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A statement of identity as much as it is an
item of clothing, the T-shirt has become part
of the public psyche. It was only natural that
designers would fall in love with such a thing,
as MARK PENFOLD bnds out

ike a race of sentient super-

robots, the rise of the T-shirt is

unstoppable. Since the 1950s,

the tee has been gathering
momentum as a cultural icon and,
today, with technology adding fuel to
the bre, graphics pros are busy taking
the T-shirt to another level.

Used as a billboard for the wearerOs
identity, there are few items of clothing
with as much personality as the T-shirt.
Not only does everyone have a
favourite, but the majority of people
have shirts with special meaning,
emotional signilzance and one or two
possessed by a strange voodoo. 1tOs no
wonder designers the world over love
this walking, talking canvas.

The prst tees
The T-shirt has a chequered past. In fact,
pre-1950, wearing a T-shirt in anything
other than its capacity as a vest was
considered the height of bad taste.
‘\\WWomen would politely avert their eyes,
he elderly would gasp in shock and
mall children were often physically sick.

Then, in the 1951 classi@ Streetcar
Named DesireMarlon Brando changed
everything. Not only did he wear a vest
T-shirt as if it were a regular shirt, but he
had it ripped open to reveal the chesty
brutishness beneath. The world had
suffered T-shirt prohibition long enough,
Brando was the tipping point.

Easy to wear, cheap to make and a
bit dangerous, the T-shirtOs popularity
quickly began to snowball. However,
the next evolutionary jump for the
former vest came during the late 60s
and early 70s when hippies turned the
fashion world on its head with the
discovery of tie-dye. Suddenly,
technology was being applied to
bnished garments.

Other breakthroughs that occurred
around this time included plastisol
(soluble plastic transfers) and the use of
screen printing. These two innovations
turned out to be momentous.

So, this apparently simple item of
clothing holds up a mirror to the
development of western culture since
World War Il. Okay, no it doesn®t, but *
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itOs not far off. Thanks in part to the whiff of brain-dump that had been waiting to happen. ABOVE: Japan’s 2K were there at the beginning. “Images

taboo that Brando and his chums left behind, the Bands, events, clubs, gangs and anything else ~ }}h g bold etters have aways been strong,' recalls Yoshi
awasaki. “Subtle colours used to be strong too, but now

idea of the tee as a vehicle of self-expression wasthat could be used as an expression of bright colours are picking up.”
off and running. individuality found its way onto a T-shirt. The o
| Success of his phenomena wasnOt lost on the  EELOW: Yo borkFor Fhers bk e reers bt
Time to rock corporate world, which set about producing itS ~ Nothing too designery,” he says.
It wasnOt till the birth of rock music and the own branded take on independent inspiration.
infamous tour T-shirt that the concept of the tee Come the 80s and pop groups such as

as a marketing tool and personal statement began Frankie Goes to Hollywood had convinced
people that, instead of big cat prints and

OA T-shirt can be like a SO Jerazy colour combinations, they should

be wearing large slogans in bold type

or a placeE like a CapSU|e that were, at best, semantically vague.

i - Somehow they pulled it off, though, and

Of nOStalg |a01elen Walters for two or three summers in the mid-80s
it seemed like every third person was

to pay dividends. As Helen Walters, author of happy to pass on FrankieOs ORELAXO messagéd

100% Cotton observes: OA T-shirt can be like a  was around this time consumers began to see

song or a placeE a capsule of nostalgia.O This  through the corporate messages they had been

gave the T-shirt a whole world of new sporting around town and started to look for
possibilities. It could say Ol was thereO. deeper meaning. It would, of course, get worse
The era of the classic T-shirt spawned an before it got better, but the process had begun.
almost limitless pool of designs, one thatOs still Everyone suffered during the 1990s as big
being explored today. It was like a creative fashion houses cashed in on the publicOs
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The most expensive T-shirt in the world?

There’s only one out there and nobody’s saying who's got it

It takes a certain kind of person to wear a
£650 T-shirt studded with thousands of
glittering Swarovski crystals. OA very
particular, very gregarious clientele,O
explains the shirtOs designer Simon King.

King, founder of the London Denim
brand, hand-stitched 6,000 of the millimetre-
wide crystals onto the shirt himself. It may
have caused a spot of neck ache, but he
maintains it was worth the effort: OWhen you
start adding Swarovskis, they take on a life
of their own.O This turned out to be truer
than expected.

Produced as part of a promotion called
OHarrods RocksO in which 100 Fender
Stratocasters were customised by celebrities
and well-known designers, King is still
waiting for the shirt to bnd its way home: Olt
was stolen!O he exclaims. The designer wonOt
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be pressing charges though. Olt was lent
out to a very famous person then never
brought back. They appropriated it for

their own nefarious means!O The exact
whereabouts of the T-shirt still remains a
mystery, but the attention the shirt garnered
for the London Denim label could be seen as
payment in kind.

WhatOs more, if you like the T-shirt, youOll
be tempted by KingOs equally glamorous
line of jeans. OTheyOre made in Japan, they
have 14-carat gold-plated buttons on them
and theyOre customised with gold and silver
nail heads.O

URL: www.londondenim.com

RIGHT: While the current whereabouts of the £650
Swarovski T-shirt is unknown, designer Simon King is
still offering a nice line in similarly spangly numbers.

LEFT: This tee is
the work of two
Amsterdam
youngsters. “The
Big C is made up
of three abstract
forms,” says Fresh
Cotton’s Sebas
Stoutenbeek
approvingly. “But
look at it from a
distance and you
see partof aC.”

unguestioning service as free, mobile advertising
that actually paid for itself. Then technology
caught up with the inherent desire of the graphic
professions to get involved. The internet began
to hook people up and printing technology
started to fall in price. The scene was set for
something radical to happen.

Today, we take it for granted that the T-shirt
can be used as an expression of individuality.
lllustrator, designer and T-shirt abionado Olly
Moss refers to the sense of sadness that a high
street full of people wearing the same generic
brand causes: OTees should be expressive,0 he
says. OBut whereQs the expression in that?O

By the end of the 90s it seemed that the
only people left out of the T-shirt thing were
designers and illustrators, the very people who
could have expressed personal messages with a
little style. Fortunately, designers had long ago
cottoned on to screen printing so all they
needed to get them going was access to a large
enough market.

So what changed? In short, the web arrived
and designers found a way to diversify. This  *
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ongoing phase in the T-shirtOs development can
be likened to the Cambrian explosion, that
period 580 million years ago when life on Earth

The classic T-shirt revival

The design equivalent of buried treasure

There was a golden age for T-shirts. It started in
the late 1960s when the music business B and

into shops and asking for shirts that arenOt even
out yet because theyOve seen them on the

internet.O Even major events, such as Jaws the
movie, or massive brands, such as Pepsi,

became part of the churn of images and motifs
that people gaily carried around on their chests

for a while.

The fascination with these shirts extends
beyond a simple pang of nostalgia. ThereOs a
genuine element of cultural archaeology going
on B complete with lavish collectorOs books such
as Lisa KidnerOs Vintage T-shirts

anyone else with a screen printing workshop B
began churning out their ideas in wearable
form. And it came to a sudden halt when the
arrival of digital catalogues made searching
easy for everyone.

The reason? It was no longer a guestion of
rare gems slipping unseen into the gutter. A
limited edition tour T-shirt used to be just that,
. only available to those that attended the show.
Why designers? . In fact, only ever  seen by the people who
OWearing something youOve made yourself is attended the show. Now, as FreshcottonOs

good for the soul,0 says Vault490s John Glasgow, | =SS S Syl NG e e oo
who is well placed to explain just what it is that
attracts graphics professionals to the Pne art of
T-shirt printing. O1tOs a very proud moment when
you see somebody on the street wearing
something that youOve designed,O he says.
OSomehow it means more to see one person
wearing your designs than it does when a large
anonymous company offers a design
commission.O 1tOs a personal connection.

1tDs this human angle that design
professionals are all about. Translating a
complex picture of the world into a fetching
graphic that can then be worn on the body of
another person is science edging towards art.
ItOs certainly not an easy job, thereOs all sorts of
things to take into consideration. For example,
as Moss explains, OYou have to take body shape
into account.O 1tOs not something you can
appreciate in 2D, but Obad composition can
actually make people look fatter than they areO.

WhatOs exciting is that designers, illustrators,
or anyone else with a copy oPhotoshopcan
wrestle with these problems. Ol think the whole
fascination with the T-shirt as a garment of
expression is precisely down to its accessibility,O
says Steve Hunt of on-line T-shirt hub Bountee.
com. OItOs the perfect blank canvas.O The sheer
volume of creative talent thatOs been applied to
T-shirt design is staggering and Bountee is one
example of the companies that have emerged to
print, sell and distribute the resultant products.

blossomed. As Moss explains: OYou can have
hundreds of shirts for different moods and
occasions. TheyQOre just so versatile.O The optio
are, if anything, too numerous. Consumers may
be forced to think quite deeply about which shirt
carries the message they most identify with.

URL: www.carltonbooks.co.uk

LEFT: “With an old shirt you will
almost never see anyone in the same
one,” points out Lisa Kidner. “Thirty
years on, it becomes a one-off.”
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RIGHT: “I don’t see top fashion
designers wanting their new line to be
screen printed T-shirts.” For Mike Cina,
the graphic tee is not a fashion thing.

founder of London Denim and designer

OYO u can h ave h un d red S Of of what might be the world®s most
expensive T-shirt (see page 75) put it:

S h | rts for d |ffe rent m OOd S OTrends have got to start somewhere.O

. < And this trend is massive. OltOs hotter
and OCCaslon SG”V Moss then ever,0 says Sebas Stoutenbeek of
online outlet Freshcotton. OPeople want
Threadless.com, Spreadshirt.net, Freshcotton.  that one crazy T-shirt that no one else has.O And
com, 2ktshirts.com B itOs this phenomena, more now, thanks to the marvels of Odirect to garmentC)
than any other, thatOs led to the current boom in digital printing, itOs possible that nobody else will

T-shirt design. have it because the minimum run has vanished.
This is the strength of the designer tee B people

Obsession can make a unique statement that might actually

ThereOs a thriving market for classic T-shirts. make sense as self-expression. This situation

People go crazy for early Stones or Clash shirts,  isnOt without its risk, as Walters points out:
but itOs the obscurity of a shirt that often makes it OThere are a lot of crap T-shirts out there.O But
special. ItOs this tendency of collectors to revere  even this, she adds, may have an up side: OSome
their rarest shirts that the designer plugs in to. Ol people like crap T-shirts.O
certainly know people who buy T-shirts then lie In the end, though, you come back to one
them in a drawer, never to be worn,0 agrees thing, and Mike Cina of YouWorkForThem
Walters. OltOs akin to the surge of interestintoy  expresses it well: ODesigners will always love
design or trainers B thereOs a lot of history and  design and, if you can put a desirable design on
mythology behind all these cultural sub-sections.O anything, designers will probably buy it.O The

A T-shirt revival is in full swing. So much so  T-shirt is just a great way to extend the reach of

ABOVE: “T-shirts are an affordable, wearable canvas,” says 100% : : :
Cotton author Helen Walters. “What designer wouldn't get a kick that the grgphlcs-le_d movement has beg_un to  what graphics professionals do every day b
out of seeing someone wearing their image on his/her chest?” feed back into fashion itself. As Simon King, make the world look and feel better.
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1. T-SHIRT TECHNIQUES EXPLAINED )
b ect amen

The future is here and itOs been abbreviated to DTG

OThe introduction of direct to garment printing
has made the whole thing viable,O says Steve
Hunt, founder of Bountee.com. Hunt makes a
good case for direct to garment printing being
the technological driving force behind a new
wave of T-shirt production.

What happens is this: your T-shirt design is fed
into the computer, ideally in scaleable vector
graphics (SVG) format. Then your tee is fed into
the printer and, bingo, another new shirt rolls off
the press. The obvious advantage of this process
is that it eliminates the unavoidable set-up time
and potential for calamity often inherent in
traditional screen printing.

OWant a limited edition shirt run of ten with
absolutely no upfront costs?0 asks Hunt. OThen
DTG wins hands down.O As long as you use a
print shop you can trust, the quality is
comparable to normal screen print and has the
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added advantage that smooth gradients and
complex layers are handled as straightforwardly
as text or vectors.

It just depends how much of a perfectionist
you are. OSure,O says Hunt, Oyou could argue that
silk screen is superior, but the benepts of being
able to run single items, in thousands of colours
and then just change your mind and do
something else entirely without a warehouse full
of unsold designs is just incredible.O

Direct to garment printing is a relatively new
innovation, but as its popularity grows, access
will follow. And as the number of users begins to
climb the technology will iron out its kinks and
produce prints which are unimpeachable, even
by a silk screen purist.

URL: www.bountee.com, www.kornit-digital.
com, www.youtube.com/watch?v=jDs3RkKE610

ABOVE AND RIGHT: Direct to
Garment digital printing is the
technology T-shirt designers have
been waiting for: high quality prints
directly onto the shirt material. They
last, they look great and they're cost
effective. Bingo.
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2. T-SHIRT TECHNIQUES EXPLAINED )
i— OCK, eXx nman

Not an exercise routine but a printing technology

Flock, Rex and digitally transfer are the three
techniques preferred by the rapidly growing
outlet Spreadshirt.com. Although they have
differences, these are essentially transfer prints.
That means the image is printed onto a separate
material, which is then heat-sealed onto the tee.

At home, this would take the familiar route of
printing onto a special paper then ironing the
resulting transfer onto your shirt. At SpreadshirtOs
specialist factory in Germany, the process is
carried out by seasoned professionals in a
signibcantly more rigorous fashion.

Flock and Rex both require designs to be
created as vector artwork, which can then be
plotted onto the material that will receive the
imagery. In the case of Rock, the material is
raised from the T-shirt it sits upon and has a
rough, matt Pnish (not unlike the kind of
wallpaper popular in Indian restaurants for

many years). Flex, on the other hand, has a
familiar vinyl look and feel.

These two methods have advantages and
disadvantages. They are durable and highly
resilient to colour fading, but on the downside
are not as f3exible when it comes to colours or
designs. Essentially, because the image being
printed must be cut from a sheet and then
adhered to the shirt, it cannot be too
complicated. This is compounded by the fact
that transparency cannot be guaranteed.

Online stores, such as Spreadshirt, will
produce a single shirt for you with your design
applied in the transfer method of your choice.
Costs for each are roughly similar, but price often
varies according to the area your design covers.

URL: www.spreadshirt.com, www.youtube.
com/watch?v=DJ50BhIJEhQ

ABOVE: A recent design to come out of Spreadshirt’s factory.
TOP LEFT: Spreadshirt's ex process in action.

LEFT: Flock transfers give a rough matt nish as opposed to
ex’s vinyl look and feel.
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( 3. T-SHIRT TECHNIQUES EXPLAINED )

How most T-shirts were printed in the pre-digital days

Silk screen printing is a venerable printing
technique that employs a bne silk mesh
stretched over a frame of aluminium or wood,
coated with a light-sensitive, water-resistant
bnish. It has long been the favourite technique
of T-shirt printers everywhere, but suffers from a
series of technical difPculties.

Screen printing is an art and that is both a
blessing and curse. The design is exposed to
the coated mesh as a light source and,
consequently, causes part of the light sensitive
emulsion to degrade, revealing a copy of the
image to be printed on the mesh itself, much like
a photographic print.

This is done for each colour separation and
consequently the issue of registration raises its
ugly head. Move a T-shirt slightly between
printings and you end up with a dodgy design.
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Obviously, technology has been developed to
keep this problem to a minimum but it hasnOt
been eradicated.

Screen printing produces the most handmade
and personal results but itOs also the most labour
intensive of the techniques. 1tOs still a popular
choice and itOs widely available, but as time
marches on itOs likely to be overtaken by rapidly
evolving digital techniques.

The need to create screens and the labour
intensive nature of the silk-screen process also
make it the most expensive option of all. There
will undoubtedly be a minimum print run and
the cost will also climb as you add colours and
therefore separations.

URL: www.spreadshirt.com, www.lafraise.com,
www.youtube.com/watch?v=EF4FORpACCg

ABOVE: Silk screening has history and romance on its side.

Work produced with this technique is still of the highest

quality and rewards both designer and wearer with a sense

of the handmade.
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