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ZANDRA RHODES –  
50 YEARS OF FABULOUS
To survive for fifty years in the give and take of the fashion world is no 
mean feat. To remain an independent spirit, plowing your distinctive 
furrow while the winds of change swirl about you is an extraordinary  
one. Dame Zandra Rhodes is one such designer.

This exhibition celebrates the founding of Rhodes’s fashion house.  
Since 1969, the British textile and fashion designer has brought her 
distinctive vision to the collections she produces twice a year.  
Designs from every year are featured, alongside the unique printed 
textiles that are the hallmark of Rhodes’s work. 

Zandra Rhodes – 50 Years of Fabulous looks at the sketchbooks that  
are the starting point for everything that Rhodes designs; the process 
that takes a sketch and transforms into a textile and then a garment  
is illuminated. The catwalks that Rhodes so famously filled with  
spectacle after spectacle will be seen in rare archival footage.  
Recent work also includes costumes designed by Rhodes for the  
opera, also highlighted here.   
 
The Fashion and Textile Museum invite you to experience the  
creative spirit of this unique designer.





I had designed a circle. 
Now I cut in circles, 
sewed in circles, and 
at last, the creative 
circle was complete.  
I made swirling, 
dramatic shapes with 
no concessions to the 
saleable, the acceptable 
or the ordinary.  
 The true Rhodes style 
came into being.

The Art of Zandra Rhodes, Zandra Rhodes, Anne Knight and  
Marit Lieberson, London: Jonathan Cape, 1984



Born Zandra Lindsay Rhodes in 
Chatham, Kent, UK. 

Her mother, a fitter for the house  
of Worth, introduces Rhodes to  
the world of fashion.

1940

In collaboration with fashion 
designer Sylvia Ayton Rhodes 
opens her first boutique The 
Fulham Road Clothes Shop. 
Their partnership ends the 
following year.

1967

Rhodes graduates from the Royal College of Art where she studied printed textiles. 

Her designs are considered too avant-garde by British manufacturers. Unable to 
find a position as a textile designer she begins her career by selling fabrics directly 
to fashion designers including fellow RCA alumni Foale and Tuffin.  

Eventually she starts making dresses using her own textiles. She develops an 
approach in which the print takes precedence and controls the designing process. 
This innovative emphasis on prints becomes an intrinsic part of her work. 

1965



Rhodes sets up her eponymous fashion label and launches her first solo collection,  
‘The Knitted Circle’. Inspired by hand-knitted garments and traditional folk 
costumes her signature wiggle appears for the first time.

The Parisian design agency Mafia partners with Rhodes to create a series of textiles 
 and a dress collection for their client Du Pont de Nemours. The fabrics were 
silkscreened onto polycotton and feature some of Rhodes’s trademark themes  
such as knitted chain stitches, wiggles, tassels and chevron patterns.

Friend and interior decorator Richard Holley convinces Rhodes to present  
her collection in New York. 

1969

Diana Vreeland takes notice and features her designs in the 
June issue of Vogue America. From there her success rapidly 
grows. She starts selling to high-end stores in New York such 
as Henri Bendel, Sakowitz, Neiman Marcus and Saks.

In the UK she is given her own area at Fortnum & Mason 
where she sells alongside Bill Gibb and Jean Muir.

1970

Rhodes is part of the new wave of British designers 
who propel London to the forefront of the international 
fashion scenes. From Royals to pop icons, her clientele 
attracts personalities such as Princess Margaret 
Countess of Snowdown, Jacqueline Kennedy, Elizabeth 
Taylor, Bianca Jagger, Cher and Freddie Mercury.

1970s



Rhodes is awarded 
Designer of the Year.

1972

1974
Rhodes is awarded Royal 
Designer for Industry.

Rhodes launches her ‘Lovely Lilies’ collection and introduces what 
will become one of her most iconic garments the “73/44” dress. Each 
season will now offer a new interpretation of the 73/44 which is still 
referenced in her collections today. 

Anne, Princess Royal chooses to wear a Zandra Rhodes for the 
announcement of her engagement to Captain Mark Phillips.

1973

Rhodes takes Punk from the streets 
to the catwalk and releases her iconic 
‘Conceptual Chic’ collection. The 
black and pink jersey designs feature 
embellished beaded safety pins and 
holes. Her take on this emerging 
subculture earns her the name of 
‘Princess of Punk’.

1977



BEGINNINGS
Zandra Lindsay Rhodes was born in Chatham, Kent, in the southeast of 
England. Her prodigious talent for art was evident early on. Surviving 
sketchbooks of her school art projects show a keen eye for observation, 
a skill that will inform her work as a professional designer.

Rhodes’s initial thought was to be an illustrator; this only changed after 
studying with the influential textile designer Barbara Brown, whose work 
for Heal’s was some of the most well known of the late 1950s and early 
1960s. 

This experience changed the course of Rhodes’s future career plans; 
it was then that she decided to study textile design. With Brown’s 
prompting, Rhodes applied to the Royal College of Art, at that time the 
most important art school in the country. This masters-only programme 
took the best and the brightest of the country’s young talent; what made 
it special was the mix, students from across disciplines would interact 
and exchange ideas. 

During the years when Rhodes attended, the Royal College was the 
fulcrum of Pop Art, and the presence of students like David Hockney 
(who was already gaining a following) and Derek Boshier would in turn 
influence the work of Zandra Rhodes. 

Rhodes attended the Royal College of Art from 1962 to 1965, the 
three year course providing the designer with numerous opportunities 
to explore her chosen medium of printed textiles. It was her time at 
the Royal College that continues to define Rhodes as a designer, and 
artist. The interaction with other artists and designers at the RCA would 
provide her with an interdisciplinary approach that has allowed her to 
blur the boundaries of textile design, painting, performance and fashion 
throughout her working life.



1969
Kaftan  1969   Silk chiffon
Label reads: Zandra Rhodes Style Z7

Silk chiffon kaftan screen-printed with the ‘Knitted 
Circle’ design with satin edged hemline. This dreamy 
dress made of sheer silk chiffon, the fabric that became 
synonymous with the name Zandra Rhodes, illustrates 
Rhodes’s first foray into the world of fashion as an 
independent designer. She had never trained as a fashion 
designer but she knew once she had learned how to cut a 
pattern, she would be able to pursue her goal – to create 
garments that were cut to showcase the print itself.  This 
diaphanous kaftan with voluminous sleeves gathered 
tightly at the wrist is made from eight circles, echoing the 
shape of the print. 

Subconsciously recalling her mother’s knitting 
and the numerous patterns and embroidery books 
that surrounded her as a child Rhodes created her first 
collection based on the craft of knitting.  Inspired by 
the historic textiles displayed in the Victoria and Albert 
Museum, the academic Rhodes became fascinated by 
the stitches and how to recreate them in a print. The 
result was a pattern subverting the very idea of handwork 
by creating the illusion of knitted stitches on flat fabric.  
This first collection received approval both sides of 
the Atlantic.  Fortnum & Mason bought the complete 
collection citing Rhodes as the new talent to be watched, 
whilst in New York, following an introduction to Diana 
Vreeland, the editor of Vogue, Rhodes’s ethereal dresses 
were showcased in the magazine modelled by the young 
actress Natalie Wood. 



1970
Coat   1970   Unbleached calico
Style 70/23

Quilted cotton calico coat printed with ‘Chevron Shawl’. This coat from the 1970 
‘Ukraine and Chevron Shawl’ Collection showcases Rhodes’s experimental approach that 
has informed the designer’s career. The pioneering Rhodes, directed by the print itself, 
created a unique shape to the garment by cutting round the print’s stylised fringe.  The 
sharp silhouette of the coat with its jagged points is further emphasised by the use of 
quilting that lends extra rigidity to the fabric. The print references the tasselled fringing 
and peasant floral designs of ethnic shawls that were popular at that time as well as 
reflecting the contemporary vogue for Victoriana. The ‘wiggle’ in the print was to become 
one of Rhodes’s signature motifs.  

She attributes this shape to her family’s love of jigsaws, as the wiggle seems to 
mimic the shapes of puzzle pieces.  Zandra Rhodes, whose appearance has always 
intentionally reflected her work, loved wearing this coat herself with baggy trousers 
and high Biba boots.  As well as spawning a retro revival, the 1970s saw the birth of the 
‘Hippie’ look.  This style was influenced by global travel popularising ethnic clothing that 
encouraged an individual sartorial style.  Rhodes’s designs elevated this style creating a 
look that was ‘Hippie Deluxe.’  

Evening Dress  Spring/Summer 1970   Silk chiffon
Style 70/11

This full-length billowing silk chiffon evening dress with electric blue satin bodice 
is screen-printed with the ‘Giant Snail Flower’ design. The sleeve openings and dress 
hemline are edged in blue satin ribbon. The shape of this romantic dress made from 
twelve yards of silk chiffon echoes the print design, ruched and gathered to create 
rounded shell–like sleeves and a scallop skirt hemline. The print developed from 
Rhodes’s earlier ‘Chevron Shawl’ print and its rough interpretation of embroidery stitches 
and patterns includes her characteristic ‘wiggle’ motif. The ethnic-inspired bodice and 
the peasant references that inspired Rhodes during this period continued to evolve in 
later designs.  The painterly aspects of Rhodes’s designs were highlighted in fashion 
editorials that referred to artists such as Marc Chagall (1887-1985), René Magritte (1898-
1967) and Henri Matisse (1869-1954), employing a descriptive form of language usually 
used to describe abstract notions in fine art: ‘Zandra Rhodes’s hand-printed chiffon 
designs are fantasy things that flutter and blow and wrap you in colour mixed of light, 
dreams, air.’ (Vogue, June 1970)



1971

Kaftan  1970   Silk chiffon
Style 70/34

Kaftan in ‘Indian Feather Sunspray’ on silk chiffon, cut to the shape of the print.  
There is a central frill with printed cross stitch detail. Rhodes’s iconic ‘Indian Feathers’ 
collection was inspired by the designer’s visit to the Museum of The American Indian 
in New York where she was fascinated by  the decorative details incorporating intricate 
patterns that often included feathers - either as  surface adornment or as edgings 
outlining the garment.  ‘Indian Feather Sunspray’ is one of Rhodes’s most iconic prints 
showcasing her signature approach to creating directional textile designs. In the 
evolution of this print, Rhodes demonstrates her pioneering techniques. Having first 
created feathers as a flat print motif, the designer decided to cut round the feathers 
hand-rolling each one to create an outline of fluttering feathery tendrils. The colours of 
the kaftan’s print reference the natural colours used by the Native Americans – terracotta, 
indigo and black with turquoise feathers.

Coat   Autumn/Winter 1971   Rayon Satin
Style 71/27

Quilted satin coat printed with ‘Button Flower’ and 
‘Frilly Flower’ and constructed from 13 complete circles. 
The coat has three tiers consisting of one circle, three 
circles and nine circles respectively. The edges and 
hemline are finished with red satin binding echoed by the 
collar’s red stitched trim and button detail. The coat closes 
with satin loops and buttons.

The inspiration for the prints combined in this 
coat came from diverse sources – flower shape buttons 
Rhodes found at a London button manufacturer, a vibrant 
green fox fur coat by Yves Saint Laurent, the bold petal 
shapes of Matisse. Breaking away from traditional floral 
prints, Rhodes created flowers like buttons stitched 
onto the fabric. Further inspiration came from visits to 
the Victoria and Albert Museum and also the Wallace 
Collection where the paintings of Jean-Honoré Fragonard 
(1732-1806) and François Boucher (1703-1770) provided 



a wealth of decorative details including buttons, bows and 
frills. This iconic quilted coat reflects Rhodes’s fascination 
with Max Tilke’s (1869-1942) definitive book on traditional 
world costume: Costume Patterns and Designs. The 
simplicity of the drawings showing the garments as flat 
shapes appealed to the designer who found this approach 
far more exciting than the rigidity of couture. 

Rhodes recreated this style of presentation in 
her book The Art Of Zandra Rhodes (1984) where she 
presents her garments laid out flat like butterflies:  ‘She is 
an artist whose means of expression is dress and so there 
is a third way to look at her work, to see it as flat pattern, a 
Zandra butterfly pinned out to view’. (Vogue, August 1982)

Coat   Autumn/Winter 1971   Wool felt
Label Reads: Zandra Rhodes London   Style 71/19

This ‘dinosaur’ coat is made from a double layer of 
felt, lending the garment extra rigidity and emphasising 
the pinked zigzagging edges of its sleeves. The coat 
highlights Rhodes’s characteristic experimentation with 
shape, form and technique. The seam edges are shown 
externally and are all hand cut, a technique she repeated 
on other garments.  Predating the deconstructionist 
school of design by two decades, Rhodes often 
transformed interior construction and sewing detail 
into decorative statements that defined the shape 
and structure of the garments. Rhodes adds an extra 
dimension to her ‘Button Flower’ print by attaching 
separate appliquéd button flowers to the coat.

In 1971 Rhodes was commissioned to create a 
small range of exclusive designs for Sekers Silk Pty, Ltd, 
known as Sekers Australia, who sold the textiles by the 
yard for home dressmaking and created off-the-peg 
fashions inspired by Zandra Rhodes ‘style’. These were 
mass-produced and printed on fabrics such as polyesters, 
voiles and fine jersey. The Sekers commission made 
Rhodes a household name in Australia: ‘She’s 1971’s No 
1 creator. She has a poet’s eye, an original paintbrush and 
some enchanted scissors.’ (Sekers advertisement, Zandra 
Rhodes Archive)



Dress   1973   Silk chiffon
Style 73/44

Romantic dress with deep V-neckline and wide 
sleeves gathered into a full skirt. The bodice has flower 
bead embellishment, while the kimono style sleeves are 
edged in tiny pearl beads. The dress has a wide satin 
sash accentuating the waistline. The dress is printed with 
‘Reverse Lily’, the careful placement of the design creating 
a wide decorative border on the sleeves. 

During a trip to Japan, the homesick Rhodes was 
given lilies by a friend. These flowers, recorded in her 
sketchbook, were to become the initial inspiration for her 
‘Lily’ collection. The designer also became fascinated and 
mesmerised by Japanese calligraphy.  She particularly 
loved the shrines with their multiple tiny messages that 
appeared to flutter and fly to the sky. Inspired by this the 
designer decided to incorporate the word ‘Lilies’ into her 
new designs.

This iconic dress became Rhodes’s bestselling 
garment and is known by its style number ‘73/44’. Every 
dress Rhodes has created from the beginning of her 
career has been given a style number including the year 
of the design. These are recorded in ‘The Bible’, Rhodes’s 
collection of design sketchbooks. This dress has been 
reintroduced and reinterpreted for many seasons and is 
still referenced today.  It epitomises the femininity and 
timelessness of Zandra Rhodes style, a dress that moves 
and flows with the body. The designer’s subtle use of 
chiffon led to her being referred to as the designer who 
‘took the garden party out of chiffon’, making the fabric 
appear seductive and daring rather than dowdy. (St Louis 
Post- Dispatch, September 1974) The ‘73/44’ has been 
worn by celebrities, royalty, models and women all over 
the world and came to personify an era. Donna Summer 
wore a version of this style from the ‘Lily’ collection on her 
1977 Once Upon a Time album cover. 

1973



Evening Jacket   Autumn/Winter 1973   
Rayon satin and acetate satin
Style 73/28

Quilted satin padded jacket from the ‘Shell’ collection. Following her belief that 
the print should direct the shape of the garment, the cut of Rhodes’s first quilted satin 
jacket was informed by her ‘Shell Spiral’ design. The construction of the jacket enabled 
the designer to showcase the complete design, while the shaping of the underarm was 
created naturally by simply following the curve of the print. In addition, the join between 
the two circles of the pattern made a statement centre back to the jacket. The base of 
the jacket is gathered into the padded quilted pink border. The initial inspiration for the 
‘Shell Spiral’ print was a shell-covered wicker basket that Rhodes found in a garage sale 
when visiting friends in upstate New York. This triggered other memories, including the 
many exotic shell necklaces Rhodes had in her wardrobe.

Evening Dress   Autumn/Winter 1973   Silk chiffon, silk net
Style 73/19

Fairy-tale chiffon dress with satin sash and butterfly 
sleeves. The chiffon bodice flows into a full crinoline skirt 
with silk net ruffles. These are edged with a ‘lettuce’ hem 
highlighted with dark pink stitching echoing the deep pink 
of the satin sash. Rhodes carefully cuts and places the print 
‘Reverse Lily’ to create the curved shaping on the bodice. 
This dress, featured in the ‘Shell’ collection epitomises the 
romance and femininity of Rhodes’s carefully and lovingly 
created designs. When customers bought one of Rhodes’s 
dresses from her Mayfair store, they also received a sealed 
envelope containing a silk square printed with this message 
from the designer: ‘This is one of my special dresses. I 
think of it as a work of art that you will treasure forever.  
Everything made by me is an heirloom for tomorrow – the 
design and execution have had love and time lavished upon 
them.’

Developing her ideas and exploring the shell motif, 
Rhodes designed delicate shell lace embroidery on tulle 
using the multi needle Schiffli machine technique creating 
a romantic, fairy-tale bridal dress. HRH The Princess 
Anne wore a lace embroidery dress from Rhodes’s ‘Shell’ 
collection for her official engagement photographs by 
Norman Parkinson in 1973.



Dress   Autumn/Winter 1974   Silk chiffon, satin
Style 74/5C

One-shoulder dress with stitched wide satin band 
with covered button and loop side closure.  Silk chiffon 
cascades from the asymmetrical band in two layers, 
both slashed, with hand rolled hems. The top layer is 
hand beaded with small enamelled flowers. The jersey 
underdress is finished with a narrow overlocked hem. 

Rhodes’s trip to Australia in 1973 resulted in 
a period of radical rethinking that introduced her to 
new shapes, influences and thoughts.  Inspired by the 
postcard views of Ayers Rock that she saw everywhere, 
the designer explored, sketched and photographed the 
sacred monolith that is revered by Indigenous Australians. 
Rhodes then began to translate her experiences into 
textile designs.  The resulting design, ‘Ayers Rock’ is a 
pictorial print inspired by 18th century French toile de 
Jouy that used fine engravings to produce a scenic 
pattern. Translating her Australian sketches into fine line 
drawings on translucent paper, Rhodes made several 
dyeline reproductions, cutting them up and moving them 
around creating different combinations until she felt 
excited by the result. The ‘Ayers Rock’ dress (seen here) 
became one of her most famous dresses and the style 
has remained a classic. 

1974



1976
Sleeveless Jacket and Trousers   
Spring/Summer1976   Ultrasuede

Blouse   Spring/Summer1976   Chiffon
Sleeveless jacket with shawl collar and matching gaucho trousers. The ensemble 

is worn with a metallic striped chiffon blouse with frilled collar featuring Rhodes’s Pop-
inspired ‘Mr Man’ print from the early 1960s. Both the jacket and trousers from Rhodes’s 
‘Cactus and Cowboy’ collection are screen-printed with ‘Spinifix Border’ design.  The 
collection was inspired by the Rhodes’s 1975 trip to America where she found inspiration 
in the giant cacti in the Mojave Desert that in her eyes resembled human forms. These 
cacti together with images of classic cowboys provided the visual impetus for the 
collection. Departing from her signature chiffon designs, Rhodes decided to create a 
daywear collection using ultrasuede, a practical alternative to real suede that had already 
been used by designers Halston and Bill Blass.  This fabric created a new challenge as it 
was not malleable proving unsuitable for dainty hand stitching and fine sewing machines. 
Fortunately none of the cut edges needed to be sewn as they did not fray so there were 
no hems only seams.  These she laced or placed outside just as she had done on her 
silken jersey dresses. The diagonal lines printed at the edge represent lacing.  Rhodes 
did not want her collection to either copy or parody the cowboy look. However Rhodes 
did become obsessed with having authentic accessories when she showcased the 
collection at the Roundhouse London in October 1976, flying to LA for cowboy boots 
with embroidery, steel toecaps and Cuban heels.

Evening Dress   1976   Silk Chiffon and Satin
Style 76/33

Silk chiffon evening dress with satin sash from Rhodes’s ‘Mexican’ collections 
(1976-78)  The deep V-neckline is edged with a pleated and frilled collar and features 
rouleau lacing embellished with enamelled white flower beads. The wide sleeves finish 
just below the elbow. The bodice is printed with ‘Lace Mountain’ and the full-length skirt 
with ‘Mexican Banana Leaf’.  ‘Lace Mountain’ incorporated pieces of Rhodes’s drawing 
from the ‘Lily Lace ‘design and was created by using collage, a technique favoured by 
Rhodes. Creating an overall outline of the design on a large sheet of paper, Rhodes then 
creates smaller separate designs that she tapes to the master design allowing her to 
move them around until she creates a composition that pleases her. Once a final decision 
is made she ‘intercuts’ the pieces together – this technique involves cutting two pieces of 
paper (one directly on top of the other) simultaneously so that the unwanted section can 
be cut out leaving a replacement from the underneath sheet that fits exactly. The design 
is then turned over and stuck edge to edge with tape.



Dress   1976   Silk chiffon, jersey, satin
Style 76/21

Each dress that Rhodes creates is the result of a 
long creative process during which ideas evolve. This 
ethereal dress of the sheerest chiffon with its trailing 
banana leaves epitomises this process.  The ‘Mexican 
Banana Leaf’ dress was inspired by a morning in Oxaca 
when Rhodes awoke to see banana palms by the campsite 
where she was staying and immediately felt inspired 
to sketch. Back in London she began to create a print 
experimenting with large-scale leaves hanging from a 
trellis. She made the leaves uneven and rippled in shape 
building up their undulations using her characteristic 
wiggles. Rhodes filled the spaces between the leaves 
with dancing Mexican motifs. Starting with an inner tube 
of jersey, Rhodes created the dress by cutting round the 
shape of the print attaching separate hand rolled chiffon 
leaves. Rhodes created the bodice of the dress from 
pleated satin with contrast satin-stitch ‘lettuce’ edging 
that appears to ripple round the body mimicking the 
edges of the banana leaves. Rouleau ties create a bow 
over one shoulder.  The trailing, fluttering hand-rolled 
chiffon banana leaves with beaded shell embellishments 
make this dress a truly unique Zandra Rhodes creation 
that showcases the designer’s innovatory approach to 
dress design.



THE HOUSE OF 
ZANDRA RHODES

I now had to learn to take these prints into the world of fashion. I had 
never been trained as a fashion designer, but I did not think it could 
be such a mystery. I had only to find out how to start. 

Rhodes began her career selling textiles directly to fashion designers. 
The most successful of these was her work for Marion Foale and 
Sally Tuffin, fellow alumni of the Royal College who had established a 
successful fashion label in 1962. Rhodes then joined forces with fashion 
designer Sylvia Ayton, a classmate of Foale and Tuffin’s at the RCA. 
Together, Ayton and Rhodes launched the Fulham Road Clothes Shop 
with clothing designed by Ayton made up in textiles designed by Rhodes.  

Though short-lived – the shop was open for a year – the experience 
convinced Rhodes to continue with her ideas of printed textiles as the 
defining element of a garment, rather than a backdrop. The partnership 
ended in 1968, and by 1969 Zandra Rhodes was designing under her 
own label.

Rhodes chose to design the garments as well as the textiles, a bold move 
for someone without any training in fashion design. It was a constant 
refrain in those early days – ‘once a textile designer, always a textile 
designer’ – and one that Rhodes’s success refuted time and again.



1977-78
Dress and Overskirt   1977-78   Jersey
Styles 77/35 and 77/15

Full-length jersey dress with red satin appliqué and decorative holes ornamented 
with beads and beaded safety pins. The dress is worn with an overskirt created from a 
wide satin sash and a jersey panel that is attached with  
ornamented safety pins and sink chains. 

In the late 1970s, London street-life was changing dramatically with the advent of 
Punk. Rhodes sensed the changes in the works of friends such as Duggie Fields who 
were part of the art scene.  Feeling that her floating chiffons seemed irrelevant, Rhodes 
felt compelled to express the new zeitgeist in her own inimitable way.  Recalling a dress 
by couturier Elsa Schiaparelli (1890-1973) that was created from a stark tube of silk 
featuring Salvador Dali’s print ‘Tears’, Rhodes became fascinated by the shapes created 
by torn jagged fabric.  Rhodes admired Schiaparelli who she considered a kindred spirit: 
‘of all designers, I feel closest to Schiaparelli.  When she made a hat like a shoe or a 
necklace from aspirins, she was playing the same game’. (Sydney Morning Herald, 23 
February 1985)  The slashes of her earlier Elizabethan silk collection still haunted her 
and her attempts at designing a chiffon print with a tear design failed to satisfy her. 
Eschewing prints, Rhodes decided to use a different approach. Using a knitted rayon 
jersey that clung to the body in a supple and elastic manner, Rhodes created dresses in 
simple unconstructed shapes and wielding scissors cut strategically placed jagged holes 
– she wanted them to be aesthetic as well as seductive. The holes were then fastened 
and highlighted with decorated safety pins covered with seed pearls and brilliant 
rhinestones that glittered like jewels as well as loops of silvery chains. For Rhodes, rips 
and tears were as valid a technique as pleating and chains and safety pins were simply 
an alternative, non-traditional embellishment fitting for the 1970s. Rhodes became the 
infamous ‘High Priestess of Punk’ though what she achieved was a look that was inspired 
by Punk but existed in its own  
right – ‘Conceptual Chic’.

Punk Bridal Ensemble   1977-78   Jersey, Satin
Style 78/23, 77/17L

The tubular underdress has external seams and features a high side split and a long 
train decorated with holes, beaded safety pins and chains. The bodice is created from a 
long black satin sash attached to a jersey panel with beaded safety pins and chains. The 
sash ties as a halter neck creating a large decorative bow at the shoulder.  The edges 
of the jersey and the ornamental holes are outlined with decorative blue overstitching.  
Scatterings of diamanté beads decorate the bodice and lower skirt.  Rhodes’s 
‘Conceptual Chic’ collection attracted much press attention.



Punk was in the air. 
She set to work making 
aesthetic holes in silk jersey 
and beaded safety pins.
And lo! A collection of 
tattered couture dresses. 
Strange as it may seem,  
there is something ethereal 
about the gathered fabric  
held together with a safety  
pin, something new.

Observer Magazine, 9 October 1977



Following the engagement of Lady Diana to Prince Charles, Vogue 
asks several designers to create a gown for the future Princess. 
Rhodes designs a grand Elizabethan dress in gold lamé which will 
later develop into the ‘Renaissance/Gold’ collection. Richard Avedon 
famously portrayed singer Diana Ross modelling one of the dresses.

The Handicraft & Handlooms Exports Corporation invites Rhodes on 
a tour of India. This travel leads to Rhodes’s first Indian show in 1982.

1981

Scenographer and art curator Rajeev Sethi invites Rhodes 
to collaborate on his exhibition Aditi. Held at the Barbican as 
part of the Festival of India, Aditi is a celebration of Indian 
crafts and culture. The banners designed by Rhodes were 
block-printed using woodblocks carved by artisans in the 
city of Farrukhabad, India.

1982



The Indian government invites Rhodes to 
design a range of saris made in collaboration 
with Indian craftsmen and artisans. The 
collection combines stylistic elements of both 
Western and Indian fashion. The ‘Indian Sari’ 
show is held in the Taj Bombay and Taj Delhi.

1987

Publication of the  Art of Zandra Rhodes co-authored 
by Zandra Rhodes, Anne Knight and Marit Lieberson. 
This reference work documents her creative process 
and the post-modernist ethos inherent in her work.

1984        



1980
Chinese Ensemble   Spring/Summer 1980   Silk Organza
Styles 79/124, 79/141 

Silk organza top printed with ‘Chinese Squares’ 
and silk organza skirt printed with ‘Scribble Border’ with 
a stitched satin boned obi belt and beaded ‘pagoda 
sleeves’.

Rhodes’s participation in one of the first cultural 
tours to China in 1979 provided a rich source of ideas 
for the designer. She was intrigued by the trellises and 
fretwork used by the Chinese, providing a frame for 
everything, creating squares and bordering every visual 
plane. She was also enthralled by the bold visual impact 
of Peking opera that spoke to her own strong aesthetic. 
The foremost influences on her new prints were the 
stone carvings of water and clouds in the palaces and 
the trellises that inspired ‘Chinese Squares’. For the 
‘Chinese Constructivist’ collection (Autumn/Winter 1980), 
Rhodes’s designs were also influenced by an exhibition 
of Constructivist artists that included Wassily Kandinsky 
(1866-1944) and Salvador Dali (1904-1989). This resulted 
in the design ‘Chinese Constructivist’ which combined 
Kandinsky’s chopstick-like images with the ‘Chinese Water 
Circles’ design. 

For Rhodes’s ‘Chinese’ collection the designer 
made several versions of the dramatic robes worn by the 
girls in the traditional Chinese ballet. They had elongated 
sleeves that the dancers unfurled and swirled in the 
pattern of the dance. Rhodes used pleating at the sleeve 
head to create a concertina effect. The ‘pagoda’ sleeves 
of the dress seen here were created from squares of the 
‘Chinese Squares’ printed organza.  When the corners 
were weighted down with embroidered tassels, a dramatic 
new sleeve was created.  The colours of the collection – 
jade and cinnabar and also a pale blue with yellow that she 
called ‘Chinese Summer Sky’ – captured the essence of 
the country as experienced by Rhodes. 



In these gloomy times 
when the fashion trade 
is struggling to survive, 
Zandra is fighting fit.   
Her secret? ‘I supply 
 fantasy for people.   
 And I can’t imagine 
 fantasy will ever go  
out of people’s lives.’ 

Now Magazine, 12 September 1980



1981
Evening Bodice and Skirt   Autumn/Winter 1981    
Satin, lamé
Styles 81/70, 81/186P

A stunning evening ensemble inspired by historical 
references. The bodice consists of laced quilted satin 
corset with integrated peplum, a pleated and frilled open 
high collar, and full puffed three-quarter sleeves with frilled 
cuffs and shoulder frills. The ensemble is completed with a 
full pleated gold lamé skirt, supported by boned panniers 
that create extra width.  Rhodes uses knife-pleated gold 
and silver lamé to produce shell-like swirls that embellish 
the shoulders of this fantasy ensemble. The pleating 
gives the lamé added flexibility that allows the designer to 
create fluid iridescent swirls. The light metallic lamé shines 
in contrast with the darker heavier quilted bodice which 
is screen-printed with ‘Spinifix Landscape.’ For her ‘Gold 
Renaissance’ collection of 1981, Rhodes took inspiration 
from history, in particular Elizabethan England, an era that 
had always fascinated the designer. As a student, Rhodes 
would visit the Victoria and Albert Museum to study the 
zigzag-cut silks of the Elizabethan doublets, inspiring 
her to experiment with cutting fabric in zigzag patterns 
with a sharp knife.  This led to the creation of her 1971 
‘Elizabethan Silks’ collection and the ‘Sparkle’ print that 
created similar cuts in flat print form. Rhodes revisited the 
museum to study their collection of court dress before 
she completed the ‘Gold Renaissance’ collection. An 
underlying element of Englishness is inherent in the work 
of Zandra Rhodes – the designer frequently references 
her cultural roots. From Cicely Barker’s Flower Fairies, 
through pastoral medievalism to the golden grandeur of 
the Elizabethan era, Rhodes has continually acknowledged 
her heritage. 



1982
Dress   Spring/Summer 1982    Silk chiffon   
Style 82/61

Hand-beaded silk chiffon dress from the ‘Fairy’ collection, with pointed hem and 
sleeves embellished with teardrop pearls at the points. The dress is screen-printed with 
‘Buttons and Bows’ and features a dazzling beaded trompe l’oeil bow decoration. The 
‘Fairy’ collection was inspired by the enchanting Flower Fairy illustrations of Cicely Mary 
Barker, much loved by Rhodes since her childhood. This vibrant pink dress with its zigzag 
pointed edges seems to reference in particular the ‘Pink Fairies’ of the ‘Flower Garden’:

‘Snip, snip, snip, go busy fairy scissors, Pinking out the edges,
of the petals of the Pinks.’  (Flower Fairies, Cicely Mary Barker, 1923)

Cloak   Autumn/Winter 1982   Wool, ultrasuede
Style 82/111

A heavy wool cloak with wide gold-embroidered neckband and ultrasuede trim 
printed with the ‘Indian Border Stripe’ design. The embroidered neckband is embellished 
with gold star beads, echoed by the gold cord with tassel hanging from the waistband. 
This cloak from the ‘Indian’ collection is worn with a ‘choli ‘(short-sleeved bodice) and 
trousers. 

Zandra Rhodes visited India for the first time in 1981, researching Indian crafts 
for an exhibition to be shown in the UK as part of the Anglo Indian Festival of India.  The 
designer had been asked to lend her creative talent and business savvy to help transform 
the reach of traditional Indian skills, updating their commercial appeal. The exhibition, 
‘Aditi’ opened at the Barbican in 1982 featuring handmade block-printed banners with 
exploding Trees of Life designed by Rhodes together with a host of embellished textiles 
displaying Indian craft techniques. During her Indian travels, Zandra was introduced to 
zardozi and zari work, both important techniques in Indian textile design. Zardozi uses fine 
metal wire or thread in gold and silver to create patterns on silky fabrics such as velvet, 
satin and raw silks. Zari is a weaving technique using metallic threads. Following her visits 
to India, Rhodes began to use Indian techniques in her own designs, employing local 
men and women in southern India to embellish the beaded tunics and trousers, evening 
jackets and ballgowns.



1983
Dress   Spring/Summer 1983   Wool, suede 
Style 83/59  

Wool dress with punched suede bodice screen-printed with ‘Indian Square’. The 
dress has a pinked suede hemline and cuff detail as well as a beaded appliqué leaf 
embellishment. The shape of the dress which consists of a full circular skirt gathered 
to a high bodice recalls the proportions of Rhodes’s early ethnic-inspired dresses. 
Throughout her career, Rhodes has constantly revisited and developed ideas from earlier 
collections, reinterpreting ideas, shapes and motifs, combining them with new decorative 
elements to create new original forms.

 The ‘Mount Olympus’ collection, inspired by Ancient Greece, reflects the 
academic approach of research and references that Rhodes employs in the creation 
of her collections. Rhodes’s interpretations are never literal – the designer always adds 
her own personal take including elements that transform the original into something 
contemporary and unique. As the textiles and garments are developed, other elements 
of her vision become influenced by her eclectic aesthetic.  Accessories, make-up, as well 
as music are added to the mix creating her vision for the season often brought to life in 
a theatrical fashion show.  For the ‘Mount Olympus’ show, accessories included turbans 
inspired by the shape of Ancient Greek helmets, created by milliner Stephen Jones. 

Medieval Ensemble

Apron   Autumn/Winter 1983   Silk chiffon
Style 83/223
Slip   Rayon Jersey
83/170
Jacket   Silk Chiffon
83/208

A layered ensemble consisting of a draped chiffon jacket that creates a Medieval-
inspired hood, and dip-dyed silk chiffon ‘apron’ worn over a Parma-violet jersey slip dress. 
This ensemble, features in Rhodes’s ‘Medieval’ collection.  The apron’s central panel 
is printed with ‘Indian Square’ in gold and its edge embellished with pearlescent pink 
beads. From the 1970s, Rhodes had been developing the art of dying beads to match or 
coordinate completely with print and chiffon colour statements. The apron has leather 
straps and a punched and ornamented gold pleated leather panel, embellished with 
jewelled hearts and beads. The apron skirt is softly ruched creating a swag edged with 
pearl beads. The Medieval look was showcased in the Zandra Rhodes 1983 poster in which 
the model Carmen Squire wears a medieval-inspired mesh snood to complete the look.



1984

 From 1972 onwards, Rhodes created poster images illustrating her latest 
collection with the collaboration of the foremost make-up artists, hairdressers and 
photographers of the day. These images reflected and reinforced the enduring fantasy 
of the designer’s clothes that remain simultaneously innovative and timeless. Each 
image bears the designer’s signature. From the very beginning of her career, Rhodes 
realised the importance of marketing, using herself as a canvas to reflect the Zandra 
Rhodes look.  Christopher Frayling, former Rector of the Royal College of Art, Rhodes’s 
alma mater, described the designer as: ‘part of the canvas…a walking talking research 
and development department.’ (Gity Monsef, Dennis Nothdruft, Robert de Niet, 
Zandra Rhodes, a lifelong affair with textiles, Antiques Collectors Club, Zandra Rhodes 
Publications Limited, 2005)

Long Tunic and Trousers   
Autumn/Winter 1984   Beaded silk georgette
Label Reads: Zandra Rhodes London  
 Styles 84/177, 87/173

Long tunic with elbow-length sleeves and a low 
draped plunging back. The tunic is hand beaded using the 
zari-work technique with silver sequins and bugle beads 
in the ‘Playing Cards’ design.  Zari is an Indian weaving 
technique using metallic threads. The tunic features a 
zigzag hemline and sleeves edged with metallic beads. 
The front and back necklines are also edged in beads and 
the draped plunge back is embellished with both sequins 
and beads.  The georgette trousers are beaded at the 
hem with sequins and bugle beads and embellished with 
beaded flower motifs.  The beaded trousers have zigzag 
hemlines, mirroring the shape of the tunic. This ensemble 
is from Rhodes’s exotic ‘Magic Carpet’ collection.



1985
Evening Dress   Spring/Summer 1985   Silk Chiffon
Label Reads: Zandra Rhodes London   Style 85/55. 

A glamorous silk chiffon wrap evening dress embellished with yellow and pink 
diamanté beads at the neckline, sleeves and hemline. The shoulders are softly padded 
and a fuchsia satin belt highlights the waistline. The sleeves narrow to a tight cuff secured 
with fabric button and loop. The dress is printed with ‘Manhattan’; Rhodes cut round 
the print, highlighting the outline of the Manhattan skyline to form the lined bodice of 
the dress. The juxtaposition of the deep pink belt against the yellow and red - a colour 
combination she has explored throughout her career - reflects the designer’s daring 
use of colours that although seemingly garish at first glance achieves a vibrancy and 
freshness that are visually arresting.  From the early days of her career, Rhodes avoided 
‘good taste’: ‘I don’t want my things to be all tasteful and beautiful.  I can’t bear good 
taste.’ (Sunday Times, 30 August 1964) This dress features in the designer’s 1985 
‘Images of Woman’ collection.  

Evening Dress   Autumn/Winter 1985   Beaded silk georgette
Style 85/96

Hand-beaded dress in shocking pink silk georgette with drop waist and deep 
cowl back. The hemline and sleeve edges are uneven with points edged in tiny beads 
that echo the larger pearl beads at the neckline.  The dress is beaded with sequins and 
bugle beads with a Manhattan landscape design featuring the Empire State Building and 
Chrysler Building.  This dress references the dazzling beaded dresses of the 1920s that 
epitomised the glamour and glitz of the decade.

Dress   Spring/Summer 1985   Silk chiffon
Style 85/54 

Sleeveless off-the-shoulder chiffon dress with sheer frilled layered bodice with zigzag 
edge embellished with diamanté and bead pendants that catch the light and sparkle as 
they move. This shaping and embellishment is echoed at the hemline. The skirt is gently 
gathered to a ruched section, closely fitted to the hips, that sits below the satin waistband. 
The dress opens at the back with an invisible zip and has three pearl buttons and satin 
loops that fasten the waistband. The dress is made from the palest pink silk chiffon screen–
printed with ‘Button and Bows’ in white.  Although Rhodes is known for her bright colours 
including shocking pink, she has also explored many subtle, harmonious tones and has 
developed a sophisticated colour sense with the palest of shades. It was this dress style 
that the young Princess Diana chose to wear at a state banquet in Kyoto, Japan in May 
1986. This demure dress, fit for a princess, is from Rhodes’s ‘Images of Woman’ collection.



Salwar Kameez   Autumn/Winter 1985   Silk chiffon
Style 85,182, 85/170

This Salwar Kameez (tunic and trousers) is from the ‘India Revisited’ collection that 
reinterprets Indian garments according to Rhodes’s own vision. The tunic has a mandarin 
collar and is heavily embellished across the lined zigzag yoke, printed with ‘Peacock 
Frills’. The sheer trousers match the tunic. The beaded ornamentation includes jewel-
like beads intentionally placed to highlight the jewel motifs of the print itself. The sheer 
trousers match the tunic.

The print showcases the peacock, native to India and seen as a powerful, mystical 
symbol. In Hindu mythology the peacock is associated with the goddess Lakshmi as well 
as Lord Krishna whose head is often shown adorned with peacock feathers. The peacock 
is often represented in the traditional Tree of Life design.

Sari   Autumn/Winter 1985   Raw silk, brocade, feathers
Silk sari in jewelled tones of magenta and purple with gold brocade border. The 

surface is embellished with decorative zigzag stitching, bugle beads and miniscule 
pearlescent beads in toning colours. The beaded decoration includes a Tree of Life motif. 
The end of the ‘pallu’ (the loose end of the sari) is embellished with red jewel-like beads, 
pink and mauve pearl beads and ostrich feathers. The wrap skirt is also edged in feathers.

Inspired by her Indian travels, Rhodes reimagined the traditional sari, adding 
squiggled sequin embroideries embellishing brocade borders, creating ‘cholis’ (short-
sleeved bodices) with shoulder pads, embroidered holes in the ‘pallu’ allowing arms to go 
through or heads to peek out.  Fashion shows in Mumbai and Delhi in 1987, introduced 
the audience to swishing saris with panniers and headdresses sporting ostrich feathers. 
Models twirling silver walking sticks wore sheer sequin chiffons. Her innovative take 
on Indian fashion inspired a wave of new techniques that infiltrated the Indian fashion 
industry, sowing the seeds for a new imaginative use of traditional garments.  Rhodes 
showed her Indian collection at a gala at Grosvenor House in 1988: 

‘Zandra Rhodes sent at first the most traditional of sarees: a myriad of gold stars 
splattered against dark blue and snakes writhing on black chiffon. Then came a series 
of butterfly light fabrics fluttering in graphic grey and white prints on chiffon with pearl 
beads. Other delicate designs drew chalky pastels on a buttermilk background like fading 
frescoes on the walls of a maharajah’s palace…’ (Independent, 8 July 1988)



1986

1987
Dress   Spring/Summer 1987   Beaded silk georgette
Style 87/125

Dazzling hand-beaded silk georgette dress with 
hand-rolled hem embroidered with ‘Pyramids’ and 
‘Egyptian Stars’ from the ‘Secrets of The Nile’ collection. 
The pyramid motif that is showcased on the waist and 
hips is echoed in the pointed edges of the sleeves and 
the hemline that are each marked with a pendant bead 
creating sparkle and movement. Once again in this 
collection, Rhodes revisits an ancient civilisation and 
takes us on a journey through the splendours of the 
pharaohs that includes mummy- inspired dresses with 
decorative lapis beading suggesting the wrapping of an 
Egyptian mummy.  In her ‘Egyptian’ catwalk show, Rhodes 
used make-up, hair and headgear to full effect as well as 
theatrical choreography that included the models walking 
sideways mimicking Egyptian hieroglyphics.

Dress   Spring/Summer 1986   Silk chiffon
Style 86/10

Silk chiffon embellished dress in the ‘Peacock Frills’ print from the ‘Spanish 
Impressions’ Collection. The dress has a high pointed satin-stitched neckline, long 
sleeves and angular shoulder caps. The knee-length ruched curtain skirt is embellished 
with a Swarovski rhinestone trim front and back and has a beaded fringe hem. The back 
of the dress has an open back that fastens top and centre.  Large areas of the sheerest 
black chiffon are broken by the careful placement of the print.  The ‘Spanish Impressions’ 
collection was a journey through the customs and imagery of the Iberian Peninsula and 
culminated in a spectacular theatrical show that included fantasy eye patch make-up and 
printed peacock feather tights complete with authentic castanet concerto.



1988

Evening Dress   Autumn/Winter 1987   Silk georgette, organza and net 
Style 87/220

Evening dress with silk georgette beaded bodice and silk organza skirt. The 
structure of this fantasy evening dress from the ‘Wish Upon a Star’ collection’ is 
emphasised by the use of net to both line and support the sleeves as well as stiffen the 
skirt so that it retains its bell-like shape. The dazzling beaded bodice contrasts with the 
twinkling skirt printed with ‘All Over Stars’ design. The eye is drawn to the centre fold 
detail outlined with beads echoing the edging of the sleeves and neckline that seems  
to suggest a nocturnal sky.

Dress   Spring/Summer 1988   Silk faille
Style 88/605

Silk faille dress printed with ‘Giant Fantastic Flowers’ from the ‘Fantastic Flower 
Garden’ collection. The dress has long sleeves that flare from the elbow and a cut-out 
circle at the neckline that Rhodes has created by cutting out the centre of a flower motif. 
The flower print and silhouette of the dress reflect a 1960’s sensibility. Flowers are a 
recurring motif in Rhodes’s designs – always large and brightly coloured, often recalling 
the petal shapes depicted by the artist Henri Matisse (1869-1954) 

Dress   Spring/Summer 1988   Denim, Satin
Style 88/49

A short fitted denim dress from the designer’s ‘Fantastic Flower Garden’ collection. 
The dress is hand-painted with bleach, with satin printed ‘Button Flower’, ‘Frilly’, ‘Indian 
Feather’, ‘Lipsticks’ and ‘Diamonds and Roses’ designs appliquéd onto the surface.  
Small mirrors, rhinestones and Swarovski crystals provide added embellishment.  The 
high collar is made of pleated satin mirrored by the bodice panel that is edged with 
pleated satin in ‘Indian Feather’ design.  The tulip-shaped skirt has a wrap edge. The back 
of the dress continues the front shoulder frills and opens all the way down with a series 
of metallic buttons referencing the metal buttons used on jeans. The dress features 
intentional frayed tears throughout. This dress presents a visual ‘bricolage’ of ideas 
combining prints and techniques from different stages in Rhodes’s creative life, whilst 
showing a contemporary edge with its use of bleached denim, which was fashionable in 
the 1980s.



I can’t think of 
anyone since Sonia 
Delaunay and  
maybe Emilio Pucci 
who have made a 
sustained fashion 
business entirely  
based on print.

Jane Rapley OBE



Rhodes acquires the warehouse which 
now houses the Fashion & Textile Museum. 
Her intention is to relocate her studio and 
create a museum within the same space. 
Mexican architect Ricardo Legoretta is 
asked to design the building.

1995

Rhodes is appointed 
Commander of the Order 
of the British Empire.

1997



1990
Dress   Spring/Summer 1990   Silk chiffon
Style 90/4

Rainbow silk chiffon knee-length dress with rolled chiffon embellished with pearls 
and topstitching at the shoulders, layered sleeves and skirt with pearl accents and trim. 
The beaded decoration also adds weight to the translucent chiffon, assisting the draping, 
folding and hanging of this light floating fabric. The skirt is layered with a handkerchief 
hem and has a pleated chiffon waistband. The dress which is from the ‘Zandra Goes to 
Hollywood’ collection’ is screen-printed with the ‘Lace Mountain’ design.  Rhodes was a 
frequent visitor to Hollywood from the late 1970s, with a large circle of friends from the 
worlds of fashion, film and the arts.  Her theatrical 1980 spectacle, ‘Fantasy Fashion’ at 
La Jolla Contemporary Museum in San Diego, California, brought a new dimension to the 
catwalk with its slow ballet choreography.  The 1990s saw a new era of fashion, which 
Rhodes reflected in her work, introducing devoré velvets, hand-painted fabrics and bias-
cut slip dresses into her designs.  This decade also saw the beginnings of the Fashion 
and Textile Museum, founded by Rhodes to showcase contemporary fashion and textiles. 

Dress   Autumn/Winter 1990   Velvet
Style 90/628

Discharge printed velvet knee-length dress printed 
with ‘Magic Carpet’ design from the Ancient Greece-inspired 
‘Temples and Lotuses’ collection. Discharge printing is a 
process in which a design is applied to dyed fabric with a 
colour-destroying agent, to bleach out a white or light pattern 
on the darker coloured ground, creating a softer print effect. 
The 1990’s new vogue for minimalism clashed with Rhodes’s 
bold designs but did not deter the designer from following 
her own creative path. Rhodes has always withstood the 
fickle twists and turns of fashion, staying true to her vision, 
unconcerned about prevailing trends: ‘She carries on with a 
dogged flamboyance.’  (Vogue, August 1982). 



1991
Dress   Spring/Summer 1991   Raw silk
Style 91/598

Raw silk minidress from the ‘Flower Power’ collection, embellished with decorative 
stitching and appliqué flowers, made from ribbon, rope and wooden and metal beads.  
The dress features an ornate trompe l’oeil belt and buckle outlined with tiny pearl 
beads and decorative stitching. In a decade of fashion minimalism, this dress defies the 
prevailing mood, expressing Rhodes’s consistently bold aesthetic. Rather than creating 
a print, Rhodes uses three-dimensional surface embellishment to produce the pattern.  
Beading, appliqué and trompe l’oeil have all been employed by the designer throughout 
the course of her long and prolific career.

Jacket and Skirt   Autumn/Winter 1991   Velvet
Style 91/767

Discharge-printed collarless velvet jacket from the ‘Celestial Bodies’ collection. The 
jacket and skirt are printed with ‘Mr Man’ design with hand-embroidered, metal-beaded 
decorative buttons with metallic ribbon rosette base.  The broad green velvet stripe that 
runs down the centre back of the jacket adds a focal point. 

The ‘Mr Man’ print, one of Rhodes’s Pop-inspired prints from the early 1960s was 
influenced by the kitsch neon signs and light bulbs in the sky featured in a contemporary 
BBC documentary about Las Vegas including the Neon Man: the famous Las Vegas 
signpost figure of a cowboy towering over the old town featured on the cover of the 
Radio Times.  This combined with the ‘Rainbow Men’  on the Omo washing powder 
packets and the Blackpool illuminations inspired Rhodes to develop her colourful 
‘Lightbulbs’ print.  Rhodes then further developed this print with the addition of a man 
motif creating her five-colour ‘Mr Man’ design, a highly complex pattern capturing the 
glitzy blinking light filaments from the illuminations.  Rhodes brought these prints to life in 
her designs with Silvia Ayton for the Fulham Road Clothes Shop. This jacket from a later 
era uses this same print but achieves a different effect, with a muted colour palette on 
discharge-printed velvet that reflects the taste of the 1990s.



1992
Dress   Spring/Summer 1992   Silk crepe de chine
Label Reads Zandra Rhodes II  Style 92/533.

Crepe de chine Italian silk scarf dress, discharge-printed with ‘Lady in Floral Frame’ 
design, from the designer’s ‘Cinderella Dreams in Colour’ collection. The designer’s 
signature appears bottom right.

This dress featured in a Zandra Rhodes diffusion line that was made outside her 
studio. Rhodes is often described as an artist who chose textiles as her medium and 
each one of Rhodes’s textile designs stems from a sketch. Encouraged by an artist 
friend to focus on her drawing during a trip to France, Rhodes began a series of drawings 
of women’s heads. She began with simple single line drawings that she later filled in 
with details, adding a watercolour wash:  ‘Sometimes it took on a life of its own, the 
hair flowing out from the forehead in ripples, like waves in a breeze.’ (The Art of Zandra 
Rhodes, Zandra Rhodes, Anne Knight and Marit Lieberson, London: Jonathan Cape, 
1984) At the outset, the drawings were for her own self-expression and enjoyment, but 
in 1978, Rhodes began to incorporate them into her textile designs, starting with head 
scarves and then experimenting with different ideas including her ‘Painted Lady’ dresses. 
Her next hurdle was to work out an all-over print design. This involved simplifying the 
essential elements of the faces – the head becoming a symbol with an eyebrow, one eye 
and wavy lines for hair. These drawings inspired the masks created especially for this 
exhibition by Piers Atkinson who is famous the world over for his cutting-edge millinery 
designs.

Evening Gown   Spring/Summer 1992   Silk georgette,  
silk organza
Style 92/636

Hand-embroidered, silk georgette boned corset 
bodice with silk organza skirt and net underskirt. The dress 
is screen-printed with ‘Continuous Bows Squares’ and is 
from the ‘Pretty Woman’ collection. This dress epitomises 
Rhodes’s romantic vision that inspires clothes that are 
designed to be transformative: ‘I think I’m a very romantic 
person, a very feminine person. The clothes I design are the 
clothes men like to see women in. They emphasise women 
are women.’ (Los Angeles Times, 2 November 1990)



THE FIRST COLLECTIONS
To create her first collection under her own label, Rhodes turned to the 
environment around her. New currents were beginning to move through 
contemporary culture, as the youthful and future-looking ideals of the 
1960s gave way to a longing for the past and simpler times. This would 
inform much of the cultural movement in the 1970s, which favoured a 
more eclectic and varied approach to style.

These currents were picked up by Rhodes, who turned to traditional 
folk costumes as documented by the Victorian ethnographer Max Tilke. 
These simplified forms, clearly laid out in Tilke’s illustrations, provided 
a starting point for Rhodes’s fantasies. The designer exaggerated 
sleeves, added gathers and volume, and put seams on the outside of her 
garments; the use of printed fabrics with textiles by Rhodes only added 
to the fantasy. 

The ‘Knitted Circle’ collection drew inspiration from bedspreads in the 
Victoria and Albert Museum and the illustrations in knitting and stitching 
instruction books. The prints were huge circles of drawn chain stitches 
and knitted flowers – these the designer transformed into kaftans and 
dresses, quite unlike anything anyone had seen. With the ‘Chevron Shawl’ 
and ‘Indian Feather’ collections, Rhodes introduces another feature of 
her work – the cutting around of the printed pattern to create shape, 
detail and structure. The ‘Chevron Shawl’ print of 1970 was inspired by 
Victorian shawls, particularly the fringed edging. Rhodes draws the fringe 
and tassels into the print; she then cuts around the drawn tassels to 
create the illusion of fringing. Constructed in soft chiffon or in stiff calico, 
these essences of fringed tassels define the shape of the garment itself.

Similarly, the seminal ‘Indian Feather’ prints which Rhodes created 
following a trip to New York City featured a similar technique. The 
designer drew the feathers on traditional Native American costume, 
including the porcupine quill stitches which held them in place. 
These initial drawings were translated, stitches and all, to a series 
of textile prints. The borders, edges and joins were the printed 
feathers, cut around and hand rolled. This circularity – a drawing of a 
feather embellishment cut and sewn to create the illusion of a feather 
embellishment – was typical of Rhodes’s approach.



 As a designer, it 
is your work that 
 you can stand and 
 fall by. I have 
stuck to my beliefs 
and been true to 
myself and my art.

Zandra Rhodes and Dennis Nothdruft, Zandra Rhodes:  
50 Fabulous Years in Fashion, London: Yale University Press, 2019





Rhodes begins designing costumes 
for the San Diego Opera who invite 
her to work on The Magic Flute.

2000

The Fashion & Textile 
Museum is opened 
by the HRH Princess 
Michael of Kent.

2003

John Galliano’s use of flowy chiffon sparks 
new interest in this overlooked fabric. Rhodes’s 
fantasy chiffons are being rediscovered by the 
mainstream industry pushing her work once 
more to the forefront of the fashion scene. 

2000s
EARLY



Her collaboration with San Diego 
Opera continues as she designs 
both costumes and sets for the 
Pearl Fishers by George Bizet.

2004

Rhodes is invited to work on her third 
opera Aida a co-production with 
the Houston Grand Opera, English 
National Opera and San Francisco 
Grand Opera.

2007

Publication of her second book Zandra 
Rhodes: A Lifelong Affair with Textiles.

2005



1999
Evening Gown   Autumn/Winter 1999   Devoré velvet, silk
Style 20/141

Devoré velvet evening gown with pearl-beaded 
neckline and low-draped back.  This luxurious dress, 
from Rhodes’s ‘Floral Explosion’ collection sweeps to 
the floor creating an elegant train.  The long slim sleeves 
end at the wrist with a point mirrored by the shaping of 
the hemline.  This luxurious evening gown from Rhodes’s 
‘Floral Explosion’ collection appears to reference the 
glamorous style of the 1930s such as those of designer 
Madeleine Vionnet (1876-1975) who created the bias 
cut.  Indeed Rhodes comes from a tradition of twentieth-
century couturiers who considered the fabric their 
primary concern, the construction of the garment being 
secondary in importance. Designers in this tradition 
including Vionnet and Mariano Fortuny (1871-1949) 
did not look to the fashion trends of their era and were 
therefore never in or out of fashion. Their aim was to 
create individual garments in which the drawing of a textile 
or the drape of a fabric and its relation to the body was 
key.  In the same way, Rhodes has always stayed true to 
herself and followed her own creative path.



2001

2005

Kaftan   Autumn/Winter 2001   Silk chiffon
Style 01/131

Silk chiffon kaftan-style dress with chiffon frills on the sleeves and hemline, from 
the ‘Graffiti’ collection. The dress is hand-painted with the Zandra Rhodes signature and 
handwriting. From her student days when she had been fascinated by American artist 
Jasper Johns and his inclusion of letters, numbers and text, Rhodes began to add words 
and poems to her designs. Her first experiment in introducing handwritten words into 
her designs was her print, ‘We Love you Vanessa’ a tribute to Vanessa Redgrave, backer 
of the Fulham Road Clothes Shop. Rhodes later became fascinated and mesmerised 
by Japanese calligraphy when she visited Japan in 1971.  Inspired by this, the designer 
incorporated the word ‘Lilies’ into the new designs she was creating at the time and 
subsequently the written word, including her signature, became another motif in 
Rhodes’s visual vocabulary.  As a child Rhodes had practised her signature repeatedly, 
explaining and justifying why her name was Zandra rather than the more common Sandra 
to everyone she met.  Ultimately her name became an integral part of the designer, 
working its way into her patterns, dress labels, publicity, becoming as familiar a motif as 
her iconic wiggle.

Kaftan   Autumn/Winter 2005   Silk chiffon
Label reads Zandra Rhodes London   Style 05/160

Silk chiffon patchwork kaftan printed with ‘Fantastic 
Flower Garden’, ‘Mad Crochet Frill’, ‘Manhattan’, ‘Pop 
Starry Frill’, ‘Pattern Pieces’, ‘Torn Shell’, ‘Feather’ and 
‘Triangle’ designs.  Vibrant kaftan illustrating Rhodes’s 
daring use of colour, exploring unusual combinations 
throughout her career that defy accepted notions of 
good taste, surprising us with their vibrancy.  This kaftan 
brings together a group of colours that the designer has 
explored for many years – yellows mixed with red, deep 
blue and violet. Like all the elements of her work, Rhodes’s 
continued exploration of colour stories have developed 
and evolved organically. This kaftan is from the designer’s 
‘Flowers, Flounces and Frills’ collection.



2007

2008

Jacket   Spring/Sumer 2007   Rayon satin
Style 07/29

Satin pleated jacket with ruched skirt, from the 
‘House of Zandra’ collection.  The jacket, screen-printed 
with ‘Indian Border Stripe’ has a ruffled central edge and 
features a decorative hand-made, hand-beaded button.  
The jacket bodice fastens with fabric-covered poppers.  
The jacket was modelled by Erin O’Connor at London 
Fashion Week, Spring/Summer 2007: ‘Erin, with a crown 
of pheasant tail feathers and glass lilies, also closed the 
show – eccentricity as only the Brits can do.’ (Vogue, 20 
September 2006)  This catwalk show marked Rhodes’s 
return to London Fashion Week after an absence of 
twenty years. Throughout her career, Rhodes has thrilled 
spectators with her trailblazing catwalk shows, the result 
of creative collaborations with a long list of well-known 
figures from diverse design disciplines.  Rhodes initiated 
these shows in the early 1970s at the Roundhouse, 
London.

Dress   Spring/Summer 2008   Metallic silk chiffon
Style 08/30

Chiffon minidress with metallic detail from the ‘Sparkling Sequin’ collection. Giant 
sequins cut from silver card hang at the bodice and from the hem while the trompe-
l’oeil sequin print is embellished with metallic fabric patches adorned with paper sequin 
decoration.  The trompe-l’oeil print of this 1960s’- inspired dress, recalls the designs 
of Paco Rabanne (b.1934) who created dresses and jewellery made from innovative 
materials including acrylic discs, metal links and paper. Influenced by the Parisian 
designer’s work, Rhodes designed a range of sequin themed prints in the late 1960s, 
creating the Sequin Dress, a shift featuring a sequin print and the Bikini Dress in the 
same print arranged in the shape of a bikini on a white tailored minidress: a witty ironic 
reference to the inclement British climate.



Zandra Rhodes has 
remained true to her 
paintings, using her 
observational sketches  
as the source for her 
textile designs, flowing 
from sketchbook to cloth 
via the print table – a 
direct visual journey.

Sarah Campbell



She partners with People Tree to create a 
collection made using fair-trade and organic 
cotton produced by Indian artisans.

Launch of the exhibition Zandra Rhodes: 
Unseen at the Fashion & Textile Museum. 
The exhibition celebrates Rhodes extensive 
career, the influence of her work amongst  
her contemporaries and the museum’s  
10th anniversary.

2013

Rhodes is named 
Chancellor of the 
University of the 
Creative Arts (UCA) at 
the Banqueting House, 
Whitehall UK.

2010

Rhodes is appointed 
Dame Commander 
of the Order of the 
British Empire in the 
Queen’s Birthday 
Honours.

2014

For his first solo collection as Valentino’s creative director 
Pierpaolo Piccioli asks Rhodes to create a range of prints 
inspired by the Renaissance and  Hieronymus Bosch’s 
triptych The Garden of Earthly Delights. The collection is 
presented during Valentino’s Spring/Summer 2017 show.

American designer Anna Sui features Rhodes’ Tahiti print in  
her Spring/Summer 2016 Tahitian collection.

2016



For the filming of Bohemian 
Rhapsody Rhodes 
replicates costumes 
originally commissioned by 
Freddie Mercury and Brian 
May in 1976.

2018

Rhodes launches an archive-based collection made in 
partnership with MatchesFashion.Com. She reproduces some 
of her most emblematic designs including Princess Diana’s 
cherry blossom dress and the white dress worn by Donnna 
Summer on the cover of her album Once Upon a Time.

2017

Barbara Streisand commissions a bespoke 
Zandra Rhodes ensemble to wear during her set 
at British Summer Time in Hyde Park. 

Publication of Zandra Rhodes: 50 Fabulous Years 
in Fashion co-written by Zandra Rhodes and 
Dennis Nothdruft.

2019



2009
2009

2012

Evening Dress    Spring/Summer 2009  
 Silk organza  
Style 09/02

Silk organza minidress constructed from 52 individual fabric circles printed with 
silver and gold 1980s Chinese ‘Water Circles’ design. The dress has a laced bodice 
and spaghetti straps. The construction of the dress creates visible movement while 
the silver and gold linear swirls of the print design imbued with the vitality of Rhodes’s 
brushstrokes, seem to emphasise the ripples created by the ruffles. This dress is from 
the ‘Dandelion’ collection and demonstrates the painterly energy of Rhodes’s surface 
decoration.  Inspired by artist Sonia Delaunay whose approach to design conflated 
textiles fashion and art, Rhodes understood early in her creative career that she could 
take disciplines that existed in different spaces and integrate them, giving her the 
freedom to cross the boundaries between fine and applied art. This awareness was 
reinforced during her student days as well as by her interdisciplinary interactions with 
friends and artists such as Duggie Fields and Andrew Logan.  

Dress   Autumn/Winter 2012   Satin
Style 12/83

Short satin dress digitally printed with ‘Jungle Trail’.  In 2012 Rhodes returned to 
the Paris Fashion Week catwalk after a 40 year absence, calling her show ‘Looking Back, 
Looking Forward’.  The show, as well as showing many of her iconic styles, some of them 
reimagined for the times, all of them reflecting the timelessness of Rhodes’s designs, 
the designer also introduced a new departure.  It was fitting therefore that her Autumn/
Winter 2012 collection was named ‘New Beginnings.’  Throughout her career Rhodes 
has explored new processes and techniques, enjoying the challenges involved. For her 
collection the designer, famous for her hand screen-printed textiles, decided to use a 
digital printing process.



2013

2012
2013
Dress   Spring/Summer 2013   Satin
Style 13/58

Satin mini dress digitally printed with ‘Gum Tree Sketch’ 
from the ‘Sketchbook’ collection.  Sketching has been part 
of the designer’s daily routine from her schooldays and in 
this new collection Rhodes took original drawings from her 
multiple sketchbooks and translated them into digital prints. 
The prints are created through digital scanning and digital 
printing, a new direction for Zandra Rhodes whose prints 
are usually painted and screen-printed by hand.  In order to 
showcase the original drawing, the dresses have a simpler 
silhouette so as to focus on the sketch itself. 

2016
Jacket and Jeans  Spring/Summer 2016   Denim
Styles D16/83A, D16/82A

Denim jacket and jeans from the designer’s ‘Batik’ collection hand-painted with 
Zandra Rhodes signature and signature motifs.  Rhodes’s textile designs abound with 
squiggles, undulating lines and other free forms, made with a painterly vitality and 
revealing Rhodes’s status as an artist first and foremost. Through the years, Rhodes 
has absorbed the contemporary artistic zeitgeist from Pop Art to Postmodernism as 
well as Surrealism, creating garments that have often been described as wearable art. 
This jeans and jacket combination though superficially more casual than her signature 
screen-printed chiffon creations, bears the direct mark of Rhodes the artist, with its 
hand-painted motifs including the designer’s initials. 



Dress    Autumn/Winter 2016   
Silk chiffon, satin
Style 16/157

Chiffon ruffled gown from the ‘Songket Brocade’ collection. This gown consists 
of four tiers of silk chiffon circles attached to an asymmetric quilted satin band. The 
band fastens underarm with satin button and loop openings.  Each circular layer, 
finished with a hand-rolled hem, is printed and individually cut from the ‘Knitted Circle’ 
design. The rich colours of this print including gold lend the dress an exotic air. Rhodes 
first introduced this one-shoulder style in her 1974 ‘Ayers Rock’ collection and it has 
remained a Rhodes classic.

Dress   Autumn/Winter 2016   Brocade, silk chiffon
Style 16/134

Traditional Malaysian Songket brocade panel 
woven from a Zandra Rhodes design with silk chiffon 
sides, and sleeves printed in the ‘Zebra Stripe’ design 
in gold.  The stiffness and weight of the ornate brocade 
contrast with the ethereal chiffon to create an exotic 
gown that while referencing traditional ethnic techniques, 
has a contemporary edge. Rhodes takes her inspiration 
from everything she sees and experiences but always 
transforms the sources of her ideas into new original forms 
dictated by the textile and the print. 

Songket, originating from Malaysia, Indonesia and 
Brunei, are delicately handwoven textiles made using a 
complicated Brocade technique.  Weaving Songket is a 
highly specialised craft making these textiles extremely 
precious and expensive.  They are mostly used at 
important ceremonies such as weddings.  Songket are 
worn as sarongs, shoulder cloths or as headdresses. 

The design ‘Zebra Stripe’ was inspired initially by 
Rhodes’s trip to Kenya in 1980, where the landscape and 
the creatures she saw in the wild gave her a new sense 
of nature and the pattern of survival.  Back in London she 
researched further becoming fascinated by the zebra.  A 
moth-eaten zebra rug in a shop caught the designer’s eye 
ultimately inspiring a motif in a print, as well as a postcard 
of a zebra from the Mughal period in India, that she found 
in a museum.



2018
Evening Gown   Autumn/Winter 2018   Silk chiffon
Style 18/03

Chiffon evening gown with plunging neckline and shirred waist.  The dress, from 
the ‘Party’ collection, is screen-printed with metallic ‘Star Warz’ design and is worn 
with a velvet sash.  The dress is beaded with jet beads at the neckline and along the 
edges of the sheer wide sleeves. The dress has a deep slit to the skirt.  An inner layer 
of chiffon lines the dress leaving the sleeves and upper bodice sheer and diaphanous.  
The print ‘Star Warz’ which originated in 1977 was inspired by a trip to LA.  Rhodes had 
already decided that she wanted to base a collection on the City of Angels but was 
looking for inspiration.  A trip to the 1930’s Griffith’s Observatory resulted in planets 
and celestial bodies appearing in her sketchbook but the real catalyst was the film ‘Star 
Wars’ that had just opened and was the talk of the town. Having gathered postcards and 
slides from the Observatory as well as Washington’s Space museum, Rhodes visited 
the Victoria and Albert Museum where a print of Eduardo Paolozzi depicting machinery 
with circles and planet-like trails provided Rhodes with the missing link for her design.  
Rhodes planets with their rings began to curve with strange mechanical bends and her 
new design was born.

2020
Kaftan    2020   Silk Chiffon

A sheer flowing kaftan from Rhodes’s latest ‘Jubilee 
Collection’ recalling the iconic kaftans Rhodes designed 
in the 1970s. The kaftan combines two new prints created 
especially to mark the designer’s 50th anniversary. The 
bodice and circular sleeves are printed with ‘Jubilee Circle’ 
(2019) inspired by glittering jewels worthy of royalty, while 
the body of the dress showcases ‘Jewel Flower’ (2019). The 
latter reinterprets the designer’s 1971 ‘Button Flower’ print, 
incorporating jewels as well as flowers to create a design 
suitable for a Jubilee celebration.  The kaftan will be available 
exclusively at the store Liberty from October 2019.



THE PRINTED TEXTILE
One of the keys to Rhodes’s designs has been her knowledge 
of the physical processes of designing and printing silk 
screened textiles. What appears to flow so effortlessly from 
the designer is in reality a carefully thought-out print, with 
months of cutting apart and re-adjusting the pattern to get 
the exact effect. It was in her second year that Rhodes chose 
to specialise in dress fabrics; the trend at the time was for 
furnishing fabrics. This choice, to create printed textiles to be 
worn rather than hung as a curtain, would lead the designer  
to her most innovative ideas.

Rhodes began to explore the relationship of the printed 
fabric to the body underneath it; that the form of the human 
figure underneath the textile provides a constantly changing 
‘landscape’ the print interacts with and defines anew. 

By creating paper patterns that she would pin and wrap 
around her own figure, studying the effect in mirrors to create 
a distance between the designer and the print, Rhodes would 
explore the potential of the printed material to shape the 
garment itself. Cutting into the fabric was more than a case 
of laying out a dress pattern for Rhodes – judicious use of the 
printed pattern would guide the cutting of the fabric and the 
structure of the garment. What may not seem overly radical 
today was an innovative approach then.



THE PROCESS
The creation of a garment, in Rhodes’s term a ‘Butterfly’, has 
followed a remarkably consistent approach. Often, an idea for a 
new print springs from a page in one of the designer’s ubiquitous 
sketchbooks; Rhodes has a rule that a drawing should be done 
every day and her sketchbooks are never far from her hand. 
Working with her studio, the print is drawn and redrawn on large 
sheets of paper, often being cut apart and reassembled. The 
sense of the ‘hand’ in Rhodes’s printed textiles is characteristic  
of her work.

When the final print is decided, it is transferred to a silk screen 
via handpainted kodatraces and then a series of colour tests are 
worked out to achieve the desired combination. Sample lengths 
are produced and working with the printed textile a dress is 
developed, from initial sketches and draping on a dress stand. 

The interaction of a body under the printed fabric is key to 
Rhodes’s work, and toiles are produced and tested on models. 
The final pattern for a dress is then drawn on card that has been 
silkscreened with the design; as many of Rhodes’s looks are in 
chiffon, the printed, sheer fabric is laid on top and aligned with the 
printed pattern card. The dress is then cut, sewn and finished in 
Rhodes’s studio. The construction of the dress is usually the work 
of a single seamstress, rather than an assembly line approach. 
This, with the hand printed feel of the fabrics, makes a Zandra 
Rhodes dress special, something crafted with care, rather than 
mass production.



AT THE OPERA
In 2000, Zandra Rhodes began to design costumes for 
the San Diego Opera’s new production of The Magic 
Flute. This would be the first of three major opera 
productions that Rhodes would be involved in. From the 
costumes in The Magic Flute, to the costumes and sets of 
both The Pearl Fishers and Aida, Rhodes has embraced 
the challenge in designing for opera.

The artistic element of the projects – the idea that 
Rhodes is creating something to be enjoyed and 
appreciated outside the context of commercial fashion 
– allowed the designer scope to let her imagination flow 
freely. The results are some of Rhodes’s most creative 
amongst her prolific career; the designer references her 
own work, mixing elements of print and pattern in both 
costumes and sets.



THE SKETCHBOOKS
Zandra Rhodes is never far from her sketchbook. Early 
training at school and art school instilled in her an 
understanding of the importance of drawing within a 
creative practice. The designer’s very disciplined approach 
to her sketchbooks includes drawing every day; she also 
does not remove pages from her sketchbook. In them,  
each drawing, whether it is judged successful or not, has  
an intrinsic value to Rhodes. 

These observational drawings form the basis of her print 
designs. Over the years a visual language has developed  
in Rhodes’s work; the dialogue between source material 
and printed textile is always evolving. Elements of the 
textiles, such as the Rhodes’s wiggle, appear in the drawing 
– perhaps acting as a part of shading or to define  
a landscape or a cloud.





LOVE WHAT WE DO? 
MAKE A DIFFERENCE

The Fashion and Textile Museum receives no public funding.  
We offer a programme of changing exhibitions, courses and  
events relying on self-generated income to continue our work.

How can you help the Museum?
 – Join our mailing list
 – Donate £1 in our foyer box
 – Say ‘thank you’ to one of our 40 volunteers

Follow us:
  @FashionTextile
  @fashiontextilemuseum
  /fashionandtextilemuseum
 ftmlondon.org

COMING SOON:
OUT OF THE BLUE
FIFTY YEARS OF DESIGNERS GUILD

14 February – 14 June 2020

  Out of the Blue celebrates the work of influential design company, Designers 
Guild. Founded by Tricia Guild OBE, Designers Guild started life in 1970 as a 
small section of a single shop in Chelsea’s Kings Road.  
 The brand has since evolved and grown into a global enterprise, whose 
products have changed the way we view colour, pattern and texture in our 
homes. Offering unique access to Designers Guild’s archive, with never 
before displayed original designs and art work, Out of the Blue will showcase 
the story of Designers Guild, in settings that capture the changing tastes in 
interiors over the past five decades.




