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Australian brands are 
proving strong contenders 
in the booming international 
swimwear market.

WORDS KATY COHEN

Going

Speedo Summer 
Collection 2014
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 HERE COMES THE 
 Australian surfer dude as you've 
never seen him before. He’s carrying 
a jungle-print board to match his 
shorts, and is trailed by girls in full 
make-up and co-ordinating swim-
wear, one with a live yellow python 
draped around her neck. This was the 
scene that unfolded at We Are Hand-
some’s spring/summer 2014 show at 
Australian Fashion Week in May. 

The label, designed by husband-and-wife Jeremy 
and Katinka Somers, launched in 2009 and shot to fame 
a year later when Rihanna wore its Amazon panther-
print one-piece in Barbados. Where Rihanna goes 
paparazzi follow and the photos were sold across the 
globe. Suddenly, We Are Handsome found itself on 
French magazine covers and US fashion websites. 

“We got our first international order the following 
week,” says Somers, who believes the singer chose the 

We Are Handsome: 
designers Jeremy 
& Katinka Somers 
(top); model at 
2014 Fashion Week 
(right); spring/
summer 2014/15 
collection (below)

design for its personality. “Of course there have been prints 
on swimwear before, but what was new was the way we 
presented it. The fashion element of what we do is very strong.” 

A lot of that has to do with context. “In Australia, the swimsuit 
is a perfectly acceptable item of clothing to wear off the beach, 
perhaps with shorts or a skirt.”

Anthony Hallas, CEO of Seafolly, agrees that the lifestyle 
factor helps Australian brands get ahead. “We live in our swim-
wear, so the amount of care we put into the design is on a dif-

ferent level.” Seafolly was founded by Hallas’s parents in the 
1970s as an activewear company which, he says, “rode the Jane 

Fonda leotard wave in the ’80s” to become Australia’s biggest 
swimwear brand today, with more than 400 stockists worldwide 
and flagship stores in the US and Asia. Hallas points to the long 
history of overseas interest in our togs – “look at the surfwear 

giants in the ’90s, they were all Australian”.
According to Global Industry Analysts, the global swimwear 

market is worth $17.6b, and growing faster than ready-to-wear. That 
explains the rise of two key trends. Luxury brands such as Kenzo, 
Miu Miu, Oscar de la Renta and Michelle Obama’s go-to dress 
designer, Jason Wu, are dipping their toes in the swimwear sector, 
with prices reflecting status. Don’t be fooled by the itty bitty amount 
of fabric involved – expect to pay at least $500 for a Dolce & Gabbana 
bikini. Meanwhile, cutting edge designers are offering swim-inspired 
ready-to-wear pieces to complement their core collections. 

“One way to innovate is via fabrication,” US swimwear design-star 
Lisa Marie Fernandez told Vogue earlier this year. Her neoprene 
bandeau tops and zip-front body suits have become cult items among 
the fashion set, and are worn as tops and layering pieces 
as well as in the water. Fernandez took up the neoprene trend early. 
Traditionally used for wetsuits, the pliant foam rubber has now ❯
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become ubiquitous on the runways. When a high-end French 
house such as Balenciaga uses neoprene as a new-age dress 
fabric, there’s a trickle-down effect to swimwear trends. 

Or is it a trickle-up effect? In recent seasons, scuba tailoring, 
neoprene bonded with cotton or even leather, cut-away race fronts 
and sculptural crop tops have all come to the fore as outerwear, 
each owing a debt to swimwear. Front-row Australian collections 
such as Dion Lee’s new Water line and buzzy newcomer NLP by 
Bali-based Sydneysider Nikki Lee Penny are inspiring micro 
trends in the street, and buyers are taking notice. NLP has just 
landed on Asos.com, while Harrods sells Seafolly and kaftans 
by Australian label Camilla. Meanwhile, Net-a-Porter has been 
stocking Zimmermann Swim for years;  Harvey Nichols, Neiman 
Marcus and Selfridges carry Jets, and UK store Matches sells a 
panther-print We Are Handsome suit like the one Rihanna wore.

For Jets design director Jessika Allen, one of the Australian market’s key strengths is that it’s a 
season ahead. “We’re showing summer when the northern hemisphere is stuck in winter, so they 
look to us for new ideas.” Locally, Jets is the number one selling swimwear brand in David Jones, and 
it has a strong presence in both the UK and the US. “It may be just a small piece of fabric, but design, 
comfort and functionality are incredibly important.” 

Ken Downing, fashion director at Neiman Marcus, confirms that “Australian swimwear is very 
desirable” among his upscale clientele. “Performance paired with panache is a trademark of many 
Australian swimwear collections, creating attire that looks as good as it feels.”

COVER STORY
You could argue that Australians 
invented modern swimwear. In 
the Victorian era, sea bathing was 
segregated and considered to be 
for medicinal purposes only. 
Those women who did partake 
were obliged to wear bathing 
dresses, which, according to 
historian Penny Cuthbert, were 
typically made from 5m of belted 
heavy woollen serge, accessorised 
with stockings and shoes. 

As a child in Sydney in the 
1890s, Annette Kellerman (above) 
took to ocean swimming in a bid 
to cure her rickets. By the time she 
moved to Melbourne aged 16, she 
was good enough to land a job at 
an aquarium, swimming in a tank 
with the fish. In 1905, having 
moved to London, her first 
(unsuccessful) attempt to swim 
the English Channel was hampered 
by her bathing dress. Her 
response? To sew black stockings 
onto the skimpier men’s suit, an 
outfit that outraged spectators 
but allowed her greater mobility. 
She attempted two further 
Channel swims, failing both times, 
but Hollywood didn’t care – she 
went on to star in several films. 
One, The Mermaid, inspired the 
1980s Daryl Hannah and Tom 
Hanks movie Splash. ❯

“PERFORMANCE PAIRED WITH 
PANACHE IS A TRADEMARK 

OF MANY AUSTRALIAN 
SWIMWEAR COLLECTIONS, 

CREATING ATTIRE THAT 
LOOKS AS GOOD AS IT FEELS”

Swimwear from 
Jets 2014/15 Intuition 

collection; Camilla 
Dance Of The Dao 

overlay (below)
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BONDI BATHER Launched at 
Australian Fashion Week this year, 
the label founded by Kerry Cusack 
and Bondi Rescue star Brad 
Malyon is inspired by “the beach’s 
sun, sea and singular lifestyle”. 
Read: triangle bikinis with a 50+ UV 
rating. bondibather.com

KS SWIM Quirky printed pieces 
by womenswear designer Karla 
Spetic beloved by the younger 
fashion crowd.
swim.karlaspetic.com

NLP Hot newcomer now selling 
through ASOS.com designed by 
Bali-based Sydneysider Nikki Lee 
Penny. ASOS.com

NO COMPETITION
In 1912, when the first Olympic women’s swimming 
events were held in Stockholm, Australian Fanny 
Durack insisted on performance swimwear. To win 
her gold medal, the 22-year-old wore a clingy costume 
inspired by Annette Kellerman’s (see previous page). 
Despite, or perhaps because of, the fact that it was 
considered risqué – the all-male members of the 
games’ selection committee weren’t allowed to watch 
Durack race – it spawned a trend. Australian girls 
wanted the freedom to swim unencumbered by yards 
of heavy cloth. Sydney-based underwear company 

MacRae Knitting Mills was the first to brand the 
racer-back one-piece known as the Speedo costume, 
in 1928, although at the time it was intended only for 
males. Four years later, Australian Olympian Clare 
Dennis donned a silk Speedo suit at the games in Los 
Angeles, causing a predictable fuss that almost saw her 
disqualified for “showing too much shoulder”. But the 
athlete managed to rise above the kerfuffle to bring 
home gold. Speedo began sponsoring the Australian 
Olympic swimming team in 1956 and remains the 
official supplier to this day. A

WE ARE HANDSOME 
Masters of the photographic 
print, from animal faces to 
seascapes. Bright and fun with 
a firm celeb following. Bold 
customers should look out for 
the brand’s collaborations – with 
Basil Bangs, for example, which 
makes matching beach 
umbrellas. wearehandsome.com

CAMILLA Designer Camilla 
Franks is the go-to girl for jet-set 
holiday gear. Oprah and Beyonce 
are fans of her signature kaftans, 
which can be bought in the 
Bahamas and the Seychelles as well 
as David Jones. camilla.com.au

DION LEE This much-talked 
about Sydney-based design star, 
who now shows at New York 

Fashion Week, launched his first 
swim collection, Water, last year. 
Think directional neoprene pieces 
that moonlight as tops.
dionlee.com

ZIMMERMANN Fashion-
forward bikinis and cut-away 
one-pieces, pretty prints, feminine 
cuts. Sydney born and bred with 
flagship stores in Los Angeles and, 
as of this year, New York. Warning: 
on the skimpy side – juice cleanse 
recommended. 
zimmermannwear.com

JETS Flattering movie star 
maillots and separates for 
grown-up women. Good on the 
beach in St Barts, but even better 
by the pool under a striped sun 
umbrella. jets.com.au

LOCALS ONLY
THE NAMES TO KNOW

SEAFOLLY International 
bestseller born in 1975, loved 
for its mix-and-match separates, 
enabling customers to wear a size 
10 on top and a 14 on the bottom. 
seafolly.com.au

ROBYN LAWLEY Glam new 
range for women who aren’t 
stick-thin, designed by so-called 
“plus-sized” Australian model and 
Italian Vogue cover girl Robin 
Lawley. robynlawley.com.au

SUNSEEKER Another ’70s 
stalwart that’s still going strong. 
Cute togs for all shapes, sizes and 
ages, from string bikinis to more 
supportive underwired one- and 
two-piece options. Known for 
their fabulous fits. 
sunseekerswimwear.com

Left to right: Bondi Bathers 
2014/15 collection; Zimmermann 
Georgia bikini; Jets Classique 
one-piece; Seafolly bikini


