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THE 1960s


London defined the spirit of the 1960s like no other city in the world. For one glorious decade, even the couture salons of Paris were in thrall to the energy that was generated in the British capital. It was the city of opportunity, buoyed up by the iconoclastic enthusiasm of its youth.

Britain emerged from the turbulent years of the 1950s a changed country. ‘In that period,’ wrote American journalist John Crosby, in the Daily Telegraph colour supplement, ‘youth captured this ancient island and took command in a country where youth had always before been kept properly in its place. Suddenly the young own the town.’

The new social order was unrecognizable to the old guard. As the Duchess of Westminster lamented ruefully to Vogue, ‘London Society is a world which for better or worse no longer exists.’

In America, the young President and his wife inspired a new idealism. The charismatic Mrs Kennedy, ‘eschewed the bun fight and the honky-tonk of American politics and is inclined to the gentler practice of painting, literature and fashion,’ said Vogue.

In the cinema, long queues formed for the works of stars of the Nouvelle Vague such as Chabrol and Godard, while the pop art movement propelled the likes of Hockney and Warhol to cult hero status. And at the Edinburgh Festival in 1960 Kenneth Tynan remarked, ‘England is complacent and the young are bored. There is the desire to hear breaking glass.’

For a decade the world sat back and watched the fireworks.
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Bold, bright colours were a 60s leitmotif, capturing the decade’s optimistic, freewheeling spirit. Here the models wear chiffon designs by Marc Bohan for Dior. Below: Antonioni’s cult film Blow-Up (1966) both satirized and celebrated fashionable London. Its emblematic character was a fashion photographer, played by David Hemmings, who thinks he may have witnessed a murder through his camera.
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DUSTY SPRINGFIELD 1960


Queen of the Mods

Mary O’ Brien (1939–99) was born with a voice that would make her Britain’s greatest female pop singer, but everything else that went into the making the icon of Dusty Springfield was her own work. Her career started as part of a wholesome family folk group called The Springfields. A tomboy who was always at the heart of rough-and-tumble play in the dirt, she earned the nickname ‘Dusty’.

In 1963, inspired by the music of American girl groups, she went solo. She left the wholesome Springfields behind, ditched her spectacles and embarked on a reinvention that would make her ‘Queen of the Mods’. She became the Dusty known the world around in style as well as in name.

Her signature style was carefully crafted, using glittering evening gowns, heavy black mascara, panda eye make-up and huge peroxide-blonde bouffant hairdos. Derek Wadsworth, who arranged a lot of her material in the studio, said, ‘It was like putting a jigsaw together. Dusty would have made a great scientist because she analysed every detail. Dusty Springfield was a creation of Mary O’Brien. She was almost not like a real person. She put the whole package together – the hair, the shoes, the gestures – and she had impeccable taste.’

Dusty borrowed elements of her look from the blonde glamour queens of the 1950s, such as Brigitte Bardot and Catherine Deneuve, and pasted them together just the way she liked them. She practised the way Peggy Lee put her eyes on one side halfway through a song and did a little smile. She invented a character the public loved, a face worthy of magazine covers and the breathy speaking voice of a giggly girl next door.

In spite of serial hits, she owned up to desperate insecurity: ‘To be the star they wanted, I had to hide behind a mask, and I chose mascara.’
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Dusty Springfield’s artistic impact is often eclipsed by the glamorous excess of that towering beehive and panda eye make-up. They made her an icon of camp, and inspire catwalk comebacks to this day. But the quality of her voice transcends trends.



JEAN SEBERG 1960


A preppy in Paris

Jean Seberg (1938–79) had already starred in dozens of Hollywood films before moving to Paris. Savage reviews of her work by the critics at home prompted her to seek success in Europe.

Ironically, it was her American preppy style, passed though the filter of French chic, that ended up creating the stereotype of the French gamine. She is remembered for her simple, sporty style that created a fashion look out of such unprepossessing pieces as an oversized man’s shirt and ballet slippers. It was also in Paris that she got the famous pixie haircut for which she is most remembered.

At 17 and a complete unknown, she had starred in the Hollywood director Otto Preminger’s epic Saint Joan (1957). But it was her role in Jean-Luc Godard’s directorial debut Breathless, opposite Jean-Paul Belmondo, that became her most famous. The image of Seberg as Patricia Franchini strolling down the Champs-Elysées in the New York Herald Tribune T-shirt made style news around the globe. And the image still resonates today. In 2010, on the fiftieth anniversary of the release of Breathless, Kate and Laura Mulleavy, the sisters behind the California cult label Rodarte, designed a T-shirt featuring the classic masthead that paid homage to the Seberg original. It sold out in days.

Other wardrobe classics for which we have to be eternally grateful to Seberg as Franchini include nautical striped T-shirts, the trilby hat, trench coats, oversized sunglasses, skinny pants and ballet pumps.
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Jean Seberg’s gamine crop continues to inspire actresses from Carey Mulligan to Michelle Williams. And Jean-Paul Belmondo still sets the standard for smoky French sex appeal. For fashion fans over the years, her newspaper seller’s T-shirt is an evergreen style headline.



JEAN SHRIMPTON 1960


‘The London Look’

Jean Shrimpton (1942–) was the first high-fashion model also to be a popular pin-up. Her freewheeling style made it possible for a whole world of girls of her own age to connect with the elegant and expensive clothes she modelled. A graduate of the Lucie Clayton College, she was first spotted by David Bailey. As a couple, the pair became emblems of London in the early 1960s. He said it was almost impossible to take a bad picture of her and that even in her passport picture she looked a great beauty. She later dumped him for actor Terence Stamp, but ultimately rejected the glittering celebrity lifestyle at the height of her career for a life in the country.

Shrimpton was always sanguine about fame, and told an interviewer in About Town magazine in 1962, ‘I am not a classical beauty. Nor a beatnik really, but I am riding the crest of a wave. In a year everyone might be against my type of looks.’

In spite of her modesty, Shrimpton was a household name by the time she was 25. She is also credited with changing the course of popular fashion. The miniskirt may have been born on the catwalk but Shrimpton’s appearance in a minidress at the Melbourne Cup in Australia ensured that every woman wanted one. It came about quite by accident when Colin Rolfe, her dressmaker, found he didn’t have enough fabric to finish the four outfits she wanted and cut them all above the knee.

Shrimpton was a totem for British fashion. British Vogue said: ‘The world suddenly wants to copy the way we look. In New York it’s the “London Look”. In Paris it’s “le style anglais”. Every kind of English girl seems now to have the self-assurance that praise and admiration gives. Every girl is an individualist, a leader.’ ‘The Shrimp’ was that girl.
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Within months, David Bailey’s camera turned Shrimpton, a mild-mannered country girl who hated to be stared at, into a sex icon as desirable as Monroe, Taylor or Bardot. For the first time, thanks to her, fashion pages were torn out to become pin-ups in bars and garages.



LA DOLCE VITA 1960


The ‘sweet life’ with film, fashion and Fiat 500s

No film captured so vividly the flash-bulb brilliance of Italy’s postwar miracolo economico than Federico Fellini’s 1960 masterpiece La Dolce Vita. After the miseries of war and fascism, the nation revelled in a consumer boom driven by film, fashion and Fiat 500s. Since then, Rome has never quite separated itself from the fantasy of the ‘sweet life’.

Rome of the 1950s had become an outpost of Hollywood, attracting many American productions. Films such as Ben Hur (1958) and Cleopatra (1963) were shot at Cinecittà, Rome’s film studios, renowned as ‘Hollywood on the Tiber’. The restaurants were full of American actors, producers and directors, together with the ever-present pressmen and women who followed them around. Indeed, Paparazzo, the ubiquitous news photographer in Fellini’s film would give his name to the job.
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