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What a wonderful freedom:  
to choose what woman we want  

to be and dress accordingly

Today, like never before, fashion offers us options.  
In this book I show you how best to navigate them. 

Learn how to shop smart, finding clothes that flatter 
and make you feel the best version of “you”. Together 
we can find your clothing happy place, one that will 

serve you well for many years to come.

“Anna Murphy will get you out and about  

wearing your best smile! ”
Domenico Dolce and Stefano Gabbana

“ Imagine a garden in black and white?  
This book will guide you through the power  

of colour, and the power of black.”
Diane von Furstenberg
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Introduction

Over and over I hear from women asking me for help in 
finding their fashion way. I understand all too well how 
easy it is to get lost. There are so many choices; so many 
options. And most of us go through periods of our life 
when we have too many other things going on to allow 
us enough time properly to keep our eye in when it 
comes to what’s current. 

I see the most important part of my job as Fashion 
Director of The Times as acting as a kind of pathfinder. 

The forever wardrobe  
is not an impossible 
notion. And I am here to 
help you track it down. 

“

sarah  

haran

That’s also why I wrote my book 
How Not To Wear Black, some 
of which is extracted here. You 
can learn to navigate your way 
to the “you” who feels and looks 
like your very best self, and I 
would love to help you do it. 

Just as importantly, you can 
have fun whilst doing so. As 
women we have so many more 

ways than men to celebrate and empower ourselves 
through our wardrobes. Once you find your compass, 
that very same choice that once felt overwhelming, 
burdensome, suddenly starts to feel like the greatest  
of gifts.

How do you navigate with a compass? By way of the 
north pole, of course. When it comes to your fashion 
compass, I believe it’s your bag that is your true north 
pole. Whether you are just embarking on your journey 
of sartorial self-discovery, or whether you are adept  
at dressing in a way that makes you feel happy and 
seen, it’s all about the bag. Find a great bag, one that 
combines form and function, that makes your heart 
sing, and it pulls together every outfit. Not only that.  
It pulls together “you”!“



21st-
Century

Tweaks
NEW-GENERATION  

LAYERING, PLUS  
MIXING-AND-NON-MATCHING 
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I like to improvise,  
as if I’m playing jazz.  
I usually have some  
sort of vision before  
I get started, and  
it’s quick. 

“
Looking modern is not just about what you wear, but 
how you wear it. So much has changed over the course of the 
last few decades concerning the lives women live. No surprise  
that the way we dress has changed in tandem. 

It’s comparatively easy to get your head around what’s new 
when it comes to individual items of clothing, be it cocktail 
trainers (yes, really) or power florals (ditto), even if it may still  
take you a while before you are prepared actually to dip your  
toe in the water and try them out yourself. 

Much harder is to clock the subtle changes in the way people 
wear what they wear. And it can be harder still to attempt to pull 
off those shifts yourself. Yet if you get your head around the two 
big tweaks in contemporary dress codes, you will immediately 
modernize your look.

Layer it up
The first is what I call “new-generation layering”. I know that 
many of us still struggle with the idea of layering full stop, never 
mind any more recent incarnation. A friend who runs a high-
street fashion brand tells me that the question his shopping 
advisors are asked most often by customers is, “How do I layer?”

So don’t panic. You may not realize it but what you are doing 
pretty much every day of your life is layering. Coat over frock? 
Layering. Jumper over shirt? Layering. You can definitely already 
pull off the old-school variety.

When it comes to the new-gen incarnation, not only should 
you not panic, but you should also get ready to enjoy yourself. 
Because, once you have got the knack, it’s a veritable millefeuille of 
fashion fun. You will soon relish doing it, and you will relish even 
more the way you look as a result. 

Pleasingly, so will other people. New-gen layering is a matchless 
compliment-garnerer, because it makes you appear younger, 
cooler, and the opposite of try-hard. Indeed, don’t be surprised if 
some of your friends start pinching your look. 

That’s how it started for me with new-gen layering. I still 

– I r i s  a p f e l
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remember the day a decade or so ago when a front-row chum of 
mine began twinning items I considered anything but related. 

First time around it was in the office, and she wore a tailored 
short-sleeved tunic – think a kind of buttonless jacket – layered 
over a silk blouse, topped off with some slim-cut black trousers. 
She looked like she meant business – dressy and serious – but she 
also looked bang up to date. More than that, she looked original, 
and I would argue that standing out just enough in the office is a 
good thing. Original dresser, original thinker. Those are the kind 
of connections people make in their subconscious, whether they 
are aware of it or not. At work particularly, you are at least in part 
what you wear. (As well as lots of more important things besides, 
needless to say.)

A couple of weeks later, for a trip to the cinema, my friend had 
turned that same tailored top smart-casual by, this time, layering  
it over a long-sleeved tee, both stacked on top of a pair of classic 

straight-leg jeans. Mmmm, I thought 
to myself, she’s onto something here.  
I need to get onto it sharpish, too. I 
have been new-gen layering ever since.

How to “new Gen” 
Yourself
You’ve probably got the general idea. 
In essence it is about mixing different 
weights of material, and juxtaposing 
items that would once have been 
deemed incompatible. 

Like my friend – and these days  
me – you might choose to focus on 

your top half, and layer a long-sleeved tee or silk blouse under  
a short-sleeved or sleeveless knit, blazer, or tailored tunic. I  
have another similarly chic friend who might take off her suit 
jacket to reveal two tees, a short-sleeved worn over a long-sleeved. 
Very cool. Even though the individual elements are classics, 

It is about mixing 
different weights  
of material, and 
juxtaposing items that 
would once have been 
deemed incompatible. 

“

Find your friends
It can be helpful to take your fashion cues from stylish people 
whose path you cross every day. Friends, acquaintances, even 
people you just pass on the street. These are the women who 

have the potential to be not so much a style icon – with all the 
distance that suggests – but a style friend: someone who can be 

useful to you when it comes to finding your own way. 

That’s because these women – unlike film stars and similar – 
are more likely to be living a life that’s relevant to yours, with 

regard to everything from climate to what makes up their 
day-to-day. If you know someone, or meet them in the run of 

things, the content of their existence overlaps with yours. Look 
for people who have a similar body shape to yours. There’s no 
point trying to lift a skinny malinky’s look if you are curvy.

Also, if you see someone wearing something you admire, don’t 
ever hesitate to tell them how much you like it, nor ask them 

where it’s from. The best shoppers are never shy. I’ve lost 
track of the number of recommendations I’ve got everywhere 

from the supermarket to an art gallery. Nor is this only a 
practical matter. Making another woman feel good about 
herself, making her smile, is a small but significant way of 

strengthening the sisterhood. Let’s admire each other, 
empower each other, and not just around the big things.
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combined in this way they look instantly contemporary. 
A default look among the fashion pack for the last couple of 

years has been a masculine tailored jacket undone over a feminine 
floaty dress. A double-breasted take is the favourite on the front 
row, a style which I know strikes fear into many women’s hearts. A 
straight cut will work on small busts and straight figures. A fitted 
style can work on curvy and large-busted shapes. Try it. But if it’s 
still adding too much bulk – again, your friend the long mirror 
will tell you – go for single-breasted.

Bear in mind that layering can be a great way to draw attention 
away from a long torso, or to add interest if you are tall. On the 
other hand, if you are petite, proceed with caution – too many 
layers may appear fussy and/or shortening.

You might go head-to-toe, layering an unbuttoned softly 
draping floral summer frock over a black or white tee and trousers 
or jeans. Or that frock might be a wrap or kimono style. Or it 
might not be a frock at all, but a duster coat or silk dressing gown. 
Bear in mind that your layers should be mostly soft, and mostly 
fine. Unless you are very slim, you don’t want to add volume all 
over. Which is why you may also want on occasion to factor  
in a belt to give further definition. 

Then you could add a shearling gilet over the top, too. Or 
perhaps pair the gilet with the same dress – if it is a dress –
fastened up, and minus the underlayer. Or how about taking that 
gilet and layering it under a trench or a wool overcoat for extra 
warmth, and for a frisson of just-visible glamour? This is a version 
of what the fashion industry calls trans-seasonality, and which I call 
common sense: assembling outfits that can be built up or stripped 
down depending on the temperature of the day in question. 

In case you haven’t guessed already, I happen to think  
every woman should have a shearling gilet in her possession.  
Not just because it is a one-stop route to the modernizing genius 
that is new-gen layering, but also because in terms of price-per-
wear it will quickly prove itself to be one of your most 
parsimonious purchases. 

Sure, a shearling gilet isn’t cheap upfront, but if you play the 
long game, and I believe that when it comes to one’s wardrobe 
that is what one should be doing nine times out of ten, it will  
end up costing you pennies every time you put it on. Why? 
Because you will just keep putting it on. Day after day, whatever 
that day promises. 

I wear mine on the sofa. I wear it to weddings. I wear it 
everywhere in-between. It has repaid my initial investment 
countless times over. That said, if you still feel you can’t stretch  
to such a sum check out the countless excellent faux options. 

Or how about, if you are up for pushing the new-gen-layering 
envelope further, slipping a fine hoodie under a blazer? Sounds 
bonkers. Yet worn with a sleek trouser suit a hoodie provides a 
perfect storm of the cutting edge and the chic. Again, this delivers 
that original-dresser–original-thinker double whammy. Great if 
yours is the more open-minded variety of office. 

Mixing-and-non-matching
It also happens to be an example of my second 21st-century  
tweak, mixing-and-non-matching. Tailoring plus athleisure.  
What genre-busting! And genre-busting is another effortless  
way to update how you present to the world. 

In case you haven’t 
guessed already,  
I happen to think 
every woman should 
have a shearling gilet 
in her possession. 

“
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rainbow rules
Let’s take colour first. There are two ways to approach it, and  
they both involve you getting your head around the colour wheel 
– find one online if you need a reminder. Contrast hues that sing 
rather than clash tend to be opposites on the wheel: green and red; 
orange and blue; purple and yellow. That’s option one. Option two 
is tone-on-tone combinations. That’s what red and pink is. It used 
to be the ultimate no-no. Now it’s practically de rigueur outside the 
shows. Violet and lilac is another one. A bright green with a pale 
green. It’s fun once you start.

The stealth approach is to go for one majority hue, with a mere 
flash of something else. A pink trouser suit, for example, with a 
just-visible red underlayer. Then, should you not be in the mood 
to clash-match, you can dial down that pink trouser suit by 
wearing it with a white, cream, black, or navy underlayer instead. 
Not that a pink trouser suit can ever be dialled down that much,  
of course. Which is precisely what makes it so wonderful, but –  
for many of us – so terrifying. 

The pattern book
Floral mash-ups, or twinnings of different stripes, or spots, or 
both, are also par for the course these days. Striped shirt plus 
striped blazer plus striped skirt. That’s not going to stop you 
running for the bus, or rather, in the case of the street-styler lot, 
posing for the photographers who swarm outside each catwalk 
venue. But it is going to look fabulous enough, different enough, 
to get their attention in the first place.

Thing is, back in the real world, attempting the head-to-toe 
approach can go easily wrong. It’s complicated – and expensive –  
to buy pieces that work together in this way. And even if you do 
pull it off, precisely because an outfit like this looks so distinctive, 
you may quickly tire of it. The simplest route is always to keep at  
least one part of your ensemble neutral. Striped shirt and blazer, 
maybe, but wear with jeans or black or navy trousers, don’t go full 
Andy Pandy. 

Seemingly incongruous couplings are proving to be a 
permatrend. From girly floral dresses with stompy macho ankle 
boots and/or a blazer, to a tuxedo jacket with jeans, to tailoring 
with trainers. Then there are the countless individual items that 
do the genre-busting for you: party trainers; diamanté-strewn 
denim; embroidery-covered sweatshirts, khaki jackets, and  
combat trousers. The list is nigh on endless, and each item is  
a one-stop take on the theme of mixing-and-non-matching.

Trans-seasonality comes into play 
again, too. How about a big woolly 
jumper with silky skirt, woolly tights, 
and buckle boots for a January catch 
up with a girlfriend? Don’t manage 
your next catch up until the 
summer? Ditch the jumper and the 
tights, and add in a tee. Or, given  
the unpredictability of modern  
weather, hang on to that jumper!

There’s a further incarnation, 
namely the juxtaposing of colours, 
patterns, and prints in such a way  
as once to have been deemed akin  
to a crime against fashion. The  
street-stylers who get photographed 
outside the catwalk shows are past 
masters at this. Why? Because it’s a way to dial  
up otherwise practical clothing. Even they don’t like to look as  
if they are suffering for their art, and like to be able to walk, so 
they often wear functional individual pieces, then render them 
suitably look-at-me courtesy of mixing-and-non-matching. Iris 
Apfel is several decades older than most other street-stylers and 
out-mash-ups them all. “I like to improvise,” she says, “as if I’m 
playing jazz. I usually have some sort of vision before I get started, 
and it’s quick.”

There’s a further 
incarnation, namely  
the juxtaposing of 
colour, patterns, and 
prints in such a way  
as to once have been 
deemed akin to a crime 
against fashion. 

“
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for example, or two checks. Much easier than attempting it with 
two florals. If you mix types of pattern – a stripe with a floral,  
say – pull things together by using the same colour palette. A 
turquoise floral blouse layered over a turquoise checked pencil 
skirt could look fab. You might also want to think about giving 
new life to print by changing things up via the fabric it’s delivered 
in. A traditionally “winter” print such as leopard or houndstooth 
looks ineffably modern rendered in silk. Or conversely how  
about a “summer” floral reincarnated as a luxurious wool coat? 
Whichever approach you go for, wear it with confidence, and  
with a smile. That makes pretty much everything look great. 

Or buy a single piece that does the work for you. Buy a dress 
that splices two florals, rather than attempting to clash-match a 
blouse and skirt. Buy a shirt made of two different stripes. As 
mentioned before, you can bend the rules more quietly by mixing 
black and navy, a double-act that was once deemed unacceptable, 
yet is now verging on a dress code on the front row. Another 
stealth route is wearing gold and silver jewellery at one-and-the-
same time. For me these are the simplest real-world routes to 
channelling the genre-busting zeitgeist.

So many of us have an objection hardwired in our brains to 
black and navy, and to silver and gold, that it can again help to start 
with a single piece that breaks the rules for us. Perhaps a black 
crepe dress with a navy trim, or a navy blouse with black detailing. 

When it comes to jewellery, a classic bracelet watch that 
combines both metals is a great way to get the ball rolling. But 
now there are countless other baubles that combine the two. Once 
you have built up your confidence you can channel the magpie 
approach, stockpiling gossamer contrast pieces at the neck,  
wrists, and fingers so that they somehow, due to their fairy-like 
dimensions, come together as a sum that’s greater than its parts.

Why wear one stripe... 

STRIPED JACKET

+
STRIPED SHIRT

+
NEUTRAL 

TROUSERS

... when you can 
wear two different 
ones? Or even, if 
you are feeling 
very brave, three? 
I love this outfit. 
It looks smart yet 
casual. It feels 
classic yet –  
thanks to those  
contrast stripes –  
bang up to date. 
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ATTRACT
One of the biggest shifts in the  
way the fashion forward dress: to 
conjure up an outfit from two or 
more items that, only a few years 
ago, it would’ve been impossible  
to imagine as part of the same 
ensemble. It can be intimidating  
for the rest of us. So why bother? 
Because it will make you look 
modern, often using pieces you’ve 
had in your wardrobe for years. 
Besides, it’s not as hard as it looks. 

Pair an undone kimono – or 
button-through or wrap dress – over 
jeans and a tee for the ultimate in 
contemporary clash-matches. 

Adding an 
underlayer, like a 
classic white shirt, 
can be a great way 
to reinvent a party 
frock as daywear. 

Overlaying a 
couple of pieces of 
outerwear delivers 
effortless cool, plus 
the flexibility to 
deal with changing 
temperatures.

Sharp tailoring spliced 
with street wear adds up  
to a contemporary look, 
whatever your age. 

Buy ready-mixed gold  

and silver

Let your accessories do the 

non-matchy-matchy work
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