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“Give a girl the right shoes and
she can conquer the world.”

MARILYN MONROE


TAILORING LINGO

THE MERCHANT TAYLORS’ COMPANY was formed by the 14th century. As such it’s no surprise that language anomalies have built up around this historic craft. Let us unpick the seams of meaning for you:

FIGURATIONS: The details of your measurements. If you have a dropped shoulder/a stoop/one arm longer than the other—a bespoke suit will disguise these points.

ROCK OF EYE: An innate ability to get shapes and lines and proportion “by eye,” without measuring.

KIPPERS: Women employed for buttonholing and finishing (traditionally these women would arrive looking for work in pairs). The contemporary term is Finisher.

COCK KIPPER: A male Finisher.

CABBAGE: Small, useless offcuts; the apprentice could sell to these to the rag-and-bone man to supplement their income.

MUNGO: Rough cloth used to mock up garments that may have many changes to come—similar to a toile in dressmaking.

FIN BAR FIN: The construction of a jacket is complete but none of the finishing has been done.

FIN BAR CUFF: A jacket is finished except for the cuff holes so minor adjustments can still be made.

LAY: How you lay pattern on cloth to maximize its usage.

BAISTING: Temporary stitching used to hold a garment together for the first fitting.


“Women think of all colors except the absence of color. I have said that black has it all. White too. Their beauty is absolute. It is the perfect harmony.” COCO CHANEL





A DOT BY ANY OTHER NAME

ALTHOUGH SIMPLE BY design, the use of dots as a clothing pattern or adornment has a relatively short history, due to early associations of spots, or flecking, with disease.

In the 16th and 17th centuries they were adopted through the practice of “moucheron” (French for “little fly”) or patching: beauty spots made of black taffeta or velvet to cover blemishes or draw attention to preferred features.

Reminiscent of spotty Flamenco dress with its Andalusian, Gypsy, and Moorish roots, it was another dance—the Polka—that truly popularized the design. Although the association between the dance and dots is unclear, the Polka fad swept Europe then America in the mid-19th century. Originating in Slavic areas of Central Europe, the Polka spread to Paris, and then like wildfire crossed the Channel and the Atlantic by the 1840s.
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Quick to cash in on a craze, canny marketeers began selling a range of products with a “Polka” theme, but it was the dots to which the name stuck, and Godey’s magazine featured one of the earliest mentions of it in 1871. The pattern became a favorite during the 1950s, aided by Christian Dior’s designs and immortalized in Brian Hyland’s 1960 hit “Itsy Bitsy Teenie Weenie Yellow Polka Dot Bikini.”



BABY BLUES

THINKING OF DRESSING your little girl in pink or your little boy in blue? The “pink for girls, blue for boys” rule has actually been around for less than 100 years. Before then girls were expected to wear blue, as the paler color, and boys were encouraged to wear pink, traditionally seen as the “stronger” color, as it’s closer to red.





A BRIEF HISTORY OF THE HIGH HEEL

STURDY FOOTWEAR IS THOUGHT to have developed between 40,000 and 26,000 years ago, and shoes—especially heels—hold an important place in folktales across the world and throughout history. The Cinderella story exists in many forms, with the footwear varying according to local traditions, from golden shoes in 9th century China to fur boots, jeweled shoes, and even galoshes in Denmark. Shoes have long had symbolic, as well as practical value; with that in mind, here is a brief guide to high heels.

Throughout history shoes have often been associated with social standing, as demonstrated by the saying “well heeled” in reference to the wealthy. Early Greek actors wore platform sandals called kothorni made of wood and cork that were constructed in various heights to denote the social status of different characters—a very visual representation of class.
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Next came the qabaqib. These were worn by Turkish women in bathhouses to elevate them above the heated floors, a very practical solution. A similar device originated in medieval Europe with the patten: this was an overshoe to protect the wearer from the filth of the streets in a time before proper sewage systems or street paving. So heel height hasn’t always been associated with glamour!

Ottoman dress (see the qabaqib) inspired many European fashions, and some historians believe that this led to the next development in Europe—the chopine. This was a type of women’s platform shoe that was popular in the 15th, 16th, and 17th centuries, especially in Venice where they were known as zoccoli. Initially they were used as a covering to protect the shoes or the dress from, again, the mud and filth of the streets—but they soon reached heights that far outweighed their use as protection.

At these extreme heights, chopines became an aesthetic reminder of status. They were so high that servants were needed on either side of the wearer for support, and as such they were used by noble women of patrician families to symbolize their wealth. They were also worn under long gowns—all the longer for the height of the chopine—which required extra fabric to cover them and again indicated the financial wherewithal of the wearer. Courtesans took to the style, swiftly leading to sumptuary laws which prohibited them from wearing chopines, and even from wearing silk dresses and virtually all jewelry at certain times.

Chinese shoes are historically associated with the practice of foot-binding, but what’s less well-known is the Manchu “flower pot” or “horse hoof” shoes of the imperial court. In 1644 the Ching dynasty came to power, the last in Chinese history. The dynasty was ruled by Manchus, a nomadic group that came from the north, and much of what we know today as Chinese material culture developed during this period, including clothing, such as the long robe called a qipao or cheongsam. The Manchus didn’t practice footbinding, preferring instead that their women were given extra height through the “flower pot” shoe. Somewhat precarious as footwear, the wearer would take wide strides, swinging the arms for balance.

After the French Revolution, heeled shoes—which had been worn by both men and women at court—fell out of favor. Associated with the opulent excess of the French aristocracy, flat shoes were all the rage, symbolizing a “leveling out” of society.

The 19th century Adelaide boot was the epitome of Victorian modesty, despite being developed before Victoria took the throne. Named after Adelaide, the Queen Consort of King William IV (1830–37), the flat boot was popular from its introduction in the 1830s until the front-lacing boot took its place two decades later. Reaching up to the ankle, the boots proved especially useful in the 1850s when the newly developed crinoline replaced full petticoats as the undergarment of choice. Crinolines, though lighter than multiple petticoats, were susceptible to the vagaries of the wind and so were liable to lift up, exposing the pesky ankles in a way deemed most obscene by prudish Victorians. Thankfully the ankle-covering Adelaide boot preserved modesty. As the shoes were more frequently on display, they were often dyed with the bright aniline synthetic colors that were being developed at the same time.
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With many design innovations people often argue over who was the original creator, and such is the case with the stiletto heel. The debate rages on, but the style is most often associated with Roger Vivier, who worked for Christian Dior in the 1950s. His needle-like heel debuted in 1954 and quickly became associated with Dior’s New Look from 1947—which was a return to an almost Victorian silhouette that emphasized femininity in the postwar drive to get women back into the home. Dior’s H Line from 1954 emphasized slimness, far from the Rosie the Riveter images and boxy tailoring of the war years. The stiletto signified sex appeal, status, and luxury in the economic boom of the 1950s. Roger Vivier also made the jewel-encrusted shoes for Queen Elizabeth II’s coronation in 1953.
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The rise of glam rock in the 1970s led to the resurgence of platform shoes, and they were adopted by both men and women. Historically, high-heeled shoes have been worn by men for various reasons, from horse riding to conferring status and power on the wearer. Iconic shoes designers like Terry de Havilland were in effect bringing equality back to the high heel. Terry was taught to cobble by his father, who ran a shoemaking business and sold platform heels to showgirls at the Windmill club during the war.

Heels are notorious for going up and down in fashion, from the towering—think Naomi Campbell taking a tumble on the runway for Vivienne Westwood in a pair of nine inch mock-croc platforms called the “Super Elevated Ghillie” in 1993—to the kitten heel. But something about the color red has always intrigued shoemakers. Christian Louboutin learnt his craft by watching showgirls dance and wanting to make shoes for them; his designs—immediately identifiable by their blood red sole—are some of the most covetable in the world today. The red sole is trademarked to Louboutin—a canny branding move as it means you can easily spot his shoes from afar. It was the subject of a lawsuit in 2012 when Louboutin sued Yves Saint Laurent—who had created a red shoe—for copyright infringement. Yves Saint Laurent were triumphant, but only because the whole shoe was red. Louboutin has trademark protection over the red shoe sole, so other companies have to make an entirely red shoe if they want the sole to be red as well. The historic and symbolic qualities of red shoes were even noted by Yves Saint Laurent’s lawyers, who referenced the red-heeled shoes of Sun King Louis XIV and the ruby slippers of The Wizard of Oz during the court case.







CHARLES WORTH: THE MAN WHO INVENTED GOOD TASTE

DID YOU KNOW that it was a British man who invented the haute couture system in France?

Charles Frederick Worth was born in Lincolnshire in 1825, and in his youth worked for various London textile mills. In 1845 he moved to Paris and became a salesman for a textile goods company. After much success in this area, he opened a dressmaking department for the company and eventually branched out into his own business in 1858. Luckily for Worth his foray into fashion occurred at the same time that the Second Empire in France was instated. Paris was once again an imperial capital, and the subsequent flurry of state events and balls left many women in need of fine dressing. The demand for luxury textiles grew, and the Emperor’s wife, Empress Eugenie, set the styles at court. Eugenie favored Worth’s designs and her patronage was instrumental in his success.

What was revolutionary about Worth was that he designed pieces seasonally; before Worth, women with means would employ a dressmaker to create items to their taste. In designing the garments himself, Worth dictated what was “good taste” and, along with his use of live models to display his goods, he essentially put the wheels in motion for the fashion system that remains with us today.


“Fashion is not something that exists in dresses only. Fashion is in the sky, in the street, fashion has to do with ideas, the way we live, what is happening.” COCO CHANEL





ANTI-FASHION AND RATIONAL DRESS

AS WITH YOUTH SUBCULTURES, which are often defined by their resistance to and subversion of mainstream style, many groups throughout history have refused to be slaves to fashion’s dictates.

The Rational Dress Society was established by Lady Harberton in 1881. A big fan of cycling, Lady Harberton believed clothing should be non-restrictive and practical. As such she favored boneless stays over tight-laced corsets, and she also held the opinion that women shouldn’t have to wear more than seven pounds of undergarments. The idea of dress reform was a popular one
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