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Lesson One

At The Tailor’s
J. B. Priestley'

1. Between the Chaos of Regent Street’ and the opulent
bustie of New Bond Street is a little region that is curiously
hushed. It is made up of short streets that pretend to run
parallel to one another, but actually go off at all angles. At a
first glance these streets appear to be filled with the offices of
very old firms of family solicitors. Many of their windows have
severe wire screens. The establishments there have a certain
air of dignified secrecy. not unlike that of servants of the old
school®, those impassive butlers who appeared to know
nothing, but really knew everything. There is little evidence
that anything is being sold in this part of the world. The
electric-light bills must be very modest indeed, for there are
no flashing signs to assault the eye, no gaudily dressed
windows to tempt the feet to loiter. Whatever the season, no
Sales* are held there. You are not invited to stop a moment
longer than you may wish to do. Now and then you catch sight
of a roll of cloth, a pair of riding breeches, or, perhaps, a
sober little drawing of a gentleman in evening clothes, and as
you pass you can hear these things whispering “If you .are a
gentleman and wish to wear the clothes that a gentleman
should wear, kindly make an appointment here and we will
see what we can do for you.” Money, of course, is not
mentioned, this being impossible in all such gentlemanly
transactions. For this 1s the region, Savile Row, Conduit
Street, Maddox Street®, and the rest, of the tailors or—rather
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—the tailors®. Enter it wearing a cheap ready-made suit, and
immediately the poor thing begins to bag in some places and
shrivel up in others. If you have the audacity (as I once had)
actually to walk into one of these establishments wearing a
ready-made suit, you will regret it. Nothing is said, but a
glance from one of the higher officials here strips you and
quietly deposits your apparel in the dust-bin.

2. The hush here is significant. It might be described as
old-world, and for a very good reason, too. In a new world in
which anything will do so long as it arrives quickly and
easily, this region has fallen sadly behind the times. It is still
engaged in the old quest for perfection. Behind these wire
screens the search for the absolute still goes on. Tailoring here
remains one of the arts. There are men in this quarter who
could announce in all sincerity that trousers are beauty,
beauty trousers, and that is all we know and need to know.”
For them the smallest seam they sew can give thoughts that do
often lie too deep for tears.®? That they are artists and not
tradesmen is proved by the fact that, unlike tradesmen, they
do not labour to please their customers, but to please
themselves. A tailor who is a mere shopkeeper fits you until
you are satisfied. These artists go on fitting you until they are
satisfied, and that means they continue long after you have
lost all interest in the matter. You stand there, a mere body or
lay figure,® and they still go on delicately ripping out sleeves
and collars with their little penknives, pinning and unpin-
ning, and making mysterious signs with chalk, and you have
long ceased to understand what all the bother is about. And
even then they may tell you, quietly but firmly, that they
must have another fitting. That they should do this to me is
proof positive of their disinterested passion for the art of
. tailoring. '
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3. I never walk into my own tailor's without feeling
apologetic. I know I am unworthy of their efforts. It is as if a
man without an ear for music should be invited to spend an
evening with the Lener Quartet'®. I am the kind of man who
can make any suit of clothes look shabby and undistinguished
after about a fortnight’s wear. Perhaps the fact that I always
carry about with me two or three fairly large pipes, matches,
about two ounces of tobacco, a wallet, chequebook, diary,
fountain-pen, knife, odd keys, and loose change, to say
nothing of old letters, may have something to do with it. I can
never understand how a man can contrive to look neat and
spruce and do anything else. Wearing clothes properly seems
to me to be a full-time job, and as I happen to have a great
many other, more important or more amusing, things to do, I
cheerfully bag and sag and look as if I have slept in my suits. I
can say this cheerfully here, but once I am inside my tailor’s I
immediately begin to feel apologetic. They do not say
anything, but there is mournful reproach in their eyes as they
turn them upon their ruined sonnets and sonatas’’. One day I
shall call upon them in evening clothes because I fancy they
are not so bad as the lounge suits. But I do not know; they
may see enormities where I see nothing; and so perhaps I had
better keep the fate of their masterpieces hidden from them.
Possibly they whisper to one another, when they see me
slouching in, looking like a man who might buy his clothes
through the post: “He’s one of those gentlemen who're a bit
careless during the day. I shouldn’t wonder,” I hear them
adding wistfully, anxious to convince themselves, “if he takes
trouble at night.”

4. They have their revenge, though, when they get me inside
one of their horrible cubicles, for a fitting. By the time I have
been inside one of those places ten minutes I have not a shred
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of self-respect left. It is worse than being at the barber’s, and
fully equal to being at the dentist’s. To stand like a dummy, to
be simply a shape of flesh and bone, is bad enough, but what
make it much worse are the mirrors and the lighting. These
mirrors go glimmering away into infinity.'? At each side is a
greeny-gold tunnel. I do not mind that, having only a slight
distaste for tunnels and hardly any at all for infinity. But I do
not like all those images of myself. Wherever I look, I see a
man whose appearance does not please me. His head seems
rather too big for his body, his body rather too big for his legs.
In that merciless bright light, his face looks fattish and
somewhat sodden. There is something vaguely dirty about him.
The clothes he is wearing, apart from the particular garment
he is trying on at the moment, look baggy. wrinkled, and
shabby. He does not pay enough attention to his collar, his
boots. His hair wants cutting, and another and closer shave
would do him good. In full face he does not inspire confidence.
His profile, however, is simply ridiculous, and the back view
of him is really horrible. And a woman and several children
are tied to a fellow like that! Incredible that a man can take
such a face and carcase about with him, and yet entertain a
tolerably good opinion of himselft As I think of these things,
it is possible that I smile a little. That is what it feels
like —smiling a little; but immediately twenty images in that
cubicle break into ghostly grins, produce wrinkles from
nowhere, show distorted acres of cheek and jowl. And there is
no looking away.

5. Meanwhile, the tailors themselves, so neat, so clean, so
deft, are busy with the pins and the chalk. They are at home
in these little halls of mirrors, and so look well in them from
every possible angle of reflection. They pretend a certain
subservience, but it is the idlest of pretences. They know—
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and they know that I know—that T am but a shadow of
myself, a puppet in their hands. Their opinions, such as they
are, seem to be those of most moderate sensible men, but even
if they murmured that it was high time the Spanish
Inquisition'® was established in this island, I should have to
agree with them. They are not all alike, these fitters, or
cutters, or whatever they are. Thus my usual trouser man is
quite different from my usual coat man. He is smaller and
livelier, more bustling, more given to cheerful gossip. A long
and intimate acquaintance with trousers has made him far
more democratic and earthy. There are times when I feel I can
almost hold my own with him. On the other hand, the coat
man is quietly tremendous. He has one of those tight, healthy-
looking, clean-shaven faces, like a brownish apple; and look
something between a priest, a surgeon, and a solicitor who
occasionally rides to hounds'*. Everything about him is clear,
polished, and speckless. He regards me with about the same
amount of interest that I give to another man’s coat. When he
once condescended to tell me about his boy (who is at a public
school'®) T felt immensely flattered and rushed to agree with
everything he said. For a few minutes I was really alive,
almost sharing the honours with my coat. But then he became
serious again and took out a pin somewhere and made another
chalk-mark.

6. I can understand the feelings of those people who are
compelled to live with great artists. I can also understand the
inner meaning of the old saying about nine tailors making a
man'®. They have so little common humanity, these artists of
the pins and chalk, that it must be difficult to wring out of
nine of them folly and friendliness enough to make an
ordinary citizen. But now that the dandies'” are all dead and
gone, theirs must be a lonely world. Will they accept these few
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words of tribute from a pocket-stuffer, a rumpler and
crumpler, a bagger?

NOTES
1. John Boynton Priestley, son of a schoolmaster, was
born in 1894. After serving in the British army during
the First World War, he went to Cambridge, where he
took his M.A. In his long literary carreer which began .
in 1922, he became not only jack of most literary trades
but master of quite a few: novels, plays, essays both
historical and literary. Among his many works are The
Good Companions, Angel Pavement and Bright Day
(novels); Eden End, The Linden Tree and An Inspector
Calls (plays). All about Ourselves and Other Essays,
from which the text is taken, is a collection of his
essays edited by Eric Gillet (published in 1956).
J. B. Priestley' is noted for simplicity in his writing.
He writes in the essay Delight, “Deliberately I aim at
simplicity and not complexity in my writing. ... I do not
pretend to be subtle and profound. but when I am at
work I try to appear simpler than I really am. Perhaps I
make it too easy for the reader, do too much of the
toiling and sweating myself.” At the Tailor’s is a fair
example of his style. The writer thinks deeply and
exactly but tries to express himself simply and in
familiar language.
2. Regent Street, New Bond Street: Both are busy streets
in the fashionable West End of London.
3. servants of the old school: servants who stick to the old
ways.
- 4. Sales: Bargain sales at which goods are sold at reduced
prices. The word is often capitalized when used in this



sense.
. Savile Row, Conduit Street, Maddox Street: These
streets are the region of the tailors who cater for the
"wealthy and fashionable people in London.
. the tailors: Here “the” is emphasized and pronounced
[8i:]. It means “the very” or “the best of their kind”.
. trousers are beauty, beauty trousers...: This is apparent-
ly, an imitation of two lines from Keats’ poem Ode on a
Grecian Urn:

“Beauty is truth, truth beauty,” — that is all

Ye know on earth, and all ye need to know.”
Notice the balanced pattern in the first line, where the
main elements are reversed. This rhetorical device is
called chiasmus (Greek “a placing crosswise”). Other
examples are :

Love’s fire heats water, water cools not love.

(Shakespeare, Sonnet 154)

Do not live to eat, but eat to live.
. For them the smallest seam they sew.... This is an
imitation of two lines from Wordsworth’s Ode on
Intimations of Immortality from Recollections of Early
Childhood:

To me the meanest flower that blows can give

Thoughts that do often lie too deep for tears.
The tailors think that the clothes they make are real
works of art and that the smallest seam they sew could
inspire thoughts and emotions that were too profound
to be expressed by mere tears.

Note: the two above-mentioned pieces of imitation

are called parody, a writing in which some

particular language and style (of an author, for

instance) is imitated especially for comic effect or
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ridicule.

9. lay figure: an artist’s joined wooden model of the
human body, on which drapery is arranged to get the
proper effect.

10. the Lener Quartet: a well-known Hungarian string

quartet, founded in 1920.

11. sonnets and sonatas: (TIUfTEFAIZEH) Here they
refer to the suits that the tailors regard as master-
pieces.

12. These mirrors go glimmering away into infinity: The
images reflected in the mirrors (opposite each other on
the walls of the cubicles) seem to be stretching in a
never-ending line.

13. the Spanish Inquisition: The tribunal established by
the Catholic Church in Spain in the 15th century for
the discovery and suppression of heresy and the
punishment of heretics. It was notorious for its cruel
and extreme practices.

14. ... rides to hounds: goes fox-hunting on horseback with
a pack of hounds. Fox-hunting used to be considered
as a pastime of the wealthy in England.

15. who is at a public school: A public school in England
is in fact a very expensive private school for the
children of wealthy families. Attending a public school
used to be regarded as a status symbol. The coat man
whose son is at public school regards himself as a
member of the upper class and wants to be treated as
such.

16. nine tailors make a man: This is an old expression of
contempt at the expense of tailors. Originally it means
that tailors are so feeble physically that it would take
nine of them to make a man of good physique. The



17.

author, however, has extended the meaning of this old
saying in the essay.

the dandies: men who pay fastidious and exaggerated
attention to dress or personal appearance (as by
always dressing in the height of fashion or by adopting
carefully affected styles of dress). Dandies especially
figured in high society of the 18th century Europe.

EXERCISES
ANALYSIS

I. Questions on content:

1.

What would you notice if you visited the district of the
tailors?

. Why does the author compare the tailors in Savile Row

to butlers? What do they have in common?
Do the tailor’s shops in this district attract many
customers?

. What will happen to a customer if he enters these

establishments wearing a ready-méde suit? Why?

. Why does the author say that the regiofh might be

described as old-world?

. Why does he feel apologetic whenever he goes into the

tailor’s?

. When the tailors add wistfully “I shouldn’t wonder if he

takes trouble at night”, what do they mean?

. How does he feel when he gets into one of the fitting

cubicles?

. What does the author actually mean when he says

“They have so little common humanity, these artists of
the pins and chalk, that it must be difficult to wring
out of nine of them folly and friendliness enough to
make an ordinary citizen”?



