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About the Author

Jenny Packham graduated from Saint Martin’s School of Art and launched her eponymous fashion label in 1988. Now with stores across the world, she is famed for her beautiful bridal gowns as well as her bespoke dresses for public figures including the Duchess of Cambridge, Adele and Dita Von Teese. She is based in London, and How to Make a Dress is her first book.




For Mathew




Notes on Images


1. My Jean Harlow-inspired mood board – a mixture of original photos and news clippings mixed with newer items, a lock of hair and lipstick-stained cigarettes. We were inspired by Jean’s youthful personal wardrobe and her on screen ‘bombshell’ style.

2. A studio shot. The sewing machine was my grandmother Gertrude Smith’s, and it was given to me when I was six years old. The dress to the left is ‘Joy’, which was inspired by a vintage dress found in the basement of a museum in Fort William that was embroidered with the wings of jewel beetles. This photograph is staged to look tidy – it’s usually so much messier.

4. Dita’s Carmen Miranda-inspired costume was our first collaboration. We created tropical flowers in satin and encrusted them with crystals, attaching them to a forties style design hand sewn with overlapping white sequins. At the end of her performance in LA, Dita was left wearing nothing but the thong and nipple pasties.

6. To celebrate the end of Dita’s sell-out tour, I hosted a dinner for her and her friends at the Connaught hotel, and designed her dress for the event. The ‘Lazy’ costume [on page 7] has become one of Dita’s most iconic looks. The wraparound gown covered in smokey blue sequins and crystals is trimmed with layers of hand curled feathers to create the dramatic sleeves.

8. Women who capture our attention are often connoisseurs of colour. The Queen and Marilyn’s love of colour (and diamonds) makes them both unforgettable.

9. I have hundreds of these ‘swatches’. They are embellishment ideas created to inspire the designs for a collection.

10. My favourite editorials by Tim Walker and Mario Testino.

12. Photos of my family including my Dad, my brother Chris in his Gaultier coat, the infamous ‘flamingo hat’ and my Dad’s jumper going up in flames.

13. Mathew and my daughters Georgia and Bern; and Mum, Dad and Chris in the back garden.

14. Kate Winslet looking resplendent on the red carpet for the Titanic 3D premiere at the Royal Albert Hall – the dress we made in 4 days.

15. A few of the best red-carpet moments.

16. Leo and me – the photo I was too ashamed to look at for months!

17. Mathew and I in the Loggia Room at the Mandarin Oriental Hotel in London, December 2015 – taken just before we got married after 28 years together.

18. I took this photograph at the Victoria and Albert Archive in Kensington. The dress belonged to Clara Mathews, who was married in 1880. Later I discovered she was the daughter of Isaac Merritt Singer – famous for producing the Singer sewing machine.

19. My wedding dress was made from a dove blue Austrian lace, sewn together by hand without seams. My shoes were a gift from Christian Louboutin.

20. A beautiful shot of our bridal gown ‘Eden’, photographed by the brilliant Ellen von Unwerth on location in France.

21. Backstage images at our ‘A Midsummer Night’s Dream’-inspired bridal show in New York.

22. This is a page dedicated to my friend, the artist Magda Archer – who invited me into both her wardrobe and studio.

23. Chris Packham’s pants. Shockingly showy and a reminder that you never know what lies beneath.

24. Backstage images at the Linbury Studio Theatre. The show was inspired by the Ballet Russes and took inspiration from the sets and costumes from Diaghilev’s productions. It was a beautiful show, but as the fake snow-flakes began to fall onto the catwalk, so did my mood as I suddenly realised – I had got it all wrong.
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I’ve been thinking about becoming a ‘virtual’ designer. I could work without fabric and sewing machines and superimpose my designs onto your image, ready to wear on social media. I will render the fabrics to fit your body, manipulating the colours and giving brilliance to the embellishment with a swipe of my finger. You won’t even be able to tell the difference and, after a while, the very notion that your dress isn’t real will fade and, maybe, you will almost ‘remember’ what it felt like to wear your look.

Imagine. With modern technology I could transpose the luminescent wings of a rare butterfly onto the surface of your gown, sending your friends into a flutter; or if you prefer, I could plant hollyhocks and sweet peas around the hem and watch in wonder as they begin to grow and entwine, edging their way up the dress, trailing off your shoulders in delicate disarray.

After all, material excess has had its day, and with my new-found digital craftmanship I will squash my carbon footprint and help to conserve our fragile ecosystem. The fashion industry and its compulsion for seasonal presentations to satiate our desire for constant consumption is now unsustainable. So rather than start counting my sequins and cutting my cloth to reduce the impact of my collections on the environment, I can escape to make eco-fashion, dresses that don’t exist, and then with a tap of my finger transport my ideas into hyperspace, before they fall into your pocket with a ping and I count your ‘likes’ with guilt-free gratification.

Pause. I can’t do this. Already I can feel myself slipping away from the joy of being liberated from the treadwheel of fashion. Limitations have been the fuel for my imagination and to create dreams out of challenges has been part of my work. If I were to engage in unbounded creativity I may just implode. Even the choices I will make to help save our planet will force enlightened innovation. Paintings need frames.

Nostalgia for my art has already kicked in and I know that I will miss the trick of cutting on the bias to create a subtler silhouette, and that my fingers will ache for the touch of slipper satin. For years I have held the components of my work in my hands and often inadvertently taken them home, waking up to find crystals and pins lying beside me in bed. These tools and textures, integral to the making of a dress, are as inseparable from me as they are from each other. From inspiration to sketch, pattern to fabric, the making of a dress has been the structure that has held me, and my passion to dress others is the momentum of my life.

This is a book about fashion, but mostly it is a book about love.
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INSPIRATION





‘You can’t wait for inspiration. You have to go after it with a club.’ Jack London



‘Where do you get your inspiration from?’

As the journalist sits down in my studio and pushes play on her Dictaphone, I know that this will be the first question she will ask. Today I am showing her an edit of dresses from the last 30 years of my fashion label for an article to celebrate this milestone. I have chosen my favourite designs and they are hanging on a rail, forming a glorious jumble of colours and textures.

I presume that she will ask me about the inspiration for particular styles, and my answers will be mostly accurate. However, sometimes I am forced to lie a little, because the truth behind the creative journey is not always as glamorous as others anticipate. My intention is to inspire people with my own inspiration – and, like many artists, I am sometimes better at creating than describing my work.

The journalist reaches forward and pulls out the tulle skirt of a dress, holding the fabric and looking closely at the embellishment, and asks me where the pattern for the beadwork originated. I pause, and allow myself to sink back into my memories.

On a family holiday to Scotland, we found ourselves walking around Fort William in the rain and the kids were bored. So we took shelter in the town’s museum, where we discovered the usual haphazard collection of chipped pots, Jacobite tableware and crofters’ furniture. In the dusty basement a group of headless dummies were gathered wearing various examples of Victorian clothing, and my eye was drawn to a dress with a swarm of iridescent beetle wings sewn on the skirt. They were not fancy beetles, just common Jewels about 3 centimetres long. In a tea room afterwards, I found myself scribbling a dress in my sketchbook – smoky grey chiffon dipped in charcoal dye at the hem, beaded with small green sequins. I called the dress ‘Joy’.

I don’t tell the journalist this: it is far too ordinary somehow; but I enjoy the family memory and mention to her that the dress was later recoloured into ivory, becoming one of our best-selling bridal gowns. I glance along the rail to a sequinned one-shouldered dress and, while she pauses to write some notes, I readjust the hanging loops so it falls less awkwardly, and my mind travels back to 2005.

A designer I worked with at that time had always told me she had a phobia of moths. One day while opening a box of dresses sent from China, a large-winged one flew out and I realised, as she turned ashen-faced, that it was not a joke, or even just a mild fear, but sheer terror. After that, it was best not to mention them. Eventually she left to live in Japan for a few years, and I missed her terribly. Meanwhile, my new designer found a book of photographed moths in the bookshop beneath my studio. The images were beautiful. Shown in minute detail, the texture and patterning of the moths’ wings were irresistible and somehow being inspired by these previously forbidden insects helped me move on from her departure.

This is far too abstract an answer for the journalist, so I mention the moths briefly and show her an effect we created using textured sequins with a velvety finish to imitate their wings. She then lifts from the rail a partly pleated chiffon ballgown that ombrés from white at the hem to light lime green on the bodice, with pretty little lace sleeves.

‘So tell me about the collection this one came from. What was the inspiration?’

I imagine that I look vacant for a moment.

After my mum died, I used to sit on Hampstead Heath watching the clouds. It was incredible to me that she would never again see the sky. One day a rainbow appeared, and it seemed totally wondrous in comparison to my colourless grief; and in that moment an idea took root. My next spring/summer collection was 35 looks; the show began with a red dress and travelled the full colour spectrum, gently mutating into white for the final look. The collection was badly received. I don’t think it did the rainbow justice.

I keep my sad thoughts to myself and explain how I created the collection by blending colours into one another, gently shading each style to create a rainbow effect running throughout the garments, and then I divert her attention to a short blush-coloured dress.

‘I took the idea for this dress from a vintage piece I saw swinging from the metal frame of a Parisian flea market stall,’ I say. A pretty mint costume with a strappy satin camisole, studded with little crystals and sewn onto a shortish swing skirt trimmed with wilted ostrich feathers. A dressing-up box dream! It must have caught my eye because I had just read Colin Thubron’s novel Falling, a tragic story of a doomed love affair involving a high-wire trapeze artist who falls to her death.

‘I re-dressed the little heroine in blush and she lived again, strutting her way down a London catwalk,’ I say, happy that at last I have been able to answer with conviction.

The journalist seems pleased with the interview. She enquires about my next collection.

‘I haven’t started it yet. I’m exploring a few ideas,’ I say unconvincingly. Then, after she leaves, I take a moment to look at the rail of archive styles. My secrets are intact. I know these stories fall short of being good copy, but the styles inspired by my personal experiences add richness to the rail and are undoubtedly my favourites.

There is something rewarding about finding inspiration in unexpected places.

Sometimes, when I find myself somewhere dull – a motorway service station or a corporate boardroom, for example – I challenge myself to be inspired. This can be an act of escapism, or a way of justifying spending my time somewhere I would rather not be. Queuing in the JFK customs hall after a long flight, I study those ahead of me, analysing and reimagining the fabrication of their clothes; checks and corduroy, prints and colours. It concentrates my mind and, occasionally, there is a spark of inspiration.

It is the hottest day in June so far and I am about to catch the bus from South End Green to the British Library. Outside the local newsagent is a vending machine crammed with ‘magic squishy balls’ for 50p each, every one small and uniquely patterned. These bouncing balls come in many colours: dayglo orange with a hazy swirl of pop-art pink, marbled geranium and primrose yellow, and a Mediterranean cocktail of turquoise and blue dotted with lime. Their hues could easily be thrown together to create a summer palette. My favourite, of course, is the clear one with the suspended flecks of golden glitter.

A queue is forming, and the warm weather has brought out a tropical theme in the crowd. An elderly lady wearing a cerise-coloured wool cardigan stands next to a runner in a sweaty purple T-shirt and cobalt blue cap. Nearby is one of my favourite Hampstead residents – I call him Khaki Man – who is sporting an elderly gentleman’s version of shabby chic, including socks with sandals. I mentally scroll through the colours, adding them to my bus stop inspiration file.

Across the road, the White Horse is closed. The former gastropub stands abandoned, its windows encased in gleaming metal. As the morning rays collide with their surface, the passing traffic forms ghostly shadows of greyish-blue, projecting beautiful urban landscapes that might have been painted by Gerhard Richter.

I am lost for a moment, dreaming up a dress of overlapping steely sequins in muted shades, gradually changing tones and sending fiery sparks across a dance floor like a rotating disco ball. The bus arrives, abruptly ending my reverie.

As the bus heads towards town, the pretty front doors of north London’s Victorian terraces flit past like a Farrow and Ball colour card, contrasting with the early morning parade of cyclists, their fashionable gear featuring innovative fibres and reflective strips, prompting new design ideas with a sportswear influence: perhaps I could add punch to a classic evening dress with a dash of hyper-dazzle trim?

At Mornington Crescent, as we pull into a stop I see an advertisement for the Tower of London. On it, the face of Anne Boleyn is framed by her familiar French hood, and her pearl-trimmed square neckline jolts me back to my first cinema experience as a child.

Anne of the Thousand Days was a 1969 British costume drama starring Richard Burton and Geneviève Bujold, and for me a matinee moment that ignited a lifelong passion. As the blade fell on Anne, I dropped my popcorn on the floor in surprise and felt pleased the film must be nearly at an end – I wanted to get home and dress up. The film won an Academy Award for Best Costume Design for Margaret Furse. However, Bujold’s smooth and seamless corsets, with peeping kirtles that intrigued Henry, were a 1960s spin on sixteenth-century court wear, as implausible as Anne’s love. Regardless, the king and I succumbed to her sartorial elegance and sparkling beauty, which lured us both into an obsessive lust.

If picking up inspiration from the streets of north London can be compared to a takeaway, then a visit to the Prado Museum in Madrid is a Michelin-starred tasting menu.

Female portraits in the art galleries of the world are often glamorised. The elegant and rich held still for their artists in return for immortality. Colour, texture and adornment are all used to capture their beauty and spirit – and to convey an image of perfection. These are the paintings that captivated me on my first visit to the Prado some time ago. The gilt-edged women with pearl drop earrings in painterly effects of taffetas, wrapped with rich velvet ribbons like precious gifts. I careered down the palatial corridors like a bee collecting pollen, buzzing between Rubens’ three voluptuous Graces and Goya’s notoriously naked Maja and coming to rest in a small gallery almost entirely dedicated to Raimundo de Madrazo y Garreta, who, like our own John William Waterhouse, had an eye for beauty and sartorial style. A successful portrait artist, he spent most of his working life in Paris during the mid- to late 1800s, commissioned by the elite to smooth their features and style them into glamorous Annie Leibovitz-like compositions.

Madrazo’s paintings portray lusciously coquettish models dressed in spring-like shades of pistachio and strawberry, melting together on the canvas like ice cream. The editorial fashion pages of the nineteenth century, featuring the latest in belle époque couture, were ripe for reinterpretation. The fluid brushstrokes of Raimundo’s washes and the museum’s collection of Velázquez’s baroque ‘cut out and fold’ dresses juxtaposed themselves in my mind to create visions of structural bodices swathed in soft drapes of flimsy silk.

The ensuing collection was full of courtly decadence and rich vibrancy. Decorative russet-coloured blouses were embroidered with pearls and crystals in the style of matadorial brocades. Crispy lapis lazuli organza ankle-length skirts were belted with velvet bands and styled with transparent shirts. The collection shimmered with molten metallic halter-necked jersey dresses, and plumes of ostrich feathers swirled around peacock sequins on chiffon capes.

Ladies of the Prado – I salute you.

Some time later, on a chilly winter morning, I am standing on the stage of St Stephen’s church in Hampstead. The sunlight is piercing the stained-glass windows, throwing haphazard shards of colour across the Mighty Church, as it was once nicknamed on account of its hilltop location and brimming assembly. I lean against a pillar and survey the scene. Today, this part of the church is bereft of pews. Instead, lightbulbs and bunting are draped from pillar to pillar, mocking the Gothic sincerity of the architecture. Below me, a pop-up vintage fair is in full swing. The room smells of mothballs. I’m excited.

There are about 50 racks of clothing, and as many trestle tables. Each rail is packed with hangers, flat plastic or metal for maximum use of space. I scan the room from the second-hand fur in one corner to the rather startling reconstruction of my mum’s kitchen circa 1973 in the other. I am drawn to the chocolate-coloured poppy placemats, and for a moment can almost taste the banana-flavoured Angel Delight. And then I flick the switch on my Tupperware daydreams and focus on today’s congregation.

In a small second-hand shop on the Portobello Road a decade earlier, I had a moment of creative awakening. As usual, blouses and dresses were crammed in among untidy racks of shoes, gentlemen’s ties flopped over hangers, and felt hats, piled too high to reach, surrounded me. It was a woven cave, dusty and seductive.

I’d never thought much about old clothing, but on this day every shoulder pad I touched, every piece of fabric that I pushed aside, felt different. The room was ablaze with memories. A lavender embroidered chiffon dress, rotten and held together only by the threads that secured the beads, seemed to disintegrate beneath my fingers. But I could imagine the thrill of the evening: the show and tell, the giggly twirl, the door slamming behind the girl as she tripped lightly down the porch steps to the waiting car, and then away into the evening. Now, empty threads hung among the fringe of beaded tassels attached at the hip. Perhaps as she danced amid the music and laughter with joyful abandonment, a string snapped, throwing beads across the ballroom floor.

Elsewhere, a shoe peeked out from beneath the skirt hems, a tan court with the leather bulging around where a bunion might have been. Above it was hanging a pretty printed floral blouse from the fifties, perhaps worn on honeymoon in the West Country, and I imagined ice cream drops falling onto the collar as the new bride threw her head back to catch the summer sun.

Huddled at the end of the rail was a collection of funereal Victorian jackets, all black, with hand-stitched corded flowers. These bolero-style jackets with tight underarm seams would only fit a child nowadays and so they will stay grieving for a while longer. In contrast, a sweet hippy ‘first kiss’ cheesecloth blouse hung from the ceiling ready for another summer of love.

This small room was alive with women chatting and laughing, even dancing, all begging me for acknowledgement. This was a catacomb of women’s lives to inspire me.

For years I had forbidden myself to ‘copy’ others, preferring to think in my youthful arrogance that my ideas would always be my own. But suddenly, recycling the past – connecting with fantasy moments and from them creating something that lived again – seemed a magical prospect. Ever since that day, I have been inspired by vintage clothes – it’s like having my own fashion wormhole.

Back in the church, my eyes drift over the table covered in chequered cloth to a squashed satin duchess evening bag, the original price tag still on it. Lying beside the bag is a golden powder compact etched with white lilies and trailing leaves. I hold it, debating whether the pattern would translate onto the bodice of a bridal dress. Compacts are attractive purchases, abundant at such events. As I open it, a small cloud of tinted dusting escapes.

As the musty scent of old talc settles in the air, my imagination presses play on a clichéd girl and boy scenario: a handsome young man pulls up the final notch on his zipper and moves the Alfa’s car seat forward from its post-passion position, while a girl swipes the powder across her T-zone before snapping the compact shut, deciding to discard it for a prettier version. Meanwhile, he is thinking the same thing.

I carry on with the smutty theme as I touch a scratchy gold lamé shift dress with a torn split at the side seam, the thin ribbons of metallic fibre broken and twisted. I could imagine this as a Christmas special for fumbling with your best friend’s husband in the bathroom, while Morecambe and Wise create a hilarious diversion in the lounge. As the boys sing ‘Bring Me Sunshine’ the dress rips and the damage is done.

I move on. There is a sixties pea green polyester mini swinging unapologetically beside a Blitz-worn floral day dress with darned underarms, which in turn is beside a strappy-sided fake Versace body-hugger. A quilted, drab dressing gown completes the collection.

Personally, I prefer it when the organisers of these events put these women, and their fabric skins, in some kind of order so that they can hang out with women of their own era at least, women they can connect with. I visualise the rail coming to life, the dresses growing arms and legs, hearts and minds. Having swapped compliments and shared quizzical looks, they would to try to explain themselves. The girl in the thigh-swiping waistless green who is striking the ‘broken limb’ pose would seem like a cosmic creature to the poor war-torn housewife who had yet to experience victory in the ultimate age of austerity. ‘Make do and mend’ meets ‘Unisex Space Age gear’. Quite a jump.

Fashion evolution is something that has always fascinated me. I hit my teenage years the same year as Sid Vicious joined the Sex Pistols. ‘God Save the Queen’ roared through our household, drowning out Songs of Praise and signalling the end of the age of innocence. It was a short-lived hit in our house. As Sid repeatedly told me that I had no future, my mum flew into the back room and pulled the arm of the record player away. Seconds later, my brother launched a violent counter-attack on the kitchen radio, smashing it against the side of the fridge. Chris says the record was actually The Damned – he still has it, and swears the vinyl has the scratch to prove it. Whichever is true, anarchy had arrived in the Packham household.

In 1977, it was a matter of life and death to belong to a youth culture. Nobody in their right mind wanted to be the same as everybody else, and indeed it was social suicide not to ‘be something’. After an uncomfortable strut down the high street in a hobble skirt and itchy mohair jumper, with a Boomtown Rats badge pinned to my chest, I knew I didn’t have what it took. I didn’t want to look ugly, and didn’t know what anti-establishment meant. So I changed in the Woolworths loo and returned home with a bag of pick-n-mix instead.

Before long I became a mod. My first earnest musical purchase was ‘Start!’ by The Jam, and I had a Jean Seberg-inspired pixie cut. My dad said he wanted to throw a brick through the hairdresser’s window when I came back with my new look, but I didn’t care. With fashion came courage.

The original mod culture had blossomed in the post-war affluence of the early 1960s. Youths had spending power and a desire for style. This second wave of mods, inspired by the 1979 movie Quadrophenia, danced to the new sound of ska mixed with the exciting energy of punk. The look was clean-cut and cool, and the androgynous angle appealed to my mildly rebellious new self. We wore two-tone skirts and Fred Perry T-shirts, with winklepickers and granny coats of camel-hair wool and, of course, white tights. We had boyfriends with mopeds who wore parkas and union jack patches, and we hung out around the bus station. As with all youth cultures, clothing was paramount and, for a mod, finding original items from the 1960s was the holy grail. Before long, I had discovered every charity and second-hand shop in the south of England.

Rummaging through old clothing to find something stunning that fits or inspires is a skill I have developed over many years. Usually these shops ignore the conventional rules of merchandising, and the physical effort required to prise the crushed velvet from the broderie anglaise is so immense that I have developed a sixth sense: I can immediately tell, based on the texture and touch of a shoulder alone, whether it’s worth wrenching the hangers apart. The lack of seasonal similarities also contrives to confuse the shopper, with a hectic mix of hotchpotch prints and clashing colours. Meanwhile, the ‘highlights’ are draped around the walls and dangle from overhead beams, floating at the edge of your vision as you try to make sense of this retail explosion of stuff. It’s a booby-trapped cave of delights.

What is needed is a moment of mindfulness. First, one must analyse the floor plan, decode the den’s modus operandi and start scavenging. In her brilliant book The Creative Habit the American dancer and choreographer, Twyla Tharp, describes this as ‘scratching’. But when I plunge my hand, lucky-dip-style, into a mountain of manky silk scarves, ‘scavenging’ seems to most aptly encapsulate the feral nature of the search.

In more recent years, I have preferred not to mess with the crumpled cast-offs of a teenage closet or the casual separates of a fifties homemaker. I’m looking for treasure, digging for gold, and it’s usually ‘behind the till’ or ‘out the back’. I’ll introduce myself casually as a designer and the gates to heaven open. A serious retailer would not want their jewels peddled to amateurs.

In New York in 2003 I had a good day. It was bitterly cold as I meandered through downtown SoHo on the vintage trail between Mott Street and West Broadway. My first takeaway was an Ossie Clark jacket in white crêpe with a cigarette burn on the cuff (which lowered the price) and my mind started buzzing with images of Bianca Jagger at Studio 54, carelessly brushing up against Andy Warhol’s butt. Later, I succumbed to a black satin crêpe dress, ankle length and with a colourfully embroidered border. It was unusual in both its abstraction and technique, with large loose threads caught between the gold foiled outlines of a wondrous fantasy garden. I held it tightly, paid and left with the uneasy feeling that the vendor had made a mistake and that I would be chased down the street, my beautiful trophy snatched away from me.

Feeling high from my purchase, I made my last stop on Thompson Street. The store was bright and pretty and the satin slip dresses, lace-trimmed camiknickers and silk kimonos on display were fresh and uplifting. I was drawn to a wooden dresser against the wall. Inside, a small early-Victorian capelet grabbed my attention, made of tulle and featuring painstakingly woven orange blossom around the scalloped hem. Such intricacy is seldom found, and its fragility was appealing. However, it would be of little use to me as I could never replicate such work, and I would have moved on had I not noticed a small handwritten note attached to the collar. ‘Worn on my wedding night – handle with care!’

It was mine.

The shop assistant wrapped the cape carefully in tissue and we chatted about its uniqueness. I promised to take good care of it and returned to my hotel. But when I got back to the UK it was gone. Somehow its lightness between the sheets of tissue had tricked me, and I had carelessly left it in a paper bag that I had tossed into the corner of my hotel room. I imagined it dumped in the trash can at the back of the hotel, doused with the restaurant’s scrapings, damp, stained and lost forever.

The gown I bought that day turned out to be one of those once-in-a-lifetime finds. A few years later, I found an image of the same dress in a vintage collector’s book. It was one of ten images depicting the 1920s, a couture piece by Georges Doeuillet, a French designer who was given the Legion of Honour for his contribution to fashion. A decade ago, it was worth $3,000. However, I can never separate my luck from my loss that day. In the capelet I had been entrusted with a legacy and I had let the side down. A bride’s wedding trousseau folded and loved for a century, passed from one woman to another, had kept a memory alive, and I had lost it.

When I trawl the vintage stores, I am looking for beauty to recycle and make my own. I’m searching for a new colour, an extinct shape, the Golden Fleece of fashion. I have a postcard on my bedroom shelf that embodies this idea for me. It is an image from conceptual artist Sophie Calle’s installation at the Metropolitan Museum, a black and white photograph of a young man with a heavy fringe covering his eyes. The artist exhibited a series of photographs of blind people and asked them to describe their image of beauty. Beauty is an overwhelming concept for everyone. Is beauty timeless or something that burns brightly for a moment; is it symmetrical perfection or decaying splendour? Whatever form it takes, the agreed definition is that it pleases the aesthetic senses – especially the sight – and this is the essence of my
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