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

Fashion In Context: Presentation and display, audience and engagement. 

Report of the second workshop of the Interrogating Fashion research cluster on 21st and 22nd April 2005 at London College of Fashion. 

The programme consisted of three sessions with 3 speakers in each, ranging from curators, artists and makers to research and development in the consumer goods industry, who presented their research or practice from their own standpoint in order to stimulate ideas and debate, followed by small group discussion and feedback. The purpose of the session was to raise questions around the presentation and display of fashion from museum context to gallery and retail, and to look at where these contexts for fashion have started to overlap and the differences in audience intention and outcome for each of their respective positions in the spectrum between art and fashion 

Questions which were addressed in the small group discussions included: 

· Why is fashion curation relevant now?

· How can new audiences who do not normally visit museums be engaged?

· What can museums and retail stores learn from each other?

The first speaker was Helen Storey, previously a fashion designer with an international business, now artist and developer of multi-media exhibitions. She presented an overview of her work over the past few years, and its evolution. Primitive Streak, an exhibition illustrating the first 1000 hours of life with a collection of extraordinary dresses, has become an educational tool for people of all ages and cultures.  Helen’s work continues to evolve into new areas in collaboration with scientists, schools and young people. (see her website link)

Next was a presentation by artist Caroline Broadhead whose work over a period of many years evolved from a practice of jewellery design utilising textile techniques, which gradually expanded into quasi-garments. Her work now is firmly situated as art, but uses the metaphors and techniques of clothing to communicate narratives and personal histories. Caroline’s recent work is increasingly site-specific, and also involves new collaborative working in performance, with frequently challenging aspects of audience engagement, creating ambiguity and a new relationship with artworks. 

The third speaker was fashion designer and lecturer Jessica Bugg who is completing her practice based PhD at London College of Fashion on the relationship between  concept and the context in which fashion garments are viewed, and how meaning is communicated to an audience. She has developed her design process and methodology based on the study of body in movement and developed a detailed case study approach to test and evaluate her designed collections in different scenarios and contexts with a range of wearers. 

Jane Harris then gave a presentation on her innovative work in kinetics of virtual textiles in relation to the body. Starting out as a textiles designer she completed her PhD at the RCA investigating textile motion in wholly computer generated images, After an extensive period of learning new ‘languages’ through collaboration, Jane now has a palette of tools, media and collaborators. Since 1993 the technological capacity of software, and access to it,  has grown exponentially, eg speed of rendering has reduced from 3 months to 3 weeks) Jane is now able to work as an artist, rather than focusing on the tools themselves. ‘With CGI we can take the world apart and put it back together in new ways’ she says. It is now possible to consider curating digital images of museum pieces, which is another focus of Jane’s work – bringing to life historical costume to see how it might appear when worn.    Another important area for development is motion capture for medical research looking at poise and posture. 

The next speaker was fashion historian Christopher Breward from the V&A museum who recently co-curated the Museum of London’s exhibition The London Look, arising from the book Fashioning London. He discussed some of the tensions and processes of working with a major museum. It considered real clothes as opposed to elite fashion, which could be accessed through the Museum of London’s collection. As a museum of social history rather than decorative arts, focus groups were used to develop the exhibition and meet market expectations and the museum’s remit – a negotiation with the audience before the exhibition takes place being very different from the processes of other museums, showing how the identity of a museum can change academic views of an exhibition.  The V&A’s audience has traditionally been largely upper middle class female and white, which the museum is addressing: a forthcoming V&A exhibition on the Swinging 60s moves away from the previous focus on elite fashion, merging high with low fashion; and ‘days of record’ now also provide a regular cultural snapshot of moments in time for the museum. 

Nicky Ryan from London College of Communication spoke next about the tensions between museum and retail visual cultures, a subject she is studying for her PhD on commercial and cultural intersections. She illustrated a number of case studies for example: the Guggenheim museum’s international expansion using a business expansion model; the Armani exhibition – highly popular with the public but receiving poor critical response; Prada retail store environments and patronage of architects such as Rem Koolhaus; and fine art exhibitions held in a retail environments such as in Las Vegas hotel casinos. The emergence of hybrid spaces highlight the following intersections between retail and museums: Commodification of the museum and aestheticisation of the store; minimalisation and mutability; rationalisation and enchantment; corporate appropriation of the arts; the erratic object; luxury and waste and the anti-brand. 

Fashion gets larger audiences than other museum exhibitions and museums need more income generation, hence the blockbuster exhibitions, merchandising, and franchising  museum brands to new areas (for example the Tate). It appears that anything can be shown in a museum now, and anywhere can be a museum – but there remains a distinction between retail function and curatorial function. Luxury retail appropriated the cultural values of museum space with minimalism and there is now a ‘trickle down’ fashion effect of white box stores – this aura of value and authority is now at the level of Matelan.  Cultural capital becomes symbolic capital but ideas are very quickly out of date – wastage rates are high. Ideas must keep moving on

The second day of the workshop began with Judith Clark’s talk about her recent exhibition at the V&A ‘Spectres, when Fashion turns back’.  As an architect herself, Judith explained her approach and conceptual inspiration from Caroline Evans book ‘Fashion at the Edge’, her collaborative process with illustrator Ruben Toledo, and design concept showing new interconnections between present and past. Her striking installations captured a new mood for fashion curation, which may in future be regarded as a significant departure from the traditions of fashion display. Judith also traced her background in fashion curation, having previously been the owner and curator of a small experimental gallery for fashion. Some differences were noted between the original exhibition in the Mode Museum in Antwerp – a city known for radical ideas about fashion – and the manner in which it was presented at the V&A for a less fashion aware general audience, with additional captions and explanatory material used as well as certain revisions to the installation. 

Having previous worked closely with Judith Clark who staged his solo exhibition Papillion at her gallery, Dai Rees followed with a stunning visual presentation of his work, starting form his early memorable millinery pieces for Hussein Chalayan and Julien MacDonald, and his own fashion collections, and most recently work produced as part of his AHRC fellowship at London College of Fashion, based on traditional craftsmanship applied in new ways to produce fashion inspired artefacts made in leather. The importance of the fashion image was extremely clear, especially with catwalk and styled fashion photography – the spectacle of the highly contrived moment is extremely enduring and becomes a fashion artefact in itself. The value of time and slow processes is paramount in Dai’s work – requiring a modernised form of patronage.

Styled as ‘White Space Manager’ for Unilever research and development in the area of Laundry, Phil Sams deals with fast-moving consumer goods. However he has over the past five years engaged with fashion and fashion education through involvement with the masters courses at London College of Fashion, and other colleges, where several future -oriented projects have created a wealth of concepts which are used to communicate possible future scenarios to the scientists and product developers at Unilever research. His philosophy states that fashion is about dreams and aspirations, sex and power, and clothes are an important means of communication. By holding a ‘fashion mirror’ to science and a ‘science mirror’ to fashion, a mutual dialogue and exchange has taken place, which will inform our new, and evolving relationships with clothes of the future. 

The wealth of issues and questions emerging from the Fashion in Context workshop which will be developed further through the cluster include:

· Contemporary and innovative Fashion curation offers the potential to look at fashion in new ways in a fast-moving environment, and offers the opportunity to consider what curation means as boundaries between traditional formats blur.

· The multiplicity of fashion and the breadth of its definitions and meanings to different audiences requires a focused approach to projects

· Fashion as a legitimate academic area for research is still emergent and is growing very fast, but it also offers a means for other areas to engage wide audiences as a ‘crowd pleaser’ 

· Problems with traditional fashion curation are static display, conservatism and elitism, and may be too conceptualised for a non traditional audience. Does the capturing of a design by curation kill off its contemporary nature?

· Does retail sometimes ‘curate’ fashion better than museums? Retail has less constraints and can be much more flexible, whereas museum curators provide expertise and overview.  Further analysis of audience response to fashion related exhibitions is necessary, why they work, why they are popular and how they relate to other forms of fashion communication. 

· Some areas are not well represented in museum collections therefore not curated.

· How can new audiences, or previously ‘hostile’ ‘disinterested’ or ‘difficult’ audiences, be engaged with fashion histories, cultures and practices? (and why is this desirable?) Could the right technology be a vehicle to achieve this engagement?

· Are catwalks too powerful a medium – could we say goodbye to the fashion catwalk?

· How can we address the significance of low end or high street and value fashion – how can we achieve a critical distance and review?

· The power of fashion is clear, and the power of the fashion image – more work can be done on fashion as worn as opposed to the fashion image as promoted in magazines. More social biography of clothes. More on everyday fashion.

· Fashion as a powerful educational tool.

· New experiences are not only dependent on technology.

