
On Wednesday 15th May, a group of Islington U3A 
Explorers went to see the “Swinging London” exhibition 
at the Fashion and Textile Museum (left) in Bermondsey 
Street. The museum has two floors for exhibitions, 
activities and education – and a shop of course! It was 
launched in 2003 by designer Zandra Rhodes and is now 
operated by Newham College.

In the drab post-war London of the 1950s and 60s a 
breath of fresh air blew through the country as a radical 
new group of young designers, 
based around the King’s Road 
in Chelsea, launched the “Pop” 
generation. Terence Conran, 
Mary Quant and her husband, 
Alexander Plunkett Greene (a 

school friend of Terence Conran) were at the forefront 
of this movement. In 1955 Mary Quant launched her 

own clothes store, 
Bazaar, designed 
by Terence Conran, 
who went on to launch Habitat (left and above) 
in the early 60s. Mary Quant then created 
the Ginger Group, and she also expanded 
to the USA, cooperating with dress pattern 
publisher Butterick (below left), and designing 
her own range of cosmetics and accessories 
with the famous daisy logo (next page). 
Bernard and Laura Ashley, who started their 
business from a kitchen table in Pimlico, also 
featured in the exhibition.

The show included fabric designs, ceramics 
and furniture, all arranged skilfully and 
naturalistically in Conran room sets dressed 
with Mary Quant clothes. There were pictures 

of their influencers from the contemporary 
art design scene, a key one being Eduardo 
Paolozzi, a teacher at the Central School of 
Arts and Crafts.

As we strolled through the room sets, 
admiring the clothes and watching newsreel 
footage, the era came flooding back to us and 
the mood of adventure and optimism which 
pervaded the late 50s and 60s was recaptured. 
So many vibrant designers shaped a world 
for the Pop Generation; and Terence Conran 
and Mary Quant were among the leaders 
who allowed people to move towards their 
dreams.  

If you get a chance to visit this show before it 
finishes on 2nd June, do go down and catch 
this glimpse of our younger selves; and you 
can go on to wander around and be amazed 
at the thriving streets of Bermondsey tucked 
away behind London Bridge station.
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