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In preparation for World Expo 2010 in 
Shanghai, squads of citizens wearing red  
silk belts began patrolling near the site.  
The ‘Civilised Dress Persuasion Team’  
scolded people who went out wearing  
pyjamas, telling them to go back home  
and change into proper clothes. Every- 
where, signs read, ‘No Pyjamas in Public  
— Be Civilised for the Expo.’

The pyjama police had their work  
cut out for them. Since the late 1970s, 
Occidental pyjama sets have been an  
irresistible fashion item. Colourfully  
patterned, matching satin pjs were the  
antithesis of work clothes and the sar- 
torial sobriety of the just-ended Cultural  
Revolution. Intimating a life of leisure  
or a faintly licentious career in show  
business, pyjamas were flaunted out of  
doors. Decades later, the habit remains.

The separation of 
street and home,  
and the requirement  
to dress differently  
for each, are normative 
values in the West,  
too. To go out onto  
the street in what  
one went to sleep  
in is viewed by many  
as an erosion of, if  
not an outright attack 
on, polite society. 
American university 
professors deplore 
students who go from 
dorm to classroom in 
bedroom slippers and 
onesies. In Los Angeles, 
a police commis- 
sioner wants ‘moral 
indigents’ who go  
out in bedclothes to serve community  
service sentences. 

Yet the public pyjama party is growing  
ever more powerful. The quiet rebellion  
against the bourgeois separation of street  
and home has been waged, if wage be not  
too energetic a verb, by standard-bearers  
like artist Julian Schnabel and Jeff Bridges’s  
The Dude in The Big Lebowski (1998). Both  
wave the plaid, drawstrung flannel flag  
of nonconformity, as did Playboy’s Hugh  
Hefner before them.

The PJs trend hit fashion in 1992.  
In February of that year, Kurt Cobain mar- 
ried Courtney Love on a beach in Hawaii in  
a pair of green pyjamas. Nine months later,  
the designer Marc Jacobs sent models down  
the runway with ‘bed head’ hair, Birkenstocks 
and dressing gowns. By turning grunge into 

mainstream fashion, Jacobs released our inner 
slacker, and a vogue for shapeless, formless 
comfort clothing not witnessed since the whole 
cloth-robes-and-tunics of the early Middle Ages. 

Pyjamas and soft lounge adjuncts like 
housecoats, wrappers and dressing gowns  
are a counterpoint to hard, structured clothing 
that is tailored, padded, gathered, tucked  
and steam-pressed to fit the body. “I think 
there’s the issue of clothes that are relatively 
body-conscious and clothes where the interest  
is in the clothes themselves, the volume  
of the clothes,” says Valerie Steele, director  
of the Fashion Institute of Technology in  
New York. “Mostly, really tailored clothes tend  
to be fitted to the body, and other shapes, like  
T, loosely hang around the body… Tailored is 
Western; T-shaped garments are more Eastern 
tradition – everything from ottoman robes  
to kimonos in Japan. They are tailored but  

not tailored close  
to the body.”

Add to this 
analysis the Chinese 
government’s 
equation between 
civilisation and 
indoor-only pyjamas, 
and the boundary 
between Western 
tailoring and Eastern 
looseness begins to 
take on a Rudyard 
Kiplingesque cast.  
If highly seamed, 
fitted clothing is  
for going out, and 
minimally seamed, 
baggy clothing of 
pyjamas and dressing 
gowns for staying  
in, what colonialist 

implications can we draw from the Indian kurta,  
West African pagne, Korean hanbok, Pakistani 
kandoorah and other such draped or loose- 
fitting garments? Should they too be house-
bound like the ‘pyjama’– a word of Persian  
and Urdu origin which the oed defines as  
loose trousers worn in Turkey, Iran, India etc 
adopted by Europeans strictly for nightwear?

The ‘hardness’ of tailored clothing lies  
not only in its construction and material, but  
its history too. Tailors first emerged in Europe  
in the twelfth century as an extension of linen 
armourers, who made fitted, padded garments 
worn under chainmail. This opposition, 
between hard fightwear and soft nightwear  
is very visible in collections this Spring. 
Oversize Schott jackets at Vêtements, the  
kind that bouncers wear, the rigid patent 
leathers at Hood by Air – these protective, 

sleeping around 

sleepwear is enjoying  
a fashionable  

renaissance beyond 
the bedroom.  

Is that because of cultural 
difference or because  

we now have  
to sleep at work?  

asks Clara Young  
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security-inflected clothes perfectly suit  
the terrorised climate in which we now live. 
Elsewhere, there is a tantalising fragility to 
sashed lounge coats for men at Raf Simons, 
Ann Demeulemeester, Jean-Paul Gaultier  
and Azzaro, and dressing-gown coats fastened 
with boudoir tassels at Luella Bartley or in 
white mink at Alexander Wang. These soft, 
lying-about clothes seem provocatively out- 
of-step with the times. As do Sacai striped pjs, 
Stella McCartney’s pyjama shirt and the pyjama 
pants of Paul Smith, Richard Nicoll, Tommy 
Hilfiger and af Vandevorst. Meanwhile,  
metal toe-capped tartan slippers at Christian 
Louboutin and furry blue Miu Miu slippers 
blur the boundaries between both.

To Mumbai designer Noorie Sadarangani, 
pyjamas to wear out are not just a trend but the 
central concept of her clothing line. ‘Obataimu’, 
which means ‘overtime’ in Japanese, is inspired 
by the sleep-deprived. “I was living in New 
York and working on an architectural project 
on sleep. And I became fascinated with how  
the Japanese sleep anywhere and everywhere.  
It has nothing to do with being homeless, but 
being overworked,” says Sadarangani. “It says 
something about our global culture that the 
basic things that are nourishing to us are being 
neglected. So I went to Tokyo to think about 
this. I began to photograph people sleeping  
in public. And that led me to design outerwear 
that has the comfort of sleep built into it.” 

Obataimu garments are custom-made  
by a small team of white lab-coated garment-
makers in a small atelier in Mumbai.  
The atelier staff is supported by a small 
factory-school that trains and employs 
garment-makers as well as dyers. To develop 
the porous pyjama-comfortable silk cloth, 
Sadarangani borrowed the ventilation princi-
ples of termite architecture: the silk cloth  
is steam-treated to loosen the weave, en- 
hancing its breathability while creating  
just enough of a layer on the skin for warmth.  
It is then reinforced with Japanese double-
layered tailoring. 

Obataimu is not made for public sleepers. 
But chronic fatigue from overworking is its 
conceptual thread. Obataimu clothing suggests 
that work and life is so acutely unbalanced  
for some people that they can no longer 
maintain the boundaries between their public 
and personal lives. In the ebb and flow between 
public and private, clothing blurs or hardens 
the boundary. Burqas partition private from 
public space while pyjamalike street clothes 
and dressing-gown overcoats erase the line 
between the two. The latter puts to us the idea 
that in dressing exactly as we wish – perfectly 
comfortably – we are no longer dividing 
ourselves between our outward self and the 
inward self the public was not meant to see. 
That in emancipating ourselves from the 
clothing conventions of public and private,  
we are presenting a unified, authentic persona. 
That this comes from fashion, the mother  
of multiple selves, makes the statement all  
the more ingenuous.
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