and who has spoken openly about his own teenage struggles with addiction that have informed and inspired his writing (Nissen, 2019). 
Season one consisted of eight episodes and two additional one-hour specials. The costume designer for the production is Heidi Bivens who began her career as a fashion journalist and stylist for publications such as ‘Paper’ and ‘W’ before moving into film as an assistant designer on ‘The Eternal Sunshine of the Spotless Mind’ (2004, Dir, Gondry). Bivens has spoken in interviews about the costuming on Euphoria; ‘In terms of style, I played it safe the first season. I really tried to be conscious of making it realistic’ (Ottenburg, 2022). She also talks comprehensively about the designer labels and brands that she uses to create the ‘looks’ for the characters. She works in a way that she understands each ‘look’ to be viewed from head to toe and the subsequent product placements and online links to consumption platforms are testament to the reciprocal relationship that exists between the Tik Tok generation that is the assumed audience and the work Bivens produces for the show.
Bivens does also make reference to her research process discussing how she searches for ‘real people’ to document and use as inspiration 
‘ On Euphoria and on The Beach Bum, my research involved looking for images of real people, snapping pictures of people on the street, finding random images of people who aren’t famous. I try to find examples of real world people.’ (Whittick, 2022)
Whilst this type of voyeurism is often employed within the research process for contemporary costume design and frequently documented in interviews with practitioners (Betts, 2022/3 forthcoming), the approach of ‘styling’ each costume ‘look’ often expresses a tension that exists between the different discourses around the creative discipline of ‘costume’ and the world of ‘fashion’. The former employs costume naturalised as clothing (Baert, 1994), where the concept of character is key, and the mechanics required to produce the exterior manifestation of the interiority of a character’s identity through clothing is required to be invisible or lost in plain sight (Nadoolman Landis, 2003). The latter utilises the relationships forged with particular brands or designer labels to create looks that communicate an identity fuelled by consumption practices.
Although this article will refer to several items of costuming used within the production the focus will fall on three particular garments. The plain white crew neck t-shirt worn by Nate in episode 2 ‘Stuntin Like My Daddy’, the Supreme ‘Liquid Sword’ t-shirt worn by Fez in episode 3 ‘Made You Look’ and the Gosha Rubchinskiy oversize alien t-shirt worn by Rue in episode 1 ‘Pilot’. The textual analysis undertaken here adopts a post-structuralist approach and draws upon both discourse analysis and semiology to offer an interpretation of the meaning woven into the costume or clothing selections or choices employed within the episodes under review. The interpretation offered draws upon the extensive industry experience of the researcher of costuming for television, it will not or cannot present a ‘truth’ but it will offer informed suggestions disclosing what the clothed representations make visible in relation to onscreen masculinity. As McKee states, ‘post structural textual analysis does not state if a text is accurate, truthful or real, these are moral claims’, rather the intention is ‘to understand why the representations are the way they are, how they are made, and what they reveal’ (Mckee, 2002: 17).  
This article anchors its critical analysis to screenshots of key objects but positions the objects within the production and consumption of television drama and more broadly within understandings of clothed masculinities. Rose comments that ‘visual images do not exist in a vacuum and looking at them for ‘what they are’ neglects the ways in which they are produced and interpreted through particular social practices (Rose, 2001: 37). Looking at the clothing choices employed within the drama as a series of individual fashioned tableaux or individual objects chosen with one eye on how they might precipitate broader consumption practices omits consideration of the context of use and the tools employed in the communicative process of meaning making as well as what meaning/s might ultimately be produced.  By drawing upon Foucault’s notion of discourse (1972) as a site where particular forms of knowledge shape understanding and inform processes, the communicative process moves into shaper focus. Furthermore, by employing semiology as a tool to confront the question of meaning via the use of clothing ‘signs’ within the discourse of television drama costuming, it is hoped the analysis will unpack the clothed representations and how they work in relation to broader systems of meaning (Rose, 2001). The ‘sign’ is employed here as a bridge between signified and signifier and the space where reductive and damaging ideologies about masculine constructions lurk. Rose comments that ‘the distinction between signifier and signified is crucial to semiology, because it means that the relation between meanings (signified) and signifiers is not inherent, but rather is conventional and can therefore be problematised’ (Rose, 2001: 75). Here the conventions around screen masculinities and by association screen femininities within generic television teen drama are identified as reductive and problematic which it is suggested, influences broader systems of meaning and eventually negatively impacts on gendered lived experience.


Rue: Masculine/feminine as creatively subjective
‘I promise you. If I could be a different person, I would. Not because I want it, but because they do’ Rue Bennett narrating Episode 1, ‘Pilot’

The first episode of season one of ‘Euphoria’ aired on the 16th June 2019 on American TV channel HBO. The series was created by Sam Levinson and this episode was written and produced by him but was directed by Augustine Frizzell. The premise of ‘Euphoria’ charts the development and relationships of a group of American teenagers as they navigate their world of sex, drugs, violence, friendship, and social media. It touches upon contemporary discourses around sexuality, gender politics and experiences of developing sexual and gendered identities within a ‘hyper-real’ context. Although the drama features an ensemble cast the main protagonist and narrator is seventeen-year-old Rue Bennett, portrayed to acclaim by the actress Zendaya. Rue is a young girl/women struggling with drug addiction and her emerging gender and sexual identity in the wake of her father’s death. 
In the pilot episode each of the characters are introduced to the audience through the image track and Rue’s narration. Rue has returned home in time for the start of a new school year after a period in rehab, at this point in the narrative Rue is still resisting the notion of remaining clean from drug use. A party held at the character Chris ‘McKay’s (Algee Smith) house is used as a means to introduce and position the key characters and to provide a backdrop for Rue’s reassimilation into the group and her meeting with Jules who is new to the area and with whom Rue subsequently develops a romantic relationship. Jules is played by transgender actress Hunter Schafer and in the series, the character of Jules is in the process of gender transitioning.
Throughout season one and certainly within this episode, Rue’s costuming sits in marked contrast to the other ‘female’ or ‘transitioning’ characters in the production. She wears casual street style or sportswear influenced items such as shorts, chinos, hooded tops, t-shirts and converse high tops or trainers. These staple items are peppered by objects that the audience are led to assume once belonged to her father such as printed shirts, sweat tops or jumpers. The objects have a more aged aesthetic and are what might be termed ‘vintage’. A relaxed, casual clothing identity, one that draws heavily on subcultural fashion capital markers of authenticity is a singular look within the ensemble cast and one that is symbolically loaded. It communicates Rue’s ‘difference’ to the other female members of the cast who are seen to wear variations of predictable revealing, tight fitting, or overly sexualized clothing. 
The objects Rue is seen to wear are very often loose fitting or oversized and within dominant or mainstream fashioned gender binaries can be positioned within the ‘masculine’ realm, due to color, fit, silhouette and styling. The objects size and fit on the actress’s body can be understood within the audience’s complicit understanding of the narrative; that she is wearing her father’s old clothing – so it might be ill-fitting or too big, and this can clearly be seen in several the items worn. In addition, Rue’s drug addiction and unstable mental health are clearly played out through the costuming and the oversized and disheveled looks tell the audience when these issues are foregrounded. There are scenes across the series when Rue is seen to wear tight fitting or more dominantly conventional ‘feminine’ items of clothing such as striped crop tops, or a corset/busier, these are invariably teamed with oversized sweat tops, ‘vintage’ looking shirts, or ‘masculine’ tailoring, once again positioning Rue in a different sartorial space to the other female characters in the cast. 
However, importantly there are key moments where Rue is clearly not wearing her father’s old clothes and the same aesthetic and it prevail; the Tuxedo at the Halloween party, the oversize suiting with bustier at the winter formal and of focus here; the Gosha Rubchinskiy alien tie dye t-shirt she is seen to wear in episode one ‘Pilot’.  These objects continue to place her character as contesting the tropes of the American high school teen girl and situate her in a different sartorial space to the other female characters who clearly and predictably maintain such tropes. The alien t-shirt which could not possibly have belonged to her father as it is recognizably the product of Rubchinskiy, the Russian fashion designer whose cultural currency extends beyond the conservative fashion media to subcultural and urban street style authenticity. The t-shirt is communicating something more fluid and ephemeral namely; the creative subjectivity and consciousness or identity of the show’s creator Levinson and the demands of contemporary television productions facilitated through the costume designer Heidi Bivins. Brouilette comments that ‘everything is socially authored since it is embodied in the author-work-audience relationship that brings any kind of meaning into play’ (Brouillette, 2009: 145). Levinson authored ‘Euphoria’ in part because of his own lived experience, his relationship to the work can be seen as a form of social catharsis. However, for the work to become meaningful beyond Levinson’s engagement with it, it must also communicate to the audience and complete the author-work-audience journey. To do so it employed a designer with a background like Bivens who was able to tap into and assimilate the desires, consumption trends and movements of the target audience. Of equal interest here is how the capitalist drivers of the television production - ‘Euphoria’ is produced by the digitally adept Drake -  dictated that, to establish the author-work-audience relationship Levinson’s ‘character’ should be portrayed by a female. 
This article suggests that the reason that the character of Rue is more nuanced sartorially and rounded as a fictional construction is that she is the embodiment of the writer. This is not a revolutionary revelation; writers inevitably imbue aspects of themselves in characters they create. What is interesting here is that a female actress was chosen to portray the external articulation of Levinson’s teenage struggle with addiction. Sartre comments that ‘by transcending the given and realizing one possibility from among others the individual objectifies himself’ (Sartre, 1968: 93), Levinson realized and objectified himself and his experiences in a female form. It is not clear if this was intentional or not. Levinson has openly acknowledged his own relationship with drugs during his teen years but how far Rue and he coexist or cohabit the same experiences and trajectory is undetermined. As Sartre states ‘creative work of the self is alienated, man does not recognize himself in his own product’ (Sartre, 1968: 13), therefore it is possible that Levinson’s admission might only reach so far. What is clear is that the character of Rue is costumed in a liminal space that positions her as different or ‘other’ to any of the remaining male, female or transitioning characters in the ensemble 

What is claimed here is that the reason for this is that the language of screen masculinities, particularly within this genre is both limiting and limited, such a reductive approach to masculine representations impacts the remaining male and female characters in the drama. Nate’s character is explored in detail later, unfortunately, the remaining female characters and the reductive portrayal of the victim/objective narrative is beyond the boundaries of this article. 
The light and shade, strengths and weaknesses struggle and conflicts of Rue Bennett or the subjective manifestation of Levinson, would not easily be subsumed within a teen drama such as this, one whose production values and importantly, use of costumed product placements have been developed and produced in no small way to appeal to the desired ‘consuming’ demographic, if the character were male. To return to Sartre, he states that the ‘Subjective turns in on itself and becomes objective. The new objectivity externalizes the internal therefore the lived finds its place and the projected meaning of an action appears in reality’ (Sartre, 1968: 98). Levinson’s objectively externalized subjectivity found its place within the realities of mainstream television production and is therefore subject to the constraints and drivers of the field so had to become manifested through a female form.
‘Euphoria’, for all that is enjoyable, is a good example of a modern television production vehicle that must appeal to consumers beyond the screening or streaming of the narrative. It is an example of Brouillette’s claim on behalf of the autonomists that ‘creativity is quashed by process of individualization since this is subsumed into capitalism leaving only a smidge of potential’ (Brouillette, 2009: 142). Levinson is working within a system and an industry that does not give space to the spectrum of masculinity exhibited through lived experience, the smidge of potential here had to be manifested by using a female actor. As Brouillette states, the ‘human animal possesses capacity for thinking, perception, language, memory and feeling, this creates a social knowledge that is the immeasurable site of heterogenous effective possibilities, and it is the opposite of the knowledge utilized by those in power’ (Brouillette, 2009: 145). Those in powerful positions of television production recognize and wish to realize the lucrative potential of the show beyond the moments of static viewing into the capitalist consumption utopia of online streaming platforms that direct those interested to financially consume the music, the clothing, the make-up, the technology, or further online platforms. The heterogeneous possibilities here are not reflected through the representations on show despite superficial appearances to the contrary but rather, the diverse options for consumption after the credits roll.


Nate: Toxic privilege, and ‘meaning’ within the language of the ordinary
‘You want my advice? You fuck her like the whore she is, you kick her ass to the curb’ Nate to McKay, Episode 1 ‘Pilot’

‘Stuntin like my Daddy’ is episode two of series one of ‘Euphoria’ and was originally aired on June 23rd, 2019. It was written and directed by Sam Levinson and is used as a vehicle to introduce the backstory of the conventionally attractive jock, Nate Jacobs who the audience had already encountered in episode one. In line with the style and structure of the series the narrative of the other ensemble cast members continues to evolve and develop across the episode alongside the focus on Nate, for example, Kat’s discovery that her first sexual encounter has been posted online, Rue’s return to school after rehab, her burgeoning relationship with Jules and her experience with fentanyl which is supplied by the drug dealer Mouse, compromising Fez’s operations.
The focus of the episode however is establishing the backstory to the character of Nate Jacobs played by Jacob Elordi. The audience are presented with flashbacks that depict an episode in Nate’s childhood where, as a young boy he discovers his father’s collection of homemade pornographic films that depict his father engaging in sex with a number of different, predominantly young, male partners. Further flashbacks reveal Nate’s subsequent drive for physical perfection and his desire to become the star football player at the school to impress his father and challenge his brother’s position in his father’s affections. In parallel to the flashbacks the present-day narrative sees Nate become jealously obsessed with the character ‘Tyler’ played by Lucas Gage who he witnessed having a sexual encounter at the party at McKay’s house with his on/off girlfriend Maddy Perez, portrayed by Alexa Demi. Nate’s jealously becomes all-consuming and results in him violently attacking Tyler in his apartment, ruthlessly beating him to state of unconsciousness before cold-bloodily showering in Tyler’s shower and then returning to Maddy. We also see Nate verbally catcall Rue in the episode and as the quote indicates above, give his version of relationship advice to his friend Chris McKay (Algee Smith) when they are discussing McKay’s girlfriend Cassie (Sydney Sweeney).
The viewer is therefore left in no doubt of the relationship between the backstory and the present-day narrative and how the character traits such as rage, jealousy and violence can be explained through the journey from the former to the latter. 
Throughout series one, Nate is seen wearing a very limited wardrobe; plain short sleeve t-shirts in white, blue or grey, plain single color long/short sleeve button neck t-shirt’s, plain block color hooded tops with jeans or jogging bottoms. In one scene he does wear a blue check shirt, but this is worn open over a plain t-shirt and is conservative in both color and check. In order to align the meaning embedded in the costuming of Nate to ideas around the reductive language used in the representations of masculinity on screen this analysis will focus on the use of the plain white t-shirt he wears during his attack on Tyler.
Nate embodies affluent male privilege. He can occupy such a site of privilege and importantly social acceptance due to his gender, his father’s wealth and influence, and the superficial confidence and sense of entitlement these factors have generated. The character can therefore afford to wear non-descript clothing, the ‘who’ of who he is who has been distilled down to his wealth and his masculine identity via the narrative, any possible variables or contradictions between his economic, social or cultural capital or his gendered identity have been rendered invisible.  Bakhtin’s comments that ‘Discourses cannot be tailored semantically to the individual without betraying the social fabric from which they have been cut’ (Hirschkop and Shepherd, 2001: 109). Therefore, we can assume that the low semanticity of the costuming seen on Nate speaks to the social context within which the costuming sits where variations in masculine identities are not given space to evolve or exist and can often be viewed as problematic. In place of variables are accepted norms that literally need no explanation via costuming, so accepted are they as being representative, however horrific they may be.
Nate is a truly terrifying characterization, a possible sociopath whose danger is manifested and made more potent through his ordinary everydayness. This is played out quite clearly through his costuming. As De Certeau states ‘Everyday practices can be defined as internal manipulations of a system – that of language (De Certeau, 1984: 24). The language of dress and the language of television work here in combination to externalize the internal manipulations of systems that relate to masculinity and by association femininity within ‘normative’ society. Put simply, the symbolic and often actual violence of unequal gender relations is so invasively intwined within culture and society from the micro to the macro that there is no other way of representing it through the language of dress other than the empty vessel of meaning that is the plain white t-shirt. In addition, it appears that to view masculinity as a spectrum that presents both light and shade remains an issue for small screen representations.
A plain white t-shirt is an object of clothing that is both meaningful and meaningless due to its historical trajectory through the language of dress. As Bakhtin comments ‘Objects do not confront us with a ‘given’ meaning – to understand the object you must understand the intention (Hirschkop & Shepherd, 2001: 7). When the white t-shirt is used as a sign within the language of dress or costuming its liminal meaning only begins to emerge when considered in relation to its intersection with a number of other factors. For example, its position as part of a clothing or costume syntax across the entire production. As mentioned earlier Bivins, the costume designer uses the characters to embody ‘looks’ that the audience will want to consume so where does this leave the white t-shirt sit within this syntax. Is it communicating that every man or boy can become or is a version of Nate due to the egalitarian nature of the clothing he wears or one might hope, that this version of masculinity is not appealing and therefore is not needed to embody possible further consumption channels.
The t-shirt also communicates through a form of clothing ‘intonation’ in the way it fits and moves on the body, if the t-shirt fitted well or conversely if it were ill-fitting either too small or oversized this would present a further layer of communication and suggest different meanings. The language of dress, including the intonation of ‘fit’ is not a neutral language ‘Language is not indifferent, it is susceptible to political and moral evaluation’ (Hirschkop & Shepherd, 2001: 5). Bakhtin refers here to the moral and political evaluations woven into language and this idea can be grafted onto the language of dress. If each clothing item can be thought of as a word, then each word or item of dress is saturated with the morals and political ideologies of the systems that produce it. The white t-shirt can therefore be viewed as a non-threatening equivalence of accepted forms of aggressive, toxic, coercive masculinity, easily worn and accessed by all. As De Certeau states ‘Taking the abstract individual as a basic unit, it regulates all exchanges among units according to the code of generalized equivalence’ (De Certeau, 1984: 27). Nate is used as a means to generalize masculinity, through his dress and his behavior. Such reductive forms of representation are problematic and far reaching. They impact on the visibility of varied expressions of masculinity and by association femininity. 
This article suggests therefore that the narrative context of the use of the t-shirt communicates a further layer of meaning, where it positions Nate – and by association, his behavior - as ordinary, thereby adding a level of potency to the danger he embodies – his sociopathy is lost in plain sight.  The normalizing of the toxic masculinity portrayed by Elourdi can be interpreted as a commentary on the persuasive nature of such masculine formations in contemporary society and by association contemporary narratives of resistance such as the #metoo movement. Conversely, if Nate and his behavior is positioned as ordinary via his ‘ordinary’ clothing, then so too is his girlfriend Maddy’s behavior (though not her costuming) – this is an equally disconcerting scenario, but for reasons beyond the scope of this article.
However, what this article does argue is that rendering the character in such a way is an evitability within the reductive and limited means of communication in both the language of costume employed and the language of masculinity on screen. 
Flattening out both Nate’s pathologies and his sartorial engagement and suggesting they occupy the space of everyday masculinity positions difference or the notion of difference or individuality (behavioral and sartorial) as non-normative. De Certeau explains that ‘Style specifies a linguistic structure that manifests on a symbolic level…an individual’s fundamental way of being in the world, it connotes a singular’ (De Certeau, 1984: 100), such logic leads us to presume that a ‘lack’ of style or a rejection of an individual style implies the opposite of the singular - the mass or group or the ‘norm’. Group identity, logic or understanding works to absolve or obscure responsibility and in conjunction with the focus on Nate’s childhood experiences this suggests that his latter behaviors are the product of his upbringing and ‘normative’ masculine constructions. This grossly misrepresents and devalues the variation inherent within historical and contemporary manifestations of gendered masculine constructions and works to absolve contemporary formations of ‘toxic’ masculinity of individual responsibility for its ideologies and actions.



Fezco: Contestation, Streetwear and Strange Utopia’s
‘I don’t know how to help but I could tell you one thing: this drug shit, its not the answer’ Fez to Rue Episode One ‘Pilot’

Series one, episode three of ‘Euphoria’ entitled ‘Made You Look’ was written and directed by Sam Levinson. It aired on 30th June 2019 and continues with the stylistic formatting of the previous two episodes by focusing on one of the key characters whilst simultaneously developing the rest of the ensemble cast stories via Rue’s voiceover narrative. Ostensibly this episode is based on the character of ‘Kat’ played by Barbie Ferreira, the viewer is introduced to Kat’s backstory before bearing witness as her sexual identity develops through an online presence that acts as a vehicle (both within the narrative and outside the production) for feminist interpretations of the tension inherent within the empowerment/objectification debate. Despite seeming to focus on Kat, there are key moments throughout the episode for the remaining central characters; Maddy’s discovery on Nate’s phone, the set up to Cassie’s abortion story and importantly for this article Rue’s battle with her addiction and how this is played out through her close relationships, in particular her relationship with Fez, the ‘ethical’ drug dealer played by Angus Cloud. 
The character of Fez is mired in tragedy, abandoned by his mother, and raised by his drug dealing grandmother who later adopts another abandoned child, ‘Ash’ creating a younger sibling for Fez and a transgressive family unit. Fez drops out of school to care for Ash and his grandmother when she becomes bedridden after a medical emergency and subsequently ends up running the financially lucrative drug business his grandmother had established. Fez exists within the assumed moral vacuum that is the world of drug dealing and supply and yet he is one of the most empathetic and morally grounded characters within the drama, particularly in his relationship with Rue who he refuses to supply drugs to in the episode discussed in this article.
 Angus Cloud portrays Fez as thoughtful and sensitive, the way he uses or moves his body is economical and considered whilst the delivery of dialogue is measured, knowing and astute. It is alluded to that a blow to the head when younger is responsible for Fez’s speech delivery, but the content of his dialogue is philosophically knowing in ways that speak to constant reflection on the struggles of his lived experience. The scene explored here is one where Rue arrives at Fez’s apartment to try to score some drugs after a ‘clean’ spell. Fez refuses to give Rue what she asks for and eventually gently closes the door on her, remaining behind it to offer symbolic support and to physically absorb her anguish.
In the scene Fez is seen wearing the ‘Liquid Sword’ T-shirt produced by high end streetwear brand Supreme. The t-shirt is the product of a collaboration between the brand and the founding member of the hip-hop group the Wu-Tang Clan, GZA. The graphics on the t-shirt reproduce the album cover for GZA’s solo project, ‘Liquid Swords’. Interestingly GZA is known for his wide vocabulary and for the philosophical content of his work that is seen to transcend more familiar content tropes within rap music. The t-shirt was released as part of Supreme’s fall/winter 2018 collection and sold out immediately. From a cursory search the current economic value of the t-shirt in the resale market ranges between £99-£250 (See Google, 2022)
The t-shirt is an important and telling costume choice as it serves as a means by which Fez is marked out as different to the other male characters in the cast, most significantly the character of Nate. There is a recurring difference between the two in terms of the use of color, print and silhouette. Fez is often seen in bold colors, stripes or wearing objects with graphic prints, whilst Nate is always seen in low key tones with extremely plain detailing. The concepts of difference and distinction are used here as tools across the production and the traction between the concepts make visible the hegemonic ideologies around masculinity at work. 
Lefebvre explains that difference is a marker of inequality, where difference exists so does a hierarchy that expresses the dichotomy of superior/ inferior, the particularities of lived experience transition into differences via this hierarchical structure and are distilled into distinctions, which he claims, present day western societies are founded upon (Lefebvre, 1969, 2005). Within the binary of Fez and Nate, economically, socially and culturally Nate appears more superficially powerful and therefore occupies the higher position while Fez’s moral compass works to undermine the position within hegemonic systems occupied by Nate. As a result, the costuming is used to re-establish the position within the hierarchy of both, in relation to dominant and acceptable ‘norms’.
Distinctions are used to maintain boundaries, as Lefebvre explains, the concept of distinction is ‘an abstract principle of classification and nomenclature on the one hand and principle of evaluation on the other’ (Lefebvre, 2005:114). So, difference is used to mark boundaries and distinctions are used to maintain those boundaries. The distinctions at work within Euphoria are articulated through different manifestations of masculinity, Fez’s difference is fixed through the version of masculinity he inhabits, his back story, the liminal space he occupies as a conduit between the teenagers at school and the reality of life outside education, the transparency of his actions, his clear moral code and of course, his choice of t-shirt. The differences he embodies are used to mark and position him as distinct from the other male characters in terms of social position, social class, or status. On the surface the distinction is negatively imbued but within the context of the narrative the distinction can be read to mark out Fez’s way of living as an alternative utopia that encompasses caring practices, often honorable behavior, and attributes such as loyalty, commitment and fairness.
Despite the fact that Supreme is a high-end streetwear brand whose economic and symbolic exchange value is considerable, the use of the printed t-shirt sits in direct contrast to the conspicuously plain t-shirts worn by the other male characters, particularly Nate, who the viewer is led to assume comes from a more conservatively affluent background. The t-shirt is a tool used to socially position Fez via distinction, as a contrast to the perceived respectability of Nate. Excessive forms of clothing consumption that challenge dominant ideas around ‘taste’ are often understood within discourses on social class and fashion to position or fix those who exhibit it as lacking taste or status (Skeggs, 2004, Lawler, 2005)
The t-shirt and the body it is seen upon; slow moving, often static or in repose in conjunction with the slow paced delivery of the dialogue are negatively inscribed and constitute what Skeggs refers to a monstrous representation (Skeggs, 2005) which ensure that social distinctions are maintained and the proximity between dominant, normative or middle class ideas around masculinity and respectability and subversive or contested formations of masculinity are not compromised.
Ultimately the t-shirt acts as a layered form of address, it speaks to the discourse around streetwear, subcultural authenticity, urban structures of fashion capital and by stereotypical association forms of deviance and criminality that are often flirted with by those in more secure and privileged positions in society.  Supreme is a branded marker of the border zone between the negated and the appropriated and therefore within this representation the form of address employed can/must only be understood as a simulation. Baudrillard states ‘representation stems from a principle of equivalence between the sign and the real, simulation stems from the negation of sign as value’ (Baudrillard, 1994: 6). The brands economic and symbolic capital renders the meaning embedded within its use as a sign in the language of costume as fluid or transient, the brand can slip between uses, it can mark out a knowing streetwear consumer and appeal to or become appropriated by the financially able target audience or conversely it can be seen as a marker of contestation thus rendering its value as a sign unstable at best and meaningless at worst. Lefebvre explains contestation as born from negation, operating within a void, and acting as a challenge to bourgeois society that opens infinite and unmanageable possibilities (Lefevbre, 1969). Negation and the void it occupies can be understood here as the gap between difference and distinction, or rather Fez’s masculinity as marked and as positioned within the context of the alternative formations of masculinity on show. Fez and the clothing the character wears can therefore be understood as evidence of contestation, resisting the position imposed upon him by the bourgeois society he is subject to and operating within a different sartorial and social value system than the one that confers or orders difference and positions Nate higher in the hierarchy.  In fact, Fez’s morality, and his commitment to the concepts of family, friendship and care within such extreme contexts work to offer a version of utopia often misinterpreted, misrepresented, or denied to working class masculinity when viewed through the middle-class lens of media productions. 

Conclusion
This article has offered a close reading of key items of costuming from series one of HBO’s teen drama ‘Euphoria’. It focuses on three key characters from the ensemble cast and undertakes textual analysis to methodologically situate the hypothesis that despite superficial claims to the contrary, the costuming presents reductive representations of masculine and by association feminine, fictional identities.
The character of Rue Bennett was examined in relation to a costume construction that employ’s the Gosha Runchinskiy alien tie dye t-shirt. It has been claimed, through a theoretical framework that employed Sartre’s work around the subjective and Broulette’s writing on ‘Creative Labor’, that the fictional characterization of Rue is a ‘feminine’ subjective manifestation of the writer and creator Sam Levinson. The article explored how due to the limited space to explore diverse formations of masculine constructions within the genre of American teen drama’s the production necessitated the shift from a male to female character. It is argued that the costuming of Rue positions the character in a liminal space between the remaining male and female character constructs. The space occupied sartorially by the character situates Rue in direct opposition to the rest of the female characters in the production and as such works as a commentary not only on the limited scope of masculine representations but also on the reductive binary of victim/object played out on the female gendered identities within the narrative.
The article went on to discuss the character of Nate Jacobs and how the use of ordinary or unexceptional clothing or costume choices work to position the character as representative of mainstream, dominant forms of masculinity. Exploring the use of a plain white t-shirt, its ordinariness is identified as problematic as Nate displays the tendencies of a sociopath who it would seems embodies the contemporary notion of toxic masculinity. Nate’s position of male privileged is analyzed through the lens of De Certeau’s work on everyday practice and Bakhtin’s writing on language and communication – this has been redeployed and applied to the language of clothing or more specifically costuming. The article asserts that the flattening out of masculine reference points works to normalize dangerous gendered tropes of toxicity.
The final character that has been explored here is Fez. It is argued that Fez’s costuming works to position him within a particular social class by fixing him to excessive sartorial systems that exist outside normative or mainstream ideas of taste or value, here the use of Supreme’s ‘Liquid Sword’ t-shirt was explored. The analysis employs the work of Henri Lefebvre to explore Fez’s resistance or contestation to his position within society and Skeggs and Lawler to explain how middle-class anxiety around working class proximity is often played out through body politics. The character of Fez is ironically, one of the most morally grounded in the narrative, this is evidenced through action and despite extreme contextual influences. Fez’s moral compass is not enough to allow him to transgress the boundaries of his circumstances and therefore, to maintain the required distance from middle class respectability, his clothing must clearly fix him within the class position deemed as appropriate. 
A central thread throughout the close reading presented here is the contextual or background information about the purpose or intent of the production. ‘Euphoria’ is accomplished television spectacle that operates as the entry point to a myriad of consumption opportunities for the desired audience demographic. It achieves this by producing moments of dramatically powerful television to engage and enthrall viewers, this has continued and gained further potency throughout the second series which has not been discussed here. The show addresses contemporary discourses around gender identity, sexuality, and mental health and in many ways should be commended for this. However, the underlying reductive representations of both masculine and by association feminine identities within the text remain predictably familiar and will continue to have long term consequences. There is more to be said around the way the feminine has been constructed within the production in relation to this point, but this is beyond the scope of the present work. To conclude then, despite what would appear, efforts to the contrary, there is a fundamental, significant and dangerous lack of diverse, nuanced and truly challenging representations at play here. 
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