Interrogating Fashion: Practice, Process and Presentation. New Paradigms for Fashion Design in the 21st Century. 

Principal Investigator: Sandy Black

Report on the first workshop Digital Fashion? From Craft to Mass Customisation, held at LCF on 24th and 25th February 2005.  

The first session began with an engaging talk by Andrew Tucker (Course Director MA Fashion Journalism at LCF) which set the contemporary fashion context and the position of London Fashion Week with particular reference to economic infrastructure. This was followed by a presentation by Lee Nicoll, former head of research and development for digital printed textiles at major Italian company Ratti, on the importance of the human element in digital print design, and the transparency of the technology enabling new creative design opportunities. The final morning speaker was Jeni Bougourd (LCF senior research fellow), giving an overview of recent developments and future potential for the use of bodyscanning data in fashion design, manufacturing and retail.

The afternoon was led by Hitoshi Ujiie, director of the centre for digital printing at Philadelphia University, with a presentation on research and commercial projects being undertaken in digital printing in America. Next came an inspiring talk by Janne Kyttanen of Freedom of Creation, Amsterdam showing examples of products developed using rapid prototyping technology, followed by an equally exciting presentation by Stan Swallow of Intelligent Textiles on the embedding of electronic functionality into soft woven textiles for innovative interior and wellness applications. There followed a discussion session in small groups which addressed questions such as what digital fashion could be, future visions of fashion, the scope and feasibility of mass customisation, roles of designers and technologists.

The next day comprised three presentations from external members, Ian Pearson, BT Futurologist, whose occasionally provocative presentation on virtual digital futures certainly stimulated discussion, not least on his vision of changeable personas, digital cosmetics and personal programmable avatars. This was followed by Sarah Kettley, a research student of Napier University presenting her innovative research as a practitioner in jewellery which contained embedded computer ‘Speckles’, miniaturised semiconductor ‘grains’ giving communication potential and enabling social interaction via attractively designed jewellery and objects. The final presentation was from Dr Claudia Eckert of Cambridge University Engineering Design department, on the design process and similarities across disciplines, with important implications for re-positioning of design within company organisation.

The ensuing discussion groups were lively and all feedback was brought together in a final plenary session. 

Key issues and questions which will be pursued further are: 

· The job of the designer inherently has ethical implications and carries with it crucial responsibilities for choices in materials and processes. Materials are changing and developing at a fast pace, and the role of the designer is changing to embrace more technological issues. Designers are often inspired by starting to work with new materials.

· There can be a danger in being technology led - although this can excite and inspire when it is new – instead design needs to define a problem as a starting point.

· If ubiquitous computing will make the technology disappear, then how does that change our relationship with the object? Will ‘What will it do for me?’ become the paramount idea?

· Fashion itself may not be too different in the future but it will be expected to perform more in a range of ways – eg self cleaning and no laundering (but will we be prepared to give up the ‘freshness’ feeling);  ‘smart’ feelgood fabrics which can monitor conditions and respond to needs. However, the term digital fashion was problematic

· Issues of identity and control: in a virtual world, who will control your image? What are the implications for authenticity and security with virtuality and augmented reality? How can we choose not to participate if computer chips are embedded in our surroundings? Will we be buying identities on eBay?  Will the interface be replaced by ‘interbody’ie the body become the computer interface?

· Digital technology and craft are not polar entities because humans still control every step of the process (but for how long as computers become more ‘intelligent’?). Tacit knowledge and ‘old’ technology are still important in design, and entwined in human practice. 

· There is a circular transition from bespoke/couture through small scale production to mass production and through to mass customisation and fashion on demand, which approaches demi- couture. Does rapid prototyping technology have the potential to transform fashion product design? 

· Are wearables the way to go or can we circumvent this technology to arrive at different functionalities? 

Finally, there is a still work to be done to establish fashion as an area for academic debate, with particular emphasis on practice, design process in industry and ethical issues. 

A cluster website is now live (www.interrogatingfashion.org)  and the forum is currently being developed to increase debate around these and other issues raised and members of the cluster expressed an interest in establishing a new academic journal.
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