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FIFTY SHOES

It is remarkable how rapidly the shoe has evolved in the past few decades. The trainer, or sneaker, has transformed what we understand as everyday footwear, creating a clear barrier between generations – much to the despair of drill sergeants, who encounter recruits with feet unable to adapt to the constraints of wearing boots. New materials, fixings, ways of waterproofing, and so on have changed many of the basic parameters. Nonetheless, for all the shoe’s mercurial, polymorphous nature, there are archetypes that have managed to migrate from the past into new forms of footwear. Closely related to the fashion industry, the shoe continues, too, to span both industrial mass production and individual handcraft making.

The shoe clearly exerts a fascination on the popular imagination. In 20 years of temporary exhibitions at the Design Museum, the retrospective on Manolo Blahnik staged in 2003 – at the very height of the Sex and the City phenomenon – still holds the record for the exhibition that attracted more visitors in any one week than any other.

This selection of 50 designs explores the full range of shoe design, showing how footwear can address both comfort and self-image, fashion and technology.

Deyan Sudjic, Director, Design Museum
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Looking into the heel of the Electric Light Shoe, a metre-long sculpture produced as part of the 2008 Electric Tiger Land marketing campaign to promote Onitsuka Tiger, the Japanese shoe brand.


PLIMSOLL

1830s

Liverpool Rubber Company (later Dunlop)

There was once a casual shoe that dominated the sporting world and filled every school gymnasium with sliding squeaks and the smell of rubber. The forerunner of the trainer, and the instigator of the cultural phenomenon of dressing down in comfortable sporty footwear, the plimsoll had various moments of supremacy from the 1830s until quite late into the twentieth century.

This unpretentious shoe was first worn by the British working classes while holidaying by the sea. Early manifestations of these ‘sand shoes’ had leather or rope soles and canvas uppers. The rubber-soled version appeared in the 1830s, produced by the Liverpool Rubber Company (later to become Dunlop). Another improvement was the thick band of rubber that circled the shoe to strengthen and protect the join between rubber sole and canvas top. It was this band, said to resemble the Plimsoll line around the hull of a ship, that gave the shoe its name in the late nineteenth century, at least in Britain. In the United States the plimsoll is generally known as a tennis shoe or sneaker.

Shock-absorbing and kind to lawns, the plimsoll fast became a favourite sporting shoe and was widely adopted by athletes at the 1924 Paris Olympics.
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The mass-manufactured iconic plimsoll at various stages of production. It evolved into a mainstay sports shoe, widely used through the nineteenth and twentieth centuries.


GALOSH

1840s

Goodyear

The definition of a ‘galosh’ is a covering worn over more vulnerable indoor shoes to protect them from wet and muddy outdoor conditions. Early and ancient versions would have consisted of a thick wooden sole topped with either a mule-type shoe into which to slip the foot or a sleeve of weatherproofed fabric or leather fastened around the lower leg.

The word itself suggests the antiquity of the idea: ‘galosh’ is thought to derive from the Latin term gallica solea – ‘Gallic shoe’ –used by the Romans to describe the rugged wooden-soled boots worn by the warriors of Gaul (modern France). In Victorian times, or so the story goes, the idea was taken up by a rheumatic Englishman who read about the overshoes in Julius Caesar’s account of his campaigns in Gaul and wanted to protect his own feet from the damp.

In reality, it seems, the galosh was pulled into the modern age by the American entrepreneur Charles Goodyear (1800–60), who in 1839 discovered the process of vulcanization that renders rubber tougher and more resistant to extreme conditions. As in every other field of design, new technologies were to revolutionize shoes and their production.
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Fashionably dressed young women wear galoshes to protect their smart shoes from the dirt of the street.


FRYE BOOT

1863

The Frye Company

The Frye Company was founded in the United States by an English immigrant bootmaker, John A Frye (died 1911), in 1863 and is today one of the country’s oldest surviving footwear manufacturers. Worn by both Confederate and Union soldiers during the American Civil War, and by many of the pioneers who colonized the West through the late nineteenth century, Frye boots are closely entwined with the country’s history. Later, in the twentieth century, Frye’s classic harness boots would become a favourite among US servicemen in World War II.

The first pair of Frye’s was ‘bench crafted’ in 1863, and the boots are still made to this day with the same attention to detail –the company proudly claims that there are 190 steps in the construction of a single boot. An emblem of continuity, quality and, some might add, old-fashioned machismo, the Frye boot is a nostalgia-laden survivor from a time when the American nation was still being forged. As living history, the boot has lasted the test of time and is still popular today thanks to a successful 1960s reissue of the 1860s original.
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The Frye boot is as old as the modern United States and for many symbolizes the country’s turbulent history as well as its rugged landscape.
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The Frye boot in action – Alfred R Waud, intrepid artist correspondent for Harper’s Weekly magazine, sketches the Gettysburg battlefield in 1863.


SPECTATOR SHOE

1868

John Lobb

The spectator shoe is a dressy item of footwear that has had various manifestations from the mid nineteenth century onwards. An early example is attributed to the London bespoke bootmaker John Lobb (1829–95), who created two-toned gentlemen’s cricket shoes in 1868. The originals would most probably have had a white body, with a brown or black toe and heel, but there have been variations in colour across the many reinterpretations of this basic design over the years. Original materials would have included brown willow calf and white buck. With comfort and practicability in mind, the toe area sometimes had broguing to ventilate the shoe in hot weather.

The spectator emerged at a time of increased leisure activity and informality among the fashionable classes. Popularity was ensured when the trendsetting, debonair Duke of Windsor sported a spiked pair when playing golf. Away from sporting pursuits, the shoe became a gesture of informality to accompany a day suit in the 1920s and 1930s, and the design also filtered into women’s fashion of the time.

Close-fitting, comfortable and flexible, it also became the perfect footwear for the Jazz Age dance floor. In Hollywood films the two-toned spectator became a trademark of the elegant king of the dance floor, Fred Astaire.

[image: image]

James Cagney and Sophia Delza stepping out on stage in the Broadway show The Grand Street Follies of 1928. Cagney is sporting an especially dapper pair of spectator shoes –the perfect way to cut a dash in the 1920s and 1930s.


ALL-STAR BASKETBALL SHOE

1917

Converse

All sizes and all colours, but only one classic shape that has managed to stand the test of time for nearly a century. The All-Star basketball shoe was created by the Converse Rubber Corporation and originated in Massachusetts in 1917.

In 1921, in a now all-too-familiar example of sports personality endorsement, Converse hired the basketball star Charles ‘Chuck’ H Taylor to promote the shoe, and two years later the ‘Chuck Taylor’ name began to appear on every ankle patch. ‘Cons’ or ‘Chuckers’, as they quickly came to be dubbed, were now well on their way to becoming a household name. Initially the canvas-and-rubber All-Stars came in just one colour – a utilitarian black –but in the 1960s, under pressure from the nation’s fiercely competitive basketball teams, Converse began to introduce an array of others.

The All-Star has long since strayed from the basketball pitch and now stands as one of the most iconic and versatile examples of twentieth-century footwear design. Rock and grunge no longer have a monopoly – whether worn with jeans or accessorizing a suit, the shoe’s status transcends fashion categories and genres.
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Andy Warhol portrayed this American icon in his painting Converse Extra Special Value (1985–6).
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The Ramones in 1977 wearing Converse All-Stars in one cool manifestation of the long-lived sporty shoe.


LACED SHOE WITH PATCHWORK UPPER

1930

Salvatore Ferragamo

Salvatore Ferragamo (1898–1960) was among the greatest and most gifted shoe designers of the twentieth century, responsible for the creation of exuberant, innovative designs that have proved irresistible to generations of wealthy women – from Hollywood to Bollywood and the occasional spouse of a dictator. Ferragamo could produce extravagant one-offs such as a pair of 18-carat gold sandals made in 1956; patented innovations such as the cork wedge heel (1937; see pages 22–3) and enduring classics such as the Invisible sandal (1947).

In a rags-to-riches story that could have been written as a fairytale, Ferragamo began making shoes at the age of nine. By the age of 14, he had set up shop in his parents’ house in Bonito, southern Italy, and two years later he emigrated to the United States where he rapidly forged his reputation among the Hollywood good and great. Although he would eventually return to Italy in 1927, he retained a loyal clientele among the Tinseltown stars. Thus he created more than forty pairs of shoes for Marilyn Monroe, including the pair of slingback sandals she wore for the legendary ‘subway grate’ scene in The Seven Year Itch (1955).

This beautiful laced shoe with patchwork upper dates from the period immediately following Ferragamo’s return to Italy, when he opened a workshop and shop in Florence.
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This elegant patchwork shoe is a fine example of the beautifully crafted work of Italian designer Salvatore Ferragamo. Patchwork would be an enduring theme in the shoe designer’s work.


MA GOUVERNANTE

1936

Méret Oppenheim

Shoes have been the objects of fetishistic desire in various periods and in different cultures. In twentieth-century Modernist art, an early response to what is sometimes known as retifism is one of the best-known pieces by the Swiss Surrealist artist and photographer Méret Oppenheim (1913–85) – the sculpture Ma gouvernante (My Governness; sometimes known as My Nurse).

Both witty and troubling, Oppenheim’s ‘object’ consists of a pair of high-heeled white leather shoes trussed together and turned upside down on a platter. Completing the collision between – and elision of – fashion, food and sexuality are the paper chop frills decorating the upturned heels. Most of the Surrealists shared an obsession with the female body, but Oppenheim brought her own feminist perspective to their concerns, revealing the hidden sadism that, in Freudian and Jungian thought, can underpin male heterosexual desire.

Fashion, sex and oppression have never been far apart, but here the whole conundrum is tied up in a single unsettling image.
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Shoes as fetish –the Surrealist artist Méret Oppenheim explores the links between fashion, sexuality and the ‘sex war’ in her 1936 sculpture Ma gouvernante.
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