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Preface

Back in 2018, when I counted the 556 items in my wardrobe listed at the start of this book, I had no idea that two years later the world would be engulfed by Covid-19. Most of those clothes are still there. I’ve added a few more, even though the majority have been unworn for over a year. When I look at them now I feel different things about them, and wonder what future life they and I will live.

The question of what our clothes mean to us has changed. As our worlds have shrunk to more restricted and confined versions of their previous shapes, the things we are surrounded by, day in, day out, have gained greater prominence. The smaller the space the larger the proportion things take up in it. And so, with the lack of much of an outside world, our homes, the food we eat, the people we live with and the clothes we dress in have assumed enormous importance in our lives.

It might seem likely that, in a global pandemic, clothes would be very low on our priority list. Who cares what we wear? Who cares how we look? But that hasn’t been the case. What we wear might have changed, but the implications of our choices or lack of choices have not. Indeed, the role of clothes in sustaining our morale and defining our identity has in many cases grown.

For most of us, most of the time, we have been dressing for ourselves. In a late chapter of this book, Dressing Gown, I quote a piece of advice I was given when I was leaving my job as Editor-in-Chief of Vogue. It was that once you no longer have to dress for going to an office and you no longer have the proverbial 9–5 structure, you still have to get out of your pyjamas. It’s advice I’ve thought of frequently during the pandemic when the same old same old routine of lockdown, the lack of variety and, all importantly, any social engagement has made it tempting to just slob out. That person was right. It’s not enough just to get out of bed.

When the first lockdown happened it was a novelty. People talked about how ‘on the good side’ they didn’t have to commute, they could slop around in their track suits and leggings and T shirts, they could wear their most comfortable and informal clothes every day. It was a bit like a holiday. Except it wasn’t. Many people were working, albeit from home, trying to teach their kids from the kitchen table, taking part in online team meetings from their bedroom. And others, those who we have reason to be hugely thankful for, were keeping the country going with front-line services – public transport, supermarkets, refuse collection, policing and hospitals.

These people were wearing uniforms. The clothes they wore told us the job they did. It was there for us all to see. But for the rest of us: did we truly want to wear pyjama bottoms and a sweatshirt most of the time, just because we could?

Not really. Quite quickly not bothering to get dressed up, not caring about what we wore, didn’t make us feel good or liberated. It was depressing. We realized that although what we wore each day was chosen less to present an image to others, to tell them what we wanted to say about who we are, we still had a narrative to tell ourselves. We could and did still use clothes to make us feel certain ways.

In those early days I wore a lot of wafty summer dresses and sandals – the kind I write about in The Geography Teacher’s Dress. It was unusually warm and in the UK we had a dream spring of birdsong, butterflies, flourishing gardens, wildflowers and clear blue skies. It was a cruel contrast to the horrors that were taking place in care homes and hospitals.

Many of us working from home became acquainted for the first time with Zoom, Microsoft Teams and Google Meet, as we became used to functioning in a small onscreen rectangle, reliant on often dodgy broadband. When we met others in this digital world we could only see anyone from the waist up, usually less.

I tried to dress in a similar way for my Zoom life as I would have for the physical world. Not particularly because I wanted others to see me in a certain way, but as a method of reassuring myself that life as I knew it continued, albeit in a mutated form. Clothes became a reassurance. To dress for a meeting was energizing even if dressing only extended to putting on a clean shirt and a pair of earrings. In the evenings I started to change for supper. Not because my family were interested in my dress but because it made a marker in the endless days that were in much need of occasions of some sort or other. Even if the occasion was putting on a different sweater.

I vividly remember a morning last autumn, before our world was shut down again, having a lunch in an expensive London restaurant. I dressed up for it, putting on an embroidered red skirt, a pair of white heels, a favourite vintage Gucci suede jacket and some make-up. I swished along the streets outside my house where every single person was in leggings and trainers and T shirts. I felt quite the alien out there, but a happy alien. It felt as if there were possibilities ahead. It felt good. And getting dressed up was a large part of it. Somewhere to go, someone to see, something to discuss and a reason to put on a red skirt – these were things that still mattered.

Alexandra Shulman
April 2021


Introduction

In winter of 2018 I counted the clothes in my wardrobe.

This is what I found:

 

·   22 coats

·   35 dresses

·   5 full-length evening gowns

·   34 jackets

·   37 skirts

·   17 pairs of trousers

·   16 shirts

·   7 not-immediately-categorizable tops

·   12 cardigans

·   18 sweaters

·   35 T shirts

·   4 sweatshirts

·   3 swimming costumes

·   6 bikinis

·   8 sarongs

·   1 pair of shorts

·   3 track suit tops

·   4 track suit bottoms

·   31 knickers

·   35 bras

·   5 slips

·   5 vests

·   4 pyjamas

·   2 nightdresses

·   24 pairs of tights

·   7 leggings

·   4 dressing gowns

·   21 pairs of socks

·   16 scarves and shawls

·   4 hats

·   9 gloves

·   4 fur tippets

·   6 pairs sneakers or trainers

·   8 pairs long boots

·   3 pairs ankle boots

·   34 pairs heeled shoes

·   24 pairs flats

·   6 pairs slippers

·   37 handbags

I didn’t really know what to do with this information once I had it. The tally had been made with no plan in mind. It was more of a diversionary tactic than anything else, in the hope that it would help me work out what this book could be. I knew that I wanted to write, in some way or other, about my life as Editor of Vogue, but burdened by a rubbish memory, and having no desire to write an autobiography, I was floundering around. Clothes, I thought perhaps, might be a start.

Since I left university at 23 I had dressed to go to work – and more specifically, most days, to go to an office. That winter was the first since I was a student when I would be spending more time at home. When I wouldn’t be driven in my choice of what to wear by my job. By that point I had been out of Vogue for about six months and already there was a huge change in how I felt about clothes. Not only did I feel more free in my life, but also in the way I dressed. For the first time in years I was really enjoying my clothes, now that they weren’t such an enormous part of my job.

For more than 25 years clothes had been an integral part of my professional life. Vogue is foremost a fashion magazine. A place to find inspiration and information about clothes. I had loved working with the very best photographers, stylists and writers. And I adored the activity of putting a magazine together, publishing images and stories I felt were important and chronicling life through the Vogue filter. But being surrounded by all those clothes had made them the stuff of work, not of my personal pleasure.

What I found when I went through my cupboards made me think about what those clothes – all clothes – had meant to me. Many of the dresses and skirts were very precious and beautiful. They were like a fine china tea set brought out perhaps twice a year for a special occasion, which demands a laid tray rather than a couple of mugs plonked on the table. Others – knitwear, pencil skirts, dresses, jackets, high heels – I wore to the office but rarely dressed in otherwise. While still others were the clothes that I would put on to slough off Vogue – the responsibility, the office politics, the endless continuum of making things happen – when I came home in the evenings or on holiday or on weekends. Contemplating them all, I realized how many things there were that I couldn’t imagine having the opportunity to wear again. Or certainly no need for so many. All those navy jackets, the full-length gowns, even the fur tippets.

At the date of the count I was spending much of my time at home, and, it being mid-winter, much of the time in thick sweaters and socks, discovering for myself, as my boyfriend and son had often complained, how cold the house was on weekdays when the heating was off! So many of the clothes on that list were for a different life – of centrally heated offices, of bustling restaurants, of expense-account cars, of red-carpet evenings and of business breakfasts.

As I thought about what to do with the clothes, I became more interested in what the different items had meant to me. About why I had bought them. What I hoped I might feel wearing them. Why some things I had bought again and again. Why we wear the things we wear and why some we keep and get rid of others. Which we attach an emotional value to and why. And what could be said about the world we live in by looking at the clothes we wear.

I may have worked in the fashion industry for many years but my relationship with clothes was established long before that. For most of my life they have mattered hugely to me. Like many children, I cared deeply about the way I was dressed and still remember the joy of the moment when I was allowed to choose my own clothes – a great deal later on than children do now. No more tartan ‘trews’ as our mother called the sack-like Viyella trousers we were often seen in. No more white socks cutting into my legs. As soon as I could I spent most of my spare time wandering around shops and any cash I had on clothes. I was always excited by a new piece of clothing. How it always did, and now does again, make me feel it is much more than just a piece of cloth. As I see a floral dress, an indigo shirt, a checked coat hanging there I also see the whole, improved life that I am going to live in it. They offer a thrilling potential.
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The more I thought about the book the more I realized how intricately clothes are bound up with our roles. And it is those roles I am interested in just as much as the clothes I have worn when living them: privileged London child, arty teenager, thriving media girl, magazine executive, mother, wife, lover, friend, sister, daughter.

Clothes don’t fit into simple timelines and so there are none here. The story jumps around, sometimes dipping back into the history of a garment, sometimes looking at how a specific piece became emblematic of a certain point in time and of my life. There are periods where clothes seem to have been much more important and where my recollection is more vivid. And months, even years, where frankly I have no idea what I wore at any given time.

The pieces I write about have been chosen because they have at some time or other meant something to me. A few are utterly idiosyncratic, others part of many women’s collections. Ultimately, though, this book is entirely personal. How much can be traced through the contents of our wardrobes – in my case, 556 pieces? These clothes are the story of my life and my preoccupations; like everyone’s, they are unique.


1.

Red Shoes

Children take their original surroundings for granted. It never occurred to me that the walk from the London flat where we lived to Harrods, where we were taken to buy our school shoes, was anything other than the kind of expedition everybody did. We would cross the big garden squares where we bicycled and played ‘ring-a-ring o’ roses’, and march up the cream stucco streets of Belgravia, home to Greek shipping dynasties and American film producers; they were immaculate and quiet.

The best bit was when we reached Knightsbridge and turned into Hans Place, where we could look into the window of a pet shop in the street, a window that was always filled with treacly-eyed puppies, before reaching the gigantic red brick emporium round the corner. There we would take the ornate gilded cage of a lift, with a uniformed lift boy who handled the brass ‘going UP’ levers, laconically reciting the content of each floor.

The children’s shoe department was not far from the lift, and as we approached you could see the small red chairs where you sat and could twirl around as if on a fairground ride. It was a rewarding activity as we waited for the shoes to be boxed up and payment to be made – another exciting moment involving a pneumatic tube whooshing down to a mystery destination.

Our red shoes were always Start-rite. Their famous logo of two woollen-hatted children seen from behind, as they walked along their straight, tree-lined, golden path to a future, was as familiar to me then as the double C of Chanel and the G of Gucci would become in later life. Even though this logo was designed in the Fifties, their outfits were unisex enough to please the most gender fluid advocate of now. They both wear trousers and the child on the left, in a green all-in-one, is only differentiated from his friend (or more likely sibling) on the right by her hair; she is clearly a girl because, if you look closely, she has plaited hair, while he has a completely bare neck under the hat. At the time I didn’t question this, but the way they were dressed looked nothing like anyone I knew – all of us girls wore dresses or skirts and the boys mostly wore shorts with shirts tucked in.

The measuring process for my new shoes was always miserable. Although my feet were of perfectly normal length, the sight of the kneeling shop assistant as they stretched the tape over the sliding measure around the widest part of my foot was always a grim moment. ‘I’m afraid…modom,’ they would say, ‘she’s a double E.’ The words double E would not in themselves have struck me as so terrible were it not for that loaded ‘afraid’, followed by a pause that indicated, even to a child, that bad news was on the way.

As time passed, the implications of double E became clear. Rarely were the delicate, pointed-toe styles of our ‘indoor’ red school shoes available in double E. My best friend, Jane, with her slim feet, had these more stylish versions decorated with sharp diamond cut-outs, while I was stuck with the uglier round-toed version, where the smaller, indeterminate-shape cut-outs lacked the crisp prettiness of hers.

It was obvious that shoes like mine were less glamorous, though I would not have been able to articulate what glamour was. But even at eight years old I knew that it was my broad and indelicate double-E size feet that were barring me from being someone I would have preferred to be.

And so it is that red shoes are almost the only colour shoes that have no place in what has always been my substantial shoe collection. Stamped with these childhood associations, my plodding, bulky feet never had the magical dancing allure that many associate with shoes this colour.

Hans Christian Andersen’s story ‘The Red Shoes’ tells of the vain Karen, who is condemned to dance forever in her own pair, unable to remove them or to still the motion. Her buying them is intended to show her to be wealthy, indulged and frivolous. They lead to her eternal damnation.

It’s a harsh positioning of a piece of clothing, but red shoes are undeniably show-off. There is never anything quiet about them. From scarlet to carmine, pillar box to rose, a pair of red shoes have the urgency of the red light, the spark of heat. They will dominate any outfit, attract attention and wordlessly tell those looking at your feet – as people always do when you wear red shoes – that it’s here the real story lies.

It’s why red shoes have often been a favourite of women who dress soberly for reasons to do with their profession or because it’s simply how they feel most comfortable appearing. Teachers, doctors, academics, lawyers – for them the red shoes can announce what the rest of their outfit disguises. That they have another playful, provocative side to them. The filmmakers of The Wizard of Oz knew exactly that when they changed the colour of Dorothy’s slippers to ruby from silver, so that they would stand out gloriously and memorably on the Yellow Brick Road.
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