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Introduction


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


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


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


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


Jessica Bumpus










01 Haute Couture


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


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


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




When is couture season?


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






The rules


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


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


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


• Each piece should undergo more than one fitting.


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


Charles Frederick Worth


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


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


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


Chambre Syndicale de la Haute Couture


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


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


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


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


Italian couture


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


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


The condensed idea
Where it all began










02 Uniforms


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


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


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


Hierarchy in uniform


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


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




Blue collar versus white collar


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





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


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


From work to wardrobe


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


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




Style uniforms


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





Style tribes


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


Designer uniforms


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




Acts of rebellion


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





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


The condensed idea
Social signifiers that keep order and convey identity










03 Menswear


There is a general conception in fashion that womenswear is more exciting than menswear, that it is more elaborate and that designers can have more fun designing it. It is true that womenswear shows tend to garner more press coverage and that, on red carpets, it is the women who are mostly listed in the best dressed lists (although this has begun to change in recent years).


Historically, however, this has not always been the case. For a time, menswear and womenswear, especially in the Western world, were both largely similar and based on slightly modified versions of the same garments. It is largely from menswear that womenswear has borrowed over the years – and, hence, transferred the freedoms, powers and associations that come with it.


Wigs, high heels and make-up have all been the preserve of men in various cultures at one point or another. Royal courts show both kings and queens in extravagant dress, costume-like by today’s standards. Among womenswear, modern iterations of such ornate gowns still exist – in wedding gowns, for example – but in menswear, there is no equivalent. Along the way, something happened.


The Great Masculine Renunciation


In what British psychoanalyst and psychologist John Carl Flügel coined The Great Masculine Renunciation at the end of the 18th century, menswear took a turn for sobriety. In his book The Psychology of Clothes (1930), he explained that men had handed over their right to wear colour and ornamentation to women in a bid to be more useful in society, rather than beautiful. Their attire became pragmatic and precise, with no room for whimsy of centuries past. The move was linked to The Enlightenment of the 17th and 18th centuries, a period during which focus was placed on reason and science.


In the 18th and 19th centuries, the term ‘dandy’ began to be in use (the ‘macaroni’ had been its precursor). Epitomized by George Bryan Brummell, known as Beau Brummell, a dandy was a fashionable man, who cared about the perfection of his appearance, which was to be neat, exacting. The dandy was not an overdressed man, as has sometimes been assumed, but he did care about his appearance and, as some have said, was a narcissist. He wore top hats and upright collars and wore mostly black. The English poet Lord Byron and Irish playwright Oscar Wilde are also considered dandies.




Suiting up


In the late 12th century, plate armour is noted as being revolutionary in the advance of fashion in Europe. It not only protected the body, but it enhanced and articulated it, showed it off and explored new fitting lines to the torso – a significant development at a time when clothing was still largely loose and draped. Most interesting is that a linen undergarment was worn under the armour. As such, suggests historian Anne Hollander, linen armourers were essentially the first tailors of Europe.





American historian Anne Hollander notes that the modern masculine image was mostly in place by 1820 and has only slightly modified since. Modern suits started life in the late 17th century with a loose-fitting, buttoned coat replacing the doublet – a type of fitted jacket – and breeches still worn with the addition of a waistcoat. Essentially, this was the forerunner of the three-piece suit.


Though regularly worn by women today, the suit is a particular mainstay of the male wardrobe. It signifies adulthood, the world of work and professionalism, sophistication and responsibility. Its most famous flashy version is the tuxedo, a favourite of film characters such as James Bond, Jay Gatsby and Bruce Wayne. The tuxedo, a semi-formal dinner jacket with silk lapels, took its name from the Tuxedo Club, which opened in 1886 in Tuxedo Park, Orange County, New York, in the United States. Around the same time, a similar dress coat without tails was popular in the United Kingdom. It has varied from being single- and double-breasted, but overall, just like a suit, represents a confidence and maturity of masculinity.




Red-carpet dressing has brought new ideas around how men can approach suiting in more individual ways.


Simon Chilvers, The Guardian







Pitti Uomo


In January and June each year, menswear fashion weeks take place in Paris and Milan, but it is Pitti Uomo, in Florence, which began in 1972, that becomes the epicentre of menswear twice a year. Starting out as a way to exhibit Italian menswear to the international market, today it is known for its Pitti peacocks, aka menswear street style, the likes of which have not been seen before, and the guest designers showcasing their collections during the four-day event.





Savile Row


This street in London’s Mayfair, famous for its history of tailoring, is considered the capital of menswear. Home to brands Gieves & Hawkes, Huntsman, Norton & Sons, Welsh & Jefferies and Ozwald Boateng, among others, it is here that bespoke and made-tomeasure suits come to life. It seems to be agreed that Henry Poole & Co was the first tailor to open on the street in 1846. The area had been built during the development of the Burlington Estate in the early 1700s and was named after the Earl of Burlington’s wife, Lady Dorothy Savile. Tailors began to take premises in the 1800s. And it is here that military uniforms, as well as suits for the rich and famous, have since been – and continue to be – made.




Every house on Savile Row has a unique identity.


Patrick Grant, designer





Suit fashions


After World War II, working-class men began to adopt an Edwardian style of dress popularized by Savile Row tailors in the late 1940s. The Teddy Boys of the 1950s took this one step further with a look that involved a long, draped jacket, drainpipe trousers and creeper shoes – a subcultural take on tradition. In the United States, the zoot suit was another style of tailoring popular in the 1940s and 1950s, recognized for its wide shoulders, narrow waist and bright colours.




London Collections: Men


In 2012, London decided to introduce its own menswear fashion week, which was referred to as LCM, meaning ‘London Collections: Men’. Up until this point, menswear offerings from London-based designers were shown the day after London Fashion Week ended, in a one-day showcase dedicated to menswear that was tacked on to the end. It is from this day, however, that the fashion world was introduced to Jonathan Anderson, who would go on to become the creative director of Loewe, as well as continue to run his own very successful brand.





In recent years Belgian Raf Simons and French-born Hedi Slimane have made significant contributions to menswear internationally – the former for his focus on youth-inspired collections and the latter during his tenures at both Dior Homme (2000–7), where he resurrected the fitted trouser, the dominant silhouette for the next 20 years, and Saint Laurent (2012–16).


The condensed idea
From flamboyance to function










04 Ready-to-Wear


Ready-to-wear is sometimes referred to as off-the-peg in the United Kingdom, or off-the-rack in the United States. In French, it translates as prêt-à-porter and is a manufacturing term that refers to clothes that are mass-produced by factories and available in a range of standard sizes.


In broad terms, ready-to-wear is what you will find when you go shopping on the high street, including to the designer stores, or when shopping online. A piece will not be unique or have been customized or tailored especially for you, unlike haute couture. In ready-to-wear, there are no fittings or appointments, and decisions are already made for you – which, in part, is why it became popular in the middle of the 20th century.




In 1798 the British writer Jane Austen wrote to a correspondent: ‘I cannot determine what to do about my new Gown; I wish such things were to be bought ready-made.


Caroline Rennolds Milbank, Icons of Fashion, The 20th Century





The revealing of ready-to-wear collections forms the modern fashion calendar, in showcases that take place biannually, with womenswear shown in February/March, and then again in September/October. For menswear, events are held in January and June. The seasons are referred to as autumn/winter and spring/summer, shown six months before the collections will be available to buy in the stores. It is at these shows that most trends are born, or go viral. Though it used to be the case that the couture shows would wield their lavish influence on ready-to-wear, which in turn produced watered-down versions of garments and ideas, this is not so much the case nowadays.


Buyers, stylists, editors and journalists – the main groups that make up the fashion industry – attend the seasonal ready-to-wear collections and, after viewing the samples on the runway, will play a role in deciding which of them get put into production.


Evolution


Events that unfolded towards the end of the 19th century – the Industrial Revolution, economic growth and various technological advances in fashion, including sewing, cutting and embroidery – gave rise to the ready-to-wear phenomenon. Prior to this, and the emergence of haute couture before it, people typically made their own clothes, or employed the services of a seamstress or tailor. Sewing skills were expected of respectable women.




Status


Despite the elite and exclusive veneer of some luxury fashion houses, ready-to-wear is available for everyone, where couture is not, since a customer usually has to meet some sort of loyalty quota. Ready-to-wear can vary in price and quality due to the nature of the fashion house or brand, its history and prestige, and its target audience. Further offshoots of ready-to-wear can be seen in the rise of high street, or fast, fashion, which is a 21st-century development.





The concept of fashion – of wearing clothes for aesthetic reasons over utility – began to emerge during the 14th century, and changes in style can now be identified by centuries. Up until the 20th century, trends typically lasted for 100 years. After this, fashions tended to change by the decade, in part thanks to the advent of ready-to-wear, made possible by advancing technology.


In the years following World War II, women no longer wanted to spend time on lengthy couture fittings or pay the high prices that came with them, and especially for a design that might not be worn for a very long time. Work and social lives also no longer required the formality they once had; the 1960s especially would see the rise of a young and mobile generation, which coincided with a retail boom.


New York


While Paris had been busy establishing itself as the centre of couture and splendour, New York was doing the opposite and embracing mass manufacture, aided by the invention of the sewing machine, which evolved throughout the 1800s, and, later, the International Ladies’ Garment Workers’ Union, founded in 1900, which had ambitions to make New York the clothing capital of the world.




Ready-to-wear shows


Seasonal ready-to-wear collections are shown at Fashion Weeks about six months ahead of when they will appear in the shops. This drives the fashion industry. The are four noted ‘fashion capitals’ – New York, London, Milan and Paris – and their fashion weeks follow on from one another in immediate succession as a centralized fashion body. This has not always been the case, as each city held its first fashion week in a different year.


• New York’s first incarnation of New York Fashion Week, called ‘press week’ was in 1943. It was the brainchild of PR whizz Eleanor Lambert and took place at the Plaza Hotel.


• Though London established itself as a fashion hub during the 1960s, it was not until 1984 that the British Fashion Council debuted London Fashion Week.


• Milan instigated their fashion week in 1958, run by the then Camera Sindacale della Moda Italiana, now known as Camera Nazionale della Moda Italiana.


• Paris Fashion Week first took place in 1973, organized by the French Fédération.





The Garment District, located around Seventh Avenue, was already booming between 1828 and 1858, according to the Garment District Alliance. The introduction of the sewing machine resulted in a rapid fall in the price of clothing and therefore a rise in the scale of operations among the garment trade, which included the introduction of specialized machinery for lace-making and button-hole-making.




Records of ready-to-wear industry tabulated in the US Census of 1860 included hoop skirts, cloaks and mantillas.


Fairchild Dictionary of Fashion





Designers including Claire McCardell and Clare Potter had the objective to make women’s clothes that were better suited to day-to-day living – more casual and less uptight. Following the success of Claire McCardell’s Monastic dress, in particular, even Paris was now looking to New York to see what all the fuss was about and started to reconsider its snobbish attitude to ready-to-wear. Christian Dior-New York was launched in 1948 on the basis that there was a hunger for less expensive versions of haute couture designs. The brand would continue to expand under various shrewd uses of licensing agreement, such as perfume and nylon stockings.


In 1966, the famed French designer Yves Saint Laurent launched his own ready-to-wear brand called Rive Gauche. A chain of boutiques offered a separate, cheaper line of clothes, though made with just as much care; he would also offer a more affordable version of his iconic Le Smoking jacket. The first ready-to-wear Paris Fashion Week took place in 1973. The fashion industry was now working in a whole new way.


The condensed idea
Fashion for the masses










05 Sportswear


In the 21st century, sportswear has morphed from being a separate type of clothing worn to perform a specific activity, to being an accepted form of day-to-day casualwear. Trainers can be – and are – worn with suits, and leggings are no longer just for yoga. In fact, many modern wardrobe staples are derived from sportswear garments. The polo shirt, made famous by René Lacoste, was initially intended for tennis (and before that polo) but is now a standard form of smart casual. As the world began to undo its top button to become less formal these past 150 years, the impact has been felt on our wardrobes.


The realms of high fashion have also been caught by the activewear bug, and ready-to-wear collections from designer houses have bounced around in taking inspiration from it. Notably, in 2014, both Chanel and Dior introduced highly decorated sneakers to their couture collections. And with the rise of street style and streetwear, sportswear has become a readily accepted part of the contemporary fashion wardrobe. In the early days of sport, almost the opposite was true with the latest fashions being worn for recreational activities.


Early developments


Back in the 1800s, it was impossible to take part in sports dressed in formal daywear, especially for women, who were restricted by corsets that made it difficult to breathe. The advent of the bicycle in the 1890s further contributed to entertaining the idea of divided skirts, or ‘bloomers’ (which had emerged in the 1850s), and a move towards more practical garments. Women would typically wear elements of men’s clothes for sports, which were often made in heavy fabrications. The 1920s and 1930s brought a time of new freedom for women when it came to dressing for sport and leisure. Indeed, it was part of the wider opinion that it helped to promote health. And, at the same time, there was a string of designers ready with new ideas and more modern ways of dressing, such as Jean Patou and Coco Chanel.


Tennis


First played in France, in the Middle Ages, the game was introduced to the United States in 1874, where it was known as lawn tennis. At the time, corresponding attire would reflect the current fashions – for women, perhaps, a bustle or a bulbous leg-of-mutton sleeve. Men wore long flannel trousers with white shirts (it has been traditional for players to wear white). It would not be until sometime later that the French fashion designer Jean Patou introduced the tennis skirt, thought to be first worn by French tennis player Suzanne Lenglen at Wimbledon, in 1921.


Owing to a shift in silhouette, sportier styles became popular from the 1920s, where straight lines and function became symbols of modernity and left behind the cloying and claustrophobic styles of the past. American tennis player Gussie Moran introduced short dresses with ruffle knickers in the 1940s, and mini-skirts and microskirt dresses appeared in the 1960s.


Patou also created clothes for modern women who wanted to give the impression they were active. Lenglen would wear calf-length pleated skirts and sleeveless cardigans. Simplicity was key. Patou was also among those who popularized and promoted bathing suits, which, like outfits for tennis – as well as golf, bicycling, ice-skating, yachting and hunting – are among the earliest forms of sportswear.


Stretch


Of significance to the evolution of sportswear has been innovation in fabrics, especially those that are stretchy. Materials with stretch have a long history, with knitted and woven textiles known as far back as ancient Egyptian times – the Victoria and Albert Museum, in London, has a pair of socks dated between the 3rd and 5th century ce in its collection. Knitted headwear has been known since the 15th century and English Queen Elizabeth I was apparently presented with a pair of knitted silk hose in the 16th century. There have been versions of knitted or elastic gilets, trousers and corsets, and early bathing suits were made from wool before an elasticized one-piece took over.


Jersey, a soft and stretchy knitted fabric, has its roots in the Channel Island of Jersey, where it was first used to make knitted garments. By the end of the 19th century, it had made the jump into sportswear and was worn by athletes. The fabric would be popular with a new wave of designers who proffered comfort and ease of movement. The development of new fabrics during the first half of the 20th century – a boom time in the evolution of sportswear – would pave the way for a whole new way of dressing. By the 1950s, there was nylon, and in 1958 Lycra. Gore-Tex, first used in the 1970s, enables breathability as well as being waterproof.




Chic leisure wear


Known for many things, including quilted handbags, the little black dress and No.5 perfume, Coco Chanel is also synonymous with bringing a sporting sensibility to clothing. The designer’s general philosophy was that leisure clothes made the foundations for modern fashionable dressing. They were comfortable and chic. Many of her designs were adapted from menswear and it was she who introduced yachting pants, as she called them, based on a sailor’s trouser, for women. These were followed by beach pyjamas, which proffered an overall gamine look.





The United States leads the way


Just as the French have become associated with haute couture, the Americans are synonymous with sportswear, and it is widely thought that this is their unique contribution to the history of fashion, or costume. At the same time that Paris was becoming a hub for detail, craft and exclusivity, the United States was modernizing and catering to the new boom in ready-to-wear, which by its very nature was geared towards an active life.


With a career that began in earnest during the 1930s, Claire McCardell studied at Parsons School of Design in New York and became known as the creator of American sportswear. Along with her contemporaries, she established the city’s Seventh Avenue as the centre of US fashion. McCardell favoured simple and direct designs, creating non-traditional garments that were free-flowing and without structural or confining elements. Hers were city clothes that were all about comfort in an age of formality. Among her best-known designs are the Monastic dress (1938), which was loose-fitting and belted at the waist; the Pop-over dress (1942) and diaper bathing suits (1944).


Tracksuits started off as two-piece outfits worn by athletes (on the track), not by the public. It was in the 1970s that they started to make the transition as exercise wear became fashionable. It was around this time that American designer, Norma Kamali, was making sportswear fashionable with her sweatshirt and legging creations.


In 1985, American fashion designer Donna Karan introduced her famous Seven Easy Pieces, drawing on body-conscious forms to create sportswear-infused looks for the office. This translated as stretchy and supple fabrics that built on the pared-back and forward-thinking nature of Claire McCardell’s designs back in the 1930s and 1940s. Multipurpose clothing was key and Karan developed ‘the body’, which was a leotard-like piece with snappers.


To this day, America is known for its preppy and smart-casual styles, such as those by Ralph Lauren, which are imbued with early sportswear references and a kind of Ivy League prestige, and sportswear giants Nike. Recognized by its swoosh logo, and plethora of prestigious and global ambassadors, the brand has a history tracking back to 1962.


Athleisure


In recent years, a new genre of sportswear has come to light, ‘athleisure’, which combines athletics and leisure wear. The idea here is that garments are designed to look like you can exercise in them rather than actually being worn to exercise in (though in some you can do that too). Brands auch as Sweaty Betty and Lululemon would be considered athleisure, promoting a casual loungewear feel that became popular during the Covid-19 pandemic.
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