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About the Author

Mary Quant was born in London in 1934. She trained at Goldsmiths School of Art where she met her husband Alexander Plunket Greene. They married in 1957. Together with Archie McNair they opened their first shop, Bazaar, in the King’s Road: the start of a dazzling career that changed the face of fashion and make-up. Mary has received countless awards and honours, including an OBE in 1966. A year later she was elected Fellow of the Society of Industrial Artists, and in 1969 she was also elected Royal Designer for Industry by the Royal Society of Arts. Mary lives in Surrey and has a son, Orlando, and three grandchildren.


FOR ORLANDO –

Who taught me to travel

To sleep when bored

To work on planes

To put books and drawings and samples on the floor in airports and get on with what you want and ignore everything else, so I became hugely productive on aeroplanes and preferred it to anywhere else to work because no one interrupted and distracted me, and Orlando did the same.

Orlando taught me to love Japanese food and Japanese style of life.


Alexander Plunket Greene

[image: image]

MY FUTURE HUSBAND, Alexander Plunket Greene, was a 6’2” prototype for Mick Jagger and Paul McCartney rolled into one. He wore his mother’s gold silk pyjamas and burgundy hipster drainpipe pants to Goldsmiths Art School, where I was studying illustration at the time. He had long, silky, jaw-length hair, flopping over one eye, and frequently clutched a film script under one arm. We met at the art school’s fancy dress ball – I was on a float wearing black mesh tights and some balloons. APG said it was lust at first sight. I was simply bowled over.

‘Come to Paris,’ he said. ‘I am busking outside the George V Hotel.’

It was 1953.

Plunket said he wanted me to call him Alexander because everyone else called him Plunket. So from that day on he was Alexander to me.

Alexander could draw like Aubrey Beardsley except that his pictures were more erotic. He carried a jazz trumpet which he practised on while going back and forth on the train between Charing Cross and New Cross – often travelling there and back again so he could get enough practice in. He was a total Louis Armstrong fan as well as being a very good player himself. He knew all Louis’s riffs and had polished them to perfection. Unbeknownst to him, Louis Armstrong and Bing Crosby were staying at the George V while he was busking outside. Bing sent out the hotel manager to invite Alexander in. They played together, struck up a friendship and Bing invited him to stay. They had two huge suites of rooms and all three became firm friends, arguing and playing jazz the whole weekend.

London was dead. Paris was different. In Paris, the food was better: life was better. In every bar and restaurant the French thumped their elbows, raised their fists and raged, arguing politics long into the night. Politics was fun. French film stars tended to be Communist millionaires and Maquis heroes, making long, angry films. Every Frenchman had a Gitane stuck to his lip, lived on hard-boiled eggs and drank black coffee in dark green cups with gold rims. All French men were intellectuals. They danced differently, spinning you round until you got vertigo. Music was Édith Piaf with Yves Montand in the wings. Even jazz was different in Paris – it was quiet; so quiet at the Blue Note club that sometimes the musicians forgot to blow at all and just kept it all in their heads. Black jazz musicians were the elite of Paris. I found it impossible not to fall in love with the city – succumbing to a besotted state of admiration that I almost resented – because it was so powerful. Paris may be all about the past but then Paris does the past so well. Even its modern architecture was dwarfed by the ancient, venerable buildings of the city, making it seem toy-like and childish by comparison.

Back in Britain, London waited with patient despair. Maybe things would return to the 1930s – as long as no one stirred it. The grown-ups had won a war and lost an empire without realising. They returned to their gardens and allotments and waited while everything calmed down, hoping that life would revert to how it was before the war. For ten years, rationing not only went on but became worse. No butter, no eggs, no meat, no sweets, no transport – yet there was still a prevailing attitude of ‘don’t rock the boat’. Government control had become a habit. London was a bombsite and the only thing that thrived was the buddleia. Burnt-out basements became jazz clubs or children’s secret smoking dens. If you went out to tea you took your own private plate of rancid butter and kept a sharp eye on it. If you had a bath there was a rota and you were allowed five inches of water. There was no heating and no hot water except from old-fashioned geysers that had a fetish for exploding. If you went to an off-licence you were told how many cigarettes or what alcohol you could buy. Young people had nowhere to go to keep warm except the cinema, and nothing to do.

Fog permeated everything. Fog was a smell. Fog was a colour. Fog started in October with children collecting money for Guy Fawkes and did not end till March. It was railway stations and Typhoo tea, Lisle stockings and suspenders. It was going to the Classic Cinema in the King’s Road, Chelsea, eating potted shrimps in the front row and not being able to see the screen. It was going to Rules for a big treat and being lost on the way home. It was sinister but also romantic.

We dreamt of America. We knew we had to do things ourselves, or nothing would happen at all.

At that time there were more art schools per head in this country than anywhere else in the world. This ground-level flowering of the arts seemed to have grown out of the Romantic Arts and Crafts movement and was boosted by the ideas of the Bloomsbury intellectuals. Their fear of fascism was proved right by exposure of the concentration camps, which was then rivalled in turn by the horror of the atomic bomb. The government needed scientists but students wanted to go to art schools. Students were not interested in science or politics. They could see where it led: war.

The young were bored and frustrated so finally they started doing things themselves, while the grown-ups groaned and looked the other way. Out of this ten-year gloom burst one great charge of energy, high spirits and originality. Young people started to take control. Art schools and colleges became the hotbed of new ideas in all the directions that make life more pleasing. Meanwhile, the polytechnics produced writers and lawyers who orchestrated the handover of what was left of the Empire. Their elders were too depressed to tell them: ‘No, you don’t do it like that.’ Suddenly, the younger generation seemed connected to an electric current of hope. The new ethos was: if you want it – do it yourself. And what we wanted was art, theatre, film, design, fashion, food, sex and most of all music and dance.

I was obsessed by fashion. I always had been. Fashion anticipates the mood and fashion has shorter lead times than cars or mobiles. As a teenager I spent all winter one year making myself a long fashion chart from Medieval to modern clothes. When asked in a school exam paper which side I would take in the battle between the Roundheads and Cavaliers, I started by comparing the underwear, dress fabrics, colours, accessories, hair styles, hats, make-up, toiletries and demeanour of the two opposing factions, both male and female. I came down strongly on the side of the Cavaliers, as they were more chic. This so stunned the schoolmaster, who was clearly bored stiff with the usual answers, that he gave me the highest marks ever delivered.

I used to inherit my clothes from a cousin who got them first and never spoilt her frocks. I felt they weren’t ‘me’ and I hated this. Little girls used to be sent to dancing classes – ballet classes taught in French, the sort of French that never seemed useful later. But looking through a door at the dance school one day, I saw some tap dancing going on. In the middle of the class was a vision of chic. A girl with bobbed hair, wearing a black skinny-rib sweater, seven inches of black pleated skirt, black tights under white ankle socks, and black patent leather shoes with ankle straps and a button on top – the sort of button you need a button hook to do up.

But it was the white socks that did it for me. Rearrange the focus in fashion and you have something brand new – legs. She was older than me, perhaps eight or nine. The look was everything I loved. I started trying to make my own clothes. That’s all I wanted to do. Design clothes and tap dance. And I have never changed my mind.

I wanted to go to fashion school. My parents were dead against it. There is no future in fashion, they said, and from their perspective they were probably right. There was no future in the old ways. Fashion came direct from the top couturiers of Paris, and was produced in cheap copies by mass manufacturers for everyone else. Dior’s ultra-luxurious and opulent New Look, for instance, was developed out of a longing for past ideas of female beauty and a desire to sell more fabric – Dior being owned, directed and backed by the millionaire cotton manufacturer Marcel Boussac. The look was so impossibly extravagant and unwieldy for everyday street life that it probably helped hasten the demise of the domination of Paris couture. If I had gone to a fashion school at that time I would have been taken to Paris to see the collections and taught to adapt them for mass production, as that was the way things were done. Luckily I wasn’t. But I longed to design clothes. My parents and I settled on a compromise. I enrolled at Goldsmiths.

Goldsmiths Art School was more of an arts club; you collared a table and got on with whatever you wanted to do. The staff were all working on their own projects – painting, sculpting, illustrating or appliqué – and it was up to you to elbow them if you wanted some attention. But the atmosphere was terrific. There were life-drawing and painting classes going on, but what you chose to participate in was up to you. I think there is a lot to be said for this approach. Box ticking would have been laughed out of the place.

Male students in their twenties, returning from war, were older than anyone alive should ever be, through dint of ghastly experience. Meanwhile the teen generation were thoroughly anarchistic. Life drawing exaggerated this distinction: some of the veterans were so war-damaged that they sat on their benches, called ‘donkeys’, just sharpening their pencils over and over, while other teenage students were producing pornography that they sold in Soho. Quentin Crisp was the most admired model and the most difficult one to draw. He knew it and struck crucified poses for us to interpret.

By going to Goldsmiths Art School I escaped the fashion-school straightjacket. At Goldsmiths, fashion was designed by young people for themselves. It did not occur to me to look to Paris couture. I knew I wanted to design solely for myself and other students: we were our own market. Most art students dressed like Augustus John models, with dowdy skirts and a deliberately ill-kept look, but my four friends dressed like me. Instead of corsets, we wore wide elastic belts at the waist, called ‘waspies’, with shorts or peg-top skirts like Mods and Rockers, and slick little pintucked tops or tight neat sweaters. Our legs would be covered with knee socks (or bobby sox for the Sinatra fans) or theatrical fishnet tights if you were lucky enough to find a source, and our hair would be tied back in ponytails. Small triangular polka-dot scarves tied sideways, cowboy-style, rounded off the look. We devised our own clothes, making semi-circular gingham skirts you could jive in. Fashion became democratised for the first time.

We were Picasso fans. We loved French films and ‘riverboat shuffles’, adored cheap French food and Paris, but longed to get to America. We dined on trad jazz and the style of New Orleans, and drank in the new forms of modern jazz and rock.

New ways to dance, new ways to dress, new ways to live.
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