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INTRODUCTION

Marlon Brando as leather-clad biker Johnny Strabler

in a publicity portrait for The Wild One (Laslo Benedek, 1953). As Strabler, Brando’s style – denim, biker jacket, white T-shirt – became the unofficial uniform of an alienated, angry youth.

Meet the stylish men of music, art, film and literature, power-dressing politicians and counterculture revolutionaries. These are the influencers whose unique ways of dressing have inspired whole genres of contemporary fashion; 50 male style icons who embody that near-indefinable thing: a sense of cool.

Some maintain a confident simplicity – finding a look and sticking with it – creating a timeless way of dressing as relevant today as it was in decades past. That enduring preppy, heritage style? Look to JFK’s off-duty deck-out. Skinny jeans, T-shirt and scuffed Converse? Here’s to Johnny Ramone. Others take a sharp left turn from the mainstream, from the pomp and fizz of Stephen Tennant, the original Bright Young Thing, and Grayson Perry’s alter ego Claire, to the late, great David Bowie in the vibrant stage outfits of designer Kansai Yamamoto.

Across the decades there are shared themes and reoccurring garments – perfectly cut suiting, wonderfully worn-in jeans, Breton stripes, the classic T-shirt – and more than a few surprises. Tom Wolfe’s trademark white suit and John Waters’s pop-colour dressing break sartorial codes in subtle ways, and maverick architect Peter Marino’s slick leather fetish wear thrillingly rejects them completely. For every man in this book who toes the line, there is another who moonwalks over it.
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STEPHEN TENNANT

1927

The brightest of the Bright Young Things, British aristocrat Stephen Tennant (1906–87) was a true English eccentric.

Born into nobility, Tennant cut a dazzling figure in the gossipy bohemian society satirized by Evelyn Waugh in Vile Bodies (1930). In the late 1920s and early 1930s tabloids obsessively reported on Tennant and his gang’s glittering pre-war debauchery powered by champagne, madcap treasure hunts and what

P G Wodehouse described as ‘naughty salt’.

Tennant’s class and wealth made him seemingly untouchable by critique, and his unique sense of style – unbound by gender

– was wonderfully indulgent. Iconic portraits by a young Cecil Beaton show Tennant as a suited, spindle-thin young man with delicate finger waves set into fine hair, a dusting of make-up, lipstick and a glossy overcoat, collar up – just a hint of the sartorial flamboyance for which he was known.

Inspiring any number of literary characters – not least, Sebastian in Waugh’s Brideshead Revisited (1945) – Tennant romanced Siegfried Sassoon, commanded audiences with Jean Genet and Greta Garbo, and nursed a love of leopard-print pyjamas and chinchilla collars. When he notoriously took to his bed during the final 17 years of his life, he allowed the great and the good, including Christopher Isherwood and David Hockney, to continue to visit. By the 1980s Tennant’s eccentricity knew

few bounds. The last photographs of the aristocrat show him in bed like royalty, hair dyed cerise, surrounded by jewels, sketches and postcards.



Cecil Beaton’s dramatic 1927 portrait captures Tennant’s theatrical, otherworldly spirit (the young aesthete adored

a costume party) as well as his somewhat frail-looking countenance: melodramatic, mournful eyes, hair in soft waves, dark lipstick and make-up from the powder puff he kept in his gold cigarette case.

Tennant defied traditional gender expectations, less as a political statement

and more as an instinctive expression. Not many

could wear a pleated wool skirt styled with a wide-brimmed hat, but Tennant’s unshakeable social standing meant he could get away with it.
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FRED ASTAIRE

c.1930

Fred Astaire’s slow yet steady rise to celebrity was marked by his refined, suited look – he became Hollywood’s all-singing, all-dancing, top-hat-and-tails-wearing performer. As a one-time child star, Astaire grew up in the limelight – no wonder he looked so at home in it.

The charming and athletic top-hat-and-tails-wearing dancer, actor and bon vivant Fred Astaire (1899–1987) was born in Nebraska and was a performer from the age of six. Considered one of the world’s finest showmen, notably for his tap dancing, Astaire starred in classic Hollywood musicals for four decades, from Top Hat (1935) to Finian’s Rainbow (1968).

After a move to New York in 1905, Astaire – along with his sister Adele – sang and danced in a vaudeville double act, eventually working on Broadway and in London’s West End until the act ended with Adele’s marriage in 1932. Astaire’s physical appearance made his move into film difficult – he was arguably not conventionally handsome enough to be a leading man – but his dancing skills overcame that. He was partnered with Ginger Rogers, first in Flying Down to Rio (1933), and the pair made nine films in all, each an important moment in musical cinema.

Perfect dressing, to Astaire, meant taking his suit back to the tailor at least six times, as he told Gentlemen’s Quarterly in 1957, and its design and fabric, he thought, should be conservative – inconspicuous, even. This fastidious approach meant his personal style was formal and well honed, but he allowed himself the occasional flash in a pair of jewelled cufflinks and an unfolded pocket square. His footwear collection included more than 50 professional dancing shoes.
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