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Introduction




A Brief History of the T-shirt

Like most histories, the history of the T-shirt is full of parallel stories and competing points of view. Both U.S. and British navies, among others, claim its origins. Some claim that the T-shirt was conceived in the 1880s by the U.S. Navy. The uniform included a white button-up flannelette undershirt that was often worn by itself once the ship was out to sea, and sailors required clothing more flexible and comfortable than their standard uniforms to perform more laborious tasks. Although there had been button-up flannelette underwear for years, this is often thought of as the first “official” outing of undergarments worn as overwear.

Around the same time on the other side of the Atlantic, others claim that the T-shirt had its origin in the woolen singlets of the British Royal Navy. The story goes that upon hearing that Queen Victoria would make a surprise inspection, an officer noticed that the singlets failed to cover up the sailors’ tattoos and ordered that sleeves be added to the garment to cover them up for the royal visit. Although this seems a little ridiculous and no real documents of the visit seem to have been found, the legend lives on.

What is certain, though, is that in 1913 the U.S. Navy officially added to its uniform a buttonless, woolen crew neck undershirt. According to many, it was during the First World War that the U.S. soldiers noticed that the lighter cotton undershirts worn by the French soldiers were cooler in the summer and dried more quickly in the winter. The cotton T-shirt was on its way.

While gaining steady momentum throughout the 1930s, the T-shirt received a major setback in the film It Happened One Night when Clark Gable took off his shirt to reveal no undershirt at all. Women throughout the United States loved the look of the bare chest, and men across the country followed suit by wearing nothing under their shirts. But the T-shirt’s resilient popularity recovered and began to populate mail-order catalogues nationwide. In 1938 Fruit of the Loom and Hanes both started mass-manufacturing T-shirts, and Sears, Roebuck and Co. advertised its “gob” shirt as an under- or outer garment and priced it at twenty-four cents.

By the Second World War, the T-shirt was standard issue in both the army and the navy. Its military usage made the T-shirt a symbol of masculinity and strength while still being comfortable and versatile. As World War Two spread to the heat of the Pacific, the T-shirt became the predominant uniform of U.S. soldiers. While the white T-shirts were suitable for life in the navy, army soldiers soon realized the white T-shirts made them an easily visible target, so they dyed their shirts with coffee grinds until the Army brought in sage-green T-shirts late in the war.

Media coverage of the war beamed images of these soldiers into households nationwide, giving much of the country their first look at what would soon be the most popular clothing in the world. It was also during the war that soldiers began to print their own T-shirts. Using screen printing and stenciling for the first time made T-shirts as much a message board as a piece of clothing. Soldiers would print T-shirts with their station post, corps, or point of origin. In 1942 a Life magazine cover featured a muscular soldier, gun in hand, ready for action, proudly wearing a T-shirt with the print “Air Corps Gunnery School Las Vegas Nevada.” It was with this cover that the future of the humble T-shirt became apparent.

In the 1950s the T-shirt really came into its own. In the 1951 film A Streetcar Named Desire, Marlon Brando showed the world his physique in a tight-fitting white T-shirt. This perpetuated the T-shirt’s shift from hiding under the shirt to being the shirt, and it was only going to get more popular. In 1953 Brando again sported the new jeans-and-T-shirt look in the film The Wild One, and in 1955 teenagers found their hero in James Dean’s portrayal of a disaffected youth in Nicholas Ray’s Rebel Without a Cause. Rebel Without a Cause quickly made the T-shirt a symbol of the new generation. No longer just young adults, children in smaller versions of their parents’ clothes, these teenagers were the epitome of new American youth. Young people with disposable income and disposable time made a culture for themselves that their parents could not understand. They rode motorcycles, listened to rock-’n’-roll music, and struggled to find their place in the quiet of a postwar suburban society. The T-shirt was their uniform.

In the late 1950s and early 1960s the T-shirt underwent major changes—in form and in function. In its liberation from the underwear section, the T-shirt became a heavier, more substantial piece of clothing. Sleeves became longer, neckholes became smaller, and the cotton became heavier and more durable. But more important than the physical change the T-shirt underwent was the major change in the idea of the T-shirt. The blank canvas of a crisp white T-shirt soon inspired savvy marketers to use the T-shirt as an advertising space that was not only cheap to produce but was also extremely mobile and visible. T-shirts became souvenirs used by everyone from America’s biggest corporations to the local garage around the corner. The stage was set. Soon Elvis Presley would be offering T-shirts to his fans so they could show their love for rock-’n’-roll’s first superstar. And it was only a matter of time before the T-shirt would fulfill its ultimate potential as a piece of memorabilia: the rock concert T-shirt.

Shirts for Sale

An Elvis T-shirt from 1956 is the earliest example available. This period is so early in the life of the band T-shirt that we can only speculate that the shirt may have been sold through a fan club or used promotionally.

Rin Tanaka, author of the cult My Freedamn series, credits The Monkees as the first band to have their own successful merchandising company, and apparently they sold T-shirts on their first U.S. tour in 1967. However, the Beatles had T-shirts for sale three years earlier, during their first tour of the United States in 1964.

The Beatles’ manager, Brian Epstein, licensed their merchandising rights earlier that year to Nicky Byrne for a measly 10 percent of the profits. Byrne started two companies, Stramsact in the United Kingdom and Seltaeb in the United States, to fulfill the overwhelming requests. According to Craig Cross, author of The Beatles: Day-by-Day, Song-by-Song, Record-by-Record, an American T-shirt company paid Byrne the relatively low licensing fee of one hundred thousand dollars and sold one million shirts in the first three days of business. Tony Barrow, the Beatles’ publicist from 1963 to 1968, said, “In merchandising terms, the only possible comparison was Walt Disney. In pop, nothing had ever been that big.” Epstein immediately regretted his decision and attempted to renegotiate the contract. Three years later, after a multitude of lawsuits, the deal was settled out of court. Cross wrote, “Even if the Beatles weren’t the first band to profit from merchandising, they were certainly the first band to be ripped off by it. They lost millions!”

While Elvis Presley, the Beatles, and the Monkees all participated in early music merchandising, the T-shirt was one of many products for sale in their names. The Beatles had everything from candy bars to alarm clocks and board games to lunch boxes. Along with Ringo wigs and toothbrushes, T-shirts were considered another fad. The fixture of the concert or tour shirt—a T-shirt specifically manufactured for a special event or series of shows—has been widely attributed to promoter and entrepreneur Bill Graham.

In 1965 Graham began promoting shows for acts such as the Steve Miller Band, Jefferson Airplane, Janis Joplin, and the Grateful Dead. He founded the Fillmore (which relocated and was renamed the Fillmore West) in San Francisco and the Fillmore East in New York City. Graham was also an early champion of psychedelic art, commissioning artists to make posters for his concerts. In 1971 he leased the Winterland Arena, setting the standard for large-production arena rock shows.

Ira Sokoloff worked as an advertising agent for promoters Jimmy Koplik and Shelly Finkel of Cross Country Concerts, who asked him to design a full-page ad to place in the Village Voice. The ad was for the Allman Brothers’ performance at the Nassau Coliseum in Long Island on May 1, 1973. Sokoloff decided to print the ad on a dozen shirts as a gift for the band and its management. The band loved the shirts so much that they asked Sokoloff to sell them at the show. Sokoloff does not remember how many T-shirts they sold that night, but he recalls that they “were all pleasantly surprised.”

The Summer Jam at Watkins Glen, New York, was held on July 28, 1973. The infamous festival attracted six hundred thousand fans and featured marathon performances by the Band, the Grateful Dead, and the Allman Brothers. Koplik and Finkel organized the festival, although Graham provided the extra speakers needed to accommodate the colossal crowd. Sokoloff was there selling T-shirts that he made specifically for the concert. On the front of the shirt was a logo that he had designed to represent the three bands on the bill. On the back was the name of each act. He customized a shirt for Graham as a gift, adding Graham’s name to the shirt. It was soon after that Graham started making shirts for every concert and tour he promoted. Graham’s company, Winterland Productions, went on to become one of the most prominent merchandising companies in the United States.

Until this time, T-shirts were sold mainly in stalls at state fairs. Shirts could be made to order with self-adhesive cloth letters or flocking, made popular by colleges and sports teams in the 1950s. Arturo Vega remembers making the first Ramones T-shirt at a fair in the Midwest, a white ringer T-shirt with red flocking letters. Vega had a unique relationship with the Ramones—he accompanied them on tour as the art director and would paint backdrops or handle lights. When the record company would not pay for him to fly with the band on their first tour to California in 1976, Vega decided to sell T-shirts to pay his way. At three dollars a pop, the screen-printed shirts flew out the door.

The iron-on transfer increased the availability of music T-shirts further. The process made it easy to mass-produce designs, and soon the winning combination of transfers and blank shirts were sold in every mall and shopping center. Perhaps the appeal, much like flocking at the fair or tie-dyeing in the kitchen sink, lay in the do-it-yourself nature of the process. This gave consumers the chance to make or customize their own T-shirt, a concept taken to extremes in England by Vivienne Westwood, Malcolm McLaren, and the Sex Pistols.

McLaren and Westwood ran a clothes store on Kings Road, which by 1975 was called Sex. They sold bondage gear made of rubber and leather as well as other countercultural products. When McLaren returned from a tour with the New York Dolls, he started making T-shirts influenced by the punk fashion of Richard Hell and the rest of New York’s underground rock scene. Often printed inside out on the cheapest T-shirts available, ripped, and then safety pinned, the T-shirts were a hit among young people with a taste for the subversive. One day John Lydon came into the store wearing a customized Pink Floyd T-shirt with the words “I Hate” scrawled on it in pen. McLaren was instantly impressed and asked Lydon to audition for a band he was putting together. Lydon became Johnny Rotten, and the Sex Pistols were born. McLaren merchandised and marketed the Sex Pistols heavily, combining the aesthetic of his shop with the economics and scale of modern rock promotion.
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