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Introduction

My early interest in fashion comes from the dressing-up box; the shoes and handbags I plucked from the bottom of my mum’s wardrobe; corners of the high-school library, poring over copies of Vogue with my friends; and the flashes of the catwalk I got to see while watching The Clothes Show, a television programme that aired in the United Kingdom during the 1990s. Later on, of course, like many others, I faithfully tuned in to watch Sex and the City.

The thing I probably love most about fashion, though, is its history, and there are so many eras I wish I could have been alive in to experience it. That’s one of the reasons this book has been so fascinating to write, allowing me to dip back into the past and, for a moment or two, indulge this dream.

For some, fashion is simply about the practicalities of getting dressed, whereas, for others, it is all wrapped up in fantasy. Both views are valid – and central to the ideas explored in this book. Admittedly, it was not easy to pick just 50 big ideas, partly because the world of fashion is forever changing, even more so today. But there are some fundamentals. Those that have been pinpointed aim to provide a beneficial overview in terms of where fashion has come from and why; the foundations of the way the industry works and is evolving; the meanings attached to and associated with certain garments; and key references that designers use time and again in their collections (clearly, there are reasons), plus how to spot them.

Ideally, the book will serve as a jumping off point for anything you find especially interesting, be it the technical wizardry of the bias cut (which I personally found among the most enjoyable chapters to write!), the discovery of a certain designer (there are so many more than this book has been able to cover) or the role that cinema played initially in setting the trends.

Jessica Bumpus




01 Haute Couture

The one-off garments created especially for clients are regarded as the highest pinnacle of design and creativity in the world of fashion today. Such pieces – termed ‘haute couture’ – are showcased in Paris twice a year (January and July), where avant-garde and magical constructs are seen alongside precision tailoring and inconspicuous ultra-luxury for designs that only select clients will ever likely wear. The genre is often thought of as being the original sustainable way to design – with its focus on quality, forever wear and made to order, there is very little waste.

Today, those lucky enough to be a part of couture’s lofty heights are an elusive and elite few, but this has not always been so, as there was a time when couture presentations were standard shopping expeditions for upper-class women. In recent years, it is thought that only 4,000 couture clients exist worldwide, a number that has declined significantly from an estimated 20,000 in 1950. Why? Because couture is not cheap; it is artistry. Pieces typically cost upwards of hundreds of thousands of pounds. And there is a reason for this.

Couture, a French word, means ‘sewing’ or ‘needlework’, all of which is done by hand and, in this instance, by many skilled hands – petites mains – who create collections brimming with technical savoirfaire. As an industry, it relies on specialists: those who make buttons, gloves, trimmings and millinery to a high level of craftsmanship. It is labour intensive and garments are made up to precise measurements and after many fittings with a client so that each piece is perfect. More importantly, each piece is unique and it is this fundamental difference that sets couture apart from ready-to-wear.


When is couture season?

Couture shows, lasting four or five days, take place ahead of the ready-to-wear shows by about a month or two. The January shows present the spring/summer collections and the July shows present the autumn/winter collections. In ready-to-wear, the February/March shows present the autumn/winter collections and the September/October shows present the spring/summer collections. The two work to different timelines.



The rules

Strict rules and regulations apply in order for an haute couture house (maison) to gain its status:

• Members must create made-to-order garments in an atelier that has at least 15 full-time staff, plus 20 full-time technical workers in one of their ateliers.

• Collections must have a minimum of 50 original designs that include day and evening looks, to be presented to the public and made for private clients.

• Each piece should undergo more than one fitting.

• Each season, guest designers are invited to show. Should they be invited four times in a row, they are then eligible to become members.

Charles Frederick Worth

British-born Charles Frederick Worth is widely regarded as the grandfather of French couture. He made a name in retail, apprenticing at the London draper’s Swan & Edgar during a period of growth in the mid-19th century, when shopping started to become a new social and leisure activity for middle-class and aristocratic women, and later at Lewis and Allenby, a silk haberdashery to Queen Victoria.

Moving to Paris in 1845, he worked at a premium drapery shop, where he helped to establish a dressmaking department. He received great recognition and his prize-winning designs were displayed at London’s Great Exhibition, in 1851, and the Exposition Universelle in Paris, 1855. His reputation soon spread, his style recognizable for its lavish fabrics and trimmings, daring nature and technique, and historic elements. By 1858, he had established his own dressmaking business at 7 rue de la Paix, in partnership with Otto Bobergh, and became a favourite of the Empress Eugénie, wife of Napoleon III. He created her state and eveningwear, which made him and his designs very well known and highly covetable.

Worth promoted himself as a tastemaker. Clients had to come to him, rather than the other way round, and he instituted a system by which they selected from designs in his current range that would then be made up to their measurements. This is typical of how a couture house operates still, though clients may be able to request elements of modification, such as colour.

Chambre Syndicale de la Haute Couture

Couture is a preserve of the French – France has been a leader in fashion since King Louis XIV came to the throne in the 17th century, and recognized the power of its influence. It was in 1868 that a union of dress designers called the Chambre Syndicale de la Confectionneurs et des Tailleurs pour Dame was formed with the aim to safeguard the designers, manufacturers and tailors of women’s clothing from having their designs copied. By 1910, it had become the Chambre de la Couture Parisienne, which comprised couturiers alone. The idea was that it would promote French fashion houses overseas, where they would also show their collections. This became important after World War II as America started to develop as a hub for mass manufacture while Paris established itself as the centre of couture.

On 23 January 1945, the organization became the Chambre Syndicale de la Haute Couture; that same year, the term ‘haute couture’ became a legally protected term, awarded only by a commission appointed by the Ministry of Industry. The Chambre is part of the Fédération de la Haute Couture et de la Mode, which is the governing body of fashion in France.

In an attempt to court its pre-war international clientele, in 1945, the Chambre Syndicale de la Couture organized a travelling show, or theatre of fashion, to be held in Barcelona, Paris, London, Copenhagen, Stockholm, Vienna, New York and San Francisco. Big houses of the day presented daywear collections on miniature wire dress models to imaginative and fantastical effect. Despite this, the allure of ready-to-wear, which had emerged at the start of the 20th century, started to have a detrimental impact on the category. It is thought there was a total of 106 houses in 1946, which dwindled to 60 in 1952 and 36 in 1958. By 1970, there were only 19.

In recent years, the relevance of haute couture has been called into question, since it is estimated that there are just 10 official French couture houses remaining. But with each season the Chambre invites ‘Guest Members’ and ‘Corresponding Members’ (leading fashion brands from around the world) to join the spectacle. The move has introduced an exciting blend of new ideas and a slightly more democratic approach to the world of couture. Guest Members include Imane Ayissi, Ronald van der Kemp and Robert Wun, and Corresponding Members, Fendi, Elie Saab and Giorgio Armani.

Italian couture

In Italy, members of the bourgeoisie were dressed by the couturiers of Rome, Venice, Turin and Florence. Typically, however, they were led by what the French couturiers were doing, observed the fashion editor Anna Gloria Forti. In 1935, the Ente Nazionale della Moda (Italian Fashion Society) was created and, at the request of Benito Mussolini, used home-grown ideas and materials, which led to the development of a highly skilled artisan industry (though wartime rationing played a role). After the war, Giovanni Battista Giorgini was employed by American department stores to select and buy Italian-made products. He came up with the idea to organize a group fashion show, to which the most important US buyers came. Held at Villa Torrigiani in Florence on 12 February 1951, it was a success – the next one would take place in a larger, more esteemed setting, the Pitti Palace.

During the 1960s, Valentino and Krizia were notable stars on the rise as result of Giorgini’s work, though some names did choose to present their collections in Paris. This, paired with the rise of ready-to-wear, signalled a decline for the Pitti show, after which Rome became Italy’s official home of haute couture, largely owing, it’s noted, to its connections with movie stars.

The condensed idea
Where it all began




02 Uniforms

A typical dictionary definition of the word ‘uniform’ will describe a set of the same, distinctive clothes worn by members of the same organization. Almost all of us will wear a uniform of a sorts at some point in our lives.

Typical examples include the school uniforms worn in certain parts of the world, such as the United Kingdom, China, Australia and Japan, and specialized uniforms for the army, for sports, as livery, and as workwear for certain professions. We see uniforms every day; they are signifiers of social order. But they are also signifiers about ourselves – beyond the required uniforms of life, we dress ourselves in ways that serve to give us some form of identity.

In terms of fashion, uniforms are a means of direct communication, giving immediate visual cues. They denote the status or trade of an individual, perhaps their age or qualifications, sometimes their class, or their religious or political beliefs. They can give an indication of space and time – whether someone is off-duty or engaged in a leisure activity. They help us navigate the world around us.

Hierarchy in uniform

Hierarchical dress has long existed. One suggestion is that it originated in antiquity as the costumes of bodyguards of monarchs. Certainly, the ancient Greek and Roman armies wore uniforms, just as armed forces have for centuries throughout the world. Even earlier than this, during ancient Egyptian times, lower classes and slaves in the palaces would go almost without clothes as if wearing them was a form of class distinction.

Similarly, the clothes of peasants during the Middle Ages did not convey the extravagance and wealth of those worn in court circles. A sumptuary law passed in England in 1363, for example, prohibited different sections of society from wearing clothing that was higher in value than a specified amount or made from certain luxurious fabrics. Such laws were prevalent across Europe during the medieval period and are thought not to have been uncommon in the ancient world too. In Italy, between the years 1200 and 1500, 300 sumptuary laws were enacted.


Blue collar versus white collar

The terms ‘blue collar’ and ‘white collar’ have come into popular use to describe the type of work a person does. Blue collar refers to manual labour – owing to the uniform typically being a darker colour – and white collar refers to an office job, where workers are typically seen wearing white shirts.



During the first half of the 16th century, clothes of the upper classes in Europe were bright in colour – red was a popular choice – and royal garments were typically encrusted with diamonds, rubies and pearls. Such conspicuous clothing was sure to ruffle some feathers. Among the demands of the German Peasants’ War (1524–25) was reportedly that they, too, should be able to wear red clothes.

The ruff was the mark of aristocratic privilege during Elizabethan times (1558–1603) and ornate dress has generally continued to signify a wealthy status. In recent years, the term ‘quiet luxury’, has come into usage – largely thanks to the popular television show Succession. It refers to the tendency for people with wealth to dress in an understated way, in garments of the very highest quality.

From work to wardrobe

Uniforms are designed for practical purposes, often reflected in the choice of durable and/or comfortable fabric in colours best suited to their purpose. Over the years several staples have transitioned over into fashion. It is from naval uniforms, for example, that we have the striped breton top – a signature design from French fashion designer Jean Paul Gaultier and a hallmark of Coco Chanel’s personal style. Its design meant that sailors who fell overboard could be easily spotted. The ever-popular trench coat and pea coat both have military origins and have become enduring, classic, go-to items regardless of what is or isn’t trending.

The jumpsuit was originally introduced for pilots and parachutists and, later known as a boilersuit, used by mechanics and labourers as a practical all-in-one set of overalls. It is claimed that its first appearance in the pages of Vogue was in 1964, a design by Yves Saint Laurent, and it remains a staple of the catwalk. It can be seen everywhere today – from offices to mother-and-toddler groups. It is interesting that the items that began life as uniforms have typically carried a sense of that with them.


Style uniforms

In contemporary fashion, the idea of a uniform has often meant not having to think too much about what you will wear. English fashion designer Phoebe Philo’s oversized white shirts, for example, became a go-to uniform for women during her tenure at Céline. The look was both smart and intellectual but a little bit creative. The term is often applied to a fail-safe look or something – for example, the combination of blazer, jeans, ballet pumps – someone routinely wears.



Style tribes

Style tribes are groups of people who dress in a distinctive manner to show that they have membership to a certain group or subculture. In the 1950s and 1960s in the United Kingdom, Mods – a term derived from the word ‘Modernist’ – wore long parkas with US Air Force emblems over Italian-style suits, and rode scooters. This was their uniform in the face of Rockers, a different style tribe whose members wore tight jeans and leather biker jackets. The Sloane Ranger was a term used to describe the style uniform of women who lived in the expensive areas of West London, such as King’s Road and Sloane Square. They wore preppy styles, including headbands and pearls.

Designer uniforms

The concept of the ‘uniform’ has provided various designers with inspiration for their collections. The American, Thom Browne, has regularly referenced traditional tailoring intended for the office and mixed it with school uniform elements to create his signature style. While Swiss luxury fashion house Vetements (at the time headed up by Demna Gvasalia) explored social tropes in society from commuters to punks for its autumn/winter 2017 catwalk. Beyond their collections, designers often create uniforms for hotels and restaurants or airlines. American designer Zac Posen created uniforms for Delta Air Lines staff in 2016, while Ralph Lauren, Armani and Christian Louboutin have all been involved in creating outfits for the Olympics.


Acts of rebellion

Just as uniforms can work to create a streamlined society, signalling a sense of order through dress, they can also invite disorder and rebellion, the rise of individuality and personalization. Faux militaria became popular during the 1960s, as popularized by the release of The Beatles’ album Sgt. Pepper’s Lonely Hearts Club Band (1967).



Designers themselves have uniforms. At the end of a fashion show, when they take their bows, the audience will see them typically dressed down in a pair of jeans and a sweatshirt or dressed all in black – clothing that is usually in stark contrast to their collection and bringing with it an air of cool creativity.

The condensed idea
Social signifiers that keep order and convey identity
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