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Marsha Hunt in full 1960s regalia. This photograph was taken in 1968, the year she appeared in Hair, when high-waisted flares, a furry bolero, an Afro and shiny shoes were an excellent combination.
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INTRODUCTION

What makes a style icon? This book offers no definitive answer, no formula to study. In fact, some of the styles of the women featured here could not be more different from one other –

Tina Chow’s sharp bohemia compared to the Duchess of Devonshire’s twinset and pearls, say, or Jackie Kennedy Onassis’s skirt suits versus Nancy Cunard’s bangles. But, put together, they do share certain qualities: a flair for fashion, a charisma that marks them out, and a sense of style that shows clothes can, along with many other things, maketh the woman.

If some of the names here are of the household variety – the likes of Madonna, Marilyn Monroe and Kate Moss – others are a little more cult: Marsha Hunt, perhaps, or Betty Catroux. They are all, however, on equal footing – when it comes to style, Debbie Harry, the queen of downtown, is just as royal as the Queen of England.

What we wear is a personal choice, and so is whom you choose to nominate as your style icon. The aim here is to show the rich, diverse and exciting range of women who could fulfil that role. Learning about 50 style icons that changed the world might inspire you to follow their lead, to wear something different – or certainly help you to get dressed in the morning. That is, after all, the very least the great and good of style can do.

Fifties perfection as only Grace Kelly could truly master. This publicity still for Alfred Hitchcock’s 1954 film Rear Window shows her in the full skirt, tight bodice and high sandals that dominated fashion at the time. Combined with Kelly’s blonde good looks, the result is movie magic.

You know your style icon status is indisputable when you become the subject of a fashion film. So it was for American Vogue editor-in-chief Diana Vreeland.

A documentary, The Eye Has to Travel, was released in 2011, directed by Vreeland’s granddaughter-in-law, Lisa Immordino Vreeland. It introduced her to a new flurry of fans.
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QUEEN VICTORIA

1847

A young and in love Victoria, as captured by the German portrait painter Franz Xaver Winterhalter. This image of her, in the ivory and flower garland associated with a wedding day, was a gift from the Queen to Albert on the seventh anniversary of their marriage in 1847.

As the head of state for more than 60 years and mother to nine children, Queen Victoria (1819–1901) did not have much time for the fripperies of fashion. But fashion has a lot of time for her. Britain’s now-second-longest-serving monarch was responsible for many trends of her own time, including the take-up of tartan, which she wore on visits to Balmoral Castle, her retreat in the Scottish Highlands. Her most notable influences stem from the great romance between her and her husband, the German-born Prince Albert. For their wedding in 1840, Victoria wore a white dress, then unusual because white was seen as a colour of mourning. With the royal approval, the colour took off for brides. The custom for widows to wear black in mourning can also be traced back to the Queen. She wore the colour after Albert died in 1861 and for the rest of her life. With her subjects following suit when their loved ones died, the custom of wearing black garments, and sometimes jet jewellery, increased.

Victoria just made it into the 20th century – she died in 1901 – and she still looms large in the modern era. Her impact on fashion now shows itself in periodic vogues for Victoriana, modern takes on the ornate clothes worn during Victoria’s reign. This extends from the 1970s, when there was a fad led by Laura Ashley for rustic pinafore dresses, to Sarah Burton, who drew on the era for her Autumn/Winter 2015 collection for the Alexander McQueen brand. Burton’s most explicit nod to Victoria came in 2011, with the decorated bodice of the Duchess of Cambridge’s wedding dress. Inspired by the kind that the Queen herself would have worn, it started a Victoria-led bridal trend all over again.
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NANCY CUNARD

C1926

If Cunard’s time – the 1920s – means that photographs of her are a finite resource, they are all good ones. Here, photographed by Man Ray in around 1926, she is captured in a ‘Cunardian’ outfit that would have scandalized her contemporaries. An It Girl at the height of her powers.

With an heir to the Cunard shipping business for a father and an heiress mother, Nancy Cunard (1896–1965) was born into high society. It soon became clear that this was not her natural environment. Instead, Parisian bohemia beckoned.

Cunard moved from London to the French capital in 1920 at the age of 24, and met a wave of artists and writers including Aldous Huxley, Constantin Brancusi and Michael Arlen. She wrote poetry and set up the Hours Press, which published work by Ezra Pound and Samuel Beckett. Cunard scandalized her mother by living with a black man, American jazz musician Henry Crowder, and she later campaigned against racism.

Cunard’s style explored her creative and rebellious urges. Striking, with pale skin and green eyes, she wore the avant-garde looks of the day. Cunard was one of the first women in London to cut her hair into a bob and wear shorter skirts. She favoured black kohl, red lipstick and a long cigarette holder. Her choice of clothes – sometimes men’s suits, sometimes abstract designs by Sonia Delaunay – made sure that she stood out. In 1922 the Daily Express described her as someone ‘who admires eccentricities in dress and appearance’. A trendsetter, she influenced what other fashion-conscious young women wore when portraits of her were published in the press.

A now-famous 1926 photograph of her by Man Ray shows her penchant for wearing stacks of ivory bangles on both arms. This alone has provided designers and brands, including Gucci, significant inspiration in recent years. They are only picking up what friends of Cunard’s had begun: Huxley gave her walk to one of his characters, while Brancusi produced a sculpture inspired by her and Wyndham Lewis sketched her. Cunard was a one-off and other creatives recognize her as such.
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