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INTRODUCTION


Entire careers are dedicated to chronicling the whims of fashion. Up close, its haphazard eddies and waves seem to reflect nothing more than superficial vagaries of taste: here today, irrelevant tomorrow. It’s only hindsight that transforms the most ephemeral catwalk trivia into an illuminating reflection of deeper undercurrents.


In truth, we know nothing ever materializes out of thin air. Fashion reverberates with the spirit of the age; it is a mirror of our times. You could argue it’s a small one, but it is a revealing one, nonetheless. This book selects 250 fashion moments from a possible choice of thousands spanning half a century. As well as being encyclopaedic, its aim is to identify the tremors registering most powerfully on the fashion Richter Scale.


The book starts in the 1950s – a gilded time of peace, growth and change. In Paris, the great centre of couture know-how, 20thcentury fashion was born. At the beginning of the decade it was still the preserve of the aristocracy – a privileged circle of money and luxury. But, all over the world, whether fashionable women could afford to buy originals or copies, their wardrobes echoed the pronouncements from Paris.


Fifty years later, the map had been completely redrawn. Paris, Milan, New York, London, Tokyo, Antwerp, Los Angeles, Florence and Rome all jockeyed for position: the needle of influence swinging energetically from London to Paris to Milan and back again.


Almost inevitably the most dynamic social changes highlighted in this book are those driven by the change in women’s roles. Breaking the glass ceiling and bringing female power to the corporate and political world were crucial advances in the second half of the 20th century, and fashion illuminated and even foretold the mood, reflecting every milestone, every falter, every advance.


Fashion tells us much about the couture era of heightened femininity in the 1950s, about the triggers behind the ready-to-wear democratization of fashion in the 1960s and the weaponization of clothes in the battle of the sexes during the 1970s. With every new cycle, fashion reinvented itself, shedding its skin like a dextrous snake and emerging glossy, vital and new again. Rumours of its demise have been frequently exaggerated along the way.


This book starts with a significant death. By the 1960s the couture was a dusty old business. Its status had been challenged by a disruptive new energy. The rarified domain of high society was giving way to the power of popular culture. A new elite delighted in rebelling against the establishment. They didn’t have endless fittings in mirrored salons – they bought fashion from boutiques. Working women had their own money to spend and made choices for themselves. Society ladies ceded the covers of magazines to models, who in turn competed for attention with celebrities.


In the 1970s Milan challenged the hegemony of Paris with industrialized high-quality ready-to-wear and its superior commercial clout. Manufacturing technology became a major influence; from the development of synthetic fabrics to the computerization of the manufacturing process, fashion designers have been aided and spurred on by new ways of creating clothes.


At the same time, air travel was making the world more expansive and more immediate. Souvenirs from the hippy trail worked their way into wardrobes from Liverpool to Los Angeles. Fashion trends came in a torrent of theatrical ideas. And multiculturalism was a key influence, from Saint Laurent’s bohemian decadence to Kenzo’s riotous colour.


At the end of the decade a new sobriety became a platform for the simplicity of Jean Muir in London, Halston in New York and Giorgio Armani in Milan. A new generation of designers was focused on reinventing the way women dressed in line with their modern lives, ditching fussy, complicated clothes for a new luxury – the luxury of practicality and ease.


As the 1980s progressed, the economy boomed, the workforce grew and consumerism took a firm hold. Logos and labels became the ultimate status symbol. From interlocking Cs to interlocking Gs, fashion was once again an emblem of power and wealth – and it was for flaunting. The decade of excess was crowned in 1987 by the launch of a brand new couture house – Christian Lacroix.


An explosion of creativity meant anyone could wear their heart on an impeccably cut designer sleeve. Fashion became tribal, from Japanese radical intellectualism for savvy design sophisticates to Donna Karan’s capsule wardrobe for her hardworking go-getters. And London boomed again with a new generation of young designers fresh from the iconoclastic ideas factory that was Central Saint Martins and the Royal College of Art.


Death loomed large again in the 1990s. This time, AIDS cut a swathe through the creative community and nihilistic grunge appeared to be fashion’s terminal trend. But, again with hindsight, it was not fashion that had died so much as subservience to fashion dictators. Brands became bigger and fashion businesses more corporate. Multi-national luxury groups collected what were once family concerns. And luxury became a commodity traded on the stock market.


The century ended on a note of pluralism with infinite propositions from any number of designers. As many trends filtered up from the street as trickled down from the catwalk. And jockeying alongside for fashion kudos was the high street, whose lightning-fast fashion reflexes were transforming the seasonal wardrobe refresh for the few into a weekly fix for all.


Is there now any single dominant force? Arguably, and perhaps not unlike the days when the couture houses met every whim of their demanding clientele, the most powerful one is the customer.










1950s


The 1950s marked a sea change in fashion. And nothing would ever be the same again. Change came faster than hits in the pop charts. Fashion was emerging from behind the closed doors of the gilded salons, the exclusive preserve of the rich and titled, and was bursting onto the street. Customers of all ages and from all social backgrounds lapped up the new, sybaritic energy after years of wartime deprivation.


Members of a younger generation, finding its voice for the first time, began to use clothes to express themselves, exploring fashion’s power as a symbol of identity: a mark of belonging and of difference. Defining the generation gap was becoming big business for the marketing men, and fashion was one of their most effective tools.


Fashion pages, for generations the preserve of the fashion magazine, were in demand from a much wider audience. Popular newspapers were no longer complete without a fashion desk, a fashion editor and a regular fashion headline, and as a result, trends became the dynamic engine driving sales. New easy-care fabrics and systems of mass production, coupled with comparative prosperity, enabled Mrs Average, everywhere, to be the best-dressed woman in the world.
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Christian Dior’s black taffeta dinner ensemble of 1951. Rounded hip and shoulder lines, tiny waist and high bustline are achieved with a short, fitted jacket atop a voluminous skirt.
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A model lounging on a bed, wearing Claire McCardell’s pink-and-white striped dress of 1952.









THE DUKE AND DUCHESS OF WINDSOR
High style



1950


History does not look fondly on the Duke (1894–1972) and Duchess (1896–1986) of Windsor, one of the most controversial couples of the twentieth century. Their affair started while she was still married to her second husband, Ernest Simpson. In spite of being heir to the British throne, Edward’s raison d’être became simply to be married to Wallis Simpson.


The world was stunned by the news that the American commoner had somehow seduced the man who was now king. Many wondered aloud: What could he possibly see in her? Give up the throne for – what? Sex? Wallis is credited with icily stating, ‘No man is allowed to touch me below the Mason–Dixon Line.’ There were also ugly and persistent rumours questioning her physical female endowments. And then there were the stories of her affairs, Nazi sympathies and shopping.


Nonetheless, the couple were fêted in fashionable society as the ultimate trendsetters. Wallis Simpson was known for her impeccable manner of dress, her extensive and precious jewellery collection, and her taste in interior design. He, as the Prince of Wales and later the Duke of Windsor, was also known as the ‘Master of Style’. Men’s fashion reverberates with his influence to this day. He is still widely referenced as one of the best-dressed men in all of history, with a personal style that was flawless, at times quirky, and always legendary. ‘Did he have style?’ Diana Vreeland once asked rhetorically. ‘The Duke of Windsor had style in every buckle on his kilt, every check of his country suits.’


The Duke and Duchess’s shared interest in fashion offers a glimpse into the reasons for the longevity of their relationship. Wallis Simpson once remarked: ‘My husband gave up everything for me. I’m not a beautiful woman. I’m nothing to look at, so the only thing I can do is dress better than anyone else. If everyone looks at me when I enter a room, my husband can feel proud of me. That’s my chief responsibility.’ Her approach to her marriage was always to make the Duke feel like he was still the King.
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In terms of style, hers was more restrained than his. He was an emblem of elegant hedonism. She liked simple, tailored clothes, without unnecessary detail or decoration. The photographer Cecil Beaton once said, ‘She reminds one of the neatest, newest luggage and is as compact as a Vuitton travelling case.’









GYPSY ROSE LEE
‘Let me make you smile’



1950


‘Let me entertain you, Let me make you smile…’ The influence of Rose Louise Hovick (1911–70), whose 1957 memoir, Gypsy, became a Broadway smash and a film starring Natalie Wood, resonates still through the style and stage presence of burlesque stars such as Dita Von Teese. Brought up in the grinding poverty of the 1940s, the former child performer propelled herself from rags to riches through a combination of wisecracking repartee and business brains, as well as beauty. At an evening at the New York Public Library to celebrate the centenary of her birth, Karen Abbott, author of a biography of Rose, said: ‘If Lady Gaga and Dorothy Parker had a secret love child, it would have been Gypsy Rose Lee.’


Born in Seattle in 1911, Rose worked in vaudeville alongside her sister, June, but while June had the makings of a star, Rose had no discernible talent at all. She only discovered by accident that she could make money in burlesque when a shoulder strap on one of her gowns gave way, causing it to fall to her feet. The audience applauded her desperate efforts to cover herself, and so she decided to make the ‘accident’ the focus of her performance.


She became one of the biggest stars of Minsky’s Burlesque in New York, where the huge audiences were as likely to include longshoremen as the city’s intelligentsia. Her style was a send-up of a striptease, with the emphasis firmly on the ‘tease’. She brought a wry sense of humour to her performance which, in a world singularly lacking in sophistication, propelled her to mainstream stardom.


She got big laughs as she dropped the pins that held her costumes together into the tuba in the orchestra, and fussily straightened the crooked black bow on her nipple with an ‘Oh dear!’ She revealed little actual flesh, ending the show with the curtain draped coyly around her. The show was really more about comedy than sex, and men and their wives were often in the audience.
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Gypsy Rose Lee’s wardrobe of feather boas, ostrich fans, corsets and lace may well owe something to her mother’s first career as a seamstress and milliner. Mrs Hovick specialized in extravagant hats and exotic lingerie, and spent months on the road visiting mining towns and lumber camps from Nevada to the Yukon, selling the flashy apparel to prostitutes.









HARDY AMIES
Understated English elegance



1950


‘A woman’s day clothes must look equally good at Salisbury Station as the Ritz bar,’ said Sir Hardy Amies (1909–2003), summing up his understated British style. He made his professional home on Savile Row, the home of British bespoke tailoring, and specialized, as he himself said, in a quiet English elegance that ‘didn’t frighten the horses’.


Born in Maida Vale, West London, Amies grew up to become one of the most important postwar names in British fashion. His mother, a vendeuse in a smart ladies’ outfitters, introduced him to London couturier Lachasse where Amies obtained his first job in 1934. During World War II he served in British Intelligence.


Amies opened his own house on Savile Row after the war in 1946, financed by the Countess of Jersey, the first Mrs Cary Grant. To most, he will always be remembered for dressing the Queen. The association began in 1950, when Amies made several outfits for the then Princess Elizabeth’s royal tour to Canada. And, although the couture side of the Hardy Amies business was traditionally less financially successful than the menswear business, the award of a Royal Warrant as official dressmaker in 1955 gave his house international kudos.


Highlights of his career also included a triumphant, if unlikely, collaboration with Stanley Kubrick, for whom he created costumes for the futuristic epic 2001: A Space Odyssey (1968). He was also something of a commercial alchemist, managing to grow his business until it was worth more than £200 million.


Paris may have been the home of the scene-stealing fashion heroes, but Hardy Amies was the quintessential English couturier of the age. As he himself once said, ‘I can’t help it. I’m immensely impressed by all genuine upper-class manifestations.’
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Hardy Amies may have become famous as the Queen’s official dressmaker, but he also made a significant contribution to fashion history as a menswear designer. In fact, thanks to his use of men’s tailoring techniques in womenswear, he is often considered one of the first proponents of power dressing.









LISA FONSSAGRIVES-PENN
‘A good clothes hanger’



1950


The Swedish-born model Lisa Fonssagrives-Penn (1911–92) worked with and inspired some of the most famous photographers of the 1950s, including Horst, George Hoyningen-Huene and Irving Penn. The Russian-American magazine editor Alexander Liberman has said of her: ‘It is difficult to imagine the history of fashion photography without thinking of Lisa Fonssagrives-Penn.’


Born Lisa Bernstone, she had trained as a dancer but turned to modelling when work fell off. She was featured so frequently on the fashion pages of Vogue and Harper’s Bazaar that her face, it was said, was as recognizable as the Mona Lisa. In 1948 she became the first model to make the cover of Time magazine. In the course of her career she hung perilously from the iron spars of the Eiffel Tower for Erwin Blumenfeld, disrobed for Horst and parachuted over the Paris skyline for Jean Moral.


In the late 1940s, when most models were paid $10–25 an hour, she was earning $40 an hour. When most models’ careers ended before their 30th birthdays, hers flourished until she was past 40. She married Penn in 1950.


After her death in 1992, Liberman said, ‘She was the inspiration and subject of some of Penn’s greatest photographs. She epitomized a very noble period of fashion and couture. She gave a classical dignity to anything she wore.’ Lisa Fonssagrives-Penn, however, had a more down-to-earth attitude to her contributions as a model. In the 1948 article in Time magazine, she was quoted as saying: ‘It is always the dress, it is never, never the girl. I’m just a good clothes hanger.’
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Fonssagrives-Penn’s famous poise was down to her early ballet training. Asked how she maintained her figure, she always insisted on the importance of eating little and often, up to ten meals a day. But to her, a meal might mean only six grapes, a single slice of cheese, one cracker and half a glass of wine. Her motto was: ‘Always eating, but never anything much.’









KATHARINE HEPBURN
Nonconformist style



1950


A reluctant style icon, Katharine Hepburn (1907–2003) was the daughter of a suffragette who became the poster girl for androgynous chic. She appropriated a masculine style of dressing, but unlike Marlene Dietrich (1901–92), who had gone before her, she wore little makeup, preferring to be natural and comfortable rather than glamorous. As a child, she desperately wanted to be a boy, cutting her hair and adopting an alter ego named ‘Jimmy’.


Hepburn had been wearing trousers, which were then considered quite unladylike, since the 1930s. Her style of dress and her outspoken manner didn’t always endear her to the Hollywood Pooh-Bahs, at a time when the blonde bombshell was the general idea of a silver-screen star. And yet, as one contemporary fashion magazine noted, ‘she almost single-handedly broke down the dress code for women’ by insisting on wearing men’s trousers both on and off the set.


In 1993 Hepburn declared, ‘I realized long ago that skirts are hopeless. Any time I hear a man say he prefers a woman in a skirt, I say: “Try one. Try a skirt.”’ It is said that she never had a dress or skirt of her own. She popularized the plain colour palette and the oversized silhouette that she loved. The elements of the Hepburn look – wide-legged pleated trousers, flat loafers, soft mannish shirt and easy tailored jacket – are the instantly identifiable ingredients that constantly resurface on catwalks to this day. In 1986 the actress was acknowledged by the Council of Fashion Designers of America for her role as a nonconformist in 20th-century fashion.
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It was said that when the costume department removed her trousers from the dressing room, Hepburn refused to put anything else on and walked around the studio in her underwear until they were returned. She was one of the few great Hollywood stars who made no attempt to sugar-coat her personality, a personality that was blunt and feisty. Her abiding motto was: ‘if you obey all the rules you miss all the fun.’









NORMAN NORELL
‘Dean of American Fashion’



1950


Norman David Levinson (1900–72), from Indiana, became Norman Norell when he moved to New York to study fashion illustration at Parsons School of Design. He started his working life in the costume department of Paramount Pictures, before meeting his mentor, Hattie Carnegie, in whose design studio he worked for 12 years, learning to curb his dramatic tendencies. Nevertheless, the rumour goes that he left over an argument with Ms Carnegie about the suitability of a sequined skirt he had designed for actress Gertrude Lawrence in Lady in the Dark (1944).


Setting out on his own, Norell was chosen by the American fashion critics as the first winner of the prestigious Coty Award in 1943. After the war, American designers still specialized in copying what happened on the Paris catwalk, but Norell was one of the few to win the respect of Parisian couturiers. In 1953 the New Yorker declared he ‘was the fastest with lines that will later show up with Paris labels’. He was treasured at home as ‘the American Balenciaga’.


Throughout the 1950s Norell honed his skill for combining day and evening elements. He showed lavishly full-skirted shirtwaist dresses in watered silk or lace combined with organdie. He paired satin-collared tweed jackets with satin ballgowns. He made trench coats out of taffeta and fitted white collars and cuffs on daytime shirtwaisters as well as silk ballgowns, and was famous for his sequined dresses that, with their slithery, skinny silhouettes, became known as ‘mermaid dresses’.


As ‘the Dean of American Fashion’, Norell was the first to have his name on a dress label, and the first to produce a successful American fragrance with a designer name.
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In this deceptively simple dress, the ‘mushroom’ pleats hang in plumb-line straight panels when the wearer stands still, and billow out when she moves. At the time, the outfit was offered at a retail price of $195. When American fashion trailed behind Paris and London, Norell’s simple but stylish clothing was praised for its glamour, classic timelessness and the quality of its construction.









NYLONS
Wartime’s most wanted luxury



1950


Throughout much of the 1940s the manufacture of nylon stockings stopped, as nylon production was commandeered to help in the war effort. The making of parachutes and tents could not be interrupted for a fashion accessory, however morale-boosting. With the war over, the hosiery industry was allowed to gear up again and the demand for nylons rocketed. Orders were so numerous that sales quotas were imposed; riots broke out when promoters made special offers.


Nylons had been introduced to the market back in 1940, and not much had changed in the intervening decade. Without any qualities of stretch, they had to be ‘fully fashioned’ in a wide variety of sizes to fit all legs exactly. The seam down the back was not a fashion detail: it was created when the stocking was knitted together. However, at a time when nylon stockings were hard to come by, mimicking this seam with a steady hand and an eyebrow pencil could create a convincing impression of one of the war’s most unattainable and coveted luxuries.


Freed from the exigencies of war, the hosiery technology of the 1950s progressed at a pace, and yarn manufacturers discovered they could add stretch by crimping nylon under heat. By 1959 DuPont was ready to launch Lycra, which could stretch to up to seven times its original length without breaking or changing shape. The days of the fully fashioned stocking were over, and circular knitting machines eliminated the need for seams.


Delicate stockings made way for the considerably more practical and robust industrial upgrade, and tights became a disposable, daily fashion staple.
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When the war ended, Macy’s entire stock of 50,000 pairs of nylons sold out in six hours. A newsreel from the time exclaimed, ‘Nothing did more to brighten the postwar scene than the reconversion of the hosiery industry. A man with a pair of nylons in his pocket was better off than a GI in Germany with a hatful of chocolate bars.’









CHRISTIAN DIOR
The New Look



1951


12 February 1947: a world that was slowly emerging from the deprivations of war was stunned by Christian Dior’s couture collection. For women accustomed to improvising their wardrobes, the Dior ‘Corolle’ collection (named after the delicate petals at the centre of a flower) was an irresistible seduction. ‘It’s quite a revelation, dear Christian,’ pronounced Carmel Snow, editor of the American fashion magazine Harper’s Bazaar. ‘Your dresses have such a new look.’


Key elements were sloping shoulders, narrow waists and full hips. ‘I wanted my dresses to be constructed upon the curves of the feminine body whose sweep they would stylize,’ said Mr Dior. In place of uniforms, he wooed women with traditional images pilfered from a romanticized past. Tiny waists were achieved with corsets called ‘waspies’; the skirts were stuffed with petticoats. The world was midway through the 20th century, but the New Look restored Paris to the pinnacle of high fashion with a wardrobe that owed much to the Victorians.


Women loved it. The couture house was inundated with orders. Dior was invited to London by the royal family, although King George V forbade the princesses Elizabeth and Margaret from wearing the New Look, lest it set a bad example at a time when rationing was still a reality for most.


But the trickle-down effect was immediate. From the Sears catalogues that took fashion to the remotest corners of the US to the poodle skirt and ponytail worn by teenagers everywhere, the Dior look defined postwar exuberance in fashion. The New Look did not, however, outlast Dior’s death in 1957 – perhaps because the design was so impractical for the growing number of working women. However, the wardrobes of the 1950s were defined by Dior’s creation.
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Dior achieved tiny waists with a ‘waspie’ corset. Hips were padded, and definition was accentuated with peplums on jackets and bustles on skirts. He used push-up bras to fill out the bustline, and full skirts were stuffed with petticoats. There was so much interlining, boning, stiffening and corsetry that it was said a New Look dress could stand up all on its own.









JACQUES FATH & BETTINA
Le style parisien



1951


In the history of 1950s fashion, Christian Dior’s shining star tends to eclipse all others. But Jacques Fath (1912–54) was also a dominant influence on postwar fashion. His was a short-lived but meteoric career. He opened his house in 1937 and died of leukaemia in 1954. During that time, he also mentored the fledgling careers of Hubert de Givenchy and Valentino Garavani.


During World War II, Fath was known for ‘wide fluttering skirts’, which, the New York Times explained, ‘he conceived for the benefit of women forced to ride bicycles during gasoline rationing’. His clients included Ava Gardner, Greta Garbo and Rita Hayworth, who wore a Fath dress for her wedding to Prince Aly Khan in 1949.


But he is best remembered for creating a look for the spirited, chic parisienne, offering a younger alternative to the styles of Balmain and Dior. And it was the ‘supermodel’ Simone Micheline Bodin (1925–2015), pet-named ‘Bettina Graziani’, who defined her. With her red hair and fresh face, Bettina personified the modernity, wit and accessibility of Fath’s brand.


Magazine fans of the time may not all have been able to afford a Fath original, but they slavishly copied the details – his bathing-cap hat, long evening gloves pushed down to the wrist for daywear, rhinestone earrings and bracelets, and a string of graduated pearls were the accessories of the moment. Bettina may have famously lent her name to an iconic blouse from Hubert de Givenchy’s first collection in 1952, but in interviews she has often cited her formative Fath years as the highlight of her career.


Fath’s bold silhouettes, dramatic necklines and unorthodox flourishes – such as the ‘flying saucer buttons’ popularized by Bettina and Hollywood starlets – have reverberated down the generations, through the styles of Viktor & Rolf, John Galliano and Giambattista Valli.
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In an interview, Bettina explained the chemistry she had with Fath: ‘He liked that I was “different”: I wore no makeup and I had red hair. At the time, he was interested in conveying an American spirit and a brand-new attitude. He wanted to communicate a modern image to the media. So I became the face of Fath.’









LAUREN BACALL
One of the boys



1951


Lauren Bacall (1924–2014) was a beacon of no-nonsense practical style in an era of feminine excess. One of the boys, she was considered an honorary female member of the Rat Pack in the 1950s.


Betty Joan Perske as she was known then, started out as a model, getting her big break as an actress when she was discovered on the cover of Harper’s Bazaar by Nancy, the wife of the director Howard Hawks. It was Mrs Hawks who encouraged her to change her name to Lauren Bacall, had her voice trained to speak in a lower, more masculine tone, and suggested she tilt her trembling chin downward in screen tests to hide her nerves.


Bacall’s wardrobe was an extension of her acting style: utilitarian, razor-sharp and fuss-free. She could carry off mannish tweeds and a trilby as well as any of the guys. Arguably, her style had more to do with the practical 1940s than the fragrant 1950s. Her best accessories were her knowing look and glacial poise. Bacall told Vogue: ‘For my peculiar face I look best when I look as though I am not wearing any [makeup].’ And when it came to clothes she told the magazine she preferred ‘nothing itsy-bitsy – you shouldn’t have to do too much to them, just wear them.’


In an era of the high-maintenance wardrobe, Lauren Bacall steered a course toward effortless minimalism. Statement jewellery and attention-grabbing accessories were not her thing. Her simple tailored clothes were a backdrop for what many fans tried but could not quite so easily copy – her steely allure and enigmatic femininity. Bacall’s iconic loosely waved coiffure never had a hair out of place, yet her faultless grooming seemed a foil for her feisty and unconventional nature.
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In their day, Humphrey Bogart and Lauren Bacall (photographed here with their son Steve) were the ultimate ‘It’ couple. Although their relationship was at first controversial (she was 21 and he was 45 and married), most agreed they were made for each other. When they were finally pronounced man and wife, the groom kissed the bride and the bride said, ‘Oh, goody!’









RENÉ GRUAU
The exuberant hand of fashion



1952


In the late 1930s, when photography began to replace Vogue’s celebrated illustrated covers, the demand for fashion illustration went into dramatic decline. By the 1950s, René Gruau (1909–2004) stood alone as a star in a world that was increasingly dominated by photographers.


Gruau’s style was instantly recognizable for its broad, sweeping brushstrokes. Executed in Indian ink and gouache, his drawings were an exuberant flourish of line on a background of flat colour. His stylistic influences ranged from the kabuki theatre and Japanese art, then at the height of fashion, to the lithographs of Henri Toulouse-Lautrec (1864–1901).


Above all, however, Gruau is recognized for his visual wit and storytelling. It was these that enabled him to engage his audience in an innately sophisticated way, reflecting not only his skill as an accomplished commercial artist, but also his canny sense of marketing and advertising, at a time when those industries were still in their infancy. Gruau worked for clients throughout the world of luxury and the arts. He was in demand as much for his designs of ballet sets and costumes as of film posters; he was as capable of depicting cars and brandy as haute couture.


It was Gruau’s fashion work, however, that made him a superstar. He collaborated with many of the luminaries of the golden age of couture, including Balmain, Givenchy, Schiaparelli and Fath, but his work with the House of Dior cemented his reputation. Beginning with Dior’s New Look in 1947, Gruau had a long relationship with the couture house that continued into the late 1990s. The 2011 Spring/Summer Haute Couture Collection of Christian Dior by John Galliano was heavily inspired by Gruau’s works.
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What set Gruau apart from (and often at odds with) his peers was that much of his best work was done for commercial purposes: advertising and marketing. But Gruau’s work was an elegant and powerful stimulus at a time when the French fashion industry needed a boost to get back on its feet again.









CRISTÓBAL BALENCIAGA
Reimagining the silhouette



1953


Born in Getaria, Spain, Cristóbal Balenciaga (1895–1972) carved a reputation early in his career as one of the few couturiers able to cut, fit and sew his own designs. Forced out of Madrid by the Spanish Civil War, in 1937 he opened his couture house in Paris on the fashionable avenue George V, where his peers were Chanel, Schiaparelli and Mainbocher.


He continued to work in Paris throughout World War II, although it was not until the postwar years that he truly shone: the 1950s were his decade. The silhouette he created was different from the hourglass shape of the New Look that had made Christian Dior the toast of Paris. Balenciaga favoured fluid lines and experimented constantly with the way fabrics related to a woman’s body.


In the course of the decade, Balenciaga cut a swathe through classic silhouettes, reworking shoulder lines and raising and dropping waistlines, regardless of natural shape. In 1953 he introduced the balloon jacket, which enveloped the upper body in a cocoon that appeared to lengthen the legs and set the face on a kind of pedestal. The year 1955 saw the launch of the tunic dress, and in 1957 came the high-waisted baby doll. His cocoon coat and his balloon skirt, shown as a single or double pouf, with one on top of the other, were in huge demand.


Considering how the waist was the focal point of the classic 1950s silhouette, it speaks volumes about his influence that neither of his most popular designs – the sack dress of 1957 and chemise dress of 1958 – had one. To this day, Balenciaga remains influential, having achieved fashion’s most elusive goal: the creation of a unique and totally new silhouette.
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During the 1950s, it was said that a woman ‘graduated’ from Dior to Balenciaga. Dior was never jealous of Balenciaga’s skills. Balenciaga was the man Dior called ‘maître’. A long-time client offered a fitting epitaph: ‘Women did not have to be perfect or even beautiful to wear his clothes. His clothes made them beautiful.’









BARBARA GOALEN
The first British supermodel



1953


It was in the 1950s that models first became household names. And Barbara Goalen (1921–2002) was arguably the first British supermodel – before the term was even invented. The best could earn handsome salaries: five guineas an hour, as much as the average weekly wage for girls in ordinary jobs. And because it looked so easy and glamorous, they inspired a generation of hopefuls who had no idea of the discipline that was involved.


In addition to being the consummate professional, Barbara Goalen also had the magic genetic ingredients that often define the extraordinary. Her 33-18-31-inch figure and her weight that never exceeded eight stone combined with an innate elegance to make her a perfect clotheshorse for the New Look. A widow with two small children, at 24 she became a couture model in a fashion showroom. Her big break came when she met the photographer John French, who at once recognized her photographic potential.


From 1950 Barbara Goalen appeared continually in Vogue and Harper’s Bazaar; it was said she could make the simplest cotton dress look like the height of chic. She personified the aloof sophistication that was the code for elegance throughout the decade, and looked perfect in highly stylized clothes.


In the postwar years, models could achieve film star status. Designers started to talk about them as their inspiration or ‘muses’. Barbara Goalen’s clothes and doe-eyed makeup were widely copied, and her exploits were followed in gossip columns from the time she started working with John French until her marriage to the Lloyd’s underwriter Nigel Campbell in 1956. Crowds of fans mobbed the couple at Caxton Hall, Westminster, where the wedding took place.


After the wedding, and while still at the top of her profession, she retired from modelling and had two more children.




[image: Illustration]


Goalen epitomized the priviledged English classes and refused to compromise her lofty standards. After her retirement as a model, her fashion column in the Daily Telegraph, in the liberated 1960s, insisted on elbow-length black gloves with a cocktail frock and an above-elbow pair with a strapless ballgown: on the other hand, she happily played ‘straight woman with arched eyebrow’ opposite the Goons.









THE BIKINI
‘The most important thing since the atomic bomb’



1953


The invention of the modern bikini is claimed by the French engineer Louis Réard in 1946. He is said to have named it after the Bikini Atoll in the Pacific – the site of a nuclear bomb test in 1946 – because he hoped its impact would be explosive. Legendary fashion editor Diana Vreeland can only have helped him in his mission when she famously proclaimed it was ‘the most important thing since the atomic bomb’.


Fashion designers adored the daring two-piece. Back in 1944, Tina Leser’s two-piece bathing suits were ‘the most daring attire to appear on American beaches to date,’ or so declared the photography magazine Click. ‘Scanty swimsuits are designed to give the girls a maximum of vitamin D and the boys an eyeful.’ But it wasn’t until Brigitte Bardot was photographed wearing a bikini on a beach in the south of France that the two-piece became a commercial sensation. Bardot had one film credit to her name ( Manina, The Girl in the Bikini, 1952) when she took Cannes by storm in 1953. The 19-year-old wowed paparazzi on the beach and, with her husband, the young director Roger Vadim, she became half of the world’s hottest couple.


Bardot’s bikini looks quite demure to modern eyes. But the constructed bandeau and strong horizontal waistline below the navel were the definition of extreme beachwear in the early 1950s. The combination of the starlet, the bikini and the venue worked a kind of magic that clings to the Cannes Film Festival even today.


The bikini was to become the favourite fashion statement of the body beautiful, a garment that would fundamentally change the face of fashion. As Mrs Vreeland remarked, it was ‘a swoonsuit that exposed everything about a girl except her mother’s maiden name’. In the postwar years this was strong and intoxicating stuff.







[image: Illustration]


Brigitte Bardot singlehandedly made the bikini a must-have fashion item, and Saint-Tropez the bikini-posing capital of the world. This picture was taken in the view of a US warship with a full crew of sailors on board. There were no reports of adverse effects on crew or ship. But the Catholic Church reportedly issued flyers ordering the faithful not to watch Bardot’s films.









SALVATORE FERRAGAMO
Italian style



1953


Born into poverty in the south of Italy, Salvatore Ferragamo (1898–1960) qualified as a shoemaker and moved to the USA at the age of 16. He started making shoes for Hollywood in 1923, working on costumes for the filmmaker Cecil B DeMille. But his business grew out of an increasing demand among the stars for off-duty shoes. Lillian Gish and Mary Pickford were among his first customers.


In 1929, Ferragamo returned to Italy where, eventually, the privations of World War II were to propel him to stardom as a great design innovator. In the absence of leather, he used cellophane, fish skin and canvas for the uppers of cork-soled shoes. When the steel to support the shanks of high-heeled shoes became unobtainable, he devised wedge heels.


The 1950s were Ferragamo’s decade. Italy was becoming a mecca for style and fashion, and attracted tourists from all over the world. There was a booming film industry in Rome’s Cinecittà Studios, and this brought the world’s greatest and most glamorous stars to his doorstep. And he made shoes for them all. He produced 70 pairs for Greta Garbo, made an annual spring order for the Duchess of Windsor, and created a ballerina shoe for Audrey Hepburn that is still part of the label’s classic collection today.


By the time of his death, Ferragamo had retail stores in most of the major cities of the world. His showmanship made him one of fashion’s most enduring stars. But his commercial success was built on a deep understanding of the physiology of the foot, and on his ability to deliver comfort with style.
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Salvatore Ferragamo was one of the few designers who patented his ideas, and he patented every design that could be produced in multiples. The postwar years of economic recovery were especially prolific. In those days it was the designer, not the design team, who reigned supreme. In total, Ferragamo created more than 20,000 models of footwear and took out 350 patents.









FIONA CAMPBELL-WALTER
Vogue’s ‘most beautiful’ model



1953


In 1954 Fiona Campbell-Walter was at the peak of her relatively short career and the height of her influence. Audrey Hepburn was, admittedly, better known and more widely copied after her role in Sabrina, but it was Campbell-Walter who was hailed as Vogue’s ‘most beautiful’ model.


Born in Auckland, New Zealand, on 25 June 1932, she first shot to stardom in Britain, where the ‘society girl’ was a popular heroine and Campbell-Walter was adored because she played the part to perfection. She made an impact in her career as the model who could wear tweeds or the grandest ballgowns with equal elegance. A beauty of otherworldly purity, she was as intimidating a role model for women of ‘normal’ proportions then as contemporary supermodels are now.


The wardrobes of Christina Hendricks and January Jones in the television series Mad Men (2007–15) are celebrated for their comparative accessibility to ‘real women’. But it is interesting to note that few real women could emulate Fiona Campbell-Walter’s proportions without the aid of a suffocating corset and highly engineered bra. At a time when Elizabeth Taylor and Gina Lollobrigida were among stars rumoured to have had ribs removed to achieve a hand-span waist, Fiona Campbell-Walter’s was entirely natural.


She was whisked into marriage and retirement by one of the richest men in Europe, Baron Hans Heinrich Thyssen-Bornemisza de Kászon, who made her his third wife. The couple married in 1956, and she followed the path of many of her peers into aristocratic anonymity. She resurfaced again only briefly in 1969, when her affair with Aristotle Onassis’s son Alexander hit the scandal sheets.
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Fiona Campbell-Walter (left), here photographed with Ann Gunning, could command daily fees of up to £2,000: an extortionate amount in the 1950s. Cecil Beaton claimed her as his favourite model, while another photographer gushed: ‘Her skin wouldn’t support makeup, she was so fresh and beautiful, with that marvellous profile and great allure.’









JEANS
A new American aesthetic



1953


Looking back from the vantage point of 1969, William Burroughs wrote: ‘Jack Kerouac was responsible for selling a million pairs of jeans with On the Road.’ It didn’t seem to matter that none of the cast of characters in Kerouac’s 1957 manifesto for the Beat Movement actually wore jeans at the time. It was more that with his book, the writer gave birth to a new American aesthetic in which the ubiquity of denim became inevitable.


Of course, jeans were part of the American fashion vocabulary before Kerouac. In the Midwest they were the uniform of the cowboy, the all-American hero. In California, jeans were standard issue for the miners as well as for the petrolheads who tinkered with their Harley-Davidsons and who were romanticized on screen by Marlon Brando in The Wild One (1953).


In New York, jeans were a staple part of the uniform for counterculture heroes and intellectuals. Roy Lichtenstein and Bob Dylan gave them cool East Coast cred. Even though Elvis is considered a denim icon, it was Eddie Cochran who really made them rock ’n’ roll. Growing up in Mississippi, where jeans were the ordinary clothes of the sharecropper, Elvis never thought them right for the stage. Eddie grew up in Minnesota where they didn’t carry the same stigma.


It was Marilyn Monroe who would give denim the stamp of glamour, by wearing Levi’s jeans and a Lee Storm Rider, the blanket-lined 101J jacket with corduroy collar, on the set of The Misfits (1961). France was the first major European market for Levi’s, with Brigitte Bardot frequently seen in 501s.
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By the 1950s, jeans had spread beyond their original California heartland, and the selection of denim products had expanded. Denim built up an elusive cachet, becoming a badge of cool. Producer Stanley Kramer’s movie The Wild One inspired a generation of biker rebels.









THE CORONATION DRESS
Norman Hartnell designs for Queen Elizabeth II



1953


The high watermark of Norman Hartnell’s career was undoubtedly Queen Elizabeth II’s coronation gown. It was one of the most important dresses of the 20th century. What is often forgotten, however, is that it was single-handedly responsible for turning London into a design centre, and enabling it if not to rival Paris, then at least to challenge its supremacy.
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