1 It is now theorised
that Alexander wore
an ancient version of
Kevlar as his armour.
Specialists at the
University of
Wisconsin-Green Bay
have reconstructed
Linthorax — laminated
layers of linen, which
Plutarch describes
Alexander wearing at
the battle of
_Gaugamela in
331 sce, and which
may be depicted in
the famous
 ‘Alexander’ mosaic
recovered from
Pompeii.
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Itis recorded of Alexander the Great, that in his Indian exped-
ition he buried several suits of armour, which by his directions
were made much too big for any of his soldiers, in order to
give posterity an extraordinary idea of him, and make them
believe he had commanded an army of giants.*

R. BRIMLEY JOHNSON, MANNERS MAKYTH MAN, 1932

SUIT PSYCHOLOGY

Perhaps the ultimate elite suit - or set - of clothes is the suit of
armour. Designed to accentuate the physique of the wearer to
make him appear more impressive and powerful, as well as to
offer protection, it retains its ability to command attention even
when standing as an empty sentinel in stately homes and
museum collections. While they are very different in appear-
ance, the fabric suits of civilians are still a kind of carapace,
designed to present the wearer and their body in a specific way.
In fashion terms, a suit is two or more garments of the same
or contrasting fabric, designed to be worn together. For European
men of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries this meant a
doublet and ‘hose, or doublet and breeches, but for eigh‘t-
eenm@m Scotsmen it meant a jacket and trews. For women,
?;1::;2 :tjs ;iodice .alx:d skirt ‘hab‘it.’ for riding. The suit"'s
interwoven with :;: W};l:l é b addmo.n PR, Waihiceat - 'xs
Iepresents status: it ? ]:mry B Westcrn.lsat‘;ic?n. T}.Je pole il
Sher of sk »itcan be a statement of individuality or, more

rmity. It is no exaggeration to call the suit an act
Stitches in Time




iakven gineering - @ quasi-conscious manipulation of
:f;mnn iour through clothing - that is still very much part
of the modern wandrobe.

PEACOCKING

previous eras had seen complete outfits composed of matching
or complementary components, but the suit reached a form
ecognisable to modern eyes in the eighteenth century. It was
mostly a three-piece ensemble - jacket, waistcoat and breeches
- in a range of fabrics and colours. Suits for professional wear
were usually of wool or blends of wool, silk and linen. Their
colourswererelatively sombre, their buttons somewhat subdued.
Suits for showing off at social events were inevitably of silk,
glimmering with embroidery and embellishments. Some royals
took such decoration to extremes ~ in July 1791 George, Prince
Regent to King George III, was dressed to celebrate his father’s
birthday. The St James’s Chronicle described his suit of rich-
coloured striped silk with a waistcoat embroidered with silks,
silver and semi-precious stones. The coat and waistcoat were
 covered in spangles and had diamond buttons to match the
ones on his breeches. According to the Chronicle, it formed a

Bightoenth-censury elite suits boasted beaurifully embroidered
waistcoats in very pretty colours,

Suirs You
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Prince George was a peacock, and a plump one -
he was not unique in presenting his wealth and po'-h.n’ bug
means of his suit. The royal courts of Europe were ausmon by
extraordinary display. Silk took up dye like no othey Plaoes'of
reflecting light and acting as a glossy background fo, Materjy|

doi
multicoloured embellishments. Suits might shine witha:ehjﬁ
lions, spangles, pearls as big as peas, jewels, silver threaq ...

gold foil and silk ribbon embroidery. Such was the COSt’ nglatzs,
haberdashery, let alone the fabric, that metal threads from, sui;:
were sometimes unpicked and recycled. This was knowy g
drizzling or parfilage, and was considered a pretty pastime fo,
leisured ladies. However, theatre-goers were not safe from the
drizzling tools of unscrupulous gold-collectors out to add to
their collection - the gold could be recovered from textiles
through burning, then sold for reuse.




+the €i th century are testament to 2 Chinoiserie is the
. suits from the eighteen : A

surviving ’;‘j:d of embroidery at the time, both professional  fashionable use ol
Pefb stanaal= = T St g b Chinese and pseudo-

o ic. Classical motifs and chinoiserie Were pOP‘ M Oriental motifs in

‘ - hat bloomed on most men’s suits of this era,in  objets d'art, fabric,

itwasﬁawﬂﬂ‘ Jines and cascs des» When taken to extremes, furniture and even

might be accused of excess or bad taste, but pastel fabrics architechits,

mif;ﬂad,mbgllishmems would not invite charges of effem-

i in the stylised beauty of the

inacy: Suits gloried in colour and
patural world. |

" Like the plumage of real peacocks, part of the lavish suit’s

function was to intimidate other males and attract females on

she lookout for a wealthy mate. Of course there was always the
danger of not looking beyond the suit to see the character of
the man beneath: ‘Good Heay'n! To what an ebb of taste are
women fallen, that it should be in the power of alacedcoatto . i o
recommend a gallant to them! cries a young man in Richard s W
Sheridan’s 1813 play A Trip 10 Scarborough. o
Al this excess is undoubtedly alien to most modern suits.
While there was a slight trend for embellished female suitsin =~
 the 1980s, this was a faux luxe, often with hasty machine
~ embroidery and plastic sequins. True suit exuberance, eight- a
eenth-century-style, survives now only in the theatrical
splendour of the Spanish bull-fighters traje de luces ~ suit of
light - or perhaps in the encrusted suits of Londor’s famous
 Doarly Kings and Ouabndec o s [ oadsiiast o
~ Suchsplendourcame ata price. During the French Revolution
of the 1790s some aristocrats paid for their extravagant ways

with their life. Court clothes, which had keptahiousandsof 1
French silk merchants, weavers and embroiderers. initrade,

became symbolic of privileged decadence and disloyalty to the

new regime, In these turbulent years of political upheaval some

canny men kept a set of court suits and & set of more sober

revolutionary costumes so that they could dress to tally with

the prevalent political mood. The revolution was a sobering

influence on suits and was partly respomiblgfbr;h > muted
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THE NEw SIMPLICITY

Contemporary with unrest in France yyg, | 5
gentlemen showed superiority of birth,
the icon of this shift was not an aristo
commoner George ‘Beau’ Brummel],
now be familiar. When he inherited
about spending it not on spangles or silks, but on Plain-seem,

suits of superfine wool. Superfine suits have a longer, SMOothey
nap than broadcloth, which is a plain-weave wool with a light

in the

and breedi.ng. bt Way
Crat, but the uncom:gy
Whose name ShOuld n

his fOrtllne in 1799, he set

nap. With his athletic figure, exquisite taste and strong character

Brummell become synonymous with the new vogue for subdyegd
suits.

vulgar. Brummell was reported to say, ‘If John Bull
you are not well dressed; but

£

ifies the stereotypi




considered badly dressed.

at those he : ‘ |
Bn!““”‘" 43 cnd pimself under scrutiny and demanfied
i e i e matter with my coat? For

oo B ere amything “

o koo% " jearfellows sneered Brummell, ‘don’t misapply

re like a coat than itis to a

sail coat, a form of

schetwith on ail. These tals e
1 «iff coat skirts O

h-century male coats. Coat tails, if worn correctly, were not

itti lippe ind. A style
~ hen sitting down, but flipped up behin ,
e . ket was also popular with both men

known as the spencer jac . m
.ndwomeninthelate eighteenthand early nineteenth centuries.

it reached just below the <houlder blades in length and was
neatly tailored, fitted and fastened. It was said to have originated
with the 2nd Earl Spencer, who burnt his coat tails while
warming himself by the fire. According to the story - quite
possibly apocryphal - he pragmatically ordered his valet to
neaten the ends, and so the fashion was born. o

MADE TO MEASURE
Ideally a suit would be built around a straight, strong figure. A

good fit could show off 'a;physiq;le honed by riding, boxing or
perhaps fencing, However, not all gentlemen were so energetic. -

For less magnificent figures the tailor had techniques of cut to

i e i At g o b advanageciFa s (NS

re vestiges of the excessively
£.the seventeenth- and earlier eight-

less-than-athletic gentleman seemed to cut a fine figure in his

suit, it was really the underpaid (if ever paid) tailors who

deserved the credit. 4 L
Tailoring was a respected but often poorly paid profession,
mostly associated with men. By the eighteenth eentury London’s

West End tailots had gained a reputation for world-class quality,
a reputation that is still alive today. Tailors gained customers by

word-of-mouth recommendation. Occasionally their names can
be found on paper or parchment labels hidden in a yoke-lining
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3 Frogs or frogging or back pleat of the suit jacket, Sui

it labe);
are decorative : to be discreet - in contrast to the m:::lrkri‘gm;odfay mulends
additions of-:tr:ld. designer name prominently on lejsure L Ot blay, :
:tyﬁ:: o ;Z;p ry The best tailors were famed for thej; sense of g,
around buttons as a a Punch magazine cartoon of 1863 a rotund bewhisketo?th‘ In
fastening. in a loose, wrinkled suit is being measured a a West Endéd;gem
This new customer begins to say, ‘I've had my clothes ;:;lm's:
The tailor interrupts him, ‘Clothes! jug 80, Sir! He! Hel Wem “
concede you to be Clothed, Sir! But we re'lly can't canl;lz
Dressed; we can’t, indeed?

A first-class tailor mastered all the skills of cut, fit and finig,

There were many different systems of cutting, and the begy e%

these were shared in tailoring journals. Victorian gentlemen

were measured for their suits with a humble yet crucial innoy-

ation - the standard inch tape. The measuring tape was said to

have been invented by a tailor named George Atkinson, inspired

{ by seeing a scale of inches used in foot measurements, In the
right hands, the tape ensured that a suit would be a perfect fit.

English lawyer and world traveller William Hickey described
a 1799 outfitting:

I went to a tailor named Knill, to whom I had been recom-
mended as a fit person to equip me comme il  faut. He advised
my having a dark green with gold binding, dark brown with
“the same, a plain blue and, for half dress, a Bon de Paris with
 gold frogs? all of which he spoke as being much worn and
- of the highest ton. I bespoke the four suits accordingly.

5 fe‘t“’f@dm an article in the Ladies’

A fotional fop of 1772, fea
o nnpmssed with his tailor, His diary entry

i Magazine, was far less

y on My pea green suit. Memo: sleeves
thigh, skirts too long, and most fright-

ther: shall not pay his bill these two years ‘
him,

-



g ineeenth conc
skirted coat - called the frock co

STUFFIN G

MLk
e ‘m»astheweamr changed shape,asmteould
ilors could 4ake out a fish’ 10
darts, a technique of
itching the edges
tleman
les

ARTING,

a concern. One gen
pnejudmes against ¥
for fear they may next invade my face! The

saw the introduction of a waist seam
coat - which avmded o

onto the:
;nmy fabm: wrinkles at least.

Aﬁm‘k coat daﬁu&ﬁum e
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A double-breasted jacket and loosely pleated skirt suit from 192,

Fashions in female suits changed far more dramatically than
the male ‘suit, which tended to have minor shifts in cut, colour
and detailing. Suits accorded with the currently fashionable
silhouette in much the same way as dresses. They were often of
fluid, knitted f&bncs in the 1920s and 1930s, particularly the
£8sy ﬁmngknitted wool or rayon jersey made popular by
Gabr;xe ‘Coco' Chanel from the First World War onwards. Forties’

iy fﬁd&@mmﬁme clothing constraints (more on that
ortly); s ihﬂ,,&;;suits f@f’fﬂlﬁﬁfti‘gs seemed to upholster women
/ them freedom of movement - something

e, but they were quietly
h mg mm:twnmd twentieth centuries.
e munQﬂﬁmnablg,Wen if unlauded. In the tail-
| Q’Vﬁfﬂl} Wﬁ; ;iggzd tﬁ:)r their abilities in handling
And in eyniciaty & fe canvas structures of complex
e st haﬂd'ﬁnishing. While the 3
¢inTime

re were few




|  Bold design details ils and. a loose
A‘swe"”"almad%ﬁmmanearher chapter, there was great - v

i

Suml,ammg famously designed a female tuxedo suit in 1966

 that the world of couture began to take trouser suits seri-
ously. Barbara Hulanicki, under her Biba label, specialised

~ ambivalence over women wearing trousers before the later =
: Wenﬁethcenmty'rherefore trouser suits were rarely seen
- before the 19605, Gabrielle Chanel offered a black sequinned -

trouser suit for her 1937 collection, but it wasn’t until Yves

in trouser suits cut from comfortable synthetic jersey; Ossie:

Clark subverted the strict lines of tailoring with flower-power
S HEES: You
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flowing lines and Celia Birtwell pringg |, il
the ‘glass ceiling’ in the world of work s the Crackiy,
: UTing the 1o 501

1980s, and the notion of power-dressing, 1o iy € g5, w
full focus as a corporate ‘look’. The 19805 work s:ifm En
in bold colours with strong shoulders, the Overa] 'c:as

As for men, we now turn back in time once T totsbo :
their suits underwent a quiet but definite revolution Zeh'
Queen Victoria’s reign, resulting in the generic fo_ml:i
two-piece lounge suit of the modern man. Peg

PROPERLY SMART

The story of the lounge suit is inextricably bound up with
gradual easing of class hierarchies. By the nineteenth century
the suit had become a signifier of aspiration, as well as a sign
of established status. Wearing a suit was essential if ope
wanted to be considered respectable, and respectability was
now an aspiration of working-class people too. However wom
and grubby a labouring man's working suit of wool or
corduroy might be, he would always have a better-quality
Sunday Best suit, even if it meant swapping it for a ticket at
the pawnbroker’s during the working week. With the advent
of affordable photography, even poorer men began to pay for
studio portraits of themselves with all the accoutrements of
a gentleman on display. .

W‘Wﬂ& a tremendous social anxiety among working- and
middle-class people about not being ‘properly’ dressed. The
m“;’fﬁm” ﬁ‘:s" Pﬂf pressurean professional men to keep

T ST
——————————



new departmer’
(off-the- e-pes suits, an

re able 10 lower an

shops quickly ptowded

as thCY sun do. It was ﬂu
rcssmg to the skln@d

mthhthetaﬂcoaxatthesmiofthe nineteenth century,
winning the fight from the 1830s, after which it re.xgned supreme
ﬁord:temmfotaﬂeestanother smtyyears. S LT




