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THE 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.

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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A model lounging on a bed, wearing Claire McCardell’s pink-and-white striped dress of 1952. Below 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.

[image: image]



THE DUKE AND DUCHESS OF WINDSOR 1950


High style

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 1950


‘Let me make you smile’

‘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. Bought 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 act, with the emphasis firmly on the ‘tease’. She brought a wry sense of humour to her act 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 act draped coyly by the curtain. The act 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 1950


Understated English elegance

‘A woman’s day clothes must look equally good at Salisbury Station as the Ritz bar,’ said Sir Hardy Amies, 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 1909 in Maida Vale, West London, Amies grew up to become one of the most important postwar names of British fashion. His mother, a vendeuse in a smart ladies’ outfitters, introduced him to London couturier Lachasse for 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 1945, 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 in 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 1950
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