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      ‘One Friday morning back in 2000, too early to mention, after setting up my 1980s ‘girl’ stall at Portobello Road in London, I met Michael over a pink 1980s Playgirl T-shirt he was selling on his American vintage clothing stall. He’d picked the shirt up on a recent buying trip to Texas, he gave me £5 discount and we’ve never looked back.’


      A book compiling classic vintage T-shirt designs from the years we love – that was the idea and the catalyst behind the book you’re now holding. It sounded simple but we didn’t realize the monster-sized volume of work it would become. Our aim was fairly straightforward; the T-shirts should speak for themselves – no lengthy descriptions or history lessons, just the facts. It’s all about the shirts. The cut-off date is 1989. For us, this book is about T-shirt designs associated with youth movements, crazes and trends that relate to our youths and childhoods, in particular the 1970s and 1980s. Anything past 1989 doesn’t have the same spark for us. We realize there were printed T-shirts way before the 1970s, but felt these should be covered in a separate volume.
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      The printed T-shirt has to be the most affordable form of art and the most direct method of self-expression of modern times. 


      T-shirts are walking billboards, easily accessible vehicles to exhibit one’s identity, and with regard to social commentary, the shirts demonstrate a leaning towards specific youth movements or subcultures. They are classless and without boundaries. We want this book to be as accessible as the T-shirts were at the time they were first produced.


      One of the hardest calls to make, once we’d gathered the vast selection, was in what specific order, if any, to feature the shirts. Chronologically? This made sense at first, but do you want to see a 1980s Day-Glo Vision Street Wear T-shirt alongside Madonna during her True Blue period? Not everyone will be satisfied with the categories – the whole project was laced with debates on who goes where. Most relevant to the music section, some purists may argue that certain acts are more rock than metal, more punk than new wave and so on. But ultimately this is a book of T-shirt design and not a lesson in rock history. The shirts are loosely grouped with the aim to capture a feeling in time and to suggest the mood of a youth scene.


      We dug deep – from Paris to New York, from Denmark to back home in London – to cream off the supreme shirts you see in this book. Our quest led us to design archives, dealers, true fans and 
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      hardcore collectors alike. From our research, three types of T-shirt collector habits have emerged, and they seem to hold true across most genres of collecting, be it records, denim, trainers or books.


      The museum collector: some addicts keep their tees tucked away in a darkened room, only to emerge for special occasions. 


      One for the road: these guys have got all angles covered – one tee to wear with confidence and another safely wrapped up and kept mint for the collection. 


      Till death: these T-shirt lovers buy shirts for what they are designed for – to be worn. Often they’ll wear shirts till death, then they’re crudely stitched back together and resurrected for a second wave. 


      Whatever the chosen method, we’d like to thank these fellow collectors, fans and brands for sharing their T-shirts with us. Without their help this task would not have been possible.


      Take a close look at each T-shirt design for what it is – a piece of artwork – regardless of band or brand association. You’ll find everything from graphically purist post-punk shapes to fantastical metal art; from crude cut-and-paste art school designs, to skull zombie line drawings, full 1980s neon colour to photographic hero-worship iron-ons. Enjoy the crazy mix!
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      We’re not claiming that this book is the definitive collection of printed tees, more like the tip of the iceberg of such a vast subject. There’s still a mountain of used tees out there we wanted to show but we had to draw the line somewhere. Nor does this profess to be a collector’s bible. It’s an exploration of T-shirt art without prejudice. 


      The book includes some pretty obscure, rarely seen tees, alongside more commercial designs that were mass-produced. The important thing is that the artwork of both conjures up a feeling specific to a certain time in history and therefore they are considered, in this book, of equal importance graphically.


      We’ve closed our ears to the music, put personal taste aside and opened our eyes to create an objective overview of 1970s and 1980s popular culture. All of the T-shirts included are original, pre-1989, pre-nostalgia trip trash that has saturated the market since the early 1990s, with comedy references to the past.


      This book is a respectful genuine appreciation of the less self-conscious pioneering decades of the twentieth century. 


       Whether mint or moth-eaten, rare as hell or common as muck, screen-print or iron-on, consider this a celebration of some of the greatest printed T-shirt art of the 1970s and 1980s.
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      The roots


      The T-shirt began life as a functional item of underwear designed not to be seen. In the early days it would have been considered offensive to reveal the shirt.


      WW1


      The origins of the T-shirt stem from Europe. During WW1, American soldiers were sweating in their woollen uniforms while their European counterparts were less restricted in their lightweight cotton undershirts.


      WW2


      The cotton T-shirt was standard issue as an undergarment in the US armed forces. WW2 also provided another preview of the T-shirt as soldiers crudely customized their vest-style tees to identify their station and using any materials they could find – often handmade, cut-out stencils and vehicle spray paint.


      1940s and 1950s


      American colleges started printing their names and logos on tees; in the early days, normally using flock iron-on fonts. These were sold in the college stores on campus for students to wear with American pride. Later versions of these American university tees, such as Yale and Harvard, became a part of the early 1960s English mod look alongside other US Ivy League-style preppy garments.


      The trend for small US businesses, such as garages, diners and electrical stores, to print their own logo or products on shirts for customers became common in the 1950s. They advertised brand loyalty in this way long before the major big league companies caught on. By the mid-1960s these ‘walking billboard’ advertising tees were big business.
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      Marlon Brando and James Dean shocked Americans by wearing their underwear on the big screen in The Wild One and Rebel Without a Cause. This marked the T-shirt’s long-awaited progression from underwear to outerwear, infusing the style with a fashionable sex appeal at the same time. The rebel association was the catalyst for the style becoming a desirable item of clothing with the youth of the day and coincided with the birth of rock and roll.


      1960s


      The popularity of the printed rock-and-roll band shirt exploded in the 1970s, but the roots lie firmly in the 1960s. Although mid 1960s invasion-style groups dipped their toes in the T-shirt market, it was West Coast gig promoters, such as Bill Graham pushing local acts like the Grateful Dead, who first realized this emerging potential to sell T-shirts as well as gig tickets at venues. 


      1970s


      The first wave of Sex Pistols and Clash fans, particularly those outside central London, had to take it upon themselves to create their own customized King’s Road-esque creations. These do-it-yourself T-shirts were crudely vandalized and defaced using marker pens, tape, pins and zips.
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      Opposite: I Solved the Cube, an early 1980s US screen-print. 

    

  


  
    
      SCREEN-PRINTS


      The battle of the T-shirt print has been running for years. In collectors’ circles the screen-printed tee is generally considered the most desirable, authentic and superior version of a vintage printed shirt. Arguably the main reason is that screen-prints were the only choice of official merchandisers at concerts and stadiums. They were mass-produced cheaply and easily, ready to be transported to venues worldwide. These tour shirts often featured an additional back print – never seen on an iron-on shirt – depicting the date, year and city of each individual concert. The ultimate ‘I Was There’ souvenir, its authenticity can’t be matched. Another reason is the screen-prints’ durability and the way in which it develops more character as it survives endless washes and wear and tear. The ink on a screened shirt is printed deep into the grain of the fabric, and the print ages gracefully over time, whereas rival iron-ons were printed on the surface of the shirt and developed a reputation for cracking and fading with wear.
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      Above: I Beat the Cube, an early 1980s transfer-printed shirt.


      Opposite: Linda Lusardi, 1970s British ‘Page 3’ Girl and pin-up, promotes the while-you-wait appeal of the transfer-printed T-shirt. Featured in Imagine Transfers catalogue, circa 1982.

    

  


  
    
      IRON-ONs


      Back in the 1970s, you could walk into countless small T-shirt or gift shops across the UK and US and choose any of your favourite hit movies, rock stars, heart-throbs or cartoon characters and get them printed onto a blank shirt of your choice while you waited. In just minutes, you could be walking away with a one-of-a-kind tee. Popular themes of the day were covered – from fast cars, beer and drugs, to sexy pin-ups, lurid humour and astrological star signs.


      One appeal of the transfer was the full colour, photographic image prints available, often with glitter borders. From Mr T to the Fonze, from Bowie to Black Sabbath, it was possible to have an actual photograph of your hero printed on your chest rather than the three-to-four colour artist’s impression that was available on screen-printed shirts. Sadly, 1970s and 1980s transfers have often been seen as the poorer cousin of the screen-printed shirt. We feel they deserve a prominent place in T-shirt history and have included some fine examples of this lesser-appreciated art form. 
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      screen-prints vs iron-ons
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      Opposite Mark ‘Gator’ Rogowski, 1980s vertical ramp skate legend. Courtesy STOKED: The Rise and Fall of Gator, © Joel Cherry.

    

  


  
    
      Skate shirts became popular in the 1970s, but the graphics of the 1980s are considered to be the finest ever – electric colours, hardcore skulls and a real skate-punk crossover. This chapter includes a killer selection from the king brands of these classic years of radical T-shirt design.


      ‘I feel like I saw the birth of skate rock in 1983. One Saturday night at the Tool & Die in San Francisco’s mission district, Thrasher magazine got together the Scoundrelz (with Tony Alva), the Faction, Los Olvidados (my band) and JFA. My memories of the night are a swirl of Jak’s SF skate teams and the SSG (Scurd Skate Gang) and possibly the CBS (City Boys Shred), all fucking with each other. It was like a scene out of a 1960s surf film, except there was no beach party. It was all about hardcore skaters getting super fucked up and swivelling (a dance that was part twisting and part skanking, less emphasis on slamming.) Mix in a bunch of suburban kids, add music, and everyone was raging.’


      Ray Stevens, member of Los Olvidados
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      Above and opposite: Skater Tom Groholski’s (known as the Jersey Devil) personal T-shirt, front and back, from Vision Street Wear, 1988.
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      Opposite and following pages: Thrasher magazine patch, mid to late 1980s and cover of the debut edition, January 1981.

    

  


  
    
      Skate was hungover from the 1970s and most magazines were merely treating it like a kid thing. Thrasher was different; it addressed what many skaters were really into – the punk rock/skate punk element. It was raw. Thrasher featured bands of the day, but also the whole skate scene and what was really happening. More than just a fashion, it was a lifestyle. Their own tees were on the hardcore edge and summed up the period, particularly with artist/skater Pushead’s skeleton designs. Their iconic logo has become a design classic in its own right.
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      Above: An early 1980s T-shirt order form featuring Randy ‘Biskut’ Turner from Texas punk legends, the Big Boys.


      Opposite: Thrasher magazine covers, early to mid 1980s.
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      Opposite: Mid 1980s Thrasher T-shirt advertisement, including various Pushead designs.


      Above: ‘Thrashion’ fashion, late 1980s Thrasher mail-order advertisement.
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      Above: A mid 1980s Thrasher logo shirt that once belonged to the legendary skater, Gator. Courtesy Helen Stickler. 
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      Above: An early example of a classic Thrasher logo tee, mid 1980s.
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      Above: Thrasher skate shirt by Pushead, mid 1980s. Artwork by Pushead summed up the hardcore skate-punk movement of the 1980s. His raw and horrific skull creature drawings covered just about everything connected with the scene, including boards, T-shirts, show flyers and record covers. Courtesy Helen Stickler.


      Opposite: Early 1980s Thrasher mail-order advertisement.
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      Above left and right: Legendary skate crew Bones Brigade and Powell Peralta tie-in shirt, 1989. The ’80s Powell Peralta label teamed George Powell, the godfather of skateboard manufacturing, and Stacy Peralta, film producer and original Z-boy. 

    

  


  
    
      Above left and right: Bones skeleton skater shirt, Powell Peralta, late 1980s.
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      Above and right: Bones logo design shirt and patch, Powell Peralta, late 1980s.
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      Above left and right: Jim Phillips-designed sponsorship shirt for pro-skater Jeff Crosso, Santa Cruz, 1987.

    

  


  
    
      Above left and right: Steve Caballero shirt by his board sponsor at the time, Powell Peralta, 1986.
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      Above left and right: Pro-skater Corey O’Brien’s flame-throwing reaper sponsorship shirt by Jim Phillips, Santa Cruz label, late 1980s
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      Mark ‘Gator’ Rogowski was one of the most celebrated professional skateboarders of the 1980s. Performing during a period when local skatepark heroes were transformed into international superstars, he was sponsored by Vision Street Wear, who created some truly radical designs.
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      Above left and right: Off the Wall, Pipeline (Badlands) shirt, early 1980s.

    

  


  
    
      Above: Gator’s Pipeline membership card, 1984. The original Pipeline (also known as Badlands) in Upland, California was the first vertical skatepark in the world. It was also one of the most important Southern California skate scenes from the late 1970s through to the mid 1980s. Courtesy STOKED: The Rise and Fall of Gator.


      Opposite: Gator Rogowski, 1980s. Courtesy STOKED: The Rise and Fall of Gator and Bill Silva Productions.

    

  


  
    
      Above: Off the Wall, Pipeline shirt, 1984. Courtesy Helen Stickler.
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      Above: Vision Street Wear label, 1980s


      Left: Spiral graphic Gator Vision Street Wear sponsorship advertisement, 1980s. Courtesy STOKED: The Rise and Fall of Gator and Vision Skateboards.
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      Above and Below: Gator/Vision promotional shirt (formerly belonging to Gator), late 1980s. Courtesy Helen Stickler.
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      Above: Gator/Vision long-sleeve shirt, late 1980s. Courtesy Helen Stickler.
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      Above: Gator/Vision sponsorship shirt, late 1980s. Courtesy Helen Stickler.
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      Above: Gator/Vision sponsorship advertisement, 1988. The lurid, shock colours typify the mid to late 1980s skate graphics. Courtesy STOKED: The Rise and Fall of Gator and Vision Skateboards.


      Opposite: The famous 1980s Jason Jessee Sun God graphic – design by Jim Phillips – from his skateboard sponsor at the time, Santa Cruz. Courtesy Helen Stickler.
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      Above and Opposite: Vision Street Wear T-shirt, late 1980s. Courtesy Helen Stickler.
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      While the established skate companies were making T-shirts of their own, transfer companies were also cashing in with their take on the trend. Printed on generic, non-branded shirts, they were not aimed at skaters, but rather for kids. Despite this, they still sum up the style of mid to late 1980s skate graphics.
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      Opposite: Skate Attack, skating skeleton iron-on shirt, 1985.


      Above: Skate or Die iron-on shirt, mid to late 1980s.


      Below: Thrash’n iron-on, aping the Thrasher logo, from MBS Love transfers, US, 1985.
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      Above: Imitation Pushead punk skeleton, 1988. 
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