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N A K E D  A M B I T I O N

From naked yoga to nudist holidays,  
Stylist uncovers why more women are ditching 

their hang-ups (and their clothes)

W O R D S :  F R A N K I  C O O K N E Y    
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hat could be easier than 
being naked? It requires  
no effort. It is, quite literally, 
our most natural state.  
Yet for the majority of us, 
the idea of being naked  
in a roomful of strangers  

is the stuff of anxious nightmares. 
Nudity is considered pretty snigger-worthy  

in the UK. Unlike our neighbours in Germany 
and Scandinavia, we see nudity as embarrassing 
or ridiculous. But across the country, in living 
rooms and the back rooms of pubs, even on 
Instagram, women are casting off this cultural 
hang-up, along with our clothes. We’re also 
realising that getting our kit off makes us feel 
good. Which explains why, one Monday evening, 
I find myself willingly and enthusiastically in the 
buff, being stared at by total strangers.

At Body Love Sketch Club, attendees are 
invited to model as well as 
draw. Host Rosy Pendlebury, 
31, started life-modelling in  
her 20s while recovering 
from an eating disorder.  
It transformed her 
relationship with her  
body. She and her friend 
and co-founder Ruby 
Stevenson, 26, wanted  
to help other people  
tap into those benefits.

My nude modelling 
stint lasts just five 
minutes, but in that time  
I go from feeling excited 
and brazen (and buzzing 
with nerves) to oddly 
calm and, well, normal. When my pose comes  
to an end I actually feel reluctant to put my 
clothes back on. So I don’t. By the time everyone 
has had a turn (they are mixed gender groups), 
we’re all sitting round in the buff, chatting  
away. It’s an affirmative experience. 

Pendlebury and Stevenson are part of  
a growing number of young women embracing 
non-sexual nudity. They describe themselves as 
“happy naked ladies” who are just as likely to 
walk around nude with flatmates as they are to 
bare all in a roomful of artists. “For me, being 
naked is very grounding,” says Stevenson.  
“It connects me to my body which is the 
fundamental part of being alive.”

Revealing all
Naturism was once considered, by the 
mainstream, to be a hobby for weirdos. Say 
“nudist resort” and most people picture retired 
couples in bucket hats and hiking boots. But 
naked apartment website NaturistBnB gets 
more visits from people aged 25-34 than any 
other age group. Environmental protest The 
World Naked Bike Ride has been going for 15 
years, but now 50% of supporters under 35 are 
women, despite men making up three quarters 
of the total fanbase. Travel website icelolly.com 
recently launched a Naked Holidays section. 

Many pubs now offer life-drawing classes 
and you can go to naked yoga, naked raves and 
even naked speed-dating (the most regular of 
these events takes place in Balham, south 

London, theexhibit.
co.uk). Kat 
Harbourne and 
Jenny Eels host 
BBC Radio 
Sheffield’s The 
Naked Podcast 
where they interview guests in their birthday 
suits. Harbourne, 34, says it’s not just a gimmick. 

“When we’re naked, the conversation quickly 
becomes deep. People become so reflective of 
their own lives and their bodies because there’s 
nowhere to hide, literally or figuratively,” she says.

What she didn’t foresee was how it would 
dramatically alter how she views her own body.  
“I feel completely different about my body now,” 
she says. “When you see people’s bodies, you 

realise there are so many different types.”
It sounds deceptively simple, but there’s 

scientific evidence that nudity improves your 
self-esteem. A 2015 study by Anglia Ruskin 
University found that women who attended 
life-drawing classes had a more positive body 
image. Psychologist Dr Keon West confirms 
there is positive correlation between taking your 
clothes off and feeling good about yourself.  
“I find it happens again and again,” he says. “You 
tell people: take off your clothes, you test them, 

and that body image goes up after they do it.”
To call it freeing is a cliche, but it’s also true. 

Without clothes there’s nothing to hold you in, 
nothing to cover you up. There’s also nothing  
to soak up the sweat, as I quickly discovered  
in my first naked vinyasa class at Doria Yoga in 
Clapham, southwest London. Between poses  
I tried surreptitiously to towel the undersides of 
my boobs. But there’s something to be gained 
from seeing that everyone else is sweaty, creaky, 
flabby and bony. Without clothes you really do 
realise that we’re all the same.

Harbourne agrees: “One guest was a nudist 
and she said it’s so levelling because you could 
be speaking to somebody and they could be  
a pauper or a banker, you would never know. 
You have to judge them on who they are.”

I never used to think of myself as a naked 
person. So when I went to my first ‘textile-free; 
spa in Berlin last year, I was amazed by how 
unremarkable it felt to be naked in public. This, 
my German friend David tells me, is as it should 
be. “Nudity is super-normal for us,” he says.  
“I don’t think it’s a conscious celebration of 
bodies. Nudity just isn’t as much of a thing.”

Dr West explains: “Brits are a lot more giggly 

than our European counterparts. But unlike in 
America where [prudishness] is more religiously 
motivated, here we feel mostly embarrassment, 
not morality and shame. Actually, I think that if 
everyone felt confident they’d be happy to do it.”

Confidence can sometimes feel like the 
biggest hurdle, though. The danger of preaching 
self-love is that failure to achieve it can feel  
like one more item on the list of things to beat 
ourselves up about. But while he’s reluctant to 

position himself in the #bodypositivity camp, 
which he says gets co-opted, Dr West says he 
doesn’t see any harm in aiming to feel good.  
“I can’t see any downsides to being happy about 
yourself,” he says. “Most people’s body image 
and self-esteem is unusually and unnecessarily 
low. It’d be good to improve those numbers.”

If you’re not ready to sign up for a public 
event, this is one hobby you can definitely try at 
home. Kayela Damaze, 27, known as Lala Love, 
is a stylist and YouTuber who recently hosted 

, 

“A 2015 STUDY FOUND THAT WOMEN  

WHO ATTENDED LIFE-DRAWING CLASSES  

HAD A MORE POSITIVE BODY IMAGE”
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N A K E D  A M B I T I O N

THE WORLD NAKED

BIKE RIDE HAS BEEN

RUNNING FOR 15 YEARS

JENNY EELS AND KAT

HARBOURNE INTERVIEW 

GUESTS IN THE NUDE FOR

THE NAKED PODCAST

ROSY PENDLEBURY AND 

RUBY STEVENSON RUN 

BODY LOVE SKETCH CLUB
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“ I ’ V E  R E A L I S E D  M Y  B O D Y  I S 

N O T H I N G  T O  B E  S C A R E D  O F ”

Stylist writer Megan Murray had never been nude in public before. So what 
happened the first time she decided to bare all? 

Channel 4’s reality show Naked Beach. “I love 
being naked at home. Being naked just feels 
normal,” she says. “We spend our lives trying to 
hide away and sit a certain way and close our 
legs and cover our bits. It’s freeing to be able to 
leap about your own house without clothes on.”

Lala Love has fibromyalgia, a long-term 
condition that causes pain all over the body. For 
a long time, she says, she hated her body and 
felt it was holding her back. Nudity has helped 
her feel good. “Spending a lot of time at home 
naked, I got to the point where I was like, this is 
the body I’m always going to have so I might as 
well love it.” She posts naked and semi-naked 
pictures on Instagram (@lalaloveofficial). 
Despite the site’s censorious attitude to nudity 
(female nipples have to be covered or pixelated), 
she says there is a burgeoning trend for showing 
real bodies, undressed and unfiltered. “I wasn’t 
seeing enough people who looked like me – 
people in black, fat bodies. So I felt like it was 
important to be that person,” she says.

Radical nudity
Emi Howe was diagnosed with breast cancer at 
33. She spent the next seven years having her 
naked body photographed at different stages of 
her mastectomy, chemotherapy and recovery. 
Now 40 and fully recovered, she is posting the 
pictures on Instagram (@bodequality) to share 
the reality of a body with and after cancer.

“When I started I didn’t really know why I was 
doing it. But when I reflect on it, I realise I was 
starting a love affair with my body,” she says. 
“There are people who don’t get undressed 
in front of their partners once they’ve had  
a mastectomy or they feel very self-conscious. 
Getting naked – and seeing other naked people 
on Instagram – has definitely helped me. I hope 
to encourage other people because it’s been 
such a remarkable shift for me.”

In a world that continues to police women’s 
bodies, being unashamed of them feels like  
a radical act. When we’re constantly told we 
have to remove our body hair, smooth out our 
curves, hide all evidence of bodily functions and 
conceal any imperfections or natural odour, is 
there any greater rebellion than going naked?

“Bodies are so heavily sexualised,”  
says Stevenson. “There’s a larger cultural 
responsibility to do something about that but we 
can also make shifts in our personal lives. That 
really starts with spending time alone with your 
body because then you have total agency.”

One of the best things about ditching your 
clothes is that it’s exhilaratingly simple. It 
requires no spending, no consumption, no 
single-use plastics. It’s just bare skin. “It’s not like 
you take your clothes off and you’re cured,” says 
Harbourne. “But I think if you get used to seeing 
your body, you start to feel more comfortable. 
And maybe that grows into confidence.”

If you’d asked me a year ago whether I’d  
feel confident visiting a textile-free spa, life 
modelling or doing naked yoga, I’d have been 
sceptical to say the least – yet here I am.  
So many people have talked to me about  
feeling connected to themselves and more 
comfortable in their own skin while in 
the nude; all things I can now relate to.  
I am officially a happy naked lady. 

I was full of dread; it felt like I was  
facing impending doom. I had been 
asked to attend a two-hour naturist 
swimming session at Energybase gym  
in Bloomsbury, London. I’d never been 
naked in public. Everything in the world 
around me has taught me that being 
naked is terrifying, embarrassing, 
vulnerable. For most of us, the thought 
of parading down a poolside in the buff 
is enough to bring on a stress rash. 

Speaking to the group’s organiser 
beforehand about what to expect, Colin 
explained that he and other volunteers 
have been running the session for years, 
offering a place where naturists can 
enjoy being completely free in a pool 
with minimal fuss. The vibe, he assured 
me, would be relaxed and welcoming. 
And, despite all my misgivings, it was. 

However, edging around the corner 
of the pool changing rooms clinging to 
my towel, I wasn’t quite prepared for  
the sight ahead of me. I had presumed 
the session would be much like a normal 
day at the pool, with a mix of genders 
and most people’s heads half in the 
water as they pound through lengths, 
hardly noticing my existence.

In reality, the session is, yes, about 
enjoying the feeling of swimming naked 
(which totally beats a stretchy swimming 
cossie creeping up your bum) but it is 
also a meet-up. Many swimmers have 
known each other for years and are part 
of naturist groups. And many of them 

are men. In fact, on this occasion, all of 
them were men. Which made walking up 
to the pool, throwing off my towel and 
climbing in all the more unthinkable. 

But do you want to know the craziest 
thing? Nothing happened. This fear of 
being naked – and, really, the fear of  
our bodies – is so ingrained in us that  
we have nightmares about exposing 
ourselves and how this will spell the end 
of the world. But, actually, when I bared 
all it made me realise that my body is 
nothing to be scared of, and other 
people seeing me at my most stripped 
back didn’t cause tectonic plates to  
slide and earthquakes to rumble. 

I won’t pretend it wasn’t intimidating 
and very bizarre being the only woman  
in a pool of 50 naked men, but I think it 
helped me feel more comfortable with 
my body and I feel proud of myself for 
doing it. Plus, I never felt uncomfortable 
or sexualised. They all seemed like lovely 
people who just enjoy defying society’s 
inherent 
embarrass-
ment of 
nakedness 
for two 
hours on  
a Sunday. 
And I’m 
starting to 
think I could 
be one of 
them, too.  

“WHERE THE HELL DO THEY

KEEP THE POOL FLOATS?”

MEGAN’S NATURIST SWIM

WAS AN EYE-OPENER 


