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Shaldon Kopman’s inimitable
personal style filters through
to every garment in his range

tailor made
In the quest for the perfect three-piece suit, only
the bespoke service of Shaldon Kopman’s Naked Ape will do
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haldon Kopman is in fine
form this morning. As fashion
director and founder of Naked
Ape Fashion Consulting, and
dressed impeccably in dark
brown pinstripe pants, matching
waistcoat and a fitted white shirt,
he glides effortlessly around his
intimate showroom-cum-studio in
Rosebank, Johannesburg, whipping
out jackets and pieces of fabric
for me to feel. ‘Bespoke clothing
takes time, experience and an
understanding of cut and fit,’ he
says as he takes my measurements.
In the tradition of dandy scribes
like Truman Capote and Gay
Talese, I am a tad too interested
in clothing. In Shaldon’s case,
however, the word obsession comes
to mind. Every outfit presents an
opportunity to add a witty twist, like
the ingenious use of one French cuff
shirt and four cufflinks, a trick he
shows me during the first of the four
visits I will pay him that month, in my quest for the perfect three-piece suit.
‘There is a gentlemanly quality about the suit. It commands respect and sets an
individual apart. What you feel like inside must be reflected in what you look like on
the outside,’” he notes. This individualism is apparent in every garment he shows me
to illustrate their craftsmanship: the custom-made Naked Ape lining, the stitching,
signature slanting pockets and discreet labeling. The detail is staggering.
In a world overrun by ubiquitous designer labels and a post-Tom-Ford-at-Gucci
mass luxury hangover, the singular opulence of a handmade suit is unmatched. It is
the beginning and end of luxury for discerning men, the difference between being part
of the flock of pretenders and the real thing. My quest was for the real thing.
On numerous occasions I have tried (with not much success) to pinpoint the exact
moment I fell in love with the idea of bespoke clothing. After much soul-searching,
I can safely say I blame it on jazz.
When I came into adulthood, I developed a love for this genre that, in retrospect,
was always dormant inside me, just waiting to be unleashed. In my meanderings into
jazz history, I discovered another love, that of jazz photography. The ability of lens
men like George Hallett, the late Gordon Parks and Alf Khumalo, to capture a pianist
in a deep, meditative solo or a saxophonist in the throws of a spontaneous riff in a
smoky bar, is one of the abilities I most admire.
What the photographer’s lens also captured was the musicians’ fine tailoring.
The likes of Thelonius Monk, Miles Davis, Dizzy Gillespie and Max Roach –giants
in the world of jazz and some of the best-dressed men in the history of fashion
– were all fans of fine clothing and, particularly, tailored suits. These were big,
widely celebrated personalities whose swagger was incomparable. Their clothing
– cut, weaved and pressed to perfection – reflected their stature. Seeing pictures of
these men on stage, turned out like a million bucks, made me long for a similar regal
elegance, one you could only really capture with clothes made from scratch, to fit
your body, and yours alone.

Shaldon puts the finishing
touches on Siphiwe’s bespoke suit
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There are various, rich traditions in bespoke tailoring. One thinks of names
like Gieves & Hawkes, Kilgour and Henry Poole & Co of Savile Row in London.
A few hours away in Italy, the narrow, cobbled streets in places like Florence, Rome
or Milan can lead you into various establishments where a perfectly cut suit can be
created to fit your frame like a glove. In Africa, Senegalese artistry in this pursuit
is well represented. One need only venture into Johannesburg’s CBD to witness the
mastery in action at the fashion district. In places like Thailand, where one can access
luxurious fabrics at ridiculous prices, the suits are crafted in typically high-paced
fashion, churning out suits in 24 hours. Instant bespoke perhaps? Not real bespoke,
as far as Shaldon is concerned.
‘Our turnaround time is three to four weeks,’ he says of his company’s bespoke
service. ‘It is an entire experience, where we will make you shirts and suits, as well
as give you invaluable advice on wardrobe choices and combinations. What is naked
to the eye of the wearer is profound in the eyes of the tailor and we will make you
see this.’
Nakedness is a theme that permeates this brand, the irony of which is not lost on
me as I strip down to my boxer briefs to try on a shirt and pants for size.
Shaldon was first introduced to the Desmond Morris book The Naked Ape:
A Zoologist’s Study of the Human Animal (first published 1968), during one of his stints
in the US. ‘I was working in New York and the title resonated with me. The image of a
naked ape is powerful, primal, real. It represents the truth laid bare.’
It is this same truth that he wanted to infuse into his business.
As a stylist, fashion editor and consultant, he has worked with the top publications,
clients and professionals in the field. He has lived and worked in the world’s fashion
capitals and been exposed to different labels, approaches and looks. ‘In creating my own
brand, I wanted to keep a certain international standard to our garments at a competitive
price.’ Shaldon adds that Naked Ape aims to breathe new life into the image that only
stuffy, big-bellied cigar-smoking BEE-types wear bespoke clothing. That’s why he
targets his brand at young professionals, business people and media types: confident
men who play an active part in their style choices and understand quality, or at least are
willing to learn.
In order to do this successfully, he needed to combine his expertise as a stylist
with an art director’s eye, with the right tailor. It took almost four years to find Mike
Narainsamy, a veteran, second generation Durban-based tailor who just so happens
to have completed part of his training on some street in London called Savile Row.
Mike is the stealth to Shaldon’s exuberance and passion. He is the details man, the
kind who can size you up way before he whips out his tape measure. When I meet
him during my second visit to Naked Ape, he is nothing like I imagined. Instead of the
elderly, frail, bespeckled man I had pictured, I got the fittest middle-aged dude I am yet
to come across. A fitness fanatic, Mike is as concerned with your body type and health
as he is with choosing a one-button or a two-button suit. ‘Off the rack designer suits can
be fine if they are suited to your body type,’ he says as he re-measures me, shaving off
a few centimeters here, adding a few there. ‘An Armani suit is exquisite,
but it is made for Italians with small frames. African men have different body types
and can only be accommodated properly through tailoring.’
My chest and – to my horror – hips are apparently a ‘problem’ and he makes room for
those considerations in his measurements. My posture is also a problem as I apparently
stand with one shoulder lower than the other. This too has to be considered when
crafting my suit. Sleeve length and how much cuff will show; the lining; one vent, two
or none; no detail is left to chance – not even my weight. ‘How often do you go to the
gym?’ he asks. ‘About four times a week now,’ I answer, sucking in my gut
to the point of failure. ‘Are you losing weight?’ he fires back. ‘Yes, close to a kilogram a
week,’ I say, somewhat optimistically. He makes a note of this.
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On my next visit a week later, Shaldon is knee-deep in directorial duties for a number
of shows at SA Fashion Week and cannot make the appointment. As I greet Ivan,
Shaldon’s assistant, I see out of the corner of my eye the accomplished clothes man
sizing me up. ‘You’ve gained weight haven’t you?’ Mike asks after a firm handshake.
I fumble around an answer and stop mid-sentence as I see, on a hanger behind him,
the beginnings of my suit. This is the part of the process when the bones of the suit,
cut and stitched by hand, are fitted for a final check before the bells and whistles are
added. I had been apprehensive about this moment for the entire week.
The measurements had been done twice and I had painstakingly chosen a discreet,
light navy fabric which breathes like
human skin. Then I received a call from
Shaldon one evening, informing me that
my fabric was out of stock. Pressed for
time and unable to pop into the studio to
choose an alternative, I took a flyer: ‘Give
me a light shade of grey. I’ll trust your
judgement on the particular fabric.’
The gamble paid off. The ‘skeleton’ was
almost perfect and as I stood there, straight
posture and all, I could not wait for the
final product.
A fully bespoke suit can cost upwards
of R12 000 from traditional tailors in the
Metropolitan areas of Gauteng, Durban
and Cape Town – on Savile Row, the price
jumps to R20 000 plus. Although Naked Ape
is discreet about its pricing – that is, after
all, a matter between a man and his tailor
– they are mostly positioned well below the
10-grand threshold. The finished product is
truly comparable with the best in the world,
utilising over 50 varieties of suit and shirting
fabric imported from Europe and Asia.
‘We are dead serious about the service
we provide. If we see a flaw in a garment,
one that even the customer cannot see
with a magnifying glass, we will fix it.
That is the respect we give the buyer,’
says Shaldon firmly.
I am accustomed to sales speak. Everyone
from car salesmen to insurance brokers are
always trying to ‘close’ you, but run for the
hills when the car breaks down or it’s time
to claim. Listening to Shaldon convincingly
doing his selling bit is one thing, but
looking in the mirror at the final product
on my own back – a one-button, threepiece, vent-less suit with the signature
turquoise lining – not only ‘closed’ me,
but elicited a silly, permanent grin.
On my arrival home, still stunned by the
beauty of my priceless new possession,
I dragged out all my old suits – the off the
peg designer and budget variety – and compared the quality in workmanship, fit and
fabric. There was no competition: the suit lived up to the ‘close’, and then some!
Naked Ape Fashion Consulting: 11 Cradock Avenue, 4th Floor, The Mall Offices,
Rosebank. Email Shaldon Kopman for an appointment at shaldon@nakedapestyle.co.za.
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The bare essentials
Your apartment catches fire and miraculously,
the plasma screen, the Bang & Olufsen system,
Eames chairs and book collection survive,
but your entire wardrobe is destroyed. Your
insurance company pays out a third of what
your wardrobe was worth and you only have an
allowance for 25 items
for your professional
wardrobe. Here is what
Shaldon would choose:
•	3 three-piece suits in
black/charcoal, light
grey and navy. These
are the bare essentials
of suiting
•	1 sports jacket, navy.
A well-tailored sports
jacket can transform
any look and make
it ‘pop’
•	3 semi-smart pants.
Interchangeable
and versatile
•	2 smart pants
•	8 shirts. Have basic
colours like white,
shades of blue and
black. Play with
different collars
and cuffs
• 3 golf shirts
•	5 pairs of shoes.
Classic shapes like
brogues and loafers
in black, brown and
tones of these
two colours
As far as accessories go, Shaldon suggests
‘a variety of ties, a few belts in black and brown
and as many cufflinks as possible.’

