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A portrait of John Galliano from 1985 by Tom Mannion dressed in Ludic Game pieces.





Introduction: The Genius of John Galliano

There is something special about a Galliano garment – it could be the shape of a lapel, the curve of a sleeve, the play with proportions or the combination of unusual fabrics.

It was at Dior that Galliano was given free reign to indulge his fantasies and ideas, which resulted in some of the most spectacular clothing ever to grace the Paris catwalks. Galliano is something of an alchemist, taking fabrics and transforming them into the most magical, romantic or cutting-edge fashions.

Not only were the clothes spectacular – so were the shows. Weeks in advance, curiosity was piqued, the scene set and the fashion-fable behind the collection narrated when an intriguing invitation dropped through the mailbox. These included Victorian books with handwritten notes, tea-stained treasure maps, records, ballet slippers with tin whistles, Russian dolls and rusty keys with antiquated script tags.

The “happenings” began with his degree show as his friends “stormed” up and down the St Martins catwalks dressed as Incroyables charging the barricades. Over the decades there were to be many great fashion moments, including Kate Moss, memorable as his Princess Lucretia fleeing imaginary wolves in a large swaying crinoline; the intimate mise-en-scène created for his exquisite Black collection with just eighteen looks, where the models snaked through Sao Schlumberger’s eighteenth-century hôtel particulier in borrowed diamonds; the outrageous lavishness of the Diorient Express, which included a real steam train, acres of orange sand and Moroccan tents; and the romantic beauty of “A Poetic Tribute to the Marchesa Casati”, staged at the Opéra Garnier, with a finale of fluttering paper butterflies cascading from the gilded ceilings.

Over the years I have been frustrated at the lack of accurate information about this important and influential designer, despite the fact that he was made British Fashion Designer of the year four times, was awarded a CBE and also the Légion d’Honneur. In the past, Galliano’s early years (pre-internet) were often mis-catalogued even by prestigious museums. It became my mission to research each collection, to examine original garments where possible, note the key design features and record the changes in labelling with the passage of time. I hope this finished work will be of aid to collectors, museums and Galliano fans alike.

For the early, London-based collections, I was privileged to meet and interview many of the people who worked alongside him in the studio. During the 1980s it was possible to produce collections with relatively small fabric orders using out-worker machinists, when Galliano himself pressed the clothes ready for dispatch to the shops. How times have changed. In a sense, Galliano’s career reflects the changes in the fashion industry itself from something akin to a cottage industry to the multi-billion-dollar brands of today.

Galliano in his role as Creative Director during the 2000s produced twelve collections a year: Dior haute couture spring and fall, plus Galliano and Dior ready-to-wear for both seasons, additional pre-collections, cruise collections and, from 2004, Galliano menswear. Galliano’s keen eye ensured that the stores, marketing, shops, perfume, handbags, shoes and jewellery reflected the “look” of each collection.

Of course, Galliano didn’t achieve this all by himself. Even as a student Galliano surrounded himself with good people, and throughout his career he collaborated with some of the best in the business, including Amanda Harlech, Steven Robinson, Stephen Jones, Nick Knight, Michael Howells, Julien D’Ys, Pat McGrath and Patrick Cox, to name just a few. Even with a team of talented, skilled individuals, his workload during the 2000s was extreme by any standards.

Over many decades working as a specialist fashion auctioneer, I have been well-placed to handle numerous important garments both inside and out from all the greats – including Charles Frederick Worth, Paul Poiret, Madeleine Vionnet, Elsa Schiaparelli, Gabrielle Chanel, Christian Dior and Cristobal Balenciaga, to name but a few. In my opinion, John Galliano richly deserves his place alongside them in the pantheon of true Fashion Masters of the twentieth and twenty-first centuries. Spectacular Fashion is a tribute to the creative output and roller-coaster career of this fashion genius.
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Fashion sketch by Galliano when a student at St Martins, 1982.




Early Days

John Charles Galliano was born in Gibraltar on 28 November 1960. As a child his daily trip to school was exotic – taken by boat via Tangiers due to a long-standing dispute between Gibraltar and its neighbour Spain. The smell of spices, the colours and textures of North African and Spanish textiles were to leave a lasting impression, influencing colour palettes for his collections in years to come.

“I think all that – the souks, the markets, woven fabrics, the carpets, the smells, the herbs, the Mediterranean colour, is where my love of textiles comes from.”

Interview with Susannah Frankel, Independent, 20 February 1999

However, when Galliano was six years old, the blue skies of Gibraltar were swapped for the grey skies of London as the family moved to the UK in search of a good education and better prospects for the children. He was the middle child of three, with sisters Rose Marie (five years older) and Maria Immacula (three years younger). His father John Joseph was a skilled plumber. They moved initially to Streatham before finally settling in East Dulwich, South London. The house was a spacious Edwardian three-storey brick terrace situated near good primary schools, with the St Thomas More RC church at the top of the hill. It was a traditional Roman Catholic upbringing, with church on Sundays, altar boy duties and a pristine white suit for his First Holy Communion (which was later to inspire his designs). His stylish Spanish-born mother Ana, née Guillen Ruida (but known to all as Anita), always made sure that the family was smartly turned out and taught her son to dance flamenco.

The change of country must have been something of a culture shock, but Galliano’s mother strove to inject a little Mediterranean culture into their everyday London lives through the colours and clothes she wore and the meals that she cooked for them.

“When we moved to London, my mother brought it all with us. Even the music. She had a big influence on the way I look at the world and the way I dress people . . . We were dressed as well as my mother could dress us for any event, even if it was just to go to the corner shop . . . That was very Spanish.”

Michael Specter, “Fantasist” article, The New Yorker, 22 September 2003

In the 1970s, all of the good secondary schools in Dulwich were of the expensive fee-paying type, so at age eleven he sat the common entrance exam and won a place at the state-run Wilson’s Grammar School for Boys in nearby Camberwell. He was particularly gifted at languages and art, but disliked the school, where he suffered bullying from the other boys and harsh discipline from the teachers.

“I don’t think people here understood where I was coming from and I certainly didn’t understand where they were coming from . . . They were Church of England. I was Roman Catholic. That’s a big difference, you know.”

Interview with Susannah Frankel, Independent, 20 February 1999

Galliano left the school at the age of sixteen and moved to the City of East London College to study O-level and A-level languages with art as just a subsidiary subject. His natural sketching ability was spotted by his teachers, who advised him to drop languages, put together a portfolio and apply to St Martins School of Art to pursue an art foundation course. From the moment he started at St Martins, he loved it.

“It met all my expectations and more. Suddenly, I was surrounded by like-minded people – really creative. I had come from an all-boys school and now there were girls as well as boys – really cool people and I started to let my hair down. It was a traditional art school and you were encouraged to move around and try all the different fields.”

In conversation with Alexandra Schulman, Vogue Festival, 2015

Howard Tangye, his drawing tutor at St Martins, said of him:

“It was in his first year that I met John and he immediately stood out to me as a huge talent. I was a relatively young teacher and I was very impressed by this ‘gift’ he had. The way I teach is about looking at the real body and its proportions. Always work from life. No making it up. Clothes look great in movement, on the body. When drawing the clothes, I’m looking for the body/bones underneath. Drawing also helps students get their ideas out of their heads – not just for illustration, but to exploit their ideas for design. John had/has a complete understanding or feeling for drawing. He demonstrated beautifully that he could use line to define form, silhouette, detail, proportion. They were beautiful drawings. When he went on to show his fashion collections, I felt he was still drawing but his medium was now fabric. It’s a bit like sculpture – he understood form – fabric cut, structure, weight.”

Interview with the author, July 2016

John Flett, also a student at St. Martins skilled at cutting and construction, and John Galliano became inseparable. Bobby Hillson, head of the MA course at St Martins at the time remembers,

“They influenced each other. They were both equally talented and were marvellous together.”

Interview with the author, July 2016

But of Galliano she said,

“John was hugely talented but he had a capacity for hard work – really passionate. Talent isn’t everything, you also have to have the tenacity to stick at it and he did.”

Interview with the author, July 2016

During his student years, he didn’t receive a student grant, and lived at home with his family. To earn a little extra money, he worked in the evenings as a dresser at the National Theatre on London’s South Bank. His duty was to prepare the costumes for the actors.

“I was always on time. The clothes were always clean. If it was a period piece, the Eton collars were chalk-white, things had been pressed, moleskin top hats would be smoothed with the oil of my own hands, I would be in the right place at the right time even if it meant lying under a fucking stage for two hours until the actor made his entrance. I worked with Judi Dench, Sir Ralph Richardson, and they were people who taught me very much about bodies and clothes. And how they commanded their space.”

Interview with Michael Specter, “Fantasist” article, The New Yorker, 22 September 2003

Working in the theatre was also to prove influential in understanding historic dress, construction and how clothes were actually worn, as well as the presence and command of an actor on stage and the space an actor inhabited. This was to be crucial when prompting his models to act on the catwalks in later years and for staging his spectacular shows.

Other valuable work experience was gained by student placements at Tommy Nutter on Savile Row and Stephen Marks, the brains behind French Connection.

It wasn’t all work. The club scene in 1980s London was also highly influential not only on street fashion but on the young Galliano in particular. Punk was dead, and “The New Romantics” were in. Out went the safety pins and bondage pants and in came swashbuckling frilled pirate shirts or avant-garde minimalist ensembles by the likes of Willie Brown or Chrissie Walsh. The club-goers mixed vintage, Westwood and homemade creations, finished off with lashings of makeup for all genders.

Galliano’s favourite hangout was the “Taboo” club (1985–86), which took place on Thursday nights at Maximus in Leicester Square until the police closed it down.

It was MC’d by the outrageous legendary Australian-born performance artist, the late Leigh Bowery, who told punters, “Dress as though your life depends on it or don’t bother.” Inside the club there was an amazing coming together of creative forces from the worlds of film, music and, of course, fashion. Boy George, by now a successful pop star and regular habitué of the club, said,

“The fabulous side of Taboo was dressing up and dancing like no one was watching you. He (Leigh Bowery) liked to create chaos around him, and with Taboo he created a scene where there were no rules. Of course there was still a fascist door policy. Some of the door bitches like Mark Vaultier would hold a mirror up to punters and say, ‘Would you let yourself in?”

Boy George interview with Mark Ronson, 20 January 2009

It was his lecturer Sheridan Barnett who finally persuaded John to turn his fabulous sketches into actual garments. During the day Galliano studied hard, spending hours in the college library sketching or in the archives of the Victoria & Albert Museum researching the construction of late eighteenth-century dress in readiness for his final degree show collection. For authenticity, he sometimes sketched by candlelight using a calligraphy pen on paper stained with tea. However, even up until the moment that the degree show took place, John still believed that his future lay in fashion illustration and had been accepted for a job in New York. He also asked Bobby Hillson whether, if things didn’t work out, she would accept him onto her course. She told him not to worry because she was “sure it wouldn’t come to that” (interview with the author, July 2016).
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Fashion sketch c. 1982, part of a St Martins college project, which illustrates young Galliano’s sensitivity and skills as a draughtsman.





1984 Graduation Show

Les Incroyables, BA Honours Degree show

June 1984, shown at 12 noon, 2 pm and 4 pm

Jubilee Hall, Covent Garden

10 looks
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Incroyable sketch that Galliano was encouraged to turn into three-dimensional fashion by his lecturers. The attached penny was given to him by his father.
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First ever label.






“The talent was just so obvious. You know when you see something – and it’s very rare – where the talent is just shining through.”

Sally Brampton of the Observer, who witnessed the show

Galliano took inspiration for his degree show from French post-revolutionary fashionistas – many of them the offspring of guillotined aristocrats. In 1794 “The Reign of Terror” came to an end with the execution of Robespierre, one of its most brutal and radical protagonists. The mood in Paris had changed; decadence and luxury once more became part of the Paris scene. A group of arrogant and outrageous young men, the “Incroyables”, and their female counterparts “Les Merveilleuses” took to the streets in extreme fashions. Frock coats and waistcoats had exaggerated angular collars and large ornate buttons, worn with tall cravat-like neck stocks. Accessories included tall silver-topped canes, spyglasses and outlandish hats. These early fashionistas fascinated Galliano, who spent days in the college library obsessively researching them as well as making trips to the Victoria & Albert Museum to examine garments of the period and their construction. In the lead-up to the show, Galliano sewed the garments himself, assisted by his talented boyfriend John Flett and fellow students Deborah Andrews (neé Bulleid) and Hamish Bowles, who helped sew on buttons. Bobby Hillson recalled,

“John had a way of attracting people to him – he always had lots of helpers; he was good at making them feel involved.”

Interview with the author, July 2016

This was a trait that was to endure throughout his career: always working with the best people in a tight-knit team.

Galliano’s enduring attention to detail was first witnessed in Les Incroyables. The interior seams of the coats were finished so they could be worn inside-out if so desired. The buttons were formed from old British pennies, which had been left in bowls of salt to help them age/oxidize to produce just the right verdigris tinge. Galliano was later advised to remove them and to use plastic buttons or foreign coins as it’s illegal to deface an image of the Queen!

The Incroyables coats were cut in outsized kimono shapes with contrasting printed or striped silk facings to the exaggerated lapels and poacher-pockets. Charcoal grey, dove-grey and navy herringbone-weave wool furnishing fabrics were used because they were cheap. The brightly coloured waistcoats were made from a mixture of striped and patterned brocades sourced from an upholsterer’s in Kensington High St, contrasted with sprigged calicos. These were cut high and loose, some left open at the back. The billowing ivory shirts were made from filmy, transparent organza cut along eighteenth-century lines in a simple T-shape with elongated sleeves and double length cuffs, which were worn open and showing below the coat sleeves with large bow-tied cravats. These retailed at Browns for £150. These were worn with long-john–style knitted cotton jersey breeches.
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Incroyable coat with pocket flaps lined in chintz, the hems inset with buttonholes so the skirts could be pulled up in a variety of ways.



The look was completed with accessories, including striped rayon tri-colour sashes in muted shades of ivory, cinnamon and mauve; revolutionary rosettes pinned onto burgundy wool knitted headbands; and broken spy glasses and pocket watches suspended on ribbons and long wooden staffs. Models wore knee-high riding boots or leather shoes with flounced leather edges and large self-bows, which were made to Galliano’s design by Trevor Hill.

There were three presentations of the students’ work throughout the day. Galliano thought the first showing went well, but was confused to find he had been placed in the last spot for the second, not realising that the lecturers always liked to end with the strongest collection. By the third showing, news had spread and people were fighting to find seats.

The ensembles were unisex and the models were selected from fellow students, clubbing friends and friends of friends who had done a bit of modelling or had the right “look”. They included (now leading stylist) Camilla Nickerson, Paul Frecker (stylist and late nineteenth-century photograph dealer), Barry Kamen (model and artist) and Lorraine Piggott (who had worked for Vivienne Westwood and later went on to be Galliano’s studio manager).

The first showing of the day was total chaos with models randomly charging around the catwalk, barging into one another. Paul Frecker recalled they didn’t have a clue what to do: “John gave us the mood – he wanted us to storm the barricades. He told us to be fierce and bold and charge up and down” (interview with the author), which they duly did – but for the second and third shows, Frecker choreographed them so they emerged in more orderly pairs, converging at the end to tumultuous applause and a standing ovation. It was a real fashion “moment”.


[image: ]


Paul Frecker and Camilla Nickerson leading the charge, with white mascara and make-up done by a girl called China.



Lecturer Bobby Hillson and Joan Burstein (proprietor of influential, cutting-edge retailer Browns, of South Molton St) had their reserved seats taken by students and ended up standing on a platform to one side. However, the view was obviously not too obscured, as after the show finished Mrs. Burstein went backstage and announced “I’ll have it all,” purchasing the entire collection (author interview with Bobby Hillson, July 2016).

The brief catwalk show launched Galliano’s career as he was proclaimed THE hot new talent. Overnight he went from student to designer and found himself catapulted into a business for which he was unprepared.

“At St Martins they had something called the ‘Business Game’, which was the last two days of your degree so I didn’t go – and not many people did. I had to learn the hard way. I had to learn very quickly.”

Interview with Alexandra Schulman, Vogue Festival, 2015

Galliano couldn’t afford the cost of even a taxi to deliver the collection, so next day he wheeled the rail of clothes down Oxford Street to Browns’ chic boutique on South Molton Street. Mrs. Burstein gave him the entire front window, and one of the first customers was Diana Ross, who purchased an Incroyable coat. The collection quickly sold out, so she advanced money so Galliano could buy more fabric. With the help of friends, he turned his home in Dulwich into a mini-factory, with fabrics cut out on the kitchen table and a sewing machine in the front room.

As demand increased, the team worked day and night; the garment sections were delivered by his father to machinist outworkers scattered across London to be made up. The finished garments were collected and returned to Galliano for pressing before packaging up and dispatching to Browns. These garments, if labelled, bear a simple printed satin ribbon with his name in brown lettering.

Although pieces from this collection are scarce, waistcoats occasionally appear at auction (these were popular sellers as they were more easily incorporated into a 1980s wardrobe), but the coats, in particular, are rare.

Years later Galliano said of this collection,

“It completely overtook me. I still love it. I love the romance, you know, charging through cobbled streets in all that amazing organdie. There are a lot of things in that collection that still haunt me.”

Interview with Susannah
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