	
	
INTERROGATING FASHION at the ICA 28th November 2005
Is the future of Fashion Digital?
A day of events curated by Sandy Black, Reader in Fashion Design and Technology at London College of Fashion, and principal investigator of the  Interrogating Fashion Research Cluster, part of the EPSRC/AHRC research councils  Designing for the 21st Century Initiative.
In the cosiness of the packed ICA theatre on a cold Monday afternoon the  audience gathered  to look at future fashion scenarios and emerging technologies and to interrogate fashion practices and processes. This was the first day of a two day event - the culmination of a years activities during 2005 of the Interrogating Fashion project, in which a wide ranging group of academics, scientists, designers, artists and industry representatives (Unilever, BT, Kodak..) has examined issues under three overlapping themes: 

Digital Fashion?: from craft to mass customisation
Fashion in Context: presentation, audience and engagement
The Fashion Paradox: transience and sustainability
The last theme is concerned with the contradictions of the industry’s economic importance versus the never-ending cycles of fashion itself, debated on the second day’s symposium at London College of Fashion. At the ICA we were joined by members of the public to add their views on the issues surrounding technology which have emerged during the year. 

Under the Digital Fashion theme, a panel debate with 4 initial speakers was staged in the afternoon, followed in the evening by four experimental demonstrations of some of the emerging technologies in practice.
Sandy Black introduced the context and chaired the panel debate.
Fashion is one of the last craft-based industries, relying on manual labour for manufacturing across a spectrum of levels from couture to mass production.  Fashion is also a fast-moving industry often condemned as frivolous and unimportant, but represents one of the major economic players on the global stage. Everyone has a strong personal relationship with clothes, and that relationship is intimate and far from passive. Textiles and clothing are now the focus of increasing attention as the carriers of an ever-growing range of functionalities, from odour eating and moisture management to self-cleaning and healing properties, and there is much current research and experimentation with the integration of electronic responsiveness and delivery of therapies into clothing, but we ask- how might this affect or enhance our lives?
In case the audience and ourselves should forget the reality and scope of the fashion business today with all our future gazing, above the heads of the panel was a simultaneous screening of retail activity in Top Shop on a busy Saturday afternoon, contrasted with the more rarified activity in the Savile Row shop of cool urban designers Oki-ni, transmitted live by webcam. The audience and the panel were able to observe shopping as anthropologists might study behaviour.
The panel members were:
Ian Pearson:-  BT futurologist and author who spoke on future technology and lifestyle scenarios such as the ‘digital bubble’ , skin-based delivery technologies and virtual identities
Philip Delamore :– designer and research fellow at London College of Fashion who presented fashion using engineered digital printing processes
Janne Kyttanen :-  of Freedom of Creation design consultancy Amsterdam, showed direct manufacturing of products using 3D printing processes 
Del Stark:– CEO of the new European Nanotechnology Trade Organisation who spoke on future nanotechnology applications in textiles and fashion.

Helen Storey:-  designer, artist and research fellow at  London College of Fashion who spoke of her journey through fashion to public engagement with science and emergent social issues.

Mark Eley:-  one half of the  Eley Kishimoto fashion label (known for prints) who took a sceptical view on digital futures
Stan Swallow  of Intelligent Textiles whose company produces innovative woven electronic circuitry for products and clothing for wellbeing

Sue Jenkyn-Jones,  Senior lecturer and consultant for online fashion

The panel discussed the impact of emerging technologies on the role and status of fashion in the new century from their different perspectives and answered questions from the audience. Questions addressed included:
What technologies will most impact the future of fashion and clothing? How will the convergence of digital technologies affect our relationship with clothes, and what are the opportunities? If our intimate and emotional states can more easily be revealed through electronic textiles and functionalities, will our clothes know more about us than we do? Can we be in control of our identity and  social interactions when the environment is embedded with sensors, chips and tags?. How did big brother arrive without anyone noticing?
How soon could we have ‘fashion on demand’ and be able to walk into a bureau with our body measurements on a card and come away with a new outfit in a matter of hours?
Part 2 Performance Demonstrations
First Joanna Berzowska, director of Extra Soft Labs from Montreal Canada showed films of several of her ‘Memory Rich clothing’ responsive dresses and clothes which respond to intimate interactions, such as touch and whispering, using embroidered circuitry, lights and colour changes which fade over time. (see also www.berzowska.com) There was then a live demo of three ‘Constellation dresses’ which lit up when the wearers connected to each other through metal snaps, which was followed by the ‘ Slow Flowering dress’ where the flowers made of shape memory fabrics opened and closed when powered. Joanna is an artist working in wearable soft computation, and these pieces are all prototypes for the purpose of raising the socio-cultural issues revealed through technology.
Joanna’s work was recently featured in the V&A ‘Touch Me’ exhibition and she gave a full keynote presentation at the following day’s symposium at LCF.
The second demonstration was from Thomas Kitazawa, intermedia architect, with his Rythmi-city project, an installation sound and visual  concept which will highlight the urban heart of London represented by Oxford Circus with the artery of Oxford Street feeding it. London College of Fashion is situated right at Oxford Circus, and Interrogating Fashion has collaborated with Thomas  and London College of Fashion graduate Georgie Ichikawa to realise designs and make two outfits for modern ‘urban angel’ street wardens which incorporate programmable displays with input from interactions with the general public. In turn this data would feed into the larger architectural system, interconnecting people through colour and sound tapestry. This was a demonstration of prototype outfits incorporating LED display technology supplied by Nyx USA.
The third demonstration was by Sarah Kettley who is completing her PhD at Napier University in Edinburgh. Sarah is a practicing jeweller, and has investigated the interface between jewellery and electronics from a crafts practitioners approach, focusing on social interactions and display, and the relationships between individuals and the group, through wearing specially designed jewellery objects. She demonstrated 5 necklace pieces made by herself which incorporated colour coded lights powered with miniature ‘speck’ processors which flashed at varying rates according to proximity, and explored the potential for this work both aesthetically and socially.
Following this demonstration, a short film was shown:  ‘Sometime’ by researcher Jayne Wallace, from Sheffield Hallam University, who is working with concepts of responsive jewellery objects. The film envisages the evocation of personal memories triggered by the jewellery and fleetingly displayed in public places as the wearer moves through their environment.
The final demonstration was  ‘Miriorama’ by Jeremy Radvan and Stuart Smith of Laptop Jams based in Brighton.  This was a very different piece form the previous demonstration, based on movement and drawing.  Pre- recorded video loops of a model’s body movements are projected and played back randomly creating a surreal ‘doll-like’ movement which Jeremy used as inspiration for linear drawings on the computer. These were superimposed and gradually merged and followed on to a second body dressed in extraordinary clothes by Jessica Bugg. This prototype will be further developed as a new inspirational tool for design.
This event was very well received by the audience of academics and the public, and is a stepping stone to further research in these areas. The group will continue to Interrogate Fashion during the coming months which will soon result in new projects, products and relationships with fashion and clothing.
(   Sandy Black  December 2005
For further information see www.interrogatingfashion.org
Or Contact: Sandy Black s.black@fashion.arts.ac.uk
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