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Introduction
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Fashion moves in cycles of revolution and consolidation, but its primary remit is constant change – that is what drives consumption in what is, after all, an industry. If fashion never changed, perhaps we would only need new clothes when our old ones wore out. But actually there is an element of fashion which, in fact, doesn’t change. It’s the bedrock on which everything else is built, the fundamental elements through which experimentation occurs.

Sometimes they’re referred to as ‘classics’ or as ‘wardrobe staples’ – these are the garments that, should someone from the late nineteenth century jump forward through time to more recent years, would, some details aside, likely still be recognisable to them. Likewise, they would be recognisable to us if we were to jump back.

This isn’t to say their meanings would necessarily be the same: the joke in Back to the Future Part II, when Marty McFly is desperate to fit into the 1950s and so puts on a black leather biker jacket, is that it was totemic then of the trouble-maker, even if today it’s totemic of a rather more ersatz rebellion.

That these classics have survived largely unchanged for as long as they have – often a century or more, and most are at least many decades old – is remarkable in a business that so thrives on newness. They speak perhaps to an era when clothes were more highly valued; when people had fewer clothes and so looked after them; when, really, fashion was more just for the frivolous and the well-off; when fashion was slow and not fast.

Yet the longer they have survived, the longer they have provided the blueprint for their category of clothing – for what a man’s shirt, or a woman’s shift dress, or whatever, should look like; the more they have become the foundational archetypes that fashion endlessly imitates, but also plays with, builds on and subverts. Underneath this playfulness and subversion, they are nonetheless still there – if they weren’t, arguably the playfulness and subversion would fail.

Indeed, the longevity of their appeal isn’t just because they offer value in their ability to somehow be above fashion, which makes them sound terribly safe. Their appeal is also in constantly taking clothing back to reassuring first principals of proportion, fit, silhouette and the human body. This is the clothing canon. It’s not fixed and immutable – it is always growing, albeit that each new entry must prove itself over time to be accredited, and no doubt some of the old ones will eventually fall aside. Ruffs were in fashion for a century too.

In the meantime, we keep going back to them, if for no other reason than this: they still look really good.
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The sweatshirt, the jacket, the khakis – adding up to make Steve McQueen in The Great Escape (1963) one of the all-time great benchmarks for men’s casual style.
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Jacqueline Kennedy Onassis, twentieth-century style icon and First Lady, visiting the Acropolis in Athens in 1961.
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