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For my dear friend Deb


And for Harriet and Robin, with great affection
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A John Bates dress photographed by Willie Christie for ‘Hit Looks’.





On Friday, 10 December 1976, Vogue’s senior fashion editor, Grace Coddington, and photographer Willie Christie arrived at Tim White Studios in Fulham. There had been light snow showers overnight but by morning they had turned to drizzle. There they met Arja Töyrylä, who was paid £10 to model a black and orange dress designed by John Bates for a feature called ‘Hit Looks from the British Collections’ for the 15 March 1977 issue of British Vogue. Other designers in the fashion feature were Zandra Rhodes, photographed by David Bailey, Bill Gibb by Barry Lategan and Bruce Oldfield by Eric Boman.


The Hit Looks feature was a celebration of Britain’s home-grown talent. Vogue’s editor, Beatrix Miller, wanted the cream of her photographers to do the shoots. Willie Christie was at the top of his game, having started as assistant to another Vogue star, Clive Arrowsmith, in the early 1970s. His time at Vogue was short but intense, with his first shoot taking place in November 1974 and his final one in March 1978. Grace Coddington wrote of the time she first started working with him: ‘He was slowly creating his own buzz as a fashion photographer. On the one hand, he was very, very modern, and on the other really nostalgic. He loved the shapes and shadows of Horst photographs, the reality and artifice of old Hollywood movies and the artistry and intrigue of Guy Bourdin, who especially inspired him.’1


At the studio that December morning was Pat, from Vidal Sassoon, on hand to tweak Arja’s hair, and Willie Christie’s assistant, Chris Drake, who had constructed a slatted backdrop in the studio using softboard and tracing paper with lighting behind. When Arja walked out wearing the John Bates dress it was the first time Christie had seen it. ‘She looked fabulous,’ he said, ‘I checked the lights and asked her to move this way and that so she could get a feel for the dress. Grace was looking carefully at the way the dress moved. Her eye could spot a seam or a pleat or a way to hold the dress as it was being blown by the wind machine.’ He took a polaroid and a minute later they were all studying it. ‘I always show the model what we are aiming for. It helps to build her confidence and to throw away her inhibitions.’2 Over the course of the session Christie shot 18 rolls of black and white film. On a Hasselblad there are 12 frames to a row of film before the back has to be exchanged for a new one. Chris Drake’s job was to execute this as quickly and seamlessly as possible while Christie kept Arja in the moment. She was doing something wonderful and he did not want to break the spell. ‘It was a very creative and enjoyable process.’ He said, ‘When I first saw the contact sheet there was a moment of unadulterated joy. The shot was way better than I had ever imagined, better than all the others put together.’3


The ‘editorial create costings’ sheet showed that in addition to the £10 paid to Arja, £40 went to Tim White for the use of his studio and a further £39.60 covered the cost of the set. Taxis and buses came in at £5.15 and food and drink £11.05. ‘Compared to the Americans, we had almost no budget for our shoots,’ Grace Coddington explained recently. ‘Enjoying ourselves was a big part of working at Vogue in those days. If models came over from Paris, they would travel on student tickets and often have to sleep on our floor.’4 Despite the shoestring budget, the photograph speaks of luxury, desire and beauty. When it appeared in the magazine in March 1977, the caption described the dress as ‘black and orange flowered circles of pie-frilled pleats widening to floor length, on a one-shoulder two-strap bodice with two orange silk roses and two orange pheasant feathers’. It was available from Harrods at a price of £160, almost twice the cost of the entire shoot. The shoes were gold high heels designed by Manolo Blahnik, which could be purchased from Zapata for £39.5


Vogue can boast a roster of some of the greatest photographers of the last hundred years, from Baron de Meyer and George Hoyningen-Huene in the 1920s through Cecil Beaton, Norman Parkinson, Irving Penn, John Deakin and Tony Armstrong-Jones in the middle years of the century. In the 1960s came a new raft of superstars, headed by London-born David Bailey, Terence Donovan and Brian Duffy. By the mid 1970s, Vogue’s fashion photography was energetic, inspiring and imbued with a sense of fun. Beatrix Miller encouraged the editors and photographers to be ambitious. Under her watch, ‘fashion photography took off in all kinds of new directions’, according to fashion editor Anna Harvey in her round-up of Vogue for the seventy-fifth anniversary in 1990. It chimed with the times but also with the way the magazine approached its subject matter: with respect but panache, expert knowledge and humour. ‘The wonderful thing about working for Vogue in those days was that Beatrix Miller would choose a picture over the clothes.’6 Christie said.


Over the past 108 years, there have been 1,680 issues of British Vogue. Within that vast body of work there have been over 8,500 photo shoots and some 70 million words, focused not just on fashion but on all matters of interest to readers, from health and diets to arts and theatre. Each issue is a book of its own. It exists within a continuum, but it is a snapshot of a moment in time. Iva Patcevitch, Condé Nast’s president and chairman for 30 years, wrote: ‘Every issue of Vogue, this fragile and transitory product, performs a certain historical function. It holds a mirror up to its times, a small mirror perhaps, but a singularly clear, brilliant and revealing one.’3


British Vogue was born at a time when society regarded marriage and the family as sacrosanct. Adultery and divorce were scandalous and sex unmentionable, ‘the body was always well-covered – even in the bath in some families’4 while mockery of the royal family, the establishment or the church was considered blasphemous, if not treasonable. A century on, Britain is more liberal and diverse but the change was at times slow and painful. Sexual and racial prejudice – and indeed class – have had an impact on lives across the decades. Vogue has pushed for and charted change on many fronts, especially on behalf of women, and continues to do so as we are about to enter the second quarter of the twenty-first century.


This book is a biography of a magazine that has dominated the world of the fashion printed press for more than a century. It puts Vogue at the centre of the story and looks at how it navigated and interpreted the twentieth and early twenty-first centuries for women. I have used the magazine as the starting point and built the book around the history of the turbulent years of its existence. I have read every issue of Vogue, a task that took nearly three years in the library at Vogue House, London, and the Bodleian Library in Oxford. The choice of what to include has been mine alone, and it was inevitable that some stories I should have liked to include have missed the cut simply because of the limited space. Not many magazines have survived more than a hundred years, and none has remained at the peak in the way that Vogue has. This is in great part down to the remarkable, talented and creative people who have been part of this ‘fragile and transitory product’.


Julie Summers


Oxford, 2024
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THE WAR BABY


1910s
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Goldfish bowls were the peak of design elegance for the 1916 season.





Vogue never does, and never shall, confine all of its interest to fashions, not as long as this world is full of all the things it is full of.


VOGUE, 5 OCTOBER 1917


The story of British Vogue begins with the birth of the world’s most famous fashion magazine in New York in December 1892. Between 1880 and 1900, American magazine publishing was at its zenith. Eighteen million Americans had access to 4,400 magazines, which catered for every possible area of interest for readers, from sewing machines to silent movies. It was a saturated market, but an ambitious publisher, Arthur Turnure, felt sure he had spotted an unexploited corner for a high-end magazine aimed at society women where they could read about everything of interest to them in one volume. His vision was to establish a ‘dignified, authentic journal of society, fashion and the ceremonial side of life, that is to be, for the present, mainly pictorial’.1 He envisaged it for a bespoke rather than mass market readership. It would cost ten cents per copy or four dollars a year to subscribers.


Vogue’s uniqueness lay in its founding ideologies of a broad editorial scope with high-end advertising. Turnure had faith in what he was trying to achieve. His Vogue appealed to wide interests, from fashionable attire, decor and automobiles to society gossip and pictures of animals. It was not unusual to find exotic creatures such as lions in the early editions of American Vogue and dogs stole into the pages of British Vogue in the 1920s. Key to the magazine was its interest to advertisers. Rather than selling space by the line, Turnure was persuaded by his 20-year-old advertising manager, Tom McCready, to sell blocks of space – pages, half-pages, quarter-pages. This would give rise to illustrated advertisements of a higher quality than the other magazines could offer, and it was soon clear that businesses liked to see their wares standing out in the pages of Vogue, attracting readers to consider the prospect of visiting their shops or buying their exclusive and expensive goods.


Vogue soon established its dominance in the overstocked bookshelves of women’s fashion magazines. Edna Woolman Chase, who would go on to become editor-in-chief, explained that although the magazine had an amateur quality, it had an atmosphere of ‘well-bred prestige’ that meant its authority was never questioned. ‘No publication in America mirrored so faithfully the society and fashions of the nineties, their inanities as well as their substance, their virtues as well as their follies.’2 In this summing-up, Chase inadvertently explained one of the most important characteristics of Vogue: its ability to be authoritative yet at the same time have a sense of humour and not take itself too seriously. The magazine has always prided itself on its independence, and is not shy of pushing back against those who would use its platform for their own means. Never was this more clearly expressed than when the French editor, Michel de Brunhoff, refused to publish it during the German occupation of his country in the Second World War.


For the first 14 years of its existence in New York, Vogue gained a good reputation and a foothold in the market. Then, in 1906, Arthur Turnure died suddenly, and for three years the magazine became somewhat rudderless. Circulation fell from 25,000 at the turn of the century to less than 14,000 in 1909. Edna Woolman Chase had graduated from addressing envelopes in the circulation department to the editorial offices and was well placed to watch the next move in the life of American Vogue. Condé Nast, a man whose name is so well known that some people do not realise he was an actual person, purchased the magazine in 1909. He was already a successful publisher who, as the manager of Collier’s Weekly, had commanded the highest salary in American publishing, at $40,000 a year in 1907, having started on $12 a week just 10 years earlier. His background was modest, but he had been favoured by an aunt who, spotting his natural abilities, had put him through university and set him on course for a successful career.


By the time he bought Vogue, he was married to a New York heiress whose connections meant that he had become a member of the Four Hundred, an exclusive group of New York society that had begun in 1892 with the publication of a list of the most famous people in the city. This milieu contained the type of reader Nast needed to attract, and with Vogue he felt he had a magazine with which he could make his fortune. He focused on quality over quantity and on targeted circulation rather than mass appeal. In order to win over the advertisers of luxury goods and fashion, the magazine had to be exclusive. He needed the best writers, artists and designers to portray the latest French couture, the most contemporary arts offerings and avant-garde interior design, and to titillate the readers with just the right level of society gossip. He wanted the most important members of American society to read his magazine, but it had also to appeal to the hopes and dreams of those who aspired to the life they saw portrayed in Vogue, even if they could not afford it. Nast’s magazine would become the bible to which smart women turned for advice on fashion, travel and entertaining.3


Three years into his ownership of Vogue, Condé Nast decided the time was right to broaden the appeal of his brand and launch the magazine in Europe. His first thought was London, where an eager audience was keen to purchase this luxury publication with its heady mix of haute couture from Paris and glamorous advertising of American goods and beauty products. An entrepreneurial Englishman called William Wood, who had some experience in publishing, was behind the negotiations to persuade Condé Nast that the English were ready for Vogue. From early 1912, some 2,000 copies of the magazine were sent from New York each fortnight by ship to Hamburg and distributed to London, Paris, Berlin and Madrid. In Britain it was sold in newsagents throughout the capital but no further afield. Wood was energetic in his promotion of Vogue, and by 1914, sales were almost double what they had been two years earlier.


As American Vogue was being sold to eager readers in London, the world had descended into the most devastating conflict in history. The First World War broke out on 4 August 1914 and would swallow up servicemen by the millions. Some died on the battlefield, others in field hospitals or at home. Many more simply disappeared, atomised by the cruel machines of mechanised warfare. It was a conflict such as no one had ever witnessed before, and for the British and their European neighbours it was being fought not thousands of miles away by professional armies but close to home by volunteers, and later conscripted men, who had signed up to defend their nationhood. Women were involved too, in numbers hitherto unknown in the history of warfare.


If there were any doubt that it was the right moment to launch something as ostensibly frivolous as a fashion magazine, this was dispelled within a short time. ‘It was an instant success. Advertisers supported it: the sales increased steadily, and throughout those nightmare years Vogue continued to present its façade of frivolity to a sick and despairing generation who still snatched at its pages of non-essentialities, and still turned gratefully to its world of illusions. In retrospect, its attitude of detachment seems both remarkable and masterly. Deafened by air raids it was still nonchalant.’4 It was claimed that Vogue was, after the Saturday Evening Post (also an American publication), the most popular magazine in the officers’ messes in France and Belgium. By 1916, sales in London had quadrupled. This was good news for Nast, but his delight was short-lived. Action in the Atlantic meant that non-essential shipping between Britain and America was almost completely banned and supplies of paper in the United States were restricted.


At this difficult moment, Walter Maas, head of the Paris office of the Dorland Advertising Agency, stepped in. He had been working as the advertising representative for Vogue, House & Garden and Vanity Fair. Now he suggested to Condé Nast that a British edition of Vogue, with its own editorial features and advertising, could be a viable publishing proposition. Nast was persuaded that with the supply of fashion pages from New York, plus home-grown stories from London’s high society, British advertising could be secured. Advertisers were assured that ‘Nothing which had made Vogue what it is will be deleted. On the contrary, each issue will be supplemented with carefully selected articles dealing with English Society, Fashions, Furniture, Interior Decoration, the Garden, Art, Literature and the Stage.’5


Nast’s experiment to publish an American magazine in London was the first of its kind. Britain had no history of fashion-led journalism, and Nast himself was to write in 1933 that ‘England has never had a financially successful women’s paper’,6 let alone a fashion one. The most important periodicals in the country at the time were Tatler, which described itself as ‘an illustrated journal of society and the drama’; The Sketch, which was an illustrated weekly journal that presented itself as a ‘society magazine’; The Queen: The Ladies Newspaper and Court Chronicle and Country Life, which incorporated Racing Illustrated. In all these magazines, the focus of interest was the goings-on of high society at balls, charity events and shooting parties. Where fashion was featured, it was largely because of interest in the wearer rather than the designer.


Nast was most interested in Tatler, not because of the content but because of the advertising. He described Tatler as the Vogue of England. It appealed to the same ‘wealthy, sophisticated, travelled classes’, with the difference that its general editorial was aimed at male rather than female readers. What was of particular interest to Nast was the fact that despite the editorial being targeted towards men, almost two thirds of its enormous advertising patronage was of exclusively feminine appeal. ‘It is an acknowledged fact that manufacturers and dispensers of women’s wear are the most persistent and prolific advertisers among all merchandise manufacturers,’7 he wrote. If he could get into that market with a magazine that would appeal to a predominantly female readership, then he could be the owner of a profitable property.


The first issue of British Vogue appeared on newsstands in London on 15 September 1916 with no discernible change as far as the reader was concerned, except in the masthead, where the editorial and publishing offices were now at Rolls House, Breams Buildings, London EC. The editorial opened enthusiastically: ‘The time has come’, designers say, ‘to talk of many things – of shoes and furs and lingerie, and if one flares or clings, and where the waist-line ought to be, and whether hats have wings. They have talked all these things over with Vogue, they have confided in Vogue all the most intimate things about autumn fashions – and you know that Vogue, being utterly feminine, can’t keep a secret to save its circulation.’8 Words and phrases like ‘crisis’ and ‘perilous adventure’ cropped up throughout the rest of the editorial as readers were told what the next four issues of the magazine had in store. And they were exhorted to order their copies from their local newsagent, as at that stage Vogue was not returnable.* In fact, the September issue sold so well that the editor had to apologise in the early October issue for the lack of available copies throughout the capital.


While readers were contemplating ‘The Straw Ballot of the Paris Openings’ or ‘Some Cloaks of the Season’, the Battle of the Somme was reaching its halfway point. The war permeated the pages of the magazine from start to finish, whether in fashion, editorial or the advertising. The Paris openings, such as they were that autumn, were limited: ‘During these latter days while the great guns have been thundering along the long “front” and the Allied aviators have been dropping bombs where it has been considered they would do the most good – for the Allies – a few bombs have been judiciously exploded in Paris itself. The bombs in question, instead of being filled with shrapnel, were packed with feminine finery, with purple and velvet and fine linen, and the scenes of the “explosions” were the salons of the Grandes Maisons de Couture.’9 At the various houses, the correspondent noted, the waistline was moving either upwards or downwards, depending on the mood. Some lines were under the bust and some were on the hips or even slightly lower. A few models had no waists at all. The big name of the season in Paris that autumn was Mme Paquin, but the designer Georges Doeuillet was also making a splash. When the American cabaret and vaudeville performer Florence Walton was not ‘dancing in Paris in aid of the American ambulance, she found time to acquire these Doeuillet and Callot suits’.10


At the beginning of the twentieth century, most women either had their clothes made for them or, if they were unable to afford this service, they made their own. Specialist dressmakers were hired to copy patterns from the Paris ateliers for high-society women who needed to dress fashionably for court, for parties and balls, or for weekends in the country. Once Vogue appeared in Britain, patterns that had previously had to be constructed by dressmakers with an eye for detail were now published in the magazine and were more widely available. But the great change for women’s clothing in the second decade of the century was as a result of the war.


With the need for women to work came a requirement for simpler, more practical clothes that could be worn comfortably and without restricting movement. It was not possible for a tightly corseted nurse to lean over an injured man’s bed to administer care any more than it was feasible for a driver to crank-start an ambulance wearing a hobble skirt. Over the course of the war, some 1.4 million women were employed in war work of one kind or another, and many more worked on a voluntary basis. Ladies’ maids, cooks and other household staff who had kept men and women primped, corseted and dressed in pre-war times had signed up to work in munitions factories or on the buses, trams or railways. Clothes had to be simplified to make it easier for people to dress themselves. Only the very rich or aristocratic could afford pre-war traditions of six changes of clothes over the course of the day. The tunic or chemise had proved to be popular with young women of society who would previously have spent the summer season at Ascot, Henley and Wimbledon. Many of them were now serving as Voluntary Aid Detachment (VAD) nurses, in the First Aid Nursing Yeomanry (FANY), in the female branches of the armed forces such as the Women’s Royal Naval Service (WRNS, set up in 1917) and the Women’s Royal Air Force (WRAF, founded in 1918), or in other war-related work.


On the home front, people had to travel by bus or underground as taxis were almost unavailable. Those that were to be seen could not be hailed by whistling, as that had been outlawed under the Defence of the Realm Act 1914 in case it should be mistaken for an air raid warning. ‘It is forbidden, and rightly, to whistle in the neighbourhood of hospitals and nursing homes. Nevertheless it is depressing to walk home after an evening’s amusement to the ruin of the shoes it now costs so much to buy. One sees dowagers setting off by Tube with an air of reckless adventure, and looking as if they are missing a band and an armed escort.’11 In the same article, in early October 1916, the writer rued the ‘aristocracy of war-made wealth …’ War, Vogue acknowledged, produced winners and losers. The implication was that the winners were of a new class of person for whom wealth rather than ancestry was of importance: ‘They will ride in Rolls Royce cars, in which, if we are lucky, we may sometimes get a lift. They will give colossal balls at the Ritz, which we shall make a favour of attending, and criticise, and snigger at, as we did at those of the pre-war nouveaux riches. We shall say nothing of our secret struggles: And as far as appearance goes – our little tin god – we shall ruffle it with the best of them.’12 The old and familiar had been swept aside by the war. In the university city of Cambridge, 700 students, rather than 7,000, matriculated in 1916. Half were from India, 100 were Japanese and the remainder were those deemed physically unfit to fight, some destined for the Church and others with war injuries. ‘It is a world peopled with ghosts,’ the writer remarked.


As the number of casualties grew, the Victorian trend for ostentatious mourning was abandoned. The Duchess of Devonshire led the appeal to wear only small signs of bereavement. The cameo brooch or necklace with a silhouette portrait, which had been fashionable in the eighteenth century, became the only acceptable fashion item of jewellery in the autumn of 1916. Jewels were considered bad form, and even pearls languished in their boxes. All this detail was sensitively reported in Vogue, matching the mood of the capital in its pages. ‘There is little talk of new ideas in personal decoration on the English side of the Atlantic,’ a feature on the return of the cameo brooch suggested. ‘Many of the great creators of feminine apparel and fancies are at the front and it is no uncommon thing to hear that this or that feminine artist has gone to make ammunition.’13 The pall of sadness and loss was observed not just in London but in Paris too: ‘The sunshine seems to have left the Rue de la Paix, and three o’clock is no longer a famous shopping hour. Gone are the ladies in smart attire who used to flit from show window to show window.’14 Paris hats of the autumn of 1916 were devoid of decoration ‘but in perfect shapes’. No fine feathers, no trimmings. The war was too close for comfort. Paris was at times just 30 miles from the front. The capital suffered no direct hits, but windows were shattered when Big Bertha boomed close by.


In January 1917, the message from Paris was clear: ‘evening gowns are out of place in Paris so long as there are muddy trenches in the north, [that] jewels should not be worn so long as the great guns of Verdun and the Somme need projectiles … It has [been] announced that hereafter evening dress will not be permitted at the Opéra, the Opéra-Comique, the Odéon, nor the Comédie Française.’15 Vogue reported this with solemnity. With a six o’clock ban on electricity across Paris, women were forced to save for lamps, candles and coal. The once wealthy capital of France was straining under a war budget that left little money over for frivolities such as clothes and hats. Difficult times to be a fashionista and reporter, yet Vogue had pages to fill and mourned the fact that ‘war news has replaced society items in the French journals. Will Paris ever be the same again?’16


Despite the restrictions, or perhaps because of them, creativity burst through in little corners that hitherto might have been ignored. At the Théâtre des Variétés in Montmartre, a French version of an American Broadway play, Please Help Emily, was popular not just for the entertainment but for the frocks alone, ‘which are worth going miles to see’. The writer of the article was enraptured by the exquisitely fashioned cream tulle and silver-embroidered lace over a foundation of pale-yellow satin. Such was the stuff of dreams, stolen in tiny morsels, from the ‘sudden gloom’ that had befallen Paris.


Meantime, articles from New York on interior decoration showed no such sensitivity. America had not yet entered the war. ‘Deep-Sea Decoration’ by Jeanne Ramon Fernandez, who was the Paris editor on fashion, and later society editor for Vogue, described the takeover by tropical fish of table decorations and living room set pieces, usurping the flower arrangement and offering constant interest in fluid movement and bright colours. Even the humble hat stand could be topped by a goldfish bowl. Escapism through fine French interiors or what was to be seen on the London stage offered a snapshot of a world no longer familiar but to which, surely, people would return. In short, Vogue gave hope to its readers and a belief in the future.


The summer of 1916 had been the coldest on record. The fashion for umbrellas had blossomed, and in ‘Between the Earth and the Stormy Sky’, the writer asked why. ‘The answer is – as it is to most fashion questions – “Paris”. It has rained, rained, in Paris, and it still goes steadily on raining. An umbrella has ceased to be an occasion and has become a habit.’17 The spring of 1917 was little better. The rain had been replaced by two months of bone-aching cold, with minus 20°C recorded at Benson in Oxfordshire in February, and April being the coldest on record since 1659. In London, Vogue observed a ‘veritable ice carnival’ in Regent’s Park, with people crowding onto the frozen lake wearing rusty old skates and pre-war winter holiday clothes in bright colours. That spring there was a coal shortage in Britain, but in Paris the population was even worse off, with extortionate fuel prices meaning people sat on the Métro for a few sous to keep warm rather than freezing in their apartments.


British Vogue followed the same format as its American parent for much of the early part of its London life. There were regular columns such as ‘Smart Fashions for Limited Incomes’ and ‘Seen on the London Stage’ that would endure for decades to come, although with subtle changes in title to reflect the times. ‘Smart Fashions for Limited Incomes’, known in-house as ‘Lim Incs’, ran until August 1950, when it was renamed ‘More Taste than Money’, then ‘More Than Your Money’s Worth’. That column ran regularly until 1961, when it was dropped by the then editor, Ailsa Garland. Beatrix Miller reintroduced it and called it ‘More Fashion than Money’, which changed to ‘More Dash than Cash’ in 1974, when Britain was at the height of recession, and ran until 1988. Alexandra Shulman published ‘More Dash than Cash’ from 1992 for almost the whole of her editorship, ending in September 2017. Of all the regular columns on fashion in Vogue over the years, that is the one that has been the longest running.


‘Seen on the London Stage’ became ‘Spotlight’ in 1935 and had various subtitles, including ‘Distractions’ in the 1970s and ‘Notices’ in the 1980s. Its focus broadened over the century to include film, television and pop music, but essentially its shape was set in 1916, taking its lead from American Vogue. It ceased to be a monthly column in 2003, but features about the arts, dance, music and books continued to appear in the magazine. It is a characteristic of Vogue that despite change of every kind, from editorial to political, societal and economic, its mainstays have remained part of its essential architecture for over a hundred years.


So what did British Vogue look like in the early days? Once inside the front cover, the reader encountered the advertising spreads, which were generally photographs or drawings in black and white. They covered all aspects of what women might need, from corsets, dresses and furs to outfits that promised to eliminate germs spread by houseflies that caused ‘dysentery, typhoid, enteric, cholera, etc.’ A handful of firms took colour advertisements on the inside front or back covers, notably the interior decorators Waring & Gillow, and Rolls-Royce, whose strapline claimed simply: ‘The World’s Best Car’.


The number of pages devoted to advertising was dependent on the season and the focus of the issue. The most populous editions tended to be early June, for the Ascot fashions, and the late September and early October issues, which featured the autumn fashion forecasts. These could run to as many as 56 pages, whereas the average was 26 to 28 pages, and a low number, say for the early January issue, might be just 4 to 8 pages of advertisements. This mattered, because the number of advertising pages had to equate roughly to the number of fashion and editorial pages. Early June and late September tended to produce bumper issues with more fashion, more society and extra space for features on interiors and decoration or, later, travel and leisure. This is still the case today, though rather than early June, for Ascot, it is the March and September issues that are the largest, featuring the spring and autumn fashion shows.


During the war, advertisements varied from the practical, such as where to get a corset fitted, via the patriotic – ‘Perrier stands as the great representative of France against Apollinaris and other German waters’ – to the promise of post-war bounty. An advertisement for Vauxhall cars explained to readers why it was so difficult to purchase a new motor: ‘Car manufacturers are obliged to think of after the war. They are not less patriotic than others. Their whole manufacturing resources being directed to national ends, it is imperative that they should look ahead, and prepare as far as may be for the return of former conditions. In particular the Vauxhall company long ago devised a scheme for giving priority on arrival of peace to orders booked during the war, and a very satisfactory response has been forthcoming.’18


After the advertisements came the masthead, which gave details of the business and publishing address of Vogue in London, and the cost of subscription, which was ‘£1 11s per annum, including postage for the British Isles, Europe, Asia, Africa and Australasia’.* There was also information on where to send photographs for consideration by the editors, and a worldwide copyright claim. In the early years, the masthead featured an introduction to the current issue and what to expect from the next few Vogues to come, followed by a list of contents. Over time, the page changed to include the editors or exclude them; to list the contents in numerical order or in sections such as fashion, society, stage, arts and decorations and miscellany. Sometimes it named the cover artist, often it did not. Even within the realm of one editorship, the masthead might change six or seven times. After the Second World War, it expanded to name the editor, art editor and managing director. Gradually the number of names appearing increased. Beatrix Miller, who became editor in 1964, included the name of her fashion editor, features editor and assistants for the first time in March 1965. The following year she listed the entire fashion and editorial teams. It was not until 1981 that the masthead and the contents pages became separate entities.


The most important section of the magazine was fashion. First and foremost the Paris fashions, and then London. In the early years of the twentieth century, Paris ruled supreme. All women of taste in London and New York looked to the Paris couturiers for inspiration for the season’s clothes. If Paris asked its women to breathe in and tighten their corsets, London and New York society followed suit. When Paris announced, as it did in September 1916, that hats would be undecorated and plain, no milliner in New York or London would dare to put a feather out of place. Paris also dominated the perfume and beauty scene up to and including the First World War. This was to change as make-up and face products were offered to Americans, who, with their deeper pockets and desire to try anything new, would come to dominate that market.


Features followed fashion, often lifted from New York. Given that the magazine appeared fortnightly and without the benefit of foresight, articles such as the crowning of the Duke of Connaught as an Indian chief in Canada were up to date and fascinating to the contemporary reader but make for uncomfortable reading today. Others on grand houses or interior decoration offer a delightful historical snapshot of the era. Bathrooms, an American complained, were hopelessly underrated in Britain. In the pre-war years a country house might boast 21 master bedrooms and 16 servants ‘but only provide one microscopic bathroom for the entire establishment’. The writer had a doughty friend who had once been to stay in a fine old Elizabethan mansion where the bathroom was situated ‘within cycling distance, Madam, through the kitchen garden’.19


Vogue’s contribution to the education of its readers was broad, with the regular spotlight on theatre, music and later film given at least a double-page spread in every issue, and often with turns at the back.* In fulfilling its founder’s desire to provide a magazine of interest all round, it sought out the most modern and important changes in society, which it interpreted and judged for its readers. It also offered vital tips, such as the need for those wanting to travel abroad after the war to obtain a passport.


Towards the end of the editorial section were pages – often as many as eight double-page spreads – on smart fashions for women on limited incomes. This was a key part of Vogue’s offering and of Nast’s thinking. His magazine was designed not only for the society women who could afford to spend a good part of their husband’s income on their seasonal wardrobes, but for the aspirational woman of the growing middle class with less money and a need to spend wisely. From 1917 Vogue offered its readers the Vogue Pattern Service, with designs drawn and numbered over five pages at the back of the magazine. Vogue paper patterns were first imported in 1915 and had proven so popular it made sense to include them in the British edition of the magazine. They could be purchased from the London office for 2s for a blouse or child’s outfit or 4s for a complete costume (suit), one-piece dress, coat or long negligée. At that time, most women’s clothes came separately as a blouse and skirt, even though they might look like a dress.


Vogue was always keen to address the younger generation and the older woman and over the years it would run whole issues for target audiences. Clothes were far more expensive in the early twentieth century than they are today both in real terms and as a proportion of household expenditure. A rough calculation by the magazine in 1916 of what might constitute a limited income is eye-watering in today’s terms: ‘As “limited income” is a relative term, Vogue has selected definite limits and in these pages has had in view the needs of women who must meet the requirements of a smart wardrobe on from £100 to £300 a year.’20 A ‘very limited’ income for clothes was considered to be £8 per month for dress allowance, which sounds low enough until compared with the average wage of a secretary at that time, which was £300 a year. In other words, it was expected that a woman would spend a quarter of her income on clothes. The subject of the cost of clothing arose again and again over the years and was a source of great concern to the editors of Vogue and the readers themselves.


Within the flexible structure of the magazine, there was room for topical features that were of immediate interest to the readers of the day. In 1916 this was almost entirely war-related. A feature under the title ‘Noblesse Oblige’ asked readers to help the refugee mothers of Belgium who had been giving birth in war zones. ‘They have suffered torments of anxiety about their men; they have been harassed and half-starved, and in many cases they have had to fly from burning farms and villages. The babies in the war-zone are born handicapped. Too often even mother’s milk is denied them. Women are unable to nurse their children, because of the physical and mental distress they have undergone.’21 The article went on to describe how the Belgian health service had set up ‘Infant Consultations’ in villages behind the firing line. One eight-month-old baby had been brought to the clinic weighing just ten pounds. The mother was given a supply of milk, and within months the baby had reached average weight. Readers were asked to send clothes, for often the women had only the clothes they stood up in, or money to help provide powdered milk and other necessities for the infants. The article reminded its readers that ‘British children have happily been spared the terrible conditions of an invaded country. Gratitude for this can take no better form than succour for the less fortunate children of our Allies.’22 It was a reminder that the terrible war being fought just dozens of miles from London affected not only the fighting men, but the women and children of the countries caught up in it.


A second ‘Noblesse Oblige’ column featured an appeal for ‘Tubs for Tommies’. This was a scheme conceived by members of the Empress Club in London, who had heard of the shortages of bathtubs for men on the front line. Two thousand galvanised baths with stoves and boilers had already been distributed by the scheme to places where they had previously been unobtainable. The idea was to make it possible for every man to enjoy a bath once a week, rather than once every four weeks. Just £10 would provide 5 baths with stove, boiler, towels, soap and equipment to cater for 100 men a day; £100 ‘enables 30,000 men per month to keep themselves clean, and consequently more physically fit than they otherwise would be’.23 This was to be a theme that ran throughout the First World War and was taken up by Vogue again in the Second World War. The column, which was short-lived, finished with an appeal to readers to support the London Hospital on the Whitechapel Road.


It was partially funded by a penny a week from the wages of those who worked in the area, but it needed £100,000 a year to serve the community and relied on generous donations from the public to help with additional funds.


In the early October 1916 issue, an opinion piece entitled ‘Feminine White Elephants’ looked at how the war had expanded the horizon for the ‘educated girl and the woman of ideas’, and how this would modify man’s point of view. War, the writer suggested, had brought revelations to Great Britain and ‘in no direction has revelation been greater than in the part woman has played. She has helped to save what was best in the old, and prepare for what is best in the new. From the princess to the humblest of munition workers, the womanhood of Britain emerges from the ordeal with credentials which the future will acclaim.’ In looking at how women’s roles had changed, the article concluded that ‘woman has more than established her claim to be regarded as a vital part of the machinery outside the domestic sphere’.24


In the early days, there was a column devoted to society and the lives and goings-on of the aristocracy. This was a permanent feature up until the Second World War and charted the annual debutante season in London and the south-east, grouse shooting in Scotland from August, and the winter balls in London and the Home Counties. Yet this column too was full of interest for the reader, not just for what society was up to but for how the times were reflected. In the column ‘Le Monde Qui S’Amuse’, in the first issue of British Vogue, there is an oblique reference to the petrol shortage, which resulted in people having to travel by bus and ‘hang on to straps for grim life’, listening to the conversations around them. ‘They speak of canteens, and hospitals, and relief committees. Sometimes they are in nurse’s dress, or in dashing uniforms covered with brass buttons and insignia of office. Sometimes they thrust a collecting box under one’s nose. One grumbles amiably to the effect that these “days” are overdone, nevertheless one pays smilingly, for the cause is admirable. Sometimes, too, they speak of theatre and restaurant parties, of new fashions, and softly and deprecatingly of private dances.’25


Those few dances that were held quietly were a shadow of the pre-war events. The girls still wore white gloves and were chaperoned, and the young men lined up to pick a partner, but there the familiarity stopped, wrote the correspondent: ‘Here and there a bandaged head or dragging foot swaddled in a grotesque felt slipper gives one to pause. Someone says, “D’you mind my left arm?” The other sleeve is pinned across his chest. One remembers that “somewhere” under a cold sky there is desolation and darkness and death. And the music and the lights and the laughter seem rather cruel …’26 Dancing was finally outlawed in London in April 1917.


Another article talked of the joys of brief days on the River Thames rather than holidays on the Côte d’Azur, of grouse moors untrampled by aristocratic guns, and of nature reasserting itself along paths rendered silent by the absence of cars, until suddenly an aeroplane flies low overhead and the peace is disturbed. The war was an ever-present threat to that peace. The article speaks of wartime weddings, organised in haste: ‘The odds are ten to one, bar one (the co-operation of a General), on the bride groom failing to get his leave at the last minute. There is some sporting betting on the possibility of the bride succumbing to nervous prostration. “A marriage is arranged, and will take place quietly on Tuesday next …”’27 Followed by the sombre question as to whether the grand passion ‘is scheduled for a life sentence or for the duration of the war’. The tone of the article is light, but the underlying message dark. The war continued for another two years, and Vogue charted its progress, as well as fashion and society’s reaction to it, for another 53 issues to come. Two months later, in the brides issue, the editor asked: ‘Who will there be left for them to marry?’ It is estimated that some 750,000 young men between the ages of 18 and 24 were killed in the war, resulting in a large number of women who would never wed.


The shape and design of the content of early Vogue appeared almost identical to the American parent issue, not least because over half of the printing plates, including all the fashion material and American editorial content, came direct from New York. In an article for Vogue’s twenty-first birthday in 1937, the features editor summed up the way things worked in the early days: ‘All three editions share the same Paris fashion information, on collecting which we spend many thousands a year. Each edition creates its own local fashions and features, which differ according to the demands, psychology and climates of their origin. Meanwhile a complicated system of interchangeable material ensures that the latest information, other than fashion, is also received direct from its first source. For example, London may reprint something about Harlem, from New York: New York take up an article on Bistros, from Paris, who, in turn, use some English hunting pages.’28


The layout changed very little until the 1950s, though the introduction of photography over the course of the 1930s had a visual impact. The quality of fashion illustration was very high, and British Vogue had to rely initially on overseas artists as there was a lack of home-grown talent in this field. The colour covers were drawn or painted by one of Vogue’s artists and stencilled with the British edition’s subtitle, the price in shillings and the day, date and year. All the artists were American or French and it would not be until 1936 that a British artist, Cecil Beaton, would be added to the panoply of Vogue cover stars, though by then he had been working for the magazine for a decade.


In the first six years of Vogue, the three most prolific cover artists were Georges Lepape, George W. Plank and Helen Dryden. The eldest of the three, Dryden illustrated more than 50 covers. She became an industrial designer, working on the interiors of cars, many of which appeared in Vogue over the next two decades. Her romantic and fantastical designs, with fluid lines and imaginative imagery, are some of the most appealing of the era. George Wolfe Plank, like Dryden an American, designed around 50 covers for Vogue in the art deco style. The defining feature of his work was the bright, bold fields of colour that offset the form of his principal figures. The costumes are often lavishly decorated and richly evocative. He has recently been credited with having played a key role in the development of queer visual culture during the twentieth century.


Lepape, the youngest of the three, was born in 1887 and trained at the École des Beaux Arts in Paris. He was responsible for over 100 covers between 1916 and 1939. His heyday was in the 1920s, when he designed almost twice as many covers as any other artist annually. His attenuated female forms often set against plain backgrounds are readily recognisable and highly valued. He also had the ability to produce inventive, shocking images such as the early August 1917 cover where a model harpoons a polar bear in the Arctic. The first Vogue cover was designed not by one of these three luminaries but by Helen Thurlow, and depicted a puppet theatre with baskets of fruit adorning the columns and three out of the four puppets slumped on the stage, with the main figure hanging wistfully from four strings. Vogue has always prided itself on its front covers, and these from the early decades, hand-illustrated rather than photographed, belong to a unique oeuvre that still enchants collectors today.


Throughout the First World War, Vogue brought its readers a mixture of relief from the endless bad news of ground lost and won and battles with names that became synonymous with the most terrible losses. The Marne, Loos, Gallipoli, Verdun were all in the past as the magazine was born. Still to come were many more battles, including Passchendaele, in which the total number of those injured or killed on both sides amounted to almost 800,000. In the mid May issue of 1918, Fryniwyd Tennyson Jesse, a thirty-year-old journalist and author, reported on a week spent with the FANY in northern France. The First Aid Nursing Yeomanry had been founded in 1907. Young women, usually with their own horses, were recruited to ride onto the battlefield and pick up wounded men. At the outbreak of the war, their skills were not immediately accepted, but by October of 1914 they were on the Continent and treating wounded men at their aid posts. Rather than riding on horseback, these women now drove ambulances.


Tennyson Jesse was moved by the young women’s bravery in treacherous conditions, their determination to stick at the job of helping the injured men, no matter how grim the sights, and the expertise they showed in dealing with the heavy ambulances, which needed constant attention to ensure they were roadworthy. She observed ‘no trace of sex-jealousy in any department whatsoever. I only met genuine, unemotional, level-headed admiration on the part of the men towards the women working amongst them.’29 Yet she observed that the women’s offices had curtains and little feminine touches, such as masses of flowers, window boxes and basins of bulbs, that instantly differentiated them from the men’s offices. She saw that as a good sign that ‘should hearten the pessimists who cry that this doing of men’s work will defeminise women’.30


What really struck her was the attitude of the women towards their outward appearance: ‘It is a sort of splendid austerity, that pervades their look and their outlook, that spiritually works itself out in this determined sticking at the job, this avoidance of any emotion that interferes with it, and in their bodies expresses itself in a disregard for appearances that one would never have thought to find in human woman. It leaves you gasping.’ She was astonished how the drivers would come in from a shift, throw down their caps and run their hands through their hair, brushing it back from their brows in a gesture that ‘no woman has ever permitted to herself or liked in a lover – and they don’t mind’. This blessed freedom, as she called it with no little amount of envy, was ‘at last what it was to be as free as a man’.31


In July 1917, readers were informed that the USA had acquired three Danish islands in the Caribbean at a cost of $25 million, while tourists wishing to travel closer to home should aim for Spain. ‘Since so many corners of the globe have been ruled off the holiday map, the question of suitable clothes at once presents itself.’32 With the Côte d’Azur inaccessible since 1914, the playground of Europe had shifted to San Sebastian, courtesy of King Alfonso of Spain. ‘Everyone is there – exiled monarchs and their suites, recuperating heroes of recent battles, millionaire Argentineans galore, and an amazing number of “real” Americans.’33 Readers were advised on the correct bathing un-dress: ‘To be strictly correct, the bather should make her first appearance in the enveloping white Turkish towelling mantle … From these demure cocoons come forth marvellous aquatic costumes, which, it must be confessed, are this season of even greater scantiness than has hitherto been universally accepted.’34 With the new beach scene, so new mores: no stockings, hemp sandals for the feet and separate bathing stations for men and women. All this juxtaposed with spreads of works by the British war artists on show in London and advertisements for cars that would only become available once the war was over.


Meanwhile, New York was still distant from the war in Europe. ‘New York dances for the Allies and dresses for Automobiles’, trills a headline in the same issue. Yet there was also sensitivity to the plight of the Europeans: ‘To dare write about atmosphere now, in New York, is not only a difficult proposition; it seems almost impertinence.’ The article went on to speak about the difference between New York’s brash bright lights and the painterly loveliness of time-weathered ruins. It predicted that it was America with its new architecture and its confidence that would prove to be the power of the future. ‘There is something besides the blatant vulgarity emanating from this great hurrying city – something great, which has so far been felt by few, and those few mostly artists, and sometimes foreign artists into the bargain … they have all received a new and lasting impression, and instinctively have felt this very individual and inspiring emanation, not to say atmosphere, arising from this great city.’35


Features in the spring of 1917 were full of what one could do without. Food rationing in Britain was not introduced until 1918, but shortages were a problem throughout the war and grew more serious as it dragged on. The war’s impact on farming is well documented, and the need to feed a hungry army put enormous pressure on the government, which was already struggling with naval blockades and distribution strains. In early March, Vogue featured an article entitled ‘To Eat, or Not Eat, Meat – That is the Question for All Anxious Housewives’. The main issue was uncertainty. No one in the country knew what would happen under the new food allowances. ‘When one lunches out with friends one hardly dares to take a second sardine for fear of doing some one out of their next meal.’ Help was at hand. An enlightened chemist in London had produced a table of relative values of vegetarian foodstuffs. ‘Lentils head the list. It is almost incredible the amount of nutriment contained in the unassuming lentil. One almost wonders that some one has not long since patented and exploited it at a high price as a sort of elixir of life.’36 Next came porridge and potato peelings. By late March, even potatoes were scarce, and people were having to get used to the idea of meals without the humble spud. It is said that at one stage there was only a week’s supply of food left in store for the nation. Vogue predicted that town dwellers would resort to keeping chickens in cellars and growing salad in window boxes. Farmers, readers learned, had permission to shoot anything on their land that grew feathers. More serious for the Vogue reader, the writer of ‘Le Monde Qui S’Amuse’ suggested in late March 1917, was the list of prohibited imports, including frocks, hats and silk stockings from Paris, as well as roast beef and coffee.


The British team that produced Vogue in London in 1916 worked in Rolls House on Chancery Lane, named after the office of the Keeper or Master of the Rolls and Records of the Chancery of England, where it occupied offices on six floors. The building had no lift, and the flights of stairs between the offices were extremely narrow. ‘Heating was non-existent, and in the winter the fashion-artists at work on drawings of exotic décolleté sirens were themselves compelled to wear gloves.’37 The packers worked in the basement, while accounts were housed on the ground floor. The first floor was occupied by the editor, Miss Dorothy Todd, managing director Mr Woods and the enquiries office. Mme Elspeth Champcommunal had an office on the second floor, where she was in charge of general editorial and fashion. Mrs Miller worked on the same floor and was responsible for the ‘advertisement make-up’, which she ran with the use of a messenger service between Rolls House and the Dorland Agency, which was responsible for selling the advertising space. The third floor had the drawing office and the sub-editor’s rooms, and the art department was to be found on the fourth floor. The staff in the early days was small: two people each in administration, accounts, advertising and the art department, and six editorial staff, including Miss Todd and Mme Champcommunal.


Miss E. M. Smith, from whom some of this information was gleaned in 1949, was the cashier in the accounts department. She worked for Vogue from 1916 until 1950, so she had experience of more editors than any other member of staff in the history of the magazine – ten in total. Some of the names are familiar, including Dorothy Todd, Alison Settle, Elizabeth Penrose and Audrey Withers. Others are less well known. Ruth Anderson, named by Lesley Blanch in 1937, appears in Miss Smith’s notes as editor before Dorothy Todd returned in February 1923. She had joined Vogue at some stage during the war and worked with Miss McHarg – Madge Garland – as her assistant on the fashion side. Madge Garland would go on to be fashion editor of Vogue under Dorothy Todd from 1923 to 1926, and for Alison Settle and Betty Penrose from March 1934 until the Second World War. The editorial team comprised two other spirited young women: Miss Mossop, who worked as the sub-editor, and Kathleen Courlander. Miss Smith observed that they were prone to violent quarrels, but one day in 1917 their argument was interrupted by a daylight air raid: ‘They were so frightened they spent the rest of the time clasped in each other’s arms, with a very quick parting when danger was over.’38


French Vogue was first edited in London in 1919 by M. Laposte, on account of Paris’s war damage. Twenty years later, Lesley Blanch wrote a description of the Frenchman, who found his time in London particularly difficult: ‘None of our native eccentricities, however, could rival the vagaries of that representative of French Vogue … This gentleman was exceedingly temperamental, and much given to sobbing and moaning in moments of crisis: during severe strain he was apt to fling open the windows dramatically, measuring the distance to the pavement below: it took the tact of the combined office to distract his mind from his sorrows, while unobtrusively closing the windows.’39 French Vogue and M. Laposte transferred back to Paris in late 1920, ‘at the same time Miss Davison joined the staff to assist Miss Anderson in her role as editor’.40 Miss Smith wrote that the first few years of Vogue’s life were peaceful, with very little happening and few changes. But in 1920, visitors from New York descended on London for the first time, which caused ‘great excitement and buying of new frocks’.41 The first to arrive were Condé Nast and Edna Woolman Chase, accompanied by Nast’s close friend Frank Crowninshield and two other employees, Mr Heyworth Campbell and Mr Richardson Wright.


Two years later, in 1922, the first American was hired to work on the staff of British Vogue. Lawrence Schneider was appointed advertising manager, a role he was to hold for a dozen years. He was joined periodically by others from the New York office to steady the ship as it navigated the rough waters of the early 1920s. After success during and immediately after the war, circulation figures had begun to drop. This was due in part to the inexperience of the team, in part to the lack of quality advertising, but principally because of the dire economic situation. The war had had a disastrous impact on Britain’s standing as a trading nation.


Who made the decisions about what would be included in Vogue was a key question for the first years of its existence. The London editor answered to Edna Woolman Chase, the American editor-in-chief, but even she did not have an entirely free hand. Condé Nast and his vice president, Francis L. (Lew) Wurzburg, also kept a controlling eye on the goings-on in London. The choice of editor in the early days was made in New York, and this led to difficulties. The first editor was Dorothy Todd, who would return for a second stint after the war. Her initial tenure was short-lived, as she was required to work at the American office.


Todd was replaced by Ruth Anderson, who remained as editor for four years. Her fashion editor, Elspeth Champcommunal, was a designer who would later become influential in Paris and London as the chief designer of Worth. ‘Champco’, as she was known to her friends, was at Vogue from 1917 to 1922, and is sometimes referred to as Vogue’s second editor, despite no evidence of her employment in that role. Anderson’s first issues were influenced by the American editions and were almost identical in content. The attitude was authoritative and instructive. Readers needed to be led through the hazardous fields of autumn and spring fashions by a confident guiding hand. ‘The next issues of Vogue are the crises in its life – and in yours. You are about to embark on the perilous adventure of selecting your autumn and winter wardrobe. All sorts of pitfalls surround you; you may be trapped by that treacherous gown which seemed so desirable in the shop, and which proved so hopeless after you had bought it.’ The editorial goes on to enumerate the nature of the pitfalls beyond merely the gown: ‘Vast armies of gloves and boots and hats that fall just short of being what you want are in league against you, plotting to enter your wardrobe and spoil your winter.’42 The use of war-like language was deliberate, and the threat of an enemy power infiltrating one’s intimate space barely concealed.


The influence of women and their place outside the domestic sphere was still reliant on decisions taken by men. Vogue played a role in urging women’s inclusion in all areas of life, even when they knew it would be opposed. In 1918, an article appeared about victory, peace and the great disbanding. What that essentially meant was a scaling-back for women: ‘It would be idle to deny that for many the end of the war must necessarily imply the closing of a stimulating chapter of experience … To many – especially to women – the war has brought responsibility and conspicuous service of which peace must necessarily deprive them.’43 This was to be the case, and Vogue observed this change initially with regret, but later with a warning that the old order could not completely be deserted: ‘Inevitably, it would seem, the work of woman must return to woman. And the erstwhile woman of leisure has learned in these years to employ leisure to advantage. She will use in the conduct of her household, in the training of her children, and in all her widened interests, the sane, broad outlook upon life which she required when rank and personality were merged in common service.’44


The magazine foresaw problems ahead: ‘The habits of four years are not destroyed in four days. The war is so big that it dwarfs the emotions, and so customary that the changes from defeat to victory and from victory to defeat tend to be lost in the monotonously oppressive fact that it still continues. It took some time for every one to realize that we were really at war. It may take even longer for some of us to realize that at last we are at peace. We shall only gradually discover that there is no longer a war.’45 The article acknowledged that the impact would give rise to ‘a good deal of anxiety and depression’ as people adjusted to the new order and lost the importance ‘in whom the war has revealed special aptitudes’. It is interesting to see that mental health was recognised by Vogue to be a matter for concern as early as 1918.


In the late summer, the fashion editor was excited about Paris’s re-emergence in defiance of the war that was still raging a few dozen miles away: ‘With long-range guns booming and shells bursting, with shattered window-panes and streets littered with debris, the great couturiers of Paris held their Winter Fashion Openings according to their immemorial custom.’46 She was pleased to report on the excellent models produced by the couturiers, sensing that despite the bombardment, victory was in the air. ‘Every Paris fashion article should be more and more interesting as Paris recovers its gaiety and life – for the Parisienne will want new clothes for victory, and what those clothes will be no mind can conceive.’47 This editorial appeared in the late October issue of Vogue; the mood was changing. Hats, it reported, were at last more interesting, without a whiff of submissiveness to be seen anywhere. Paris was putting two inches on its brims in anticipation of the peace to come.
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Hats from Paris (1918).


A woman’s wardrobe comprised clothes that would be seen not only around town or in the country but in the privacy of the bedroom or boudoir. There were warnings about the consequences of missing the mark when it came to elegance. In a feature about underwear, readers were told solemnly that ‘There is no future in store for that unfortunate woman who cannot make herself look charming in a negligée.’ This was illustrated by four photographs of an English actress and film star: ‘This is the way all women long to look, some women think they look and Kitty Gordon really does look, in a negligée.’ In one pose Kitty is lying on a sofa, her right hand crooked under a pillow, her left hand on the curved sofa back so that her whole body is shown wrapped in a peach-coloured satin meteor slip,* over which she is wearing a straight gown of cream Margot lace. The bodice is delicately embroidered, and a string of long pearls lies across her neck. In this image, the reader sees perfection in Vogue’s view, with the implicit suggestion that although women might fall short, aspiring to look as seductive as Kitty Gordon is desirable. To the modern eye she is distinctly human and full of character. In another shot in the spread she is sitting at her writing desk, quill in hand, her head in profile but her face showing a cheeky, confidential smile.


Vogue did not employ professional models. Clothes were posed in by society belles, sometimes named, more often not, and actresses of screen and stage. Where a woman of significance, and with American credentials, was seen wearing clothes by a famous couturier, she would appear in the magazine; often unposed, but she was there. Mrs William K. Vanderbilt was spotted in Paris in 1918 taking a rest from her work with the American Ambulance Corps. She was photographed walking the Bois de Boulogne with her stepdaughter, the Duchess of Marlborough, wearing Chanel. It was not until 1925 that the first professionals who earned money from modelling would become regulars in Vogue. Couturier Jean Patou enlisted the help of Edna Woolman Chase to recruit society girls who could bring verve and energy to his lively new sports clothes. They created a furore; their vitality and unselfconsciousness were in total contrast to the languid tea gown wearers who formed the majority of mannequins.48 The girls were not only beautiful, they were also successful and some used this fame to marry well. Patou’s top model and legendary ballroom dancer, Edwina Prue, married Leo d’Erlanger who was later to arrange finance with Lord Camrose to buy out Condé Nast and help him to keep control of Vogue. It was not until the latter years of the twentieth century that models were individually named as a matter of course.


The favoured couturiers in the early years of Vogue were Chanel, always referred to as Mme Chanel, and Paquin, also known by her title of Mme Paquin. The two had seen how the future was developing and were working towards a more informal style that relied less on the rigid corsage of the previous century. ‘We had just begun to tighten our corsets and develop hips to support the bouffant skirts, and all this work must be undone,’ wrote the fashion editor in November 1916. ‘A lean and hungry year is before us – perhaps two; for the chemise frock has a firm grip on the affections of the modern woman, be she maid or dowager. It is a question of being thin and comfortable in loose robes or of being stout and uncomfortable in too-tight stays, and there is only one choice.’49 Chanel had been renowned up to this time for her sports frocks, but had turned to evening gowns for this autumn season. Hers was not ‘an affair of tulle and chiffon, comme les autres. Chanel makes a straight chemise of black charmeuse, opens it more or less at the neck, girdles it loosely and embroiders it from hem to waistline.’50 Voilà! The forerunner of the little black dress, which would make its formal debut for Chanel in 1926. You read it here first, in Vogue, a decade before the world fell in love with it.


Mme Paquin had been in the fashion business since the last decade of the nineteenth century and was considered to be one of the most successful commercial artists of her generation. She and her husband, Isidore, opened their first store in the Rue de la Paix in Paris in 1891, and the London store of the same name – Paquin – five years later. She was responsible for many firsts in couture, including the use of black, traditionally the colour of mourning, blending it with vividly colourful linings to make it fashionable. She was the first female designer to receive the Légion d’Honneur, France’s most prestigious award, and during the First World War she served as president of the Chambre Syndicale de la Couture. It is unsurprising that she featured so prominently in Vogue. In 1916, when she surprised observers by designing wardrobes for all ages, including babies and schoolchildren, and making ‘coquettish trousseau’ for debutantes, she was given a double-page spread in the late December issue. It concluded, with a sigh of relief: ‘This sudden interest in the younger generation, however, in no way lessens the importance of the grown-up department, which is flourishing as only the wicked are supposed to flourish.’51


Vogue’s editors, fashion reporters and design experts were so steeped in the world of couture that their features read like predictions of the fashion to come. It was their ability to spot a trend and see, month on month, which way the wind of fashion was blowing that made their observations so valuable to the avid reader whose passion was couture. To the more casual reader, the magazine offered a commentary on the where and how of today and the future. Three decades later, the fashion historian James Laver wrote a feature about how fashion sits within a historical context. History repeats itself, but never exactly. It resembles itself. ‘The same is true of Fashion, and if we believe, as I think we must, that no detail of dress is without its significance and that it always reflects some aspect of the conditions in which it appears, then it is obvious that Fashion, too, can never exactly repeat itself. The designer can only take what the Spirit of his own Age regards as suitable, for that is all that he himself desires to take.’52 Fashion, Laver concluded, is as much influenced by what is happening in the world at large as what was going on in politics. ‘We do not know yet what will get itself established. We only know that when the line does emerge, even if it is only visible at first in the tilt of a hat, it will be our own Line of Life. From that conclusion there is no escape.’53 Vogue’s fashion editors and journalists were always on the lookout for that line, and that remains the case in the twenty-first century. It is true that fashion now covers a much broader spectrum than it did when Vogue was first published during the war, but it is the essence of what the magazine still assesses and interprets for its readers.


From the earliest days in New York, it had been Vogue’s policy not to name its staff writers, and this continued in London. It was intended to empower the magazine rather than any single voice, and to give it authority. This meant that Vogue could be trusted to present clear, unbiased professional advice and expert knowledge on fashion and other cultural issues without being influenced by the opinion or taste of individual contributors. However, the magazine did name contributors who wrote specially commissioned articles or features. Many of these were well-known authors, critics or society commentators. Two of the regular contributors to Vogue in the early years were French: Roger Boutet de Monvel, and the celebrated chef and cookery writer Xavier Marcel Boulestin. Jeanne Ramon Fernandez, the editor of French Vogue from 1927, wrote for the fashion pages, but her pieces were signed only with the initials JRF.


Boutet de Monvel was a writer and a contributor to the French fashion magazine La Gazette du Bon Ton. He wrote a dozen articles for Vogue between 1916 and 1922. He was something of a dandy, and his articles are always tongue-in-cheek, with smatterings of ‘mon Dieu’ and ‘alors’ or ‘chère madame’. In a piece entitled ‘The Gallant of the Twentieth Century’, he mused on how the customs of chivalry had remained characteristic to individual countries, ‘especially France’, despite the war. Where in America, he wrote, a woman would be guided across the street by her escort or helped into her chair in a dining room, in France ‘we content ourselves with making her a very formal little bow and standing back until she is seated’.54 In ‘The Charm that Holds the Heart of Woman’, he touched on the subject of love and affairs, something the French were more comfortable with than their British or American counterparts: ‘I yet recall the joys and sorrows of my youth, and bitter experience has driven me to the sad conclusion that there are men specially endowed by the unjust gods, men born to delight the heart of woman, and that there are other men who, pauvres malheureux, never succeeded in pleasing her in more than the most fleeting fashion.’55 His breezy style and self-deprecating humour must have both titillated and slightly shocked British readers.


At times, the juxtaposition of features from America and those of London was stark. An illustrated article on fine art collections and beautiful American homes in New York, Palm Beach and beyond contrasted with a piece on ‘the uncommon or garden costume’, which had come about because women were having to grow vegetables and ‘sober earnest gardening has resulted in practical gardening costumes’. Women in Britain were to consider new and novel garments such as a ‘delicious blue smock and something that looked astonishingly like trousers’. The writer hastened to add that these garments were ‘trousers of a more or less vague variety’.56 Trousers, or slacks to be precise, were of grave concern to Vogue. Would they become acceptable after the war? In fact, to the editor’s relief, the trouser-skirt and pantalon, favoured by women in all manual jobs, did not take over. Trousers did not feature on a Vogue cover until May 1939.


The First World War had changed Britain and the world for ever. By its conclusion in November 1918, tens of millions of men and women had died as a consequence of this most terrible of conflicts. Millions more returned injured or disabled by their war service. Following the war came an influenza epidemic of gargantuan proportions. The Spanish flu ripped through populations with terrifying speed between 1918 and 1920. In February 1919, Vogue ran an advertisement for Fort-Reviver, a liqueur tonic that fortified and revived in response to the deadly influenza: ‘If you would safeguard yourself against the attack of the death-dealing epidemic which has accounted for no less than 100,000 Deaths in Eight Weeks in this country alone, look to your health.’57 Three issues later, the same advertisement told readers that there had been 6,000,000 deaths from influenza worldwide and ‘it would be ridiculous to assume that the Epidemic … has run its course’.58 The disease would continue to kill in vast numbers for another year. It is estimated that more than 20 million people died worldwide, more than the number of combatants killed in the war itself. By the time the impact of these two devastating episodes had settled, the world order had been turned upside down, and Vogue’s world with it.


 


 


 


 





* Returns are magazines that remain unsold and are sent back by the newsagents to the distributors.


* The first issues of Vogue cost 1s an issue, a price that was held until 1918, when it rose to 1s 6d. In 1923, the decision was taken to lower the price again to 1s, with only double issues commanding the 1s 6d, until the outbreak of the Second World War. In other words, the cover price of the magazine fell in real terms by 30 per cent over the first 23 years.


* A turn is the continuation page of a longer article that has not comfortably fitted into the allotted space in the layout, and is usually reproduced without photographs.


* A slip made from crepe meteor, a soft silk crepe fabric backed with satin.
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TROUBLE IN THE TWENTIES


1920s
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Rudolph Valentino, Hollywood silent movie star, nicknamed the Latin Lover, in Monsieur Beaucaire, 1924.





A few things seem permanent, a rockbase for fashion. A love of silks, velvet, pure lines, a neat foot. A delight in small luxuries – silk stockings, petticoats dipped in lace.


‘IN VOGUE’, VOGUE, AUGUST 1962


On 18 January 1919, the Peace Conference opened at the Quai d’Orsay in Paris and delegates of 27 nations descended on the French capital. While politicians, diplomats and members of the armed forces talked back and forth about the merits of the treaties to be signed over the next 18 months, including the Treaty of Versailles, the city was once again en fête, and Vogue was a witness. ‘It is not only the prospect of visiting Kings and Queens of the allied nations that causes the heart of Paris to beat high, for Chiefs of State have already been welcomed by la Ville Lumière; the revival of social life and occasions où l’on s’amuse is quite enough to account for a pleasurably accelerated pulse. It is quite impossible to continue to go soberly now that the dark nightmare of a war-cloud has lifted, and even were it possible, no Parisienne in her senses would dream of pursuing so dismal a course. There is dancing everywhere now, after dinner, and at teatime.’1


Politics aside, Vogue was occupied, as were the French couturiers, with how fashion would respond to the post-war world. At first Paris did not give a clear message about the all-important hem and waistline, but by April 1919, things were settling down. Hair, which had been cut short for expediency during the war, was fashioned into the bob, for both daytime and evening wear. This was a style that would be perfected during the 1920s. In the same issue, the fashion editor announced that Paris had spoken definitely on the silhouette: it would be ‘a continuation of the generally slim effect we had learned to love. Slimmer and shorter than ever are many of the new models; even such outlying encumbrances as sleeves have been discarded for the benefit of the woman who rejoices in a pretty arm.’2 For the next two years the waistline would hover between waist and hip, the hem just below the knee. It was only in the design of hats that Paris really let its imagination rip: ‘rich fabrics and soft furs … charming hats of varying type for varying moods’.3 It was hardly surprising that after the upheaval of the war, and now peace, Paris fashion had not yet settled down to form a coherent new style. Despite an editorial in June 1919 announcing that Paris ‘puts the war out of its mind’, the long tail of that conflict was hard to shift.


Every year Vogue brought out a brides issue of the magazine, featuring the most recent designs of bridal gowns, outfits for the mother of the bride, and honeymoon wardrobes. In April 1920, the brides issue had a feature on inspirations from Paris for a second wedding. Many young girls had become soldiers’ brides, only to be left widows months or just weeks later. To remarry at the age of twenty-two or twenty-three was quite usual in the immediate post-war era, but what had to be thought out quickly by the fashion world was what constituted appropriate wear for a second-time bride. Vogue wrote that designers had bought into society’s belief that for the second wedding all ideas of opulent display should be avoided. The new gown should be neither too light nor too dark; it should have a dignity of line but be neither a street frock nor an evening gown. As society made up its new rules, so Vogue considered whether lamé was appropriate (not) or chiffon preferable (probably). It came down in favour of a costume draped in graceful folds along Greek lines, made of silk voile. In addition to the veil, an essential detail of the second wedding style was the prayer book, preferably old and long cherished, a reminder of the sombre responsibility of the young bride embarking upon a second marriage so soon after her first.


While women after the war were expected by society, and by the government in particular, to give up their wartime freedoms and roles in favour of returning men, some new activities were becoming available. One was flying. In a leading feature entitled ‘Madame. The Aeroplane Awaits’, women were told that as surely as they were born to ride in a limousine, ‘the woman of today was born to fly in an aeroplane’. Equipped with a leather casque helmet and an aviation coat that buttoned into trousers for comfort in the cockpit, the woman with the desire for thrill could fly her own plane: ‘You used to crawl. But now you’re flying. You’re a steel-souled, one hundred and fifty horse-power Valkyrie with a thirty-six-foot wing spread. You can travel a hundred miles an hour, and you’re doing it.


And you’re going to Paris!’4 A taste of freedom also came in the July issue, when tourists were encouraged to take to the road and travel through Europe as far as the Alpine passes, something that had been impossible since 1914. Vogue sensed that in a real way Europe was waking up and opening up after such a terrible war.


By 1921, Paris had declared the new mode. Lanvin, Worth and the British Edward Molyneux, three designers of great note in Paris in the immediate post-war years, showed their new fashions in striking colours and rich materials, all fashioned in straight lines with loose, flowing skirts and flaring jackets. Unmentioned but evident in the designs is the new, lowered waistline, which by the following year had evolved into the long-waisted bodice that we associate with the flapper style of the 1920s. But while Paris was occupied with the gorgeous materials, details and embroideries that would enchant the American market, London was about to enter the first of the post-war depressions that would have such an impact on every aspect of Britons’ lives and, naturally, on Vogue.


At the end of the nineteenth century, Great Britain was the leading creditor nation, the principal trading nation and the producer of one third of the world’s manufactured exports. At the outbreak of the First World War, it switched most of its manufacturing to war production, and at the end of the costliest war in history to date – estimated to have been in the region of £35 billion – it found it had rivals. As it had withdrawn from South Africa and South America to concentrate on manufacture for the war effort, so Japan and the United States had stepped in to fill the gap. Automation had begun to replace skilled workers, and many men who had returned from France, Flanders and further afield found themselves out of work. People in Britain wanted to go back to the pre-war way of life, but the country’s financial position was weak. Its foreign assets had been run down at the same time as government debt had soared. By 1921, unemployment had reached 2 million out of a total population of 42 million. Against this backdrop, it is hardly surprising that the purchase of luxury goods such as magazines fell off sharply. This had a knock-on effect on advertising revenue, and Vogue, like other publications in London, struggled to keep its head above water.
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