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INTRODUCTION

The tradition of British menswear goes back a long 
way - to the eighteenth century dandy, and beyond -  
and it’s come through lots of twists and turns on the 
way. The influences have been many: the British navy; 
the textile industry; and the music scene. 

In this report, drafted by researcher Keren Protheroe, 
you will find the story told in compelling detail. She has 
synthesised the work of many other British scholars who 
have been world leaders in their own right, establishing 
the historical and contemporary study of fashion as an 
academic discipline.  

At the V&A, our exhibition programme has drawn deeply 
from this well of expertise. When the public attends one 
of our many popular exhibitions on fashion, they are 
learning something as well as seeing a spectacle.  

It is this blend of thoughtfulness and aesthetic glory 
that has long made British fashion, for men and 
women alike, into the great achievement that it is.  

We hope that you enjoy this walk through several 
centuries of style.

Glenn Adamson
Head of Research 
Victoria and Albert Museum
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FOREWORD

London is the home of menswear - from the bowler-hatted 
civil servant, spiky-haired punk in bondage trousers and 
dandy in his blazer, boater and spats, to the pinstriped 
stockbroker. It always has been and always will be.

The tailored suit was born and bred in Savile Row, a street 
that is the envy of designers, brand custodians and retailers 
the world over. With a collection of tailors who have dressed 
everyone from prime ministers to pop stars, from brigadiers 
to oligarchs, Savile Row continues to attract new generations 
of men who want the very best clothes money can buy.

Not only is London a stickler for tradition and upholder of 
heritage, it is also a harbinger of anarchy - seditious tendencies 
that have always been dressed up in the most extreme and 
colourful ways.

Today, London is home to a whole host of young, energetic 
designers and also some of the biggest menswear brands 
in the world, including Paul Smith, Alexander McQueen 
and Burberry. High street, mid-market, designer, luxury 
or bespoke, British menswear is here to stay.

This Study offers a fascinating insight into the history 
and heritage of British menswear that amplifies the 
extraordinary legacy that we see around us today.

London Collections: Men is a worthy extension of this legacy.

Dylan Jones
Chair of London Collections: Men
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For over 300 years, British menswear 
has been an inexhaustible source of style 

and innovation. Its spectrum of achievement 
has provided the clothes and the attitude 
to dress every sort of gentleman. Kings, 

aristocrats, rebels and bohemians - all have 
fulfilled their sartorial destinies in the 

showrooms and fitting rooms of London’s 
tailors and retailers. This legacy of excellence 

continues to resonate across the globe.
Its influence can be seen today on city 
streets, catwalks and on stylish men 

the world over.
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London has been a cultural hub and a centre of luxury 
trade since the sixteenth century. When Henry VIII granted 
a Royal Charter to the Clothworkers Company in 1528, it joined 
a group of prestigious merchant companies that represented 
London’s community of mercers, drapers, haberdashers 
and tailors.
	 In the 1660s, Paternoster Row,  in  St Paul’s in the City 
of London, housed the mercers, tailors, silkmen and lacemen 
who supplied the richly ornamented clothes worn by London’s 
wealthy political classes and aristocratic elite. The diarist Samuel 
Pepys was the son of a tailor and a discerning and frequent 
customer of London’s mercers. In 1666, he recorded that he had 
bought himself a ‘velvett for a coat, and Camelott (camlet) for a 

cloak’ in Paternoster Row. 
	 The earliest origins of the three-piece tailored suit 
can be traced to the same year. It was Pepys who recorded 
Charles II’s adoption of ‘the new fashion’, which was intended 
to replace the male uniform of doublet and breeches with a new 
combination of tunic, breeches and vest. It was described by 
Pepys as ‘a long Cassocke close to the body, of black cloth, and pinked 

with white silk under it, and a coat over it, and the legs ruffled 

with black riband like a pigeon’s leg’. Fellow diarist John Evelyn 

THE ORIGINS OF THE 
THREE-PIECE SUIT
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commended the King for his rejection of the French mode, 
which he noted had been ‘hitherto obtain’d to our great expense 

and reproach’.   
	 Life at the Royal Court determined fashionable 
taste during this period. Tailors made clothing for men at 
all levels of society, but only those at the highest levels could 
afford the luxury textiles and fine trimmings that characterised 
court dress. Sumptuary laws in the sixteenth century 
determined that the use of velvet for gowns and coats should 
be limited to those with £200 or more per year. In the1600s, 
silk was only available as an expensive import, a factor in 
maintaining the dress distinctions of those at the top of 
society.  The sartorial excesses of the Restoration Court 
attracted moral censure. Charles’s choice of cloth (wool) 
for his new ‘vest’ can be seen as an early gesture of restraint in 
the history of the English suit and a royal endorsement 
of the English woollen textile industry.  
	 At the end of the seventeenth century, Huguenot 
immigration into Spitalfields and Bethnal Green triggered 
the development of the English silk-weaving industry. James 
Leman and Anna Maria Garthwaite were notable Spitalfields 
designers; Garthwaite’s botanically influenced design gave a 
peculiarly English slant to the designs of London silk. Portraits 
painted in the early eighteenth century show waistcoats of 
embroidered or woven silk providing a decorative focus in a 
style of more relaxed tailoring. Sir Godfrey Kneller’s portraits 
of members of London’s Kit-Cat Club show how the formalities 
of court dress were being rejected by an increasingly powerful 
political class. Kneller’s portrait of Charles Mohun, ca.1707, shows 
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his rich brocade silk waistcoat contrasted with simple linen 
and worn with a collarless, loosely cut, velvet coat, which has 
voluminous sleeves and evenly spaced silver buttons.  Although 
made of rich materials, the simple lines of Mohun’s clothing 
illustrate a further move towards decorative restraint.  
	 By the mid-eighteenth century, knee-length waistcoats, 
often made of silk, were a common form of fashionable display 
for wealthy gentlemen. The market for such fashionable goods 
was supplied by London’s new West End following its development 
as a high-class residential and shopping area around St James’s 
Fields from the 1660s.   

10



11

TOWN AND COUNTRY

Commerce, rural pursuits and the development of London’s 
shopping districts all influenced English tailoring between 1750 
and 1830. A suit of waistcoat, breeches and coat, usually 
but not always in the same fabric, was the basic form of male 
dress, yet influences from military and equestrian clothing 
also informed the style and cut of gentlemen’s clothing.  
Portraiture and printed sources of the period document a shift 
in cultural hegemony from the aristocracy at Court to the landed 
gentry and mercantile middle classes. As early as 1726, Cèsar de 
Saussaure remarked: 

	 Englishmen are usually very plainly dressed, they scarcely 

ever wear gold on their clothes; they wear little coats called ‘frocks’, 

without facings and without pleats… You will see rich merchants 

and gentlemen thus dressed and sometimes even noblemen 

of high rank.

	 A painting of Richard Arkwright, by the artist Joseph 
Wright of Derby, portrays the northern industrialist wearing a 
‘suit of dittos’ made of the same coloured cloth across coat, 
breeches and waistcoat. Many of Wright’s subjects were 
leaders in the world of science and industry who lived in Britain’s 
centres of manufacturing rather than fashion. The rationalisation 
of men’s dress in the eighteenth century ran concurrent with 
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the increasing professionalisation of commerce and manufactur-
ing, which fuelled Britain’s economy. By 1700, London was already 
the largest city in Western Europe and by the end of the century, 
its shopping and leisure areas formed a backdrop to increasing-
ly fashionable display and consumption. Formal dress in the 
1780s was worn for visiting friends for tea, walking in the 
park or shopping. It comprised a cloth dress coat and matching 
waistcoat, often decorated with embroidery or military-style 
frogging (braiding).   
	 Functionality informed the style and cut of 
outdoor sports clothing. Thick wool fabrics had a sculptural 
quality, which allowed closeness of fit on even the most 
utilitarian garment. By the early nineteenth century, the eques-
trian riding coat, cut high under the arm for ease of movement, 
had developed stylistically into a tailcoat with a double-breasted 
row of metal buttons, a high collar and a steeply cutaway front. 
In this new form, the tailcoat crossed the divide between country 
sportswear and urban fashion; it was adopted by a set of 
self-consciously fashionable, young male consumers who were 
taking advantage of the new leisure opportunities provided 
by London’s parks and shopping.    
	 Tailcoats were worn with buff coloured breeches, riding 
boots and one of the many fashionable interpretations of an 
intricately tied cravat. Their wide revers (turned-back collars) 
and simplicity even influenced women’s tailoring in England 
and France. The ‘redingote’ became a prominent style of riding 
habit worn by aristocratic women. In its most exaggerated form, 
the English tailcoat defied the authority of French-style 
leadership when it informed the flamboyant dress of Paris’s 
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decadent Incroyables. A reputation for fine tailoring was at the 
heart of the Anglomania that swept Paris at the end of the 
eighteenth century. 
	 Traditionally in Britain, the aristocracy had led 
public taste, yet the style leadership of Britain’s Hanoverian 
monarchy would emerge only at the beginning of the nineteenth 
century under the influence of the Prince Regent. Such was 
his reputation for dress that, following his ascension to the 
throne in 1820, he wore a kilt on a state visit to Scotland 
and tartan became a fabric of fashion. 
	 The Prince was powerfully influenced by a man 
outside the ranks of the aristocracy, George (Beau) Brummell.  
Brummell’s contribution to the history of British menswear lies 
in an approach to dress that has become synonymous with the 
notion of the English dandy. Brummell’s restrained and perfect-
ly observed sartorial code advocated a simplified form of tailcoat 
which he wore with long ‘pantaloons’, in a direct precedent 
of the modern day suit. His fashionability demanded the 
highest standards of cleanliness, the most expensive and highest 
quality tailoring, and accessories that he sourced in Mayfair’s 
shopping streets.   
	 By the early nineteenth century, Bond Street 
was an exclusive thoroughfare, home to tailors, jewellers, 
hatters and perfumiers. The Burlington Arcade opened in 1819 
and Regent Street’s sweeping façade was completed in 1825.  
Many tailors and bootmakers were located on the Strand, 
with the most exclusive and renowned working in the 
area north of Piccadilly. John Weston of Old Bond Street 
and Meyer of Cork Street are both names that have been 
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associated with Brummell. Although traditionally silk had been 
the most costly - and therefore the most exclusive sort of cloth 
- the dense mouldability of woollen cloth gave it a superior edge 
when used in tailoring that demanded absolute perfection of fit. 
By the turn of the nineteenth century, London’s tailors’ skill of 
working with the subtlety of wool cemented their reputation 
internationally as the finest tailors in the world.  
	 Brummell was not the only innovative ‘beau’ in Mayfair.  
The Duke of Wellington, another notable dandy, asked his 
shoemaker Hoby of St James Street to modify the functional 
hessian boot, thus creating the first Wellington boot. In its early 
fashionable form, the Wellington was made of leather and 
cut close to the calf so that it could be worn neatly with 
pantaloons. So prevalent was the self-conscious dressing of 
the men who employed London’s tailoring talent that 
Pierce Egan’s Life in London, 1821 satirised the sartorial 
pretensions of London’s dandies in illustrations, which caricatured 
the relationship between fictional Regent Street tailor 
Richard Primefit and his precocious young clients. Yet Brummell’s 
significance lay in his ability to mobilise personal style in order 
to make fashion out of an essentially rural form of clothing. 
In doing so, he elevated functional, understated design through 
attention to detail, cloth, cut and fit. Christopher Breward 
has written of Brummell: 

	 No other sartorial philosophy has come close to wielding 

such influence on either the day-to-day process of dressing or the 

more rarified consideration of dress as an idea… [his] unsettling style 

has sustained a dandified mode of living for almost two 



hundred years, inspiring, subverting and critiquing urban modes 

and manners with surprising consequences for the character and 

direction of modern British fashion.   

16
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THE GENTLEMAN 
AND HIS TAILOR

During Queen Victoria’s reign, Britain was the wealthiest 
country in the world and patterns of work and property 
ownership increasingly stratified British society into 
discrete social classes. The London Season structured the 
social engagements of aristocratic society and created 
employment for London’s tailors, but Britain’s reputation 
for military tailoring was also a significant force in the 
development of Savile Row.    
	 Clothing the military at the end of the eighteenth 
century forged the reputations of several tailoring firms whose 
names are now synonymous with London’s most 
famous tailoring street. James Gieve worked in Portsmouth for 
the firm that tailored Lord Nelson and Captain 
Hardy’s uniforms at the Battle of Trafalgar. Military cap- 
maker Thomas Hawkes held Royal Warrants from King George 
III. By the time Gieves and Hawkes united on Savile Row in the 
1970s, their individual reputations had secured high- 
profile commissions and Royal Warrants from across Europe. 
Military tailoring and royal commissions were also important to 
the firm of Henry Poole & Co, which, following a commission 
from Queen Victoria to design a new style of court dress, opened 
its first showroom on Savile Row in 1846.	
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	 A reputation for strident respectability has made men’s 
tailoring in the nineteenth century associated with
sober uniformity. Despite this, fashion historians have 
argued that the bespoke system of tailoring allowed men 
to experiment with new forms of clothing and to explore 
a range of masculinities through dress. Stylistic development 
in London tailoring followed the three-piece conventions 
of the previous century. Decorative waistcoats offered 
opportunity for self-expression, as did novelty cravat pins 
and selective use of stripes and checks. Appropriateness 
in dress was annotated in editions of The Gentleman’s 

Magazine of Fashion and in the publications of Benjamin 
Read. Read was a London tailor who recognised the value 
of depicting the tailoring details of new fashions in dress 
set against a backdrop of the city’s fashionable landmarks and 
streets.  The double-breasted frock coat, with its high buttoning 
and military shaping, remained the hallmark of respectability 
throughout the nineteenth century. From the 1860s, the lounge 
coat, originally worn only for sports and leisure, became more 
acceptable as a garment for informal public occasions.  
	 Sports clothing was strongly associated with 
Victorian masculinity and this allowed it to be an area of 
experimentation without fear of the taint of effeminacy 
or accusation of inappropriate preoccupation with 
personal appearance. The Norfolk jacket was adapted from 
military clothing in the 1860s to become a standard shooting 
costume. Often made in Harris tweed or homespun cloth, 
it was worn with matching knickerbockers. An 1888 
edition of the Tailor and Cutter suggested that it was 
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especially suited to bicycling, business and fishing.   
	 The ‘Coke’ or Bowler hat has become synonymous 
with the look of the London City gent. It was created in 1850 
by London’s oldest and most prestigious hatter, James Lock 
& Co, as working wear to protect the heads of Norfolk 
farmer William Coke’s gamekeepers. The Coke hat’s rural and 
lower-class status changed only after it became associated with 
the dress of British aristocracy at the turn of the century. The 
Coke was worn by Edward VII and later popularised by Edward, 
Prince of Wales.   	
	 Descriptions of Poole’s showrooms in the 1880s 
describe a lavish and immersive environment furnished with 
mahogany tables, piled high with dark-coloured cloths. It had 
palatial fitting rooms furnished in gold and satin. Luxury was also 
becoming available in the new department stores being built on 
Regent Street and Piccadilly. The expansion of Liberty & Co on 
Regent Street catered to London’s most artistic clientele. It 
provided smoking jackets, decorative accessories and oriental 
silk pyjamas made from imported Indian silks, or fabrics printed 
in Liberty’s own printworks at Merton in south London.  	
	 By the end of the nineteenth century, London 
was a global city in both its population and its vision. Its 
tailoring industries, including those in Savile Row, relied 
heavily on the talents of a skilled immigrant Jewish workforce, 
which operated out of the East End producing goods 
to sell in the luxurious outlets of the West End. 
Its manufacturers and retailers worked to meet the 
fashionable public’s enthusiasm for goods that exploited the 
colours and patterns of fabrics imported from the Empire. 
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EDWARDIANS TO 
NEW EDWARDIANS

We ourselves now realise that the traditional British jacket, 

rather long in the skirt with a vent or vents at the back, is an 

admirable foil to narrow trousers. It is a style eminently 

suitable to the big-boned Englishman. It looks well in the beautifully 

balanced checks which only our weavers in Yorkshire and Scotland 

understand how to plan in such a way that the traditional 

is never obscured by the fantastic. 

	 Hardy Amies, ABC of Men’s Fashion, Newnes, London, 1964, p.18

The First World War dismantled a golden period of 
Edwardian refinement, but the democratisation of fashion in the 
inter-war years created an increasingly visible London menswear 
industry. The relaxation of styles and the opening 
of new menswear outfitters injected an adventurous 
glamour into shopping. New forms of clothing were 
introduced and marketed as essential components in 
the pursuit of an idealised leisured lifestyle. Savile Row 
continued to serve the country’s most newsworthy elite, 
including Winston Churchill, who was a regular customer, 
and more discreetly its overseas royal commissions.  
	 Thomas Burberry’s innovation of waterproof 
twill-weave gabardine gave his company a competitive edge in 
the early twentieth century. Burberry’s first London store opened 
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in 1891 on Haymarket, the busy thoroughfare leading 
to Piccadilly. By the 1910s, Burberry’s outdoor wear was 
clothing Britain’s early expeditions to Antarctica and the 
South Pole. In 1901, the firm was commissioned by the War 
Office to design its officers’ uniforms, a charge that would 
lead to the creation, in 1914, of its most iconic product - the 
Burberry trench coat.  
	 Beyond heroic association with the battlefields 
of Flanders, the Burberry trench coat represents a peculiarly 
British modern sensibility. Traditional craft values of 
quality workmanship and robust materials combine in a 
garment with stylistic associations that have varyingly been 
military, county and high fashion. Hollywood’s adoption of the 
trench coat, notably worn by Humphrey Bogart in Casablanca 
in 1942, has only added to its glamour and appeal. 
	 After the First World War, royalty became an 
international advert for English tailoring, as the Prince of 
Wales became the first cosmopolitan English monarch. The 
Prince’s easy elegance found expression in a more relaxed style 
of tailoring. His ability to effortlessly combine British plaids 
and tweeds, often in stylish sporting attire, made him an 
ambassador for the British traditional textile industry.   
	 Royalty’s sanction of Britain’s regional cloths and clothes 
has been intrinsic to its long patronage of bespoke 
tailoring. Prince of  Wales check is eponymous to Edward VII, 
while in an earlier time, Prince Albert borrowed on tartan’s rural 
authenticity when wearing a kilt in recreation of traditional 
Highland dress at Balmoral.   
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The modern brogue, named after the process of punching holes 
in the leather upper of a shoe, originated in rural Scotland at 
the end of the eighteenth century. In a similar transition to the 
Coke hat, when the Prince of Wales wore brogues on his golfing 
trips to Scotland their rural associations crossed into urban 
fashion.  Among the sometimes outlandish sartorial experiments 
of the 1920s - which culminated in Oxford Bags in 1924 - the 
Prince’s ability to elegantly co-ordinate Fair Isle and Argyle 
knitwear with tweed and homespun plaid, bore testimony to his 
Brummellian restraint. The Prince bought his shirts from Turnbull 
& Asser on Jermyn Street and his shoes from John Lobb at 6 St 
James Street.   
	 Beyond the rarefied, bespoke world of royalty, 
menswear ready-to-wear retailing was modernising between the 
wars. Austin Reed introduced ‘The New Tailoring’ at its 
Regent Street menswear department store in 1926 and opened 
its first international outlet on the transatlantic liner RMS 

Aquitania in 1929. Simpson’s of Piccadilly, with its DAKS range of 
tailoring and sportswear, opened in 1936.  These firms, amongst 
others, responded to the democratised desire for stylish and 
well-cut fashion.  After the war, Savile Row also modernised.  
The arrival of Hardy Amies, best known as the Queen’s 
couturier, in 1945 introduced the notion of fashion and challenged 
the overt masculinity of the street. In addition to serving his 
bespoke customers, Amies designed collections for the Leeds 
firm Hepworth’s. The prototypes of their ‘made-to-measure’ 
suits were often cut by Amies’ neighbour, Norton & Sons, at 
16 Savile Row.  
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By 1951, The Ambassador magazine was promoting English 
fashion abroad by evoking a nostalgic sense of Britishness 
and by framing the practice of bespoke tailoring as able to 
transcend the forces of mechanisation. In an article entitled
‘This Casual Elegance’, its author noted:

	 There is an idea that the well-dressed Englishman is the 

epitome of studied disarray… This is an inversion of the truth. It is 

not a planned disorder but an unconscious elegance… While mass 

production methods have forced the cobbler from his traditional squat, 

the bespoke tailor sits today as he always has. 

	 By the 1950s, a bohemian London coexisted with the 
still authoritative voice of the conservative establishment. 
Ex-guardsman and inveterate dandy Bunny Roger employed 
the precision skills of Savile Row to recreate decorative waistcoats 
and the slimline silhouette of its early-century tailoring. Yet, 
Roger’s neo-Edwardianism sought to preserve the distance 
between nineteenth century codes of class and behaviour 
and the socially destabilising forces of modern, democratised 
shopping. In London’s less prestigious districts, Teddy Boys were 
a new class of dandy asserting their influence by paying local 
tailors up to four weeks’ wages to appropriate the neo-Edward-
ian codes of Savile Row; their ‘stovepipe’ trousers, velvet-collared 
coats and reputation for street violence made them insubordinate 
arbiters of style. 
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STREET STYLE

Greater democratisation of fashion in the second half of 
the twentieth century made London into a fashion city. 
The development of British street style and subcultural 
taste changed the look and the social rules of menswear. 
From the 1960s, key streets in Chelsea and the West End 
developed new and dynamic retailing strategies, and 
targeted a generation of young male consumers. 
	 Of all London’s historic fashion districts, none has 
retained its temporal resonance as much as Carnaby Street.  
Between 1963 and 1970, John Stephen, Lord John, Take 6, and I 
Was Lord Kitchener’s Valet were names synonymous with a style 
and attitude in modern menswear that has become emblematic 
of 1960s sub-cultural exuberance. Carnaby Street’s evolution 
from a drab and inconsequential Soho backwater to ‘Swinging 
London’s’ colourful and entrepreneurially assertive ‘peacock 
alley’ has undoubtedly played its role in the mythologisation 
of 1960s London. Yet the style leadership and social change 
played out in its boutiques and street life, and the 
ambition of its key protagonists, cemented Carnaby Street’s 
reputation as an internationally recognised icon of English style.  
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	 The influence of Glaswegian, John Stephen, on the 
rise of the street has been ascribed to his talent for sharp styling, 
innovative retailing and recognition of the prevailing mood, which 
rejected stereotypical masculinities in clothing. Having opened 
his first shop at 5 Carnaby Street in 1956, within a decade, 
Stephen owned more than ten others including Mod Male, 
Domino Male and Gear Street, all selling his flamboyant take on 
traditional men’s tailoring to an audience for whom novelty 
and detail were key. The exacting sartorial aspirations of 
London’s Mods were met by Stephen, who introduced hipster 
trousers and slim-cut shirts manufactured in limited 
production with high, soft, buttoned or tabbed collars.  
Decorative fabrics in bright or pastel colours were promoted 
to be worn with wide lapelled velvet frock coats and 
kipper ties. Throughout the decade the tailoring talent in Soho’s 
upstairs workrooms were able to provide short runs of 
suit jackets and coats in traditional suitings, plaids and wide 
pinstripes, individualised and embellished with trimmings, 
lining, buttons and embroidery freely available from 
wholesalers nearby.
	 John Stephen and Michael Fish can perhaps both 
lay claim to the introduction of the tailored floral shirt and tie.  
When Jermyn Street shirt-maker Turnbull & Asser employed Fish 
to extend their classic lines into more flamboyant and 
youthful territory, he created vibrant designs of quality 
tailored shirts and kipper ties.  The exuberant florals found in 
the haberdashery department at Liberty & Co were also 
catalysts in this flowering of gender-defying pastoral expression. 
Liberty & Co’s William Poole and Bernard Neville exploited 
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the firm’s richly decorative archive to create a range of modern 
fabrics in a luridly colourful print-on-print celebration of 1930s 
florals and Art Nouveau swirls. 
	 Alistair O’Neil has written: ‘Carnaby Street became 

synonymous with a masculine form of colourful peacockery not seen 

since the early nineteenth century, and made a spectacle of men 

being self-conscious in their consumption of fashion.’  Yet it was not 
the only London street with a reputation for selling distinctive 
clothing that pushed the boundaries of masculine 
convention. Rupert Lycett-Green opened Blades in Dover Street 
in 1962 and Tommy Nutter arrived on Savile Row in 1968. Both 
combined fine detail and precision tailoring with a receptive 
approach to fashion, which marked their exceptional contributions 
to London tailoring in the 1960s and 1970s.  Further west, 
on Portobello Road, I Was Lord Kitchener’s Valet sold 
Edwardian militaria and sharply cut suits alongside Union Jack 
shirts and kaftans as popular trends moved away from 
flamboyant derivatives of Western tailoring towards ethnic 
and hippy styles.   
	 The post-war prosperity and optimism that 
fuelled entrepreneurialism in 1960s Carnaby Street dissolved in 
the economic uncertainties of the 1970s. As the promise of 
long-term unemployment radicalised a generation of youth, 
dispossession exploded into the DIY aesthetic of punk; between 
1974 and 1978, this created an ‘anti-fashion’ assault on the rec-
ognised notions of good taste. In 1976, the shop at 430 
King’s Road was renamed Seditionaries by its owners 
Malcolm McLaren and Vivienne Westwood. Their collection of 
that year took the fetish-wear sold in their first shop Sex and 
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subverted its meanings further in a new collection that included 
cloth bondage trousers with bum flaps, straps and zips, 
striped mohair jumpers and t-shirts with confrontational 
slogans. The ‘Seditionaries’ collection quickly cemented 
McLaren and Westwood’s position as style leaders who 
epitomised the antagonistic spirit and style of English punk. 
	 McLaren and Westwood’s involvement in the 
radical sub-cultural activity that defined youth culture in 
the 1980s was largely realised through their style influence 
on London’s music and club scene. Their first catwalk 
collection, ‘Pirates’ in 1981, combined barbed colourful prints 
with flounced shirts and tricorn hats in a display of swash-
buckling histrionics, which played out at street level 
in the New Romantic movement. Musicians and designers who 
further challenged orthodox masculinities in dress 
came together at the Blitz nightclub in Covent Garden. 
Culture Club, Spandau Ballet, Bodymap and Stephen Jones 
all shaped the look of British fashion in the 1980s.   
	 Westwood has continued to work reflexively with 
fashion history by appropriating its symbols and allegiances and 
even revisiting her own contributions from the days of 
Seditionaries. Finely tailored bondage trousers in 
traditional British checks have featured in her later collections. 
In ‘Harris Tweed’ (1987), ‘Time Machine’ (1988) and ‘Anglomania’ 
(1993) Westwood borrowed the materials and meanings 
associated with English tailoring to offer a celebration of 
its heritage, but also to expose what Rebecca Arnold has 
called ‘the lie of a coherent single definition of Englishness’ 

in which English tailoring and style assumes a solely 
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aristocratic heritage. Paul Smith arrived in Covent Garden 
in 1979. He is another designer closely associated with 
London who playfully subverts the meanings and associations of 
Englishness in his clothing and in the ‘gentlemen’s outfitter’ design 
of his shop in Covent Garden’s Floral Street.   
	 In 2013, London continues to be a fashion centre for 
British menswear. Just as the area around St James’s was a hub 
of fashionable display and consumption in the early 
nineteenth century, so today the streets around Savile Row and 
Jermyn Street continue to offer bespoke and high-
quality ready-made menswear and accessories. In recent years, 
east of the City in the area around Shoreditch High Street, a 
culture of small-scale production and retail has transformed 
London’s historical clothing manufacturing districts into a fashion 
centre notable for its migrant influence, cultural dynamism and 
menswear retailers. London’s cosmopolitanism has been 
intrinsic to its international reputation. Across the world it 
is known for its innovative retailing and hybrid sense of style; 
a vivid expression of its rich fashion heritage.    
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MUSEUMS

Aberdeen Art Gallery and Museums - www.aagm.co.uk
The museum holds over 8,000 items of costume including a small collection 
of menswear, largely made up of formalwear and uniforms, relating to the local 
area. There is a selection of tailored garments made from Crombie cloth, which 
was produced locally. Crombie was founded in Aberdeen, Scotland in 1805.  
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The Fashion Museum in Bath - www.fashionmuseum.co.uk
The museum has a good collection of menswear ranging from the early 18th 
century to the present. It holds the wardrobe collections of Sir Roy Strong and 
Mark Read.  These feature clothing produced by notable designers and retailers 
including Blades, Tommy Nutter, Paul Smith, Yohji Yamamoto, Helmut Lang. 

The Gallery of Costume - www.manchestergalleries.org  
The museum has a collection of men’s clothing, mostly fashionable and all civil, 
from the 17th century onwards. The museum also has a very fine library and 
archive, which includes editions of the Tailor and Cutter and other tailoring 
manuals and books. 

Historic Royal Palaces - www.hrp.org.uk  
The Royal Ceremonial Dress Collection contains men’s court dress and 
hundreds of court uniforms dating from the 18th century onward, 
including many impressive examples of the best in British tailoring. The Collection 
also includes many examples of royal men’s clothing, including garments worn by 
the Charles I, William III and the Duke of Windsor. 

Kirklees Museums - www.kirklees.gov.uk
Kirklees covers a large part of the West Yorkshire woollen and worsted industry.  
The collection includes many samples of both suitings and vestings from the 19th 
and 20th centuries.

Leeds Industrial Museum at Armley Mills - www.leeds.gov.uk/armleymills
The collections and displays tell the story of Armley Mills, which was owned 
by Leeds industrialist Benjamin Gott (1762-1840). Key items include a fully 
working Spinning Mule, a Hattersley Power Loom and a Jacquard Loom. 
Armley also has displays on the history of Leeds Ready to Wear Clothing 
industry. Highlights include textile machinery from the Leeds multiple tailors, 
including laying-up tables for pattern cutting and a recreated 1950s sewing 
room and finishing department with steam irons.

Leeds Museum Discovery Centre - www.leeds.gov.uk/discoverycentre 
The collections reflect the history of the development of the tailoring industry 
from the end of the 19th century. The museum holds part of the Burton archive, 
including suits, a large photographic collection showing both the production and 
selling of suits and various catalogues. The firm of Hepworths is represented in 
the collection. There is a collection of 19th century replica suits made in 1964, 
including many suits designed by the couturier Hardy Amies.
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Museum of London - www.museumoflondon.org.uk/london-wall/
The Museum of London’s menswear collection dates back to the days of Roman 
London. The collection holds a variety of items from rare archeological material, 
including jewellery, textiles and leather shoes found in and around London to full 
garments, accessories and ensembles from the Elizabethan Era to the present 
day. This range of material documents an array of life in London: everyday 
contemporary items; court dress and ceremonial uniforms; items worn by the 
Royal family and the British subcultures of the Dandies and Punks. A selection 
of the menswear collection can be seen in the Museum of London’s permanent 
exhibition.

National Portrait Gallery - www.npg.org.uk
The National Portrait Gallery holds a collection of the portraits of famous 
British men and women. Its 16th-20th century galleries offer a rich survey 
of formal and elite fashion featured in the portraiture of the period.  

Northampton Museum & Art Gallery - www.northampton.gov.uk/museums
The Shoe Collection at Northampton Museum and Art Gallery is the largest 
collection of shoe heritage in Europe. It includes more than 12,000 items of 
footwear ranging from ancient Egyptian to contemporary design. Highlights 
include a collection of military footwear, catalogues of men’s footwear from 
1900 onwards and examples of Northampton - town and county - made 
high-end footwear, including examples from Jeffery-West, Church and Co 
Ltd, Trickers and Crockett and Jones.

Trowbridge Museum - www.trowbridgemuseum.co.uk
The museum’s collections include menswear and clothing for boys from the 
19th and 20th century. Highlights include a man’s regency tailcoat of c1820, 
double breasted with brass buttons at the breast and cuffs.  Also, samplers of 
red guardsman’s coating with selvedge, ‘a west of England cloth’ woven at Samuel 
Salter & Co ltd, Trowbridge.

Victoria and Albert Museum - www.vam.ac.uk
The V&A holds a historically important collection of menswear dating from the 
sixteenth century to the present. Court and ceremonial clothing is well repre-
sented as are suits, tailoring and decorative waistcoats from the 18th to 20th 
centuries. Recent acquisitions include a collection of designer menswear by Mark 
Reed, and the Michael and Gerlinde Costiff collection, including clubbing outfits 
designed by Vivienne Westwood. Highlights from the menswear 
collection can be seen the V&A’s Fashion Galleries. 
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ARCHIVES (available to view by appointment only)

Central St Martins School of Art - www.csm.arts.ac.uk/museum/ 
The collection includes items from Hardy Amies’s own wardrobe including suits, 
coats, hats, shoes and shir ts.  museum.collection@csm.arts.ac.uk

The Marks & Spencer Company Archive  
The Marks & Spencer Company Archive reflects changing high-street fashions 
from the 1920s to the present. The collection includes examples of early M&S 
menswear, including a woollen swimsuit from the 1930s and 1940s utility clothing, 
through to modern day menswear.  companyarchive@marks-and-spencer.com

London College of Fashion - www.fashion.arts.ac.uk/research/archives-resources
The archive contains a variety of relevant sources. Highlights include examples of 
20th century tailoring from Alistair O’Neill’s collection of suits by Tommy Nutter, 
suits by Hunstman and Henry Poole, and deconstructed garments 
showing construction techniques.

Woolmark Photographic Archive - www.vads.ac.uk/collections/LCFWOOL
archives@fashion.ar ts.ac.uk
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