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On a Wednesday evening in May, the Tate threw a cocktail party in Venice. It was the opening week of the Biennale, the festival of international art held in the city every other year. The gathering was at Scuola Grande di San Rocco, its walls and ceilings covered with vast paintings by the sixteenth-century artist Tintoretto. The invitation read: ‘Dress code: Lounge suit’.

According to Debrett’s, advisers on etiquette, a lounge suit is, for men, ‘a suit worn with shirt and tie’. For women, ‘a smart, or cocktail, dress (with sleeves or a jacket)’.

Down the front, there were formal speeches from the gallery’s chairman and director. At the back of the hall stood Charlotte Prodger in a long-sleeved white T-shirt. Five months earlier, Prodger had won the Turner Prize. Organized by the Tate, it is one of the most prestigious prizes in art.

Nearby was Helen Marten, another previous winner. She wore a black trench coat, a white shirt and blue utility pants. Her partner, Magali Reus, a recent nominee for the Hepworth Prize for Sculpture, was wearing a silk shirt, jeans and sneakers.

The artist Anthea Hamilton, once a Turner nominee, arrived in a tiered and sequined dress that you would not call ‘smart, or cocktail’: she later described it as ‘Edwardian’. She wore it with sneakers and, because it was pouring with rain outside, an overcoat. Stood a few feet away was Helen Cammock, one of that year’s Turner nominees. Cammock was wearing a grey T-shirt and trackpants. On her feet were sneakers.

These five women are among the most vital artists of our time. Most of them are queer. Each lives and makes work within a patriarchal society and art world. They are supposed to play along with its structures, even if their work pushes against them. Clothing makes this tension abundantly clear.

If we were to look back at the clothes artists have worn over past decades, what might we learn about the conditions in which they made their work? What might an artist’s wardrobe say about their bravery and defiance, or indeed their compliance with the culture and ideology of their society? We might go a step further, look at our own wardrobe and ask: what might this then say about our own defiance or compliance?

Our clothing is an unspoken language that tells stories of our selves. What you are wearing right now is sending messages about who you are, what you think, and how you feel. This goes beyond the limitations of fashion: it is a daily, even hourly, signalling of our beliefs, emotions, intentions. Much of it is intuitive: we sharpen up to impress; cocoon ourselves when we’re feeling blue; make an effort on a date. But when we put on our clothes, we don’t fully acknowledge their loaded meaning. We just wear them.

Many of us make daily compromises when we get dressed to go to work. Our clothing then carries other social meanings: power and ambition or acquiescence, humility or arrogance, repression and exploitation. For women, dressing for work presents a tougher challenge than it does for men.

Artists live a different way. The work of an artist is not office based. It breaks from the rhythm of 9 to 5, weekdays and weekends. It is a continual push for self-expression. Artists create their own circumstances, their studios becoming self-contained worlds. Their work can question, or it can reinforce, generally accepted ways of being. What artists wear can be a tool in their practice. Their clothing can tell of their desire for another mode of living or, sometimes, their conscious subscription to the status quo.

Artists are often revered for their style. I have friends who pin photographs of artists around their mirrors as inspiration–snapshots of Georgia O’Keeffe, Barbara Hepworth. Fashion houses regularly plunder these images, copying their outfits as part of the relentless fashion-season cycle. It seems logical that an artist should have an eye for clothing, connected with the visual creativity of their work. When we really look at images of artists, we realize it goes deeper than that. There is more to what artists wear than just an appreciable way with clothing.

To approach an artist just as a style icon can strip away the reality of their life and work. Art isn’t easy. It can be a lonely pursuit. Countless artists are ignored, acknowledged late in lives, or even only after their death. For many, their work is necessarily more important than recognition. Evidence of this sense of purpose, despite it all, is also found in their clothing. What they wear is testament to this fearlessness, this focus.

Clothing has long been a prime subject in art. This cave painting was found at Tassili n’Ajjer, in Algeria. The walking figure with two spears has some form of skirted garment at their hips. Some of the paintings at the site are thought to be around 10,000 years old.
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For millennia, painting and sculpture have depicted humans, nature, the actions of humans, and their garments. Clothing and fabric have always been central to what artists wanted to express. Here is La Pietà by Michelangelo, made for the Vatican in 1498–9, with its pointed symbolism of a mothering body that is extravagantly draped, the venerated male body mostly naked.
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When you look at Girl with a Pearl Earring by Johannes Vermeer, what do you actually see? Much of the canvas is dedicated not to the girl, or the earring, but to the fabric of her garments.
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And what are we really looking at? A painting on canvas is really just a piece of fabric.

The twentieth century saw art travel beyond traditional forms. In 1913, Sonia Delaunay made the Simultaneous Dress. Here it is, front and back.
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A garment could now be art.

In the decades since, art has become a lived experience. Artists regularly feature in their own work. What they wear is often crucial to their practice. Clothing can be used in a performance or to express a concept. It can feature in sculpture or installation, video or a virtual world.

Over the same time period, our relationship with clothes has changed completely. Formal dress codes have begun to break down. The line between work and play is blurring. Advances in fabric technology have made garments lighter, warmer, easier to wear. Shopping is now a mass leisure activity. Fast fashion is cheap and manufactured in far-off lands. Meanwhile the industry as a whole blinkers its conscience, and consumers often ignore the hardship and injustices faced by those who make our clothes.

These changes in art and fashion seem to go hand in hand. Is this freedom?

The art industry is still dominated by male artists. In the first few months of 2019, just 2 per cent of art sold at auction was by women. At London’s commercial galleries, 68 per cent of represented artists are male.

Fashion is condescendingly seen as a female pursuit. Look at the fashion pages of most newspapers and you’ll see that fashion is really taken to mean womenswear, in the strictest gender-binary terms. Yet the owners of the two biggest luxury-label conglomerates are both men, both profiting from what women spend.

I’ve spent twenty years as a fashion journalist. Most of my writing has been about clothing up to the point of production. This meant writing about garments of which one version had been made, only worn once by one model in the unreal conditions of a catwalk show.

Many of those pieces in fashion shows are just for the runway–they are never commercially produced. To write about wearing them is fantasy. The language of fashion is founded in conjecture.

Now I want to write about clothing after the point of production. That is, once it has been made, bought, worn and given meaning by its wearer. I would like to understand the language of clothes. Artists make an excellent first field of study, because of their freedom with style, their struggle for self-expression, and the power structures they work within, and often fight against.

This is not to deify artists: how boring, how false. How much do we miss of someone’s complexities if we put them on a pedestal? This goes for their work, their lives, and also what they wear. It dehumanizes Frida Kahlo to treat her garments as sacred relics. To talk of her in platitudes limits our understanding.

Clothing can be much more useful if we are wily in our manner. I’ve often found that, when I ask someone about their clothes, they soon start talking about so much else: how they live, what they do, how they think, what they want. Clothing is a way in.

By studying the garments of artists, we are able to approach them as human beings. Once we break from the assumption that artists are god-like, we can disrupt the canon, an art-historical tradition dominated by white men. In the process, we can look again at the meaning we attach to our own clothes, and free ourselves from ways of being that seek to keep us in our place.

We’ll start with Louise Bourgeois, an artist who was alive for much of the twentieth century and the beginning of the twenty-first. Her work was ignored for most of her life. Bourgeois had a pivotal relationship with clothing, in the century where clothing became a material in art.

We’ve got a lot to get through. But then when you visit an art gallery, how much time do you really spend in front of each work? According to research, it’s 27 seconds. And yet in that short amount of time, the work can go in deep.

There are many artists to encounter. But as we look at them all together, patterns start to emerge. We’ll see that, often, artists wear the same garments over and again, particularly while working. Theirs should be an example to all of us to only buy what we need, to buy what will last, and to wear it until it cannot be worn any more.

For this book, I had the pleasure to email with the artist Richard Tuttle, who you’ll hear more from later on. Tuttle’s work and words are beautifully, insightfully elusive. He mentioned an image by Eugène Atget, a photographer who documented Paris at the turn of the century, until his death in 1927.

Tuttle said: ‘Your book could be like the photo of a hat-shop-window, where you can see all the hats, not just the one you would choose if you were in the same position as the camera, not just a moment, but eternalized in scope and in time by the photo?’




Louise Bourgeois
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Louise Bourgeois kept a rail of clothes opposite her gas stove. You can find them there now: her home on West 22nd Street in New York has been preserved since her death in 2010. Her kitchen is a tiny galley between her front and back rooms, the stove two industrial kitchen burners, the white brick wall behind them greased. Much of the rail is occupied by white shirts and tops, her everyday layers. A sleeveless long white shirt has the label MOTHERHOOD.

There are also momentous pieces. Within pan-fat-spitting distance is a monkey-fur coat like the one from her famous portrait by Robert Mapplethorpe, a clasp at the neck, shirt collar attached. She apparently had two. The coat from the photograph is said to have been given by Bourgeois to the writer Gary Indiana. I emailed Indiana to check. Was the Mapplethorpe monkey-fur coat the one at her home?

‘No. I do have it.’

How did he come to have it?

‘One day Louise just said, I think you should wear this for a while, and arranged it on me.’

Indiana still has the coat. ‘Someone threw it in the wash at some point, so it shrank a lot.’

Bourgeois was in tune with the emotion and trauma that we instil in our clothes, and the toll of letting them go. Fashion had been part of her life since she was a child, born in 1911 to an affluent Parisian family. Here’s Bourgeois in 1913.
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She was wearing Chanel aged thirteen.
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That photo was taken in 1925, by which point her father, Louis Bourgeois, had started an affair with the family au pair, Sadie Gordon Richmond. Her father’s emotional abandonment would have a powerful impact on her life, her work. Bourgeois would come to use clothing as a focus within the self-psychoanalysis that defined her artistic practice.

By the mid-1930s, Bourgeois was studying art and had begun exhibiting her work in group shows. In 1938, she met and married art curator Robert Goldwater, emigrating with him to New York. She made work, became part of the artist community, but was known more as Goldwater’s wife rather than an artist in her own right. Here is Bourgeois at the opening of a show by Franz Kline in 1960 at the Sidney Janis Gallery.
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That’s her, in the beaded necklace. In the crowd around her are Kline, Mark Rothko, Willem de Kooning: male artists benefiting from the full glow of critical attention not then given to their female contemporaries. When this photo was taken, Bourgeois had not had a solo show for seven years.

Clothes in her daily life were intrinsically linked to her grief, trauma, rage. On 2 January 1961, Bourgeois wrote about it in her notes. This is a translation, but I’ll keep the pacing of the words as if by her hand:


Like a dumbo I think 1

I am going to cry–my garments and

especially my under garments have always been a

source of intolerable suffering because they

hide an intolerable wound.



Such was the significance she found in clothing. She held on to it all, as she describes in this note from around 1968–the ‘Alain’ she refers to is her third son:


It gives me great pleasure to keep my clo2

thes my dresses, my stockings, I have never thrown away a pair

of shoes of mine in 20 years–I cannot separate

myself from my clothes nor Alain’s–The pretext

is that they are still good–and it’s my past and as

rotten as it was I would like to take it and

hold it tight in my arms



Goldwater died in 1973. Bourgeois’s work became more ambitious. It was as if she were unshackled. As part of performances, she created otherworldly garments, a total contrast from the stifling correctness of her childhood clothing.

Here is Bourgeois in 1975, stood outside her home, wearing her sculpture Avenza.
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She continued to hoard her clothes. On a loose sheet, thought to be from 1986, she wrote:


very very difficult to get rid of 3

all clothes that I do not use this year

what do they represent =

failures, rejects abandoned



Something changed. In 1995, aged eighty-three, Bourgeois cleared her clothes from her home to her studio in Brooklyn. She wrote:


The shock came when the truck appeared =4

and a twenty year preserved wardrobe actively

left my sight–the cord was cut and I felt

dizzy –

The history of the wardrobe started –



Suddenly, her clothes became a material in her own work. With their meaning made overt, they were no longer at risk of being discarded upon her death.

It was a liberation.

In 1996, she made Cell (Clothes), a sculpture like a room set, hung with dresses, skirts and stockings, some filled out to evoke a body. On the back of a white coat, Bourgeois embroidered in red thread ‘The cold of anxiety is very real’.

Wardrobe purged, her clothing in her last years could be of defiant glee, of pleasure and provocation. It was aided by a new friendship: in 1997, she met the Austrian artist and fashion designer Helmut Lang. He was forty-one at the time, a fast-rising name, just moved from Vienna to New York. His designs were exacting and playful, utilitarian, clever and sexy. Bourgeois wrote about Lang in her diary.
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The H of Helmut is beautiful, extending over the lines, with little hooks on the tips. She was charmed.

How does Lang remember their meeting? He emailed from his home in Long Island, where he has dedicated himself to his art practice since quitting fashion in 2005. ‘When I came to see her for the first time,’ he wrote, ‘she stood on the steps outside of her townhouse expecting me and said, “Bonjour Helmut–welcome!” and kissed me.’ Bourgeois would wear pieces by Lang for the rest of her life.

‘I have a very strong emotional and unconditional bond with Louise,’ he wrote, using the present tense, ‘maybe because, as she once said herself, we are both runaways.’

For evidence of this friendship, let’s flick through her rails. It is extraordinary to be in the presence of her clothing. It feels as alive as her home, the phone numbers she wrote on the wall, still there, the pile of cushions on her chair that gave her extra height.

In the basement, under the spiral stairs she had built, there was a second metal rail crammed with clothes on hangers. It was propped up on a shelf stacked with plastic crates filled with folded cloth, ready to be turned into fabric sculptures in the seamstress’s studio at the back. She was making work right up until her death.

On one hanger, a padded knit shawl by Helmut Lang. It was essentially a doll-sized duvet turned horizontal, its wadding thick, with two thin knit straps through which the arms could be placed. It was exquisite and odd, the type of piece Lang designed that found ingenious fashion in what is essentially function. It must have propelled him, knowing he had an audience of alert thinkers, like Bourgeois, eager for his experimentation.

Back upstairs, on the rail opposite the gas stove, there was a Helmut Lang black tufted tuxedo coat. It was a sample–inside on the label someone had written ‘look 62 Stephanie’. Afterwards, I searched through old Helmut Lang catwalk images. At his spring/summer 1999 show, held in Paris on 30 September 1998, look 62 was the exact same coat, worn by Stephanie Seymour. Lang must have given this rare piece to Bourgeois.

‘As we were friends,’ wrote Lang, ‘we did give each other gifts on certain occasions. She even made for me a special sculpture which has the form of a house–the house symbolizes family–with the text “WE LOVE HELMUT” on it. From my side, I gave her rather extravagant pieces which she loved to wear when she had a photo shoot, on special occasions, or when she had company she cared about.’

Still on her rail is the oversized sheepskin coat by Helmut Lang which she wore often. Here is Bourgeois, in the coat, at home, in 2005, aged ninety-three.
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Clothes had carried the weight of her abandonment, grief, pain, sense of failure. Through her life, garments had first been decorative, then dutiful. At the end of her life, clothing was a release.




Tailoring
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One early summer evening, I was sat on the top deck of the 67 bus coming down Kingsland High Street, looking out of the window. There were Gilbert & George! The artists were walking up the road, past queer bar Dalston Superstore, presumably on their way to the Turkish restaurant Mangal 2, one of their favourite places to dine. It was the first wave of summer, but the artists were in their heavy tweed suits.

It is the clothing they have worn since declaring themselves a collaborative art duo in the late 1960s. Even for men in their seventies, they stood out. No one of any age or gender nearby was dressed like them.

Tailoring is generally regarded as regular dress for men. So why do they look so weird?

To understand what artists wear, we must first unlock the hold that tailoring has on our psyche, and the role it plays in society.

On 9 March 1960, the French artist Yves Klein staged a performance in Paris titled Anthropométrie de l’Époque Bleue. He was thirty-one. It came to be seen as a landmark in twentieth-century art, an audacious use of the body in the act of painting. Klein died two years later, from a heart attack.

For Anthropométrie, Klein directed three naked female models to cover themselves with blue paint–his own colour, International Klein Blue. They then used their bodies as brushes on sheets of paper on the floor and wall.

Throughout the performance, Klein wore a tuxedo.
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The audience was in formal eveningwear.
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‘In this way I stayed clean,’ said Klein.1 ‘I no longer dirtied myself with colour, not even the tips of my fingers. The work finished itself there in front of me, under my direction, in absolute collaboration with the model. And I could salute its birth into the tangible world in a dignified manner …’

His choice of outfit was not a one-off. A couple of months earlier, he had staged a version of the performance at his studio in Paris. Here’s Klein, crouched on the floor with the work Héléna, the movement of a female body visible in the paint. Klein wears his tailored tux, cut sharp and neat. Underneath his white bow-tie hangs the Maltese Cross of his religious brotherhood. Klein’s tux contrasts with the regular trousers of the unidentified figure stood behind.
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Elsewhere in mid-century Paris, tailored pieces were playing their role in another artist’s taut psychology. Alberto Giacometti was totally dedicated to his work and the squalor in which he created it. The Swiss-born artist moved to the French capital in 1922. His stick-thin sculptures and intensely marked paintings brought him great success in his lifetime, yet he remained in the same dirty studio, shoving his francs under the bed. The squalor was also mental: he psychologically abused his wife, Annette, who frequently modelled for him. ‘I’ve destroyed her, I’ve destroyed her, I’ve destroyed her,’ he said.2 Through it all he was dressed in the clothing of male respectability: tweed jacket, flannel trousers.
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‘Alberto’s apparel was so much a part of his personality as to seem almost a state of mind rather than an outfit of clothes,’ wrote James Lord, who posed for Giacometti and, after the artist’s death, became his biographer.3 Lord confirmed the rigidity of Giacometti’s look: either a grey or brown tweed jacket, baggy grey flannel trousers that were usually too long.

This was not precision tailoring. Giacometti would be elbow-deep in clay, and still be wearing a tweed jacket. At work or rest, his tailoring was a permanent companion. A suit’s power is often assumed to come from neatness. Giacometti had no need for tidiness to exert control.

If he took such little care of his clothes, couldn’t we overlook his tailoring? It’s just a crumpled old suit jacket, right? And yet it is not the sharpness of tailoring that matters.

Giacometti’s wardrobe choices were as defined as the rules that guided his work. Men in his sculptures walked and pointed. They were granted movement, freedom. His women stood stock-still, arms tight at their sides, no movement, no freedom.

In France, women were not granted the right to vote until 1944. A bill for women’s suffrage had been introduced in 1919, which the French Senate then repeatedly blocked for twenty-five years. French men had been granted universal suffrage in 1848, ninety-six years earlier.

Giacometti’s mother, Annetta, was a frequent model in his paintings. Annetta lived in Stampa, Switzerland, where women would not gain suffrage until 1971. Annetta never had the right to vote. She died in 1964, two years before her son.

A law forbidding women in Paris from wearing trousers was repealed in 2013. It had been introduced during the French Revolution to prevent women joining the ‘sans-culotte’ movement. The law was amended in 1909 to allow women to wear trousers if they were holding the handlebar of a bike or the reins of a horse. In any other circumstances, if women wanted to wear trousers, they had to ask permission from the police.

Tailoring is not neutral. We understand its meaning when worn by those in business, those of authority: the suit demarcates power over others–usually male power. Such is its ubiquity and hold on our psyche, its origins are rarely analysed. What do we want to hide?

Let’s briefly glance back. The tailored suit evolved from male riding and military outfits of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. These were the garments worn by the British aristocracy, the ruling class that bolstered its wealth and power through the slave trade. By the late 1700s, the male aristocratic dress of George III’s court had become frilled and frivolous. In London, at the beginning of the nineteenth century, society figure George Bryan ‘Beau’ Brummell began ordering plain yet elegant bespoke garments from the city’s tailors, cutting away all the excess. Without Brummell, the modern-day suit would not exist.

In 1832, the Reform Act gave male property owners
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