Suits you!

From knee-length numbers to a scandalous suit denounced by the
Pope, the colourful history of swimwear has been brought to life
by a glamorous London exhibition. Deborah Nicholls-Lee dives in

HEN the weather warms, cool
water beckons. However, as
we cast off our layers and slip
into our swimsuits, we might
perhaps spare a thought for our ancestors:
it wasn’t so long ago that going for a dip
entailed donning soon-to-be-sodden woollens,
stockings (for women) and even shoes.
Few garments’ evolution reveals more
about our social history and our changing
relationship with our bodies than the swim-
suit. Tt really gives us an insight into themes
such as modesty, display and which bodies
are allowed into public spaces, notes fashion
historian Amber Butchart, curator of ‘Splash!
A Century of Swimming and Style’, a major
exhibition currently running at London’s
Design Museum. Divided into three sections
—the pool, the lido and Nature—it charts
the shifts in our love of swimming over the
past 100 years alongside the clothing we have
worn in the water, whether we're splashing
in the shallows or competing at the highest
level. Highlights include a Union Flag-inspired
swimsuit belonging to Paralympic champion
Ellie Robinson and Olympic gold medallist
Tom Daley’s Adidas trunks.

¢ Modesty laws were
increasingly being
linked to drownings ?

Wading a little further back to 18th- and
19th-century Britain reveals a nation popu-
lated by a majority of non-swimmers, who
took to the water primarily to wash, cool off
or revive themselves. ‘The salutary effects
of sea-bathing... cannot be too strongly recom-
mended,” wrote Dorchester physician John
Crane in 1795, extolling ‘the benign influence
of the sea air’ and the water’s ‘purer’ vapour.
Yet, the lack of suitable clothing made such
exploits treacherous for women, particu-
larly those who weighed down their hems with
lead shot to prevent floating fabric compro-
mising their respectability.

Men, on the other hand, would sometimes
bathe nude or in their ‘drawers’, so it was
unsurprising that bathing areas were strictly
segregated and transgressions were taken
seriously. According to anissue of the Yorkshire
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Above: Bathing is elevated to swimming by Jantzen swimsuits in the late 1920s. Facing
page: Licence to thrill: Ursula Andress makes a splash in 1962 James Bond movie Dr No

Post dated August 20, 1896, a gentleman caught
teaching his sisters to swim was told by an
inspector he had ‘no business to bathe with
ladies’ and was issued with a court summons.
Hindered by their clothing and discouraged
from swimming, many women depended on
the service of ‘dippers’, who would ease them
into the sea from specially designed bathing
machines: amphibious, horse-drawn changing
rooms mounted on iron wheels.

It took a teenager in the 1870s to turn the
tide on modesty laws that were increasingly
being linked to women’s drownings. Perform-
ing feats of endurance in a whale tank in
Westminster’'s Royal Aquarium and completing
a20-mile swimin the Thames, Agnes Beckwith
showed what was possible when heavy skirts
of linen and serge were swapped for a fitted
one-piece. Yet women would have to wait
another 40 years until higher hemlines >
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Above: The swimming 60s: the pool of swimwear prints and designs is deeper than ever in 1961. Lefi: The days

went mainstream. A key turning point
was the introduction of women’s
swimming at the Stockholm Olym-
pics of 1912, which necessitated
a streamlined silhouette and
saw female competitors sporting
a similar one-piece to their male
counterparts. In the meantime, the
‘Princess Suit'—a bulky, knee-length sailor-
style ensemble with matching bloomers—
bridged the transition, often paired with
stockings pulled up to the knee and laced
footwear fashioned from canvas and cork.
Among the first form-fitting swimsuits to
reach our shores were the rib-stitched wool-
len all-in-ones sold by Jantzen, an American
knitting company, the racer-back designs
of which—twinned with cosy bobble hats and
socks—allowed for a better range of motion.
With the motto ‘the suit that changed bathing
to swimming’, the colourful garments meant
that women could finally take the plunge.
In the 1930s, Lastex, a thread derived from

of sodden, saggy knits are a distant memory by the time Pamela Anderson dons the Baywatch swimsuit in 1989

rubber, was woven into the suits, enabling the
fabric to stretch over different body shapes
and minimising the dreaded ‘sag’ when wet.

With women now on a more equal footing
in the water, the concept of the family beach
holiday took hold, booming more broadly with
the advent of Billy Butlin’s holiday camps
in 1936. Meanwhile, taking their name from
Venice’s upscale beach destination in Italy,
lidos sprang up, from Penzance to the Peak
District, prompted by a rising national interest
in fitness and open-air pursuits.

The beach in particular, with its slackening
social codes, became a crucible for new trends;
something it remains today. ‘You can wear
clothing that is a bit more extravagant than
you would wear in other public places: you can
break a few rules, Ms Butchart explains. ‘Beach
pyjamas’, wide-cut trousers worn by women
in the 1920s and 1930s with a matching top
or jacket, were a case in point, appearing ‘at
atime where wearing trousers in public in any
other context was unacceptable for women'’.



Beach pyjamas may have been unorthodox,
but something far more shocking—and far
smaller—exploded onto the fashion scene
when French designer Louis Réard launched
a skimpy women’s two-piece in 1946, naming
it (rather tastelessly) after Bikini Atoll, where
the Americans were testing nuclear weapons.
One of the earliest surviving examples, in an
eye-catching newsprint design, features in the
exhibition and dates back to 1951, the same
year that the Pope’s denunciation of the bikini
saw it banned from Miss World. Undeterred,
designers continued to amp up swimwear’s
sex appeal: pieces with cinched-in waists and
built-in brassieres, sold to the British public in
affordable forms by brands such as St Michael
and Deréta, enabled women to emulate the
hourglass figures of silver-screen stars, such
as Elizabeth Taylor and Diana Dors.

Also on show at the Design Museum is a dis-
play of Speedos, which proves that it isn't only
women’s swimwear that has shrunk over the
years. The brand, now synonymous with tiny
trunks, was founded in 1914 by the Scot
Alexander MacRae, but it gained its famously

Water ot of controversy. ..

When British swimmers lined up for the
Paris 2024 Olympics, it was hoped that
their knee-length Speedo Fastskin LZR
Racer suits (right), created using space-
age technology, would help rocket them
to victory. Designed with the assistance
of Lamoral, which manufactures durable
coatings for satellites, the sleek, light-
weight pieces featured a water-repellent
layer that minimised drag and created
an astonishing feeling of weightlessness.
Although the 2024 swimsuit technology
was welcomed, a controversial polyurethane
version of the suit, worn widely at the 2008
Beijing Olympics, proved that some swim-
wear is just too good. Inspired by shark’s
skin and created in collaboration with NASA
and the Australian Institute of Sport, the
muscle-compressing, full-body swimsuit
reduced hydrodynamic resistance to such

diminutive form in the 1960s thanks to designer
Peter Travis, who saw a market for improving
its freedom of movement at the same time
as showcasing the male physique. These new
styles, for both men and women, were made
possible by new materials. In the 1940s, British
Nylon Spinners had created a hardwearing
woven thread from petrochemicals that was
lighter and less absorbent than wool, then
Lycra, patented by DuPont in 1958, finally
offered a product that felt like a second skin.

The beach was becoming a catwalk.
A ‘ritual of dressing up when you're by the
water’ was born, notes Ms Butchart, together
with ‘the idea of seeing and being seen’.
Fashionistas paraded the latest in leisure-
wear, from cat’s-eye sunglassesto espadrilles,
asrubber swim caps embellished with petals
protected immaculately coiffed hair. Swim-
wear colours, particularly later on, in the
1980s, became more flamboyant, with neons
noisily announcing the bather’s presence,
and designers experimented with graphic
lettering, crinkly textures and bold cutaways.

¢ A ritual of dressing
up when you're by the
water was born?

Innovation today has taken a U-turn, moving
away from oil derivatives and back to natural
fibres, as well as exploring recycled materials
such as Econyl, made from fishing nets and
other nylon waste. We now see swimwear that
offers UV protection, accommodates post-
surgery bodies or is easier for those with
mobility requirements to remove—all broad-
ening access to this pleasurable pastime,

an extent that its wearers won 94%

of the available swimming golds and broke
25 world records. Branded instruments
of ‘technical doping’, the suits were
subsequently banned in all competitions
and new rules were introduced outlawing
full-length suits and non-textile fabrics.

Tokyo trunks:
gold-medal
winning diver
Tom Daley’s
Adidas gear is

a highlight of
‘Splash!’ at the
Desigh Museum

however humble our technique. Roger Deakin,
whose enduringly popular 1999 book Waterlog
(featured in the exhibition) documented his
mission to breaststroke through as much
of the British Isles as possible, beginning with
the moat around his Suffolk home, would
surely have approved of the democratic spirit
of the enterprise. ‘T am just an ordinary man-
in-the-pool swimmer..." he wrote. ‘My moat
felt every bit as good as a Channel swim to
me, and that was all that counted.’” &~
‘Splash! A Century of Swimming and Style’
runs until August 17 at the Design Museum,
224-238, Kensington High Street, London
W8 (https://designmuseum.orq)
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