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Letter from the Editor: What Inspires Us? 

 What inspires us? You, the reader, of course, and our remarkable contributors and 
reviewers, whose interdisciplinary research, cultural critiques and theoretical perspectives 
invigorate the pages of Catwalk. I work closely with the authors whose work appears in this 
journal, learn much from them as we dialogue about their articles, and have come to understand 
that each is motivated by the same muse or creative force that inspired our mission statement: 
fashion, beauty and style lie at the very heart of each of us, contribute to our sense of identity 
and individual expressiveness, and influence the way we think, live, look and feel. 
  In issue 2.1 of Catwalk, we celebrate fashion, beauty and style with four provocative 
articles, the first three of which demonstrate the importance of the Internet to twenty-first 
century communication about fashion and beauty, and the fourth which examines past and 
present fashion exhibition curatorship (which, as a side note, increasingly utilizes the Internet to 
allow ‘visitors’ a virtual experience of shows they cannot physically attend). The articles are 
followed by our Reviews section and by a new feature – Briefly Noted – devoted to other 
publications that deserve attention and to current and forthcoming exhibitions. 
 The first article, ‘Mod Men: The Contemporary Mod Subculture Online,’ was written by 
Nathaniel Weiner, whose interest in men’s fashion and virtual communities is highlighted in his 
intriguing study of how fashion commodities played a key role in the construction of Mod 
subcultural identities during the 1960s and continue to do so five decades later. Weiner engages 
with debates in the study of subcultures, arguing that while the contemporary Mod subculture 
differs greatly from that of the 1960s in both age and class, the continued commitment of 
contemporary ‘Mod Men’ to an authentic subcultural style means that this group cannot be 
characterised as post-subcultural. Having the ‘right’ garments is essential for Mod Men of the 
twenty-first century and is a significant aspect of their online discussions, as is online shopping, 
which intensifies their subcultural experience and blurs the lines between leisure and 
consumption. The alliterative title was inspired by one of our favourite television series, Mad 
Men, set in the 1960s, when fashion was a passion and the Mod scene was in full swing.    
  Moving from the clothes we wear to the way we wear our hair, ‘Original Beauty: Black 
Hair in Cyberspace,’ was written by Ayana Haaruun, an expert in contemporary Black cultures, 
and Melodye Watson, a behaviour therapist and social worker who studies the intersectionality 
of race and gender. As African-American women, the authors have personal experience with 
the politics of race, gender and beauty that influence Black women’s attitudes towards their hair 
and its grooming. Their study uses a qualitative and quantitative methodology to analyse 140 
YouTube videos devoted to ‘natural hair,’ afro-textured hair without chemical processing. The 
authors explore this thriving Internet community, the role of user-generated video channels in 
providing a free space for Black women to instruct and inform one another about their hair, and 
assess the community’s impact on perceptions of beauty, self-esteem and racial pride amongst 
women in the African Diaspora.  
 ‘Unfolding Fashion’s Fictions: Fashion Film and the Narrative Possibilities of Dress,’ by 
Jess Berry, is the third article in the issue. Berry’s research in the visual arts is concerned with 
new media and fashion history, and her article focuses on how the quest for evermore 
spectacular images in fashion photography and advertising has been impacted by the short 
fashion film, which has extended the narrative possibilities of the romance, mystery and 
glamour around clothing. The popularity of digital fashion films highlights the importance of 
narrative in the representation of dress, and Berry explains why this new way of displaying 
fashion has become an Internet phenomenon that challenges traditional forms of fashion media 
and alters the way the spectator experiences fashion.  
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 A promoter of Mod fashion in the 1960s, Diana Vreeland, the legendary former Fashion 
Editor of Harper’s Bazaar and Editor-in-Chief of American Vogue, became Special Consultant 
at the Costume Institute at the Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York, at age seventy and 
worked in that position from 1972 to 1989. Still referred to as ‘the Empress’ because of her 
hauteur and her domination of the fashion of her time, Vreeland shaped not only the way 
fashion is presented in magazines but the way it is presented in museums. Her exhibition 
curatorship is the subject of ‘After Diana Vreeland: The Discipline of Fashion Curating as a 
Personal Grammar,’ by Gabriele Monti, a semiotician whose research focuses on fashion 
curating and exhibitions in relation to contemporary fashion design, and who served as 
associate curator for the 2012 exhibition Diana Vreeland After Diana Vreeland, held at the 
Palazzo Fortuny in Venice, Italy. Vreeland recognized that fashion has a privileged role in the 
understanding of contemporary culture, and Monti argues that her highly original, indeed, 
romantic and audacious, approach to exhibitions mimicked her work as a fashion magazine 
editor over a three decade period. Vreeland transformed the fashion exhibition into an elaborate 
visual machine, constructed with a specific curatorial language derived from fashion that 
brought people – in droves – into the museum. While Vreeland’s methods have been admired 
and criticized for a variety of reasons Monti discusses, there can be no doubt that her legacy has 
helped define what fashion curating means today.  
  As with our articles, the Reviews section, edited by Michael A. Langkjær, is vividly 
illustrated. Exhibitions covered in this issue range from the history-making Hollywood 
Costume, at the Victoria and Albert Museum, to shows focused on the designs of Schiaparelli 
and Prada, Ivy Style, Cristóbal Balenciaga and Comme des Garçons, and the paintings of the 
Pre-Raphaelites, who offered new ways of representing and experiencing beauty. Book reviews 
reflect on contemporary philosophers’ thoughts about fashion, ‘painted’ women from the 
Renaissance to the Second World War, and fashion photography.  
 Special thanks to Elizabeth Kaino Hopper, Leonard R. Koos, Desiree Smal and Lisa 
Howard for helping us put the issue together.  

Enjoy! 

Jacque Lynn Foltyn, PhD 
Chief Editor 
Catwalk: The Journal of Fashion, Beauty and Style 
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Mod Men: The Contemporary Mod Subculture Online 
 

Nathaniel Weiner 
 
Abstract 
Fashion commodities played a key role in the construction of Mod subcultural identities during 
the 1960s, but how do we account for the fact that individuals continue to employ similar 
commodities to construct subcultural looks five decades later? This article investigates how 
present-day members of the Mod subculture engage with fashion commodities, employing 
virtual ethnography to study an online forum for Mods referred to as ‘Modforum.’ I engage 
with debates in the study of subculture, arguing that while the age and class make-up of the 
contemporary Mod subculture differs greatly from that postulated in the 1970s by the 
researchers at University of Birmingham’s Centre for Contemporary Cultural Studies, the 
continued commitment of contemporary ‘Mod Men’ to an authentic subcultural style means that 
this group cannot be characterised as post-subcultural. I make the case for adapting the literary 
and queer studies scholar Judith Halberstam’s notion of ‘queer time,’ devising the term 
‘subcultural time’ to conceptualise the ways in which subcultural participation extends beyond 
youth for contemporary members of the Mod subculture. I describe how the quest for the ‘right’ 
garments, those that accurately reproduce not just the appearance but the ethereal essence of 
Mod, characterises the online discussions of this predominantly male and heterosexual 
subculture. Furthermore, the centrality of online shopping to the Mod subcultural experience 
intensifies the postmodern blurring of the lines between leisure and consumption. As 
consumption of fashion commodities moves from the street to the screen, so too does the 
display of subcultural stylisation, and I explore contemporary Mods’ mediated display of 
subcultural outfits. The disjuncture between these practices and dominant notions of 
masculinity is interpreted by way of the cultural historian Frank Mort’s concept of the 
‘homosocial gaze’ and the sociologist Sean Nixon’s dual-articulation of ‘the look.’ 

 
Key Words 
Mod, subculture, commodification, consumption, men’s fashion, identity, masculinity, 
sexuality, online shopping, online sociality, leisure. 

 
***** 

 
1.  Introduction  

In the popular imagination, Mod is inexorably intertwined with the temporal-spatial 
milieu of 1960s Britain. At the same time, the subculture’s image and aesthetic seem to 
circulate endlessly through popular culture. Every year a new clothing collection references 
Mod in some way, either explicitly in its publicity material or aesthetically in its design. Today, 
those brands that played a historical role in the 1960s subculture, such as Fred Perry and Ben 
Sherman, trade on the authenticity that this lends them, making use of Mod iconography like 
the RAF roundel and the Italian motor scooter in their brand imagery. It is not just in fashion 
that Mod continues to be referenced. The recent re-make of the film Brighton Rock shifted the 
narrative to the 1960s in order to style the characters as Mods. At the 2012 Olympics closing 
ceremony, fifty Mods circled the stadium on scooters as the indie band The Kaiser Chiefs 
performed a song by The Who, a band that was closely associated with the Mod subculture 
during the 1960s. This riot of historicity and pastiche seems to support the anthropologist Ted 
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Polhemus’ argument that while the working-class youth subcultures of the late modern (post-
World War II) era were determined by social structure and concerned with authenticity, we now 
have postmodern ‘style tribes’ who assemble their patchwork identities in the ‘supermarket of 
style.’1 In Polhemus’ view, subcultures have become nothing but collections of signifiers to be 
ransacked and re-arranged by postmodern consumer-subjects in the on-going construction and 
performance of identity. While this may be the case within the broader culture of street style, it 
does not account for the persistence of Mod as a clearly delineated subculture concerned with 
the maintenance of an authentic subcultural identity.  

The persistence of Mod in what one might call a modern formation challenges such 
postmodern theories of subculture. The modern/postmodern dichotomy is further complexified 
by the central role that the Internet (a medium closely associated with postmodernism) plays 
within contemporary subcultures,2 including the Mod subculture.3 In order to investigate this 
phenomenon I employed virtual ethnography to study one of the most popular online forums 
used by members of the Mod subculture. The forum was frequented mainly by British members 
of the subculture but was also used by Mods from all over the world. It was active from 2006 
until 2011 after which it was closed by the site’s owner. I refer to it in this article as 
‘Modforum’ in order to protect the privacy of its users. Users’ names have also been omitted to 
protect their privacy.4 Virtual ethnography is a form of ethnographic research that involves the 
experiential, rather than physical, displacement of the researcher to a virtual research site.5 It 
treats online research sites as places rather than texts, placing emphasis on the researcher’s 
immersion in the day-to-day activity of an online research site. Online forums such as 
Modforum lend themselves to this methodology because unlike blogs, which are authored, 
online forums are participatory spaces for discussion.6 When the researcher reports findings, the 
textual nature of these research sites allows a presentation of the research subjects’ experiences 
in their own words.7 As such, quotes from the forum are reproduced here without any 
correction to spelling, punctuation or grammar, and I have chosen not to use the cumbersome 
and repetitive ‘[sic].’ I carried out my research over the course of four months in 2011, 
observing both the daily activity of the forum and archived discussions of particular relevance. I 
found that despite the potential for anonymity and the ability to ‘play’ with one’s identity 
online, the users of Modforum revealed much about themselves in their discussions. The 
tendency towards self-disclosure in online forums provided rich material for qualitative analysis 
of the dynamics of the online Mod subculture.8  

In this article I will first contextualise my research by providing an overview of the Mod 
subculture and of subculture studies. I will then describe how the age and class make-up of 
Modforum participants contradicts what was postulated in the 1970s by scholars at the 
University of Birmingham’s Centre for Contemporary Cultural Studies (CCCS) in their work on 
working-class youth subcultures. The CCCS approach to subcultures has since been dispensed 
with by scholars of youth culture in favour of ‘post-subcultures’ approaches, but post-
subcultural theory is unable to account for my finding that Modforum users are committed to 
creating cohesive and authentic subcultural identities. These identities are constructed and 
maintained largely through the use of fashion commodities, and in the section that follows, I 
describe the centrality of consumption within this predominantly male, heterosexual subculture. 
Finally, I explore how the behaviours I observed on the Modforum website diverged markedly 
from dominant contemporary notions of Western masculinity. 

 
2.  A Brief History of Mod  
 The early-1960s Mods were one of a number of stylised working-class youth groups that 
emerged in Britain during the post-war period. They followed the first of these groups, the 
Teddy Boys of the 1950s. The Teddy Boys dressed in tailored Edwardian clothes and listened to 
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American rock’n’roll, contributing to the development of the teenage market in Britain.9 The 
Teddy Boys passed their musical tastes on to the motorcycle-riding, leather-clad Rockers of the 
1960s. The Mods shared the Teddy Boys’ passion for tailored clothing but drew on a far more 
diverse range of influences.10 These included the British rhythm’n’blues scene, the American 
Ivy League look, Italian fashion and the French aesthetic of films like Goddard’s À bout de 
soufflé (1963). A distinctive and coherent look coalesced from this mixture of styles - it was 
trim, clean, neat and highly contemporary. The subculture’s name was derived from its 
antecedents, the late 1950s London followers of ‘modern jazz’ known as Modernists.11 This 
lineage tied the Mods to the visual aesthetic of modernism,12 but Mod was also short for 
‘modern,’ referring both to the style’s newness and its place in modernity.13 While there were 
female Mods, it was a male-driven style. A number of commentators have observed that there 
was a sexual ambiguity to the highly-narcissistic Mods, some of whom shopped at the gay 
clothier Vince Man’s Shop, wore what were considered to be effeminate clothes, sported eye 
makeup, visited hair salons and eschewed girls in favour of amphetamines.14 
 

 
 

Image 1: Mods and Rockers grab national headlines, 1964, 
 courtesy of John Frost Newspapers 

 
The Mods swelled in numbers throughout the mid-1960s, having rocketed to prominence 

during the spring of 1964 when spectacular seaside clashes with Rockers grabbed national 
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headlines in the United Kingdom (Image 1).15 The Mod’s garments were often purchased from 
American and Italian clothing importers or designed by Carnaby Street boutiques and then 
copied by local tailors,16 but recognisable clothing brands associated with the look include 
Levi’s, Clarks, Adidas, Ben Sherman and Fred Perry. Among the most iconic elements of the 
look are the fitted 3-button suit, the M-51 ‘fishtail’ parka, ‘hipster’ trousers, the knitted polo, 
the ‘Harrington’ jacket, the button-down shirt, the penny loafer and the desert boot.17 The 
former-CCCS researcher John Clarke describes how the ‘whole mid-60’s explosion of 
“Swinging London” was based on the massive commercial diffusion of what were originally 
essentially Mod styles.’18 Soul and British beat groups provided the soundtrack to the Mod 
lifestyle, which involved going out to clubs and gigs almost every night of the week.19 The 
cultural theorist Dick Hebdige described the Mods as ‘working-class dandies’ who dressed like 
they were upwardly mobile, preferring the office to the factory, but typically holding a servile 
position in a smart place of work such as an office in London’s West End.20  

The original Mods faded away at the end of the 1960s as the subculture bifurcated into 
the pop art experimentalism of the psychedelic scene and the more austere purism of 
Skinhead.21 The subculture was revived a decade later when Punk’s plundering of subcultural 
influences reawakened interest in its constituent elements.22 The contemporary Mod scene is 
actually an extension of this late 1970s Mod Revival, which was precipitated by both the release 
of the The Who’s nostalgic Mod film Quadrophenia (1979) and the massive popularity of the 
Mod-influenced punk band The Jam. The Jam inspired an entire music genre known as Mod 
Revival: a hybrid of punk, powerpop, soul and 1960s beat music which included such bands as 
The Lambrettas, The Purple Hearts and The Chords. Revival Mods wore the same style of 
clothes as the original Mods and danced to the same music, but because it was a revival 
movement, this new form of Mod was more rigidly defined than its predecessor. With pictorial 
records of the original Mod era to pore over for sartorial details and fanzines articulating a more 
codified subcultural look and lifestyle, the Mod Revival was more resilient to the vagaries of 
fashion, allowing the Mod subculture to become a global, albeit Anglophile, phenomenon that 
persists to this day.23 As the communications scholar Christine Jacqueline Feldman observes in 
her exhaustive study of Mod, the Revival was the main entry point for those who continue to be 
involved in the subculture today.24  

 
3.  Mods and the Study of Subcultures  

The original Mods entered the academic discourse in 1972 with the sociologist Stanley 
Cohen’s seminal Folk Devils and Moral Panics. In this work, Cohen used the media response to 
the clashes between the Mods and Rockers to illustrate how ‘moral entrepreneurs’ start moral 
panics in response to ‘folk devils’ who challenge the values of the social order. The Mods and 
Rockers were the folk devils in question, but the focus of Cohen’s study was on moral panics 
rather than folk devils.25 It was not until the 1975 edition of the Working Papers in Cultural 
Studies series, produced by Birmingham’s Centre for Contemporary Cultural Studies (CCCS), 
that the Mods themselves became the subject of analysis.26 This work, published the following 
year as Resistance through Rituals, along with Paul Willis’ 1978 Profane Culture and Dick 
Hebdige’s 1979 Subculture: The Meaning of Style, turned scholarly attention to ‘subcultures,’ a 
term originating in the Chicago School of Sociology’s pre-war research on deviance.27  

Moving beyond an exclusive interest in deviance, the CCCS researchers applied the term 
‘subculture’ to describe the stylised working class youth groups that rose to prominence in post-
war Britain; among these were the Teddy Boys, Mods, Rockers and Skinheads. These style-
based subcultures were described by the CCCS researchers as a double articulation against both 
the parent culture of the working class and the dominant culture of the bourgeoisie. The term 
‘parent culture’ can be understood literally, as these subcultures were made up exclusively of 
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the young. The Birmingham researchers were particularly interested in the generational clash 
brought on by post-war working-class affluence, as the working-class teenagers of this period 
were the first to break away from the traditions of their communities. With unprecedented 
levels of disposable income, they distinguished themselves from their parents’ generation 
through fashion, music and leisure pursuits. In the CCCS rubric, only working-class youth 
groups were categorised as subcultures; they excluded hippies, for example, because of their 
ostensibly middle-class background.28 This treatment of subcultures as working-class youth 
groups caught up in a struggle drawn along lines of both class and generation allowed for 
subcultures to be read as ‘always oppositional.’29 Subcultures, the CCCS researchers theorised, 
emerged from the struggle between the subordinate and the dominant culture and thusly 
constituted a working-class response to domination. The Italian Marxist Antonio Gramsci’s 
theory of hegemony was employed to conceptualise the experience of subculture as part of a 
wider class struggle for power taking place within the realm of culture.30 This theoretical 
position was consistent with a wider movement towards cultural Marxism by radicals 
disillusioned with trade unionism and socialist party politics, the traditional vehicles for class 
struggle.31 Subcultures were described as rigidly bounded, homogenous groups with cohesive 
sets of styles, slang, tastes and concerns. Authenticity was treated as a chief concern, with 
subculture members constituting a sort of stylistic vanguard for the whole of working-class 
youth, their subcultures dissipating only when their distinctive styles were lost to the 
recuperation of commodity culture.32  

 

 
 

Image 2: ‘Mods’ on scooters; 1964, courtesy of Museum of London 
 

The members of the subcultures addressed in the work of the CCCS were not simply 
working class and young, they were highly stylised. For this reason, subcultural theory remains 
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pertinent to scholars of fashion. Members of the CCCS employed Barthes’ system of semiotics 
to read subcultural fashions as texts and to decode what these fashions signified.33 In the case of 
the Mods, Hebdige read their hedonistic lifestyle of amphetamines, scooters, R&B clubs and 
shopping as a way of expressing total domination in the sphere of leisure, a response to the 
experience of class domination and generational domination in the spheres of culture, work and 
family (Image 2).34 The structuralist Claude Levi-Strauss’ concept of bricolage was central to 
the CCCS theorising about subcultures and he was used to describe how subculture members 
re-order and re-contextualise cultural objects in order to construct distinct stylistic ensembles 
that communicate new meanings.35 This process of subcultural stylisation was described as a 
subversive act because it involved re-inscribing commodities with new meanings; Hebdige 
went as far as to describe subcultural stylisation as a type of ‘semiotic guerrilla warfare.’36 In 
the case of Mod, this process involved mixing traditional and fashionable garments in a subtly 
subversive manner, looking ‘a little too smart.’37 This approach found subcultures to be 
resistant and even ‘heroic’ in their subversive bricolage, with the CCCS researchers arguing that 
stylisation was a sort of ‘imaginary solution’ to contradictions within the class system.38 The 
CCCS acknowledged the limitations to this symbolic resistance, describing how subcultures 
lose their symbolic meaning as they are recuperated though two concurrent processes of 
commodification: ‘diffusion’ (where so-called ‘street’ fashion styles diffuse into the wider 
fashion market) and ‘defusion’ (where the radical potential of subcultures is defused through 
commodification).39 

The CCCS approach to youth culture was highly innovative in focusing attention on 
youth cultural activity in the sphere of leisure and its validation of the cultural formations of 
otherwise marginal groups. However, critics have rightly pointed out that this work was 
methodologically unsound and theoretically over-determined. The sociologist David Muggleton 
describes how the CCCS researchers’ neo-Marxist framework caused them to eschew 
traditional ethnographic methods in favour of semiotic analysis, with findings made to fit their 
theoretical perspective.40 Gary Clarke, a later CCCS researcher, critiques the CCCS for treating 
subcultures as essentialist, static entities rather than porous, heterogeneous groupings of 
individuals. Using this rigid theoretical framework and searching for radical potential in 
subcultures, the CCCS overlooked the class diversity of subcultures in order to read them as the 
resistance of the dominated working class.41 Stanley Cohen, in the introduction to the second 
edition of Folk Devils, is particularly scathing in his critique of this ‘heroic’ reading for treating 
each act of stylisation as subversive.42 The fashion historian Caroline Evans notes that this 
treatment of subcultures as static groups ‘fixes’ the fluid, performative identities of individuals 
to their subcultures.43 

Also problematic is the CCCS researchers’ un-nuanced treatment of commodities and 
consumption. In the emergent stages of a subculture, shopping for clothes is presented as part of 
the subversive act of bricolage, but once the subcultural look becomes popular by means of 
diffusion and defusion, commodification means that subcultural styles are robbed of their 
symbolic meanings.44 For the CCCS, commodification was the enemy of the authentic, 
subversive experience of subculture. This approach to subcultural commodities and 
consumption has been challenged by a number of scholars. The cultural theorist Angela 
McRobbie’s essay ‘Second Hand Dresses and the Role of the Rag Market’ highlights the 
positive role of commodities within subcultures, arguing that researchers have overlooked the 
importance of subcultural entrepreneurialism and under-theorised the role of shopping.45 The 
media scholar Andy Brown argues that participation in the Heavy Metal subculture actually 
occurs through the purchase of commodities (in this case, Heavy Metal t-shirts), which 
members use to differentiate themselves from other youths.46 He describes the subcultural 
experience as a commodified one from the onset, ‘a commodified experience...made possible by 
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the uses to which youth-oriented commodities are put by subcultural consumers.’47 Similarly, in 
his study of the Goth subculture, the sociologist Paul Hodkinson describes how ‘as well as 
operating as a means to an end, in terms of developing a personal appearance and offering 
subcultural connections, shopping was often a fulfilling subcultural activity in its own right.’48  

In the wake of such critiques, the concept of subculture has been dispensed with by a 
new generation of researchers working in an epoch characterised by postmodernism’s blurring 
of boundaries, fluidity, fragmentation, pastiche, historicity and simulacra. These researchers 
make the case for ‘post-subculture’ studies, stating that the impossibility of authenticity and the 
fragmentation of culture have made subcultures a thing of the past.49 The music scholar Andy 
Bennett draws upon the sociologist Michel Maffesoli, arguing that instead of subcultures, we 
now have ‘neo-tribes’ that are merely ‘temporal gatherings’ with ‘fluid boundaries and ‘floating 
memberships.’50 Also citing Maffesoli, Polhemus speaks of ‘style tribes’ with ever-changing 
identities, constructed through pastiche and nostalgia, drawing from subcultural signifiers in the 
‘supermarket of style.’51 A post-subcultures approach provides a fresh set of theoretical tools 
with which to study, for example, the postmodern dance music cultures and digital cultures that 
emerged in the late 1980s and early 1990s. However, post-subcultural theories tend to over-
state the totalising power of postmodernism; their emphasis on discontinuity seems to ignore 
the persistence of some of the facets of subcultures described by the CCCS. This was confirmed 
by Modforum users’ continued concern for authenticity and subcultural identity, which I will 
describe in Section 6. For this reason, I have chosen to continue to use the term ‘subculture’ to 
describe distinctively stylised groups like the Mods.52 ‘Subculture’ remains a useful term in 
spite of the disjuncture between CCCS subcultural theory and the demographic characteristics 
of Modforum, which I will turn my attention to now. 

  
4.  Class and Age 

Over the course of my virtual ethnography it became evident that while the CCCS 
researchers argued that British subcultures are inherently working-class cultural formations, the 
contemporary Mod subculture has a mixed class membership. The mass diffusion of computer 
literacy and connectivity means that Internet use can no longer be taken as an indicator of class 
position and the text-based nature of virtual ethnography makes class difficult to observe. 
Nevertheless, the frank discussions of class on Modforum provided a great deal of insight into 
this aspect of the contemporary Mod subculture. A thread entitled ‘Mod and the working-class’ 
received a range of responses to the question of whether class was still a factor in the Mod 
scene. Most members seemed to feel that class was no longer important, with responses such as 
‘Ive known mods from every background, It is what it is......,’ ‘Does it even matter?’ ‘Mod is 
just a lifestyle now, it’s something that you become because you like it, not because you think it 
has some higher political or social meaning,’ and 
 

Personally i think too much importance is placed in class. I’m from a 
traditional working class family (mum worked for the civil service & dad 
worked for the council) but i couldn’t give a toss about it or do i place any 
importance on it in who i am. Although i do realise that alot of the origional 
mods were from working class backgrounds i think too much is made of that 
fact, as if your not a real mod if your not working class. I know plenty of 
younger sussed mod kids who are from quite well off middle class 
backgrounds so i think today it is pretty much irrelevant.  

 
Comments such as these seem to support the arguments put forward in separate studies 

by Paul Hodkinson, Sarah Thornton and David Muggleton. All three revise the CCCS notion of 
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subculture, arguing that in contemporary subcultures, membership is determined by choice and 
commitment rather than by class.53 The emphasis on how subculture members live their 
subcultural lives rather than on where they come from reflects what Thornton refers to as a 
‘fantasy of classlessness.’54 For example, one user stated that ‘there is no class in Mod…thats 
the whole point...its not a rebellion against class....it has no consideration whatsoever of 
class....your only as good as your last suit, record, scooter whether your a peasant or royalty.’ 

Despite the reduced importance of class in the contemporary understanding of the 
concept of subculture, it should be noted that many users continued to emphasise the role of 
class in the Mod subculture’s lineage, arguing that the importance placed on smartness of 
appearance by them and their friends was an aspirational response to their working-class 
backgrounds. As the following quotes demonstrate, the self-reflexivity displayed by 
contemporary subculture members made it difficult to isolate users’ opinions on the role of 
class in their subculture from academic interpretations. 

  
As for “class” specifically... I hope to God that the consensus here doesn’t 
emerge that Mod is a rejection of working class-ness. I’m working class and 
proud of it. I wouldn’t say that Mod was a particularly middle-class scene - 
Dick Hebdige famously said that a mod was a “lower class dandy.” 
 
For me Mod is a working class stand that stuck 2 fingers up at what people 
thought of the “scruffy” working classes and by stealing the suited and booted 
look usually associated with the middle classes created their own style and 
subculture. 

 
It was also evident from discussions about what to wear in the office or while meeting clients 
that a significant proportion of users held professional positions. Discussions of holidays and 
photographs of users’ homes also strongly suggested that many users led middle-class lifestyles. 
At the same time, other users revealed that they worked in manual labour or service 
occupations. I found that the contemporary Mod subculture has a cross-class base, with class 
just one background factor rather than the determining one.  
 If the Mod subculture is no longer a working-class one, and certainly not in any sort of 
conflict with the dominant culture, what of the CCCS tenet that subcultures must be youth 
cultures? It was immediately clear from my observation of Modforum that this was no longer 
the case, as the discussions demonstrated that subcultural participation continues to be 
important to members well beyond their teens and early twenties. It was apparent from the 
discussions on the forum that while subcultural participation typically began during 
adolescence, for many Mods it was a life-long commitment. Users’ statements such as ‘not into 
skinnier cuts, at 37 i am too old,’ ‘I’m 39 and dress pretty much the same as when i was an 
early teenager’ and ‘I Did the vintage thing in the 80’s’ made it clear that Mod is no longer a 
youth subculture. There was a general awareness among users of this fact. One user noted,  
 

According to Generation X, one lad stated that he was “too old to be a mod. 
You’ve got to be 16 to be a mod.” Let’s face it, this forum is full of people 
babbling that “it’s a youth cult.” “I’m too old,” etc. It may have started as a 
youth cult but it really is now a way of life for some of us. 

 
Photographs of Mod rallies and club events posted on the forum showed Mods in their 30s, 40s 
and 50s, engaging in the activities that we associate with the original Mod teenagers: dressing 



 Nathaniel Weiner | 9  
 
up in smart suits and shift dresses, drinking, dancing at sixties-style clubs and riding scooters 
(Image 3). 
 

 
 

Image 3: Brixton 1963: Mods with their scooters, courtesy of Museum of London 
 
5.  Subcultural Time 

When the CCCS first spoke of ‘youth subcultures,’ there was no question that the 
subcultures they studied were a youth phenomenon. In the case of long-standing style-based 
subcultures like Mod, this is obviously no longer the case. As the sociologist Rupa Huq notes, 
youth culture ‘has been appropriated into later life or “middle youth” by the adults reared on 
it.’55 Subcultures nonetheless continue to be equated with youth culture, although the recently 
published collection Ageing and Youth Cultures goes a long way towards addressing this 
issue.56 In the case of Mod, the cultural studies scholar Janice Miller argues that the style’s 
dandified use of traditional menswear makes it a particularly attractive option for ageing men.57 
Christine Jacqueline Feldman’s study of Mod includes a number of informants who are no 
longer youths yet continue to be active in the subculture.58 She describes how the contemporary 
German Mod scene is ‘increasingly populated by people who think and act youthfully, even if 
they are no longer young.’59 However Feldman does not explore this issue in depth as her book 
is focused on the history of Mod as a youth culture.  

For a more theoretical insight into the ways in which subcultural participation continues 
for individuals beyond their youth, we can look to the literary and queer studies theorist Judith 
Halberstam. Writing about queer subcultures, Halberstam argues that because participants exist 
outside of normative heterosexual temporality structured by reproduction, they inhabit a queer 
temporality referred to as ‘queer time.’ Queer time disrupts dominant narratives of maturity and 
family as well as the binary opposition between youth and adulthood. Subcultural participation 
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is treated here as a life-long commitment rather than a life stage.60 Unfortunately, while 
intriguing, there are limitations to this approach. As well as overlooking the fact that some 
homosexual couples have children, Halberstam reverses heteronormative stereotypes by 
assuming that the lives of all heterosexuals are structured by the inevitable financial and 
lifestyle constraints of reproduction. All heterosexuals do not have children, and the recent 
publication of a number of subcultural parenting guides suggests that subcultural participation 
and parenthood are not mutually exclusive.61 Nevertheless, I find Halberstam’s argument that 
subcultural participation can disrupt dominant narratives of adulthood insightful and have 
adapted her concept of queer time to conceptualise the ways in which adult members of the 
Mod subculture inhabit what I call ‘subcultural time.’ 
  This notion of subcultural time can be used to explain the ways in which the users of 
Modforum remained passionate about pursuits that are stereotypically associated with youth 
such as underground music, subcultural fashion, scooter rallies and all-night soul clubs, rather 
than conforming to the dictates of presumably age-appropriate behaviour. Subcultural time 
disrupts the dominant narratives of ‘growing up.’ These narratives impose age-determined ways 
of inhabiting the cultural world, socialising individuals to give up aspects of their youth 
lifestyle. Subcultural time is of particular importance in regards to fashion, because it presents a 
challenge to both dominant notions of age-appropriate dress and the distinction between 
‘youthful’ and ‘mature’ styles of dress. While ageing celebrities are often critiqued in tabloids 
and magazine for not dressing their age,62 few bat an eyelid at adult Punks, Skinheads, Goths, 
Hippies, Bikers and so on dressing in what are essentially teenage styles. Subcultural time 
should not be confused here with protracted adolescence, as many of the Modforum users had 
children, partners and professions. From the discussions of shopping that took place in the 
forum, it was evident that users were often married or had live-in partners. Recurring topics 
included buying clothes for partners, having bespoke suits designed for weddings, and hiding 
clothing expenses from disapproving partners. Modforum provides evidence of a subcultural 
temporality that disrupts the binary between ‘fun’ and ‘maturity’ contained within dominant 
narratives of ageing. Whereas Halberstam argues that queer time exists because freedom from 
family commitments allows members of the queer community the time and money to continue 
their youthful pursuits, what I observed on Modforum proved that for those who inhabit 
subcultural time, long-term partners and child-rearing are not always obstacles to leading a 
subcultural lifestyle. This illustrated the importance of commitment to subculture membership. 
 
6.  Fashion Commodities, Stylisation and Authenticity 

While the class conflict and generational conflict of the CCCS understanding of 
subcultures was missing from the Modforum community, a long-term commitment to the Mod 
subculture was not. This finding runs contrary to post-subcultural theories that argue that 
individuals today shop for identity in a ‘supermarket of style,’ adopting and discarding ‘looks’ 
and interests. I found that at least on the Modforum website, Mod Men have a continued interest 
in maintaining an authentic subcultural style identity.  

They achieved this primarily through a process of stylisation employing fashion 
commodities. Down to the most nuanced sartorial details, users were concerned with 
assembling garments to get the look ‘right.’ There were countless threads on the forum about 
the ‘correct’ number of buttons on the cuff of a suit, the ‘right’ shoes to wear, what types of 
shirts were acceptable, and so on. Classic Mod subcultural brands that had diffused into the 
mass market, such as Fred Perry and Ben Sherman, were the subject of debate. Judged on their 
material and aesthetic merits, Fred Perry clothing was widely appreciated for maintaining its 
traditional styling, while Ben Sherman was widely derided for having defused into a brand that 
no self-respecting Mod would wear. What was, and was not, Mod was a persistent topic of 
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discussion, with topics like ‘Are flat-front chinos mod?’ Items were considered to be ‘wrong’ if 
they were associated with other subcultures. For example, Doc Marten boots were ‘too 
skinhead’ while the brand Fila was ‘too 80s Casual.’ Disregarding Dick Hebdige’s reference to 
class, his description of the original Mod as a ‘lower-class dandy obsessed with the small details 
of dress’ remains accurate.63 

Modforum users’ concern with getting subcultural stylistic details correct reflected their 
desire to present themselves to the world as fully-fledged members of a visibly identifiable 
subculture. It was clear that most users considered themselves to be Mods and were committed 
to the subculture’s visually distinctive style. Users made frequent proclamations such as ‘MOD 
Till i Die’ and ‘Mod and proud of the fact!’ Such concern for group identity and authenticity, 
along with the boundary-marking practices that it entailed, suggested a continuation of 
subcultural membership practices associated with modernity.64 Moreover, there was a distinct 
absence of those postmodern traits associated with post-subcultures, such as pastiche and 
identity-play. 

While users’ commodity-driven stylisation reflected the concern for authenticity 
described by the CCCS, there was little to suggest that this involved any sort of subversion of 
dominant meanings. Instead, Modforum users followed a codified (albeit flexible) set of rules 
as to what constituted authentic subcultural style. It is true that users borrowed garments such as 
brogues and button-down shirts from the general cannon of menswear, but bringing these items 
into their subcultural ensembles did not require any kind of re-signification. These garments had 
already been part of the Mod style for decades. Nevertheless, I feel that we can rehabilitate 
some of the CCCS’ semiotic analysis here. While arranging garments into a subcultural outfit 
may not have been a heroic oppositional gesture, it did require some ‘work’ at the symbolic 
level, as contemporary Mods had to wear the garments in such a manner that they would signify 
subculture membership. Firstly, the right garments had to be selected. Secondly, shoes had to be 
polished, trousers tailored, colours matched, and so on. Lastly, these garments had to be 
assembled correctly; it would not do to wear replica Adidas ‘Tokios’ with Levi’s ‘sta-prest’ 
trousers. Looking ‘in the know’ served as a marker of what the sociologist Sarah Thornton 
refers to as ‘subcultural capital’ – an embodiment of subcultural knowledge and experience 
through dress.65   

The forum users’ discussions and the photographs that they posted indicated that their 
subcultural self-stylisation was at least partly for the benefit of other Mods. In the tradition of 
Baudelaire’s dandy, the sartorial details of the subcultural look were so subtle that users would 
simply be read as smartly-dressed by most members of the public.66 Recognition required the 
gaze of another versed in the stylistic language of the subculture. To facilitate this recognition, 
there was a section of the forum entitled ‘spotted,’ where users described other Mods they had 
noticed while out and about, such as in this post: 

 
Outside Hastings train station on Tuesday evening, about 6pm. 
An older gentleman with a short and neat haircut, a grey and white knitted 
polo (YSL I believe), black Levis and brown Chelsea boots.  
Anyone on here at all? 
 

In his seminal theory of fashion, Simmel argued that fashion represents a contradictory impulse 
towards individuality on the one hand and conformity on the other.67 Over a century later, 
Simmel’s theory remains as relevant as ever, for while Modforum users dressed to express 
belonging to their subcultural group, a persistent theme on the forum was the expression of 
individuality. Taking pride in one’s appearance and dressing sharp were seen as a rebellion 
against the dress-down mores of today. In one forum thread, Mods both young and old 
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bemoaned the lack of stylistic creativity among today’s youth, describing them as ‘sheep,’ 
‘parrots’ and ‘trendies.’ It was not just youth who received this critique, as the forum was full of 
complaints about declining sartorial standards in the workplace. Colleagues were disparaged as 
‘sheep’ because of their lack of dress sense and individuality. Users of the forum often 
described being made fun of for the way they dressed; for younger users this sometimes took 
the form of bullying and even assault, while for older users it tended to be just a gentle ribbing 
from friends and family. Responses in such discussions emphasised the fact that Mods were 
doing what they wanted and looking good at the same time, with the joke being on their 
detractors. For example: ‘It’s wrong to take things like that to heart I think, otherwise your style 
is being dictated by a group of morons who believe themselves to be superior.’  

Forum users emphasised the pride they took in ‘being themselves’ by dressing the way 
they wanted to dress, with the Mod style giving them confidence and self-assuredness. There 
was a distinct tone of self-superiority to this sense of individuality. One user stated that ‘Now as 
I am 30 my dress sense is sharper my friends are redder and fatter and wear River Islands [a 
cheap high street shop] finest,’ and comments about the fashion sense of the general public 
referred to them with descriptions such as ‘tracksuit wearing dimlows.’ While Mod stylisation 
may not be subversive in the traditional sense of the word, this rejection of dress-down values is 
arguably still subversive in its own subtle, individualistic way. We have here the legacy of the 
1960s Mod who was just a bit too well-dressed for work.68  

The enjoyment and passion that users took in shopping was palpable throughout the 
forum, but this is not to say that they participated in mindless consumerism. Users expressed a 
strong preference for durability and were willing to pay extra for quality. This reflected a long-
term commitment to their subcultural style as well as a disregard towards the disposability that 
sometimes characterises popular fashion. There was also a preference for items made in the 
European Union or America and for small-scale production. Users frequently rejected brands 
that were manufactured in countries like El Salvador and China due to concerns over poor 
labour practices and loss of artisanal heritage. Their stylisation was characterised by a degree of 
autonomy from dominant fashion as they were purchasing garments that fit into a highly 
specific style vocabulary, rather than following trends. Modforum users’ commitment to classic 
menswear was what Wilson would describe as ‘anti-fashion.’69 Fashion, as opposed to style, 
was widely derided, with anything considered to be ‘trendy’ or fashionable excluded from the 
acceptable Mod wardrobe. Of course, the Mod look was fashion in the 1960s. It has come in 
and out of style at various junctures in the intervening decades and elements of the look are in 
fashion at the moment.  

 
7.  (Online) Consumption 

Forum members’ use of fashion commodities to construct and perform authentic 
subcultural identities was consistent with the findings of those researchers who argue that 
commodities play a key role in structuring the experience of subculture.70 The forum’s statistics 
console showed that ‘Clothes and Fashion’ was the most popular section of the forum. 
Discussions in this section were largely of the ‘What is the best ______’ or ‘Where can I get 
______’ variety. This was largely a response to the fact that the commodities used by the 1960s 
bricoleurs are no longer widely available, at least in the style preferred by Mods. These 
discussion threads elicited conversation about the items in question and information as to where 
they could be obtained. As the online world is thoroughly intertextual, discussions on the forum 
were full of hyperlinks to online stores. For example, a user might post a photograph of a 1960s 
Mod or a still from a 1960s film and ask where one might find the garments pictured. Fellow 
forum-members would then post hyperlinks to where something similar could be purchased. 
The forum also had a very popular and long-running thread dedicated to clothing bargains, with 
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links to online stores, eBay and online discount clubs. Forum users often replied with thanks 
and indicated that they had just purchased the item from the store that had been hyperlinked. In 
this manner, the act of shopping itself was interwoven into day-to-day use of the forum, 
structuring the subcultural experience. There was a back-and-forth between the forum and 
online shops, with forum users commenting on the items as they digitally browsed them and 
then described their purchases. When purchases arrived in the post, forum users would share 
their opinions on the garments’ fit and quality.  

While Modforum’s members were primarily British, there were users from all corners of 
the globe participating in its asynchronous discussions.71 This was consistent with Christine 
Jacqueline Feldman’s observation that in the contemporary Mod scene, the Internet helps bind 
together members of a subculture who are dispersed throughout the world.72 The geographic 
location of retailers was not an issue for users. International shipping was a recurring topic on 
Modforum, with users offering to serve as ‘proxies’ for one another. When online stores did not 
offer international shipping or when import duties were prohibitive, users would receive other 
users’ packages domestically then post them internationally. This was done in the spirit of 
(online) community for no personal gain. 

The sociologist Rob Shields argues that consumption is now a leisure activity, with the 
boundary between sites of consumption and leisure having become blurred under 
postmodernism.73 It was clear from my observations that participation on Modforum was a 
leisure activity for its users and that as a result of the forum’s intertextuality, consumption 
practices were completely enmeshed within forum use. It appears that in the case of virtual sites 
of leisure and consumption, the line between the two is non-existent. Shields also writes that 
‘Consumption for adornment, expression and group solidarity becomes not merely the means to 
a lifestyle, but the enactment of a lifestyle,’ making consumption a spectacle framed by the 
looks of others.74 This provides a useful framework for understanding the visual aspects of 
consumption practices observed on the forum.  

According to Modforum’s statistics console, the second-most popular topic was ‘What I 
Bought Today,’ where forum users discussed their most recent clothing purchases. Photographs 
from online shops were posted so that other users could see the items in question. When no 
photographs were available online, forum users would take photographs of the items and upload 
the images themselves. In this manner, the forum became a sort of digital gallery of fashion 
commodities, with users gazing upon detailed photographic documentation of garments. 
Photographs verged on the fetishistic at times, with users posting a series of photographs 
displaying all facets of a garment or documenting the moment a new garment was removed 
from its packaging. Users’ descriptions of purchases reflected the sheer joy that they found in 
shopping, with statements such as ‘just beautiful shoes,’ ‘these beauties,’ ‘clean and classy,’ 
‘love it!’ and ‘couldn’t be more pleased.’ It would seem that with online shopping 
individualising and privatising the experience of consumption, Modforum users were driven to 
describe and display their shopping on the forum to recapture the spectacle of shopping. In 
order for online consumption practices to enact subcultural lifestyle and maintain group 
solidarity in the same way as traditional consumption practices, they had to be discussed online 
for the benefit of other subculture members (Image 4). Subcultural fashion, once closely 
associated with public space, had moved from street to screen. 
 
8. Mod Masculinity 

A major critique of the research carried out on subcultures at the CCCS was that its 
focus on young men rendered female subculture members invisible.75 I had hoped to redress 
this invisibility with my own research, but it turned out that Modforum’s users were 
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overwhelmingly male. According to the forum’s statistics console, the male to female ratio was 
nearly 4 to 1, and as female Mods rarely posted on the forum, the dominance of male subculture 
members in the discussions created an impression of an even more unequal gender ratio. In the 
‘Clothes and Fashion’ section, women’s clothing was almost never discussed and women rarely 
participated. There seemed to be an unspoken understanding that the forum was dedicated to 
Men’s ‘Clothes and Fashion,’ a reversal of the gendering typically connoted by the term 
‘fashion.’76  

 

 
 

Image 4: ‘Mods’ try on Beatle boots at Annello and David, 1965,  
courtesy of Museum of London 

 
This gender imbalance was revealing in itself, considering that a key facet of the forum 

was the discussion of fashion commodities and shopping. At 900 pages long, the most popular 
topic on the forum was the thread called ‘What Are You Wearing?’ where forum users viewed 
and commented on photographs of each other’s outfits. Unlike the candid photographs one sees 
posted on social networking sites, these photographs were quite deliberately posed, usually in 
the bedroom, lounge or garden of users’ homes. From the discussions of how to best make use 
of a digital camera’s timer and the number of photographs taken in front of full-length mirrors, 
it was obvious that in most cases, the photographs were self-portraits. The poses had an affected 
appearance, mimicking those found in catalogues and men’s magazines; chests were puffed, 
eyes stared into the distance, one leg was placed slightly in front of the other. By all accounts, 
peacockery has always been an important part of the Mod subculture, but posing for 
photographs and then uploading then to the Internet for strangers to look at is most certainly an 
intensification of Mod narcissism.77 Digital photography provided new, more direct and 
individualised ways of being seen. These practices, along with users’ passion for consuming 
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fashion commodities, diverged from dominant notions of heteronormative masculinity, 
suggesting the adoption of the ‘new man’ masculinity described by Sean Nixon.78  

Nixon argues that ‘new man’ masculinity resulted from the diffusion of homosexual 
stylistic self-consciousness into segments of male heterosexual culture during the 1980s. This 
‘new man’ masculinity encouraged men to take pleasure in the male form and its adornment, 
integrating them more fully into consumer society.79 Nixon describes how this form of 
masculinity functions through narcissism and gaze,80 two practices I observed throughout 
Modforum’s ‘What are you wearing’ thread. Nixon also employs a dual-articulation of the term 
‘the look’ to describe both the look that men strive for and the looks of admiration they direct 
towards other men.81 Putting themselves in front of the virtual gaze of others allowed 
Modforum users to get recognition for their authentic subcultural looks. Modforum users also 
appeared to find a great deal of enjoyment in the looks they directed towards these digital 
photographs of men. Any posts on the ‘What Are You Wearing?’ thread not accompanied by a 
photo were met with exhortations to post one. Although some comments were critical, most 
were positive and used language like ‘very smart,’ ‘brilliant look,’ ‘dapper combo,’ ‘lovely 
suit,’ ‘lush,’ ‘Not my style but I like it on you,’ ‘all of you looking good’ and ‘your posts are a 
joy.’  

There is a sexual ambivalence to Sean Nixon’s notion of ‘the look’ that is of particular 
interest to the cultural historian Frank Mort. He describes how as a result of the rise of the ‘new 
man,’ the ‘homosexual gaze’ once used by gay men to interpret stylistic cues for cruising has 
become a ‘homosocial gaze’ shared between heterosexual men, whereby ‘looks of recognition 
[are] also fixed on mutual displays of admiration, coded through the discourse of style.’82 Mort 
describes how the new forms of masculinity structuring the ‘homosocial gaze’ allow 
heterosexual men to admire other men and their outfits without their sexuality coming into 
question.83 This concept of the homosocial gaze is useful for understanding the mediated looks 
that Modforum users directed at photographs of other men on their computer screens. At the 
same time, Mort provides a theoretical framework for considering the sexual ambivalence of 
Modforum users’ Mod masculinity. Along with the passion for clothing that characterised the 
forum, there was a great deal of importance placed on appearance in general, with discussion 
topics including male haircuts, personal fitness and even manicures. Modforum members used 
both self-depreciating humour and heterosexist remarks to reconcile what some would consider 
‘effeminate’ or ‘gay’ attributes with their own heterosexual identities. In a thread where a user 
asked what he should wear on a first date, one user quipped ‘Don’t tell her that you post 
pictures of yourself on the Internet for other men to look at.’ Similarly, in a thread about 
matching belt colour to shoe colour, one forum user joked about making sure that the colour 
also matched his handbag.  

Less frequently, users made assertions of heteronormative masculinity, such as referring 
to the men in a GQ article on ‘Britain’s Best Dressed Men’ as ‘poofs’ and ‘nancy-boys.’ As the 
sociologist Tim Edwards notes, masculinity is performative and dependent on both the 
prohibition and possibility of homosexuality.84 In any case, homophobia was the exception 
rather than the rule and such language was not usually tolerated. Generally, Modforum users 
were unapologetic about those aspects of their subcultural identity that others might consider 
effeminate and, like the Mods of the 1960s,85 most were unperturbed by the subculture’s 
potential for sexual ambivalence. One forum user commented that ‘I was called an iron 
[homosexual] a lot when i was a teenager. its inevitable really if your interested in clothes in 
male company that so obviously isn’t.’ Containing equal parts narcissism and bluster, another 
user’s rhetorical question, ‘do you care? No! its good to be noticed’ seemed to sum up perfectly 
the male Mods’ attitude towards the sexual ambivalence of their subcultural identity.  
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9. Conclusion  

In this article I have discussed the findings of a study of the virtual research site 
Modforum. While users of the site represent only a subsection of the contemporary Mod 
subculture, Modforum nevertheless provided a valuable insight into the internal dynamics of the 
modern-day Mod subculture. I have described how Modforum users employed fashion 
commodities to construct authentic subcultural identities; for these members of the Mod 
subculture, the consumption of fashion commodities lay at the heart of the subcultural 
experience. I have also explored the forms of masculinity reflected both in this process and in 
users’ mediated displays of their subcultural outfits. While the CCCS posited that subcultural 
participation was dependent on age and class, it turned out that in the case of Modforum, 
participation was dependent on commitment to subcultural identity, expressed through dress. 
The older members of this inter-generational, cross-class grouping of individuals did not 
conform to age-expectations; they inhabited what I have termed ‘subcultural time.’ Their 
concern with authenticity and subcultural commitment ran counter to post-subcultural 
suggestions that subcultures have been obliterated by the pastiche of postmodernism.  

The centrality of consumption and mediated stylisation on the predominantly male 
Modforum raises new research questions. Over the course of my virtual ethnography, the 
Internet’s intertextuality led me to discover that neither the mediated admiration of men’s 
outfits, nor the integration of online consumption into computer-mediated leisure, are the sole 
purview of the Mod subculture. It turns out that there is a range of online forums dedicated to 
detailed discussion of men’s clothing. These forums, and their implications for the study of 
fashion, consumption and masculinity, are the subjects of my current research. 
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Abstract 
Influenced by the politics of race, gender and beauty, hair grooming is an important facet of 
expressive cultures in the African Diaspora. Our research focuses on a youtube.com community 
devoted to ‘natural hair,’ afro-textured hair without chemical processing, explores this 
community, and assesses its impact on perceptions of beauty, self-esteem and racial pride 
amongst women in the African Diaspora. Using qualitative and quantitative analyses, we 
examined 140 YouTube videos about Black natural hair and applied an online ethnography 
approach to analyse textual data from over 5000 comments posted on YouTube. Themes 
explored include: praise of  a video performers’ beauty and hair, viewers’ identification with 
video performer’s appearance, validation of Black beauty and hair, increased desire for afro-
textured hair by participants, multinational participation in the community and the language of 
‘Black hair’ on the Internet. Findings from a brief survey provide insight about the YouTube 
natural hair community participants’ thoughts about Black women with natural hair. Also 
discussed is the role of user-generated video channels in providing a free space for Black 
women to instruct and inform one another about their hair and to foster international dialogues. 
With limited images of Black women with afro-textured hair in traditional mass media and a 
beauty landscape dominated by hyper-consumption of chemical hair straightening products and 
appliances, wigs and hair extensions, the study illustrates how the natural hair online 
community functions as a beauty counterculture and virtual support system. It suggests that 
increased access to images of Black women with natural hair and self-identification with those 
images positively impacts perceptions of beauty and self-esteem among Black women. 
 
Key Words 
Hair grooming, African Diaspora, Black hair, Internet communities, YouTube communities, 
African-American women. 
 

***** 
 
1.  Introduction  
  

I hope the day will come when women will never have to say “I’m going 
natural” as if it’s something we just purchased. And even maybe one day 
(we’ll) be allowed to wear our natural hair from childhood into 
teenage/adulthood so that we won’t have to Google how to take care of it. 
Thanks for all the inspiration and encouragement for those of us trying to find 
our way back to where we belong.  

 
This comment, obtained through observation and content analysis of YouTube natural hair 
videos, encapsulates the impetus for this study. 

 The anthropologist Fiana Swain’s dissertation on beauty ideals among Black female 
university students found that of body image, skin and hair, hair affected Black women’s self-
esteem more than anything else.1 According to the sociologists Hesse-Biber, Howling, Leavy 
and Lovejoy, authors of ‘Racial Identity and the Development of Body Image Issues among 
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African American Adolescent Girls,’ hair is most exemplary of Black female beauty struggles.2  
Black girls’ hair represented a struggle for acceptance in both Black and White cultures and is a 
critical location for issues of self-esteem and body image amongst Black women and girls. 
 The interconnectedness of hair and Black female beauty is closely linked to issues of 
race and racism. Although skin colour, body shape and facial features define racial and ethnic 
affiliation, hair is also an important racial signifier and marker of physiological difference. Hair 
texture communicates race because tightly coiled short hair denotes strong African ancestry. In 
a society that favours Eurocentric standards of beauty and puts forth long, straight hair as the 
hallmark of femininity, a Black woman with tightly coiled short hair could be seen as the 
antithesis of beauty. As hair can be more easily changed than skin colour, hair has historically 
represented a popular location for the internalization of racism.  

 The care and styling of hair that involves straightening represents a paradoxical struggle 
for Black women. On the one hand, it is a form of Black beautification, while on the other it is 
often a rejection of Black physical racial attributes.3 Hair matters in particular ways for Black 
women and is historically relevant to race and gender relations in Western cultures.4 The 
development of hair hierarchies within Black communities is directly related to colorism, a 
system of privilege benefitting Blacks and other people of colour with lighter skin and straight 
hair textures.5 Within Black hair hierarchies, ‘bad’ and ‘good’ hair valuations range from 
‘tightly coiled’ to ‘curly’ to ‘wavy’ to ‘straight.’ Good and bad hair perceptions illustrate Black 
women’s internalization of a long history of White supremacy and their everyday struggles to 
fit Black hair into White beauty standards.6  

 Although the socio-political sphere wherein Black women’s hair resides is complicated, 
hairstyling is simply a cultural activity that can be viewed from historical, social, economic and 
psychological perspectives.7 During the early twentieth century, Black beauty culturists, such as 
Annie Minerva Turnbo Malone and Madame C.J. Walker paved the way for Black hair care 
entrepreneurs. The term beauty culturist or hair culturist was coined by Madame C.J. Walker 
and was used to describe the women who were trained to sell and administer Black hair care 
products and services.8 Though they did not challenge the Eurocentric beauty standards of the 
day, their innovations in Black hair care helped uplift the social standing of Black women by 
helping them to gain social acceptance in their appearance.  

 During the Great Migration of African Americans from the rural South to Northern 
cities, Black women were eager to trade in their cornrows, plaits and head coverings for 
straightened hairstyles to conform to their urban environments. After World War II and 
throughout the Civil Rights movement, Black women’s hair became representative of change 
within the Black community. It represented the Black community’s awareness of its roles as 
consumers of beauty culture and political agitators. In their fight for racial equality, Black 
women maintained perfectly coiffed and straightened hairstyles that communicated decency and 
civility. The hairstyles also reflected a willingness to conform to the beauty standards of the 
dominant White culture in order to gain acceptance. During this period, Black hair care product 
manufacturers promoted the use of heated straightening combs or hot irons. In the 1960s and 
1970s, Black empowerment political and cultural movements inspired the popular Afro 
hairstyle. The cultural critic Kobena Mercer asserts the Afro or ‘natural’ symbolised black 
people’s attempt to construct a positive self-image and collectively link themselves to Africa. 
Mercer explains the 1960s slogan ‘Black is Beautiful’ implied that un-straightened afro-
textured hairstyles were more authentic and in line with Black Power ideology.9   

 The rejection of Black women’s natural physical attributes has fuelled the growth of the 
global, multi-billion dollar Black hair industry. After the 1970s, a new range of black hairstyles 
emerged. The mass marketing of chemical hair straighteners altered Black beauty culture 
forever, leading to the curly perm popularly known as the ‘Jheri Curl’ and boxed hair relaxer 
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kits which dominated the Black hair care product industry during the last two decades of the 
twenty-first century.10 Since the 1990s, straightened hairstyles amongst Black females often 
include the addition of artificial or human hair extensions. Today, the hair extension industry is 
the most profitable of the nine billion dollar Black hair business and involves the manufacture 
of wefts of human hair often sold by women in India, China, Malaysia and Korea.11 

 On the surface, Black hair beauty culture appears to centre on straight hair as the conduit 
to Black beauty. However, there has always been resistance to this type of performance of 
beauty. While some within the Black community attributed racial uplift to the social acceptance 
and economic mobility gained by Blacks who adhered to Eurocentric beauty standards, others 
denounced hair straightening as pathological self-hatred and an attempt to emulate White 
people. Today, more Black women seek to wear their hair in its natural state. Unlike the Afro 
hairstyle trend of the 1960s and 1970s that was inspired by Black empowerment political and 
cultural movements, the current resurgence in Black women wearing their natural hair is 
multidimensional. Black women’s reasons vary from the financial burden of wearing hair 
extensions to concerns about the impact of damaging hot irons and hair straightening chemicals 
on their physical health and mental well-being.  

 Since the advent of the Internet, online communities have emerged to support, instruct 
and recognise the growing segment of Black women who desire to wear their natural hair. This 
study and review of YouTube channels specific to Black women’s natural hair was inspired by 
the researchers’ need to care for their own hair. Prior to the proliferation of an Internet natural 
hair community, there were limited images of black women with natural hair in mass media. 
Like many women, the researchers were referred by friends to YouTube channels for 
information about healthy afro-textured hair maintenance and for hair styling ideas. Black 
women users of YouTube, Twitter, Tumblr, Facebook and other social networking websites 
have created a virtual pulpit for natural hair that includes social forums, video tutorials, product 
websites and personal testimonies. Notable periodicals such as The New York Times and The 
Washington Post have documented the growing trend towards natural hair.12 A 2011 report by 
the market research company Mintel indicated sales of chemical hair straighteners had 
decreased by 24 per cent over five years, and also suggested YouTube as a primary location to 
attract Black hair product consumers.13 Additionally, websites like YouTube allow users to 
share information by posting videos and comments, which provides a rich resource for 
observation and analysis of a virtual support community established in response to a need 
specific to Black women. Online audiences speak in authentic voices and can yield valuable 
sociological and ethnographic data.14 Through exploration of the YouTube natural hair 
community, several themes emerged. Those themes centred on gratitude, praise and 
identification. Analysis of data gathered from this community provides a reference point for 
understanding perceptions of beauty, self-esteem and racial pride among Black women. 

 
 2.  Literature Review 
  The number of scholarly books, articles or documentaries about Black women’s natural 
hair that also investigate perceptions of beauty is limited. It is important to note that Black 
women conduct the majority of research on this topic. This point underscores the importance 
and necessity of Black women creating and further developing knowledge and expertise on 
subject matters that are relevant within Black communities. 
  Several histories about Black hair have been written to highlight and explain the impact 
hair has on Black women. The authors Ayana D. Byrd and Lori L. Tharps explore the social, 
cultural and economic significance of African-American hair from 1400 to the present in Hair 
Story: Untangling the Roots of Black Hair in America, which was published in 2002.15 
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Although it is not exhaustive, Byrd and Tharps’ chronological review of events in African-
American hair history provides a foundation for understanding the complicated relationship 
Black women have with their hair. The historian Susannah Walker’s 2007 book, Style and 
Status: Selling Beauty to African-American Women 1920-1975, connects the growth and 
development of Black beauty culture to the Great Migration period when many African-
American women left the South to seek better opportunities.16 Walker’s history of Black beauty 
culture makes clear that the standards of beauty influencing Black women were shaped within 
African-American culture in spite of the influences of the majority culture.17  
  Black hair is cited as an historical location for expressions of internalized racism in bell 
hooks’ Outlaw Culture: Resisting Representations, published in 1994.18 hooks discusses the 
powerful change the Afro hairstyle brought about during the Black Power movements of the 
1960s and 1970s in the United States. She also describes the sense of solidarity, pride, and 
psychological decolonization that resulted from Blacks wearing un-straightened hair during this 
time. hooks asserts that Black people’s later return to hair and skin colour hierarchies happened 
as a result of a desire to assimilate and obtain social and economic mobility, and she cites the 
mass media as a major deterrent to many Black people’s  reluctance to abandon perceptions of 
beauty and attractiveness informed by White supremacist notions.19 Likewise, the African 
American Studies scholar Noliwe M. Rooks notes how beauty and culture have politicized 
African-American women and demonstrates how Western definitions of beauty are often not 
endorsed by them.20 In Hair Raising: Beauty, Culture and African American Women, published 
in 1996, Rooks investigates the ways in which African-American women developed a niche for 
themselves within their own families, communities, and national culture through their unique 
approach to hair and beauty.  
 As participant observers, the anthropologist Lanita Jacobs-Huey and the ethnic studies 
scholar Ingrid Banks reveal the multi-layered world of African-American women’s hair and its 
many meanings. In From the Kitchen to the Parlor: Language and Becoming in African-
American Women’s Hair Care, published in 2006, Jacobs-Huey describes her experience as the 
daughter of a hairstylist as the genesis for her interest in Black hair care and identity.21 Her 
discussion about Black women’s hair is informed through ethnographic discourse analysis that 
includes cross-racial input about hair as it pertains to African-American women. According to 
Jacobs-Huey, ‘hair is not just hair.’22 This loaded statement implies that for Black women, hair 
is about race, class, beauty and femininity, and has the ability to express identity. Ingrid Banks’ 
2000 book, Hair Matters: Beauty, Power, and Black Women’s Consciousness affirms that ‘hair 
is a means by which one can understand broader cultural issues.’23 Banks’ analysis of Black 
women’s hair as a measure of identity and power challenges the notion that hair is just a matter 
of style. Data compiled from Banks’ ethnographic account reveals that Black women’s concern 
with their hair is tied to their thoughts and feelings about gender politics, racial solidarity, 
intergenerational difference, and, of course, beauty.24 

 Although the above books have provided historical, social and political contexts for 
understanding Black hair, critical analysis of how hair - in its unadulterated state - influences all 
aspects of Black women’s lives is greatly needed. Online communities dedicated to Black 
women with natural hairstyles provide an abundant source of information.  
 As both cultural product and cultural context, the Internet has become a primary location 
for forming social support groups and virtual communities based upon shared backgrounds or 
interests.25 Although, global and digital divides are at the root of Black peoples’ continued lag 
in access to and use of the Internet and computing technologies,26 the number of African-
American women attending colleges and universities increased by 400 per cent in the last 
generation.27 This increase in the higher education of African-American women has resulted in 
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their more equitable training in information technology,28 and increased their use of computers 
when compared to African-American men.29  
  The women who participate in the YouTube natural hair community (YNHC) can also 
be understood within the context of Black women’s community work, which is linked to the 
concept of collective identity.30 The sociologist Patricia Hill Collins defines collective identity 
as an individual’s cognitive, moral and emotional connection with a broader community, 
category, practices or institutions.31 Collins’ work posits that collective identity is distinct from 
personal identity, although it may form part of personal identity. Within the African-American 
community, a syncretic cultural value system from the African Diaspora serves to foster 
collective identity and a sense of community. Within our review of YNHC, a Black female 
virtual ‘community’ was conceptualized in terms of a social network rather than in terms of 
physical proximity.32 According to the information technology specialists Jennifer Preece and 
Dana Rotman, virtual communities are defined by attributes of shared purpose, participant 
interaction, user-generated content, clear boundaries defining the community and unique 
communal culture.33 These qualities are all evident in YNHC. 
  According to the communications and digital media authors Ananda Mitra and Eric 
Watts, the process of renegotiating a collective identity is crucial for marginalized groups for 
whom identity narratives have constructed these groups as the ‘other.’34 Through online 
networks marginalized people can identify, articulate and contest identity narratives.35 
Importantly, the Internet can afford modes of resistance and serve as a medium where 
marginalized individuals can exercise discursive power and resist damaging representations.36 
Indeed, social networking websites have altered offline traditional power structures and 
empowered marginal entities to challenge dominate voices.37 
 Launched in 2005, YouTube is the fastest growing website in the history of the web.38 
YouTube has helped redistribute the mass media power of television and played a critical role 
in discourses around the democratization of cultural production.39 The ‘viral’ and social nature 
of YouTube provides a free space for continuous video and text-based interactions,40 a 
characteristic that has facilitated the development of YNHC. Certainly, Black women have 
embraced YouTube.  
 The Internet and access to mass media, notes the feminist artist Faith Wilding, provide 
women and girls with an unparalleled platform to promote their ‘voices, languages, interests, 
and art.’41 The journalism student Tricia Scruggs’ paper ‘I Am Not My Hair: How YouTube 
Culture Powers Change’ highlights how Black women embraced YouTube’s ‘broadcast 
yourself’ motto, posted videos of themselves cutting off their chemically straightened hair, and 
produced video chronicles of their ‘journeys’ towards natural hair.42 The digital culture theorist 
Pramod Nayer refers to these types of video blogs as ‘technologies of self-representation for 
public consumption.’43 In Watching YouTube: Extraordinary Videos by Ordinary People, 
published in 2010, the communications scholar Michael Strangelove claims that YouTube 
offers a space for a more radical, complex and distinct Black female voice.44 ‘Some of the most 
extraordinary videos on YouTube are produced by Black women who are struggling to define 
themselves,’ Strangelove writes.45 On YouTube, Black female video bloggers often broadcast 
from their private spaces and discuss Black cultural and identity politics.46 In subjective voices, 
they narrate and communicate autobiographical cultural experiences and express ideas they find 
personally relevant.47 In YNHC, Black women assert control over technology, self-
representation and interaction with spectators.48  
 Female video bloggers’ emphasis on pursuing female empowerment through personal 
concerns could be read as an expression of cyberfeminist practice.49 Cyberfeminist theorists 
resist strict definitions of cyberfeminism and aspire to a decentred and participatory practice 
relevant to women in the information age.50 One cyberfeminist practitioner suggested 
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cyberfeminism aims to ‘examine the relationships between women and technology; critique 
equality in cyberspace; examine relationships between bodies and technology; examine 
technology by engaging with it; disrupt the perception of technology as ‘toys for boys;’ seek to 
induce change from within; and playfully, subtly or directly address feminist issues.’51 
Cyberfeminist collectives have been smaller than established feminist groups and more 
concerned with the individual subjective expression of ideas rather than articulating canonized 
feminist thought.52 Diverse forms of female empowerment are their focus.   
 The practices of Black women within YNHC appear aligned with aspects of the 
cyberfeminist movement. Through media production technology and the Internet, Black women 
and girls have transformed and expanded traditional beauty shop dialogues in ways that disrupt 
not only racial but gender stereotypes. In authentic voices, they share with other women their 
experiences as mothers, students, workers, artists, spiritualists and entrepreneurs. They discuss 
mastering various technologies and offer critiques of patriarchy, White beauty standards and 
racism, while promoting collaborative women’s economic empowerment. In YNHC, women 
succeed at creating affirmative and complex images of Black women that break popular 
mediated representations of both Blackness and femininity.  
 There is a wealth of feminist and gender scholarship that considers how the ‘gaze,’ a 
form of power-laden staring, produces and enforces gendered positions. Traditional feminist 
analysis presumes that the mass media is part of an objectifying process that provides spectators 
the opportunity to look at and have power over women’s bodies. In ‘Too Close To See: Men, 
Women, and Webcams,’ the Internet studies scholar Michele White suggests that female 
webcam operators express resistant modes of address and produce images for themselves rather 
than for the male gaze. In YNHC, many female video bloggers exhibit themselves ‘undone’ and 
share their beautification processes with their audiences. Such access to Black women’s 
authentic physical attributes forces spectators to confront unaltered Black female bodies. Since 
the primary spectators of YouTube natural hair videos are Black women and girls, the notion of 
a female ‘gaze’ and voyeurism as they relate to women looking at other women takes form. 
According to White, this type of spectatorship can result in desire, fascination and personal 
empowerment.53 

 
3.  Design and Methods 
  This study employed a survey and applied an online ethnography approach called 
netnography.54 Netnography is a quantitative research methodology designed specifically for 
participatory or observational study of online networks and communities.55 Eleven YouTube 
videos were examined as well as 5226 public comments posts. Video selection was based upon 
four criteria: designation within YouTube’s ‘Howto & Style’ category;56 50,000 or more views, 
display of data tags for ‘natural’ and ‘hair,’ and diversity of video content. Data collection 
utilized Tams Analyzer (TA), computer software published by May Day Softworks. All 
comments posted on selected YouTube web pages were saved as Portable Document Format 
(PDF) files and imported into the software. While we do not display them here for privacy’s 
sake, we maintained hyperlinks to YouTube videos, which allowed easy access to videos and 
video channel webpages. Using an open coding procedure, codes were created and assigned to 
comment posts. Posts with data relevant in more than one category resulted in overlapping 
codes.57 Data categorization focused on defining the YouTube natural hair culture, the politics 
of Black hair, viewer identification with video performers, and expressions of support, 
gratitude, and praise. One hundred and eighty-five responses from a web-based survey were 
analysed to assess YNHC members’ knowledge and beliefs about natural-haired Black women. 
Quotes reproduced here honour original posts and are without any correction to spelling, 
punctuation or grammar; we have chosen not to use the cumbersome and repetitive ‘[sic].’ 
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4.  Results 
A.  YNHC Community 
 The ‘Community’ category for data analyses was established to formulate a sense of the 
YouTube natural hair culture, its participants and its boundaries. Ninety-nine per cent of 
participants in YNHC identified as being of African descent and female. Data also suggested 
community participants of various ethnicities living around the world. YouTube analytics 
reported top audience locations for videos in this study were from the United States, Canada, 
the United Kingdom and several Caribbean nations.58 We reviewed YouTube Video Statistics 
that included top audience demographics and location for each video in this study. In 
comments, female participants alluded to national and ethnic identification such as Moroccan, 
Ghanaian, Ethiopian, Nigerian, Eritrean, Cameroonian, Trinidadian, Guyanese, Bahamian, 
Jamaican, Afro-Brazilian and Afro-French descent. Other participants and video makers 
revealed they lived in Europe, Canada, the United Kingdom, France, South Africa, Ghana, 
Japan, Barbados, Germany or Holland. Their comments were posted in English, French or 
Spanish. The multinational participation of women within YHNC confirms Black hair as an 
identifying racial characteristic important enough to serve as a binding force for building a 
social network and anchoring a digital Diaspora (Map 1). 
 

Map 1: Map of YNHC Participant Ethnic Identification and Geographic Location 
 

 
 
 YNHC communication patterns were complex and highly interactive. Messages were 
exchanged via public post, private video channel inbox and video reply. Community 
membership was denoted through direct references to YNHC and through terms like ‘us,’ ‘we,’ 
‘ladies,’ and ‘subbie’ (subscriber). Posts expressed a strong sense of ‘sisterhood’ within the 
community. Many participants used endearment terms such as ‘girl,’ ‘sister,’ ‘princess,’ or 
‘doll’ to address one another.  
 The use of unique terminology is a defining cultural element of cyber cultures.59 
Participants in YNHC often use beauty affirming pseudonyms and channel names such as: 
‘Love Your Curls’, ‘Mahogany Curls’ or ‘Coloured Beautiful.’ Participants also create and 
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employ original terms and acronyms to reference Black hair and online natural hair culture, 
including ‘twa’ (teenie weenie Afro), ‘BC’ (big chop; cutting off chemically straightened hair), 
‘twist out’ (a popular natural hairstyle), ‘transitioning’ (the process of growing natural hair with 
existing chemically straightened hair), and ‘hair anniversary’ (annual date following cutting 
chemically straightened hair.)  
 Data suggests the YNHC community is multi-generational. YouTube.com analytics, 
which aggregates data on usage, reported top demographics for videos in this study were 
females between the ages of eighteen and forty-four.60 Comments such as the following imply 
that girls as young as eleven are involved in the community: ‘Hi im simbahsuccessful26 but my 
real name is EGYPT, i am 12 yrs old and im now transitioning without the big chop and im 
soooooo super, extremly, happy about going back to my natural hair:).’ This data points to the 
fact that Black women’s participation within beauty culture begins in childhood, as does their 
struggle with their hair. For Black girls, hair hierarchies and the social impediments of un-
straightened afro-textured hair are internalized early. The following post illustrates a girl’s fear 
of wearing her natural hair, and the social challenges she faces:  

 
i want to go natural but im scarred of chopping all my hair off. :( i have no 
support from my family members they all say that its ugly and nappy is not 
right. but i want to see what MY NATURAL HAIR can do and how i look 
with it. i want to be naturally beautiful :( but i have no support and im still in 
high school__ so ill get BASHED for going to school with “natural hair”... 
people are so mean 

 
 Through hairstyling, Black mothers play critical roles in transmitting positive or negative 
values about Black hair and beauty. In a discussion on Nikkimae2003’s YouTube page, 
participants shared stories of having chemical straighteners applied to their hair when they were 
as young as three years old and also confided the difficulties of gaining their mother’s 
acceptance of their natural hair. The following post is indicative of the support YNHC adult 
participants provide to girls seeking to wear their natural hair: 

 
My mom nearly had a heart attack when I wanted to go natural. Even though 
it has been about 2 years she still has negative things to say. You have to do it 
for you no one else. Recognize it may be a generational thing because older 
Black people were conditioned to view their natural hair as ugly. Explain why 
you want to go natural and educate yourself and go for it. a great style for 
transitioning are roller sets with perm or flexirods, and braids outs. I say go 
for it.=)  

 
 In NaturallyNew’s ‘Transition from Relaxed to Natural Hair 2 Years Anniversary! No 

Big Chop’ video, a mother narrates a video slideshow of photographs of her daughter’s 
hairstyles and hair grooming. This video is exemplary of the many mothers who participate in 
YNHC or who come to the community seeking information on caring for their daughters’ hair. 
Participants expressed that this video served as motivation to continue growing their hair 
without chemical straighteners.  
 In online dialogues, discussions often reproduce existing racism and racial stereotypes 
found within offline societies.61 Although less than 2 per cent of the total posts analysed in this 
study implied negative sentiments towards the video performer’s beauty or hair, those few 
denigrating sentiments led to heated exchanges that were often addressed and rebutted by 
participants. The only YouTube Featured Video included in this study wasTaren916’s ‘The 
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Huetiful Steamer Review.’ Featured Videos functions as YouTube video advertisements and are 
presented to a larger audience. Taren916’s Featured Video received over 460,000 views and 
almost 1500 comments.62 Comments posted in response to this video indicated male 
spectatorship as well as disapproval of the video performer, Black natural hair, and Black 
women’s attractiveness. The following dialogue is an example of a discussion about Black 
beauty ignited on Tarin916’s featured video page: (Some comments were deleted.by Tarin 916.) 

 
im not usually that attracted to Black people but ive got_ to say, she is 
BEAUTIFUL. 
-jonknutton  
  
Oh Yeah. Just saw your photo........ No comment... Wait. Never-mind... I’m 
just going to say it....  
You are ugly! Honest truth. Your skin color has nothing to do with it. You’re 
just not attractive. No joke.! 
-ebonyhatcber in reply to jonknutton  
 
I dont have a photo?! And just to clarify im not being racist. My personal 
preference doesn’t make me racist. I have nothing against Black people im 
just not USUALLY attracted to them. However this  
woman is next level. 
-jonknutton in reply to ebonyhatcber  
 
Nothing wrong with personal preference. I prefer large penises. So I tend to 
date Black guys. I mean, there! is nothing wrong with the White man small 
penis, I just prefer a large one.:) So you’re right. Sorry for jumping to 
conclusions:( 
-ebonyhatcber in reply to jonknutton  
 
Racism works both! ways you know. The only difference is we’re proud of 
who we are (generally speaking). If you were too you wouldn’t be offended 
every time someone says the word Black.  
-jonknutton in reply to ebonyhatcber  
 
You could’ve simply said that she is beautiful, which she is. You say that 
you’re statement wasn’t an attempt to degrade anyone but it does. You didn’t 
even say black women, you said people encompassing both genders. So next 
time when you want to compliment someone just compliment, don’t insult a 
whole race of people to do it, unless of course you are racist which! is your 
right then be man enough to have the courage of your convictions. 
-TheNuyorker in reply to jonknutton 

 
 Respondents to jonknutton are an example of cyber community ‘police.’ These 
participants help establish and maintain the social norms of cyber communities.63 This kind of 
direct refutation serves as an expression of the collective thought and subversive agenda of 
YNHC which is to promote Black hair in its natural state as beautiful, and in turn promotes 
Black women as beautiful.   
  Despite dialogues about race, YNHC is generally racially and ethnically inclusive. In 
YNHC women who identified as non-Black or biracial served as participants and video 
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bloggers. Nonetheless, video performers’ actual hair texture served as an important racial 
identifier and a critical aspect of information sharing and the viewer identification process. 
Participants expressed happiness in accessing images of women with similar hair texture and 
inquired about the racial identity of video performers with longer hair or loosely-coiled hair 
textures. These inquiries into the video performers’ race and ethnicity seemed a means for 
discerning whether the participant could attain the video performer’s hairstyle. Taren 916’s 
featured video page contained discriminatory comments made in regards to her biracial identity 
and her loosely coiled hair texture. Participants expressed that her wavy hair provided an 
unachievable reference for other Black women. 
  
B.  Support  

Cyberfeminist theorists hypothesize that women and girls often form virtual kinships 
focused on support.64 Since YNHC functions like other Internet support groups, we developed a 
‘support’ category for classifying data. Cutrona and Suhr’s ‘Social Support Behaviour Codes’ 
(SSBC), a well-known inventory tool for categorizing social support behaviours, was employed 
in this study.65 SSBC categorizes social support behaviours by information supports, tangible 
assistance, esteem support, network support, and emotional support.66 All SSBC categories of 
social support were identified in posts and video transcriptions of YouTube natural hair videos. 

 
Diagram 1: Percentage of Support-Related Comments by Category 

 
 

 1. Praise. Diagram 1 indicates ‘praise’ and represents the highest amount of data in the 
support category. Praise was considered as a form of esteem support. Expressions of praise 
often referenced aspects of a video performer’s hair, beauty, or personality. For example: Girl 
your hair is the BOMB! And you’re beautiful! Too.’ 
 Video performers often responded to participant praise with expressions of gratitude. 
Perhaps the self-concept of video performers was also positively impacted by numerous 
expressions of praise for their beauty, hair and personality.  

  Furthermore, participants expressed praise of their own hair and validated Black beauty 
and hair. These posts embody self-acceptance, racial pride and naturally achievable beauty 
ideals, all of which perhaps motivate Black women to embrace their natural hair. The following 
post is an example of praise for Black hair: ‘I always wondered what it would be like if every 
Black woman in the world embraced her natural hair? I think the whole world would 
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dramatically change its perception of Black hair. Because we are the only people with our hair, i 
think we would become the envy of the entire world :P.’ 

 2. Informational Support. Many participants expressed coming to YNHC and being 
unfamiliar with ways of maintaining, styling or caring for their natural hair. Participants shared 
personal ‘hair stories’ and exchanged information on hair care, styling and products. These 
discussions were often conversational; a participant sought information or shared an experience 
and others replied. This post is representative of a common participant inquiry: ‘how do you 
eliminate frizz????? cause every time i take my twists out, i got a lot of frizziness…’ 

 

 
 

Image 1: Mahogany Curls, ‘Short Natural Hair: How I Refresh My Wash n Go 
(The In-Between Stage), courtesy of Mahogany Curls 

 
 In ‘Short Natural Hair: How I Refresh My Wash n Go (The In-Between Stage)’ video, 

Mahogany Curls stands in what appears to be a bathroom and demonstrates how she washes her 
hair (Image 1). After greeting her audience with ‘Good Morning Guys’ in an American 
Southern accent, Mahogany Curls begins instructing viewers on how to wash and dry their hair 
according to techniques set forth by the African-American hair expert and author Lorraine 
Massey. She shows the Suave brand hair conditioner to the camera then mentions the hair 
styling gel she adds to her hair. From this short video, a viewer might acquire a new expert 
reference, inexpensive and effective hair product referrals, and a method for increasing hair 
growth. In Qian and Mao’s study of Chinese prenatal and postnatal mothers living abroad, the 
researchers found that online information exchanges can be viewed as a form of altruism.67 In 
YNHC, participants expressed that a reason to join YNHC is to share information that would 
help other women with their hair.  

As YouTube continues to negotiate community and commerce,68 it also provides a 
means for establishing celebrity and entrepreneurship.69 Increasingly, YouTube natural hair 
bloggers use this medium for economic empowerment. Many bloggers are entrepreneurs who 
have developed their own hair products, while others have used their online popularity for 
marketing purposes. Information exchanges within YNHC have increased the development of a 
larger natural hair community on and offline. Participants exchange extensive referrals for hair 
products, social networking sites, local beauty salons and stores, and natural hair social events.  

Moreover, all YNHC videos included in this study show women grooming their own 
hair rather than visiting a beauty salon. This practice is a defining feature of the online natural 
hair world, which contrasts with the prevailing, mainstream U.S. Black beauty culture where an 
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average woman can spend thousands of dollars annually on beauty shop visits. Also, many of 
the products that video performers exhibit and reference are inexpensive and made of natural 
ingredients. For example, 1Ballerina’s ‘Flaxseed/Linseed Gel Homemade’ video, is a tutorial 
showing the manufacture of an inexpensive hair gel made from raw flaxseed and linseed. The 
do-it-yourself practices of YNHC encourage commerce amongst women and a prudent 
approach to beautification processes (Image 2).  

 

 
 

Image 2: ‘Flaxseed/Linseed Gel Homemade,’ courtesy of 1Ballerina 
 
 3. Social/Emotional Support. Demonstrations of social or emotional support within 

YNHC occurred in discussions about personal hair experiences and the social, emotional and 
psychological challenges of wearing afro-textured hair. When participants expressed frustration, 
fear, or a need for encouragement, others responded with encouraging words or practical 
advice. Posts also revealed the frustration participants felt about their hair. For example: ‘lol 
angry is such a good word to describe my hair’70 was posted by a follower in response to 
another follower who described her frustration with her ‘angry’ and ‘frizzy’ hair. 

 Nikkimae2003’s ‘Natural Hair Lessons Learned Part 1’ shows the video blogger with a 
large Afro hairstyle. In a confessional manner, Nikkimae2003 addresses her audience and 
explains the discomfort and challenges she endured growing out her chemically-relaxed hair. 

 
So I started to get really discouraged you guys. It was a rough time for me. 
My self esteem started to go down tremendously. I just remember waking up 
in the morning and looking at my head and wanting to cry because it just 
looked so horrible….I was really enjoying seeing what my natural texture 
looked like. I hadn’t seen my natural hair since I was like six. I mean, I started 
getting relaxers when I was six, so I had no idea what to expect with that.  

 
 Numerous participants related to Nikkimae2003’s story of being completely unaware of 

how their natural hair actually looked and of being initially ignorant about how to care for it. 
Later in her video, Nikkimae2003 expresses appreciation for the support she received from the 
online natural hair community and says she was inspired to ‘go natural’ after seeing other 
women on a popular blog site cutting off their chemically straightened hair: 
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I remember one of the first sites she showed me was CurlyNikki.com, and 
when I saw that site I was motivated through the roof. She had this series 
going on where she was looking at people who were doing the big chops. And 
I couldn’t believe how brave all this women were for just cutting off their hair 
and going natural. I was like wow people do this? And that was really 
encouraging to me and that started me on the route of looking at youtube 
videos and seeing how people were transitioning, and learning about 
transitioning styles. I was like wow, I can do this. If everyone here can do it, I 
can do it too.  

 
Participants responded to Nikkimae2003’s video with comments regarding their own struggles 
with self-esteem and the assistance YNHC provides, with posts like the following: ‘Thank you 
so so very much for continuing to do these videos. You were one of my inspirations for going 
natural. Along with the other natural woman on YouTube my self confidence, the way people 
see me and the way I see myself have all changed in a positive way.’  

 4. Gratitude. Frequent expressions of gratitude were indicative of the value participants 
had for receiving information, support, and accessing images of women with afro-textured hair. 
Participants noted the ‘journey’ to appreciating and wearing their natural hair was an all-
encompassing, physical, psychological and even spiritual endeavour. For some, wearing natural 
hair meant looking ‘the way God intended.’   

 
Diagram 2: Viewer Identification Comments by Category 

 

 
 

5. Identification. YouTube’s function as a user-generated alternative to broadcast 
television and film was examined in this study. Theories of spectator identification with on-
screen characters were identified in relation to the impact of viewer identification with amateur 
video performers. The telecommunications author Peter Van Beneden asserts identification with 
on-screen characters includes devotion and adoration, desire to become more like the film actor, 
and aspiration towards the actor’s personality, behaviour and confidence.71 Van Beneden 
forwards the notion that audiences are not passive recipients of media messages but instead seek 
out particular media content because they are motivated by specific goals, needs, desires and/or 
preferences.72 Diagram 2 highlights the viewer identification by category.  
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Studies of viewer attachment to media characters show viewers are more attracted to 
characters and personalities whom they perceive as similar to themselves. This perception of 
similarity often results in audiences viewing media characters as ‘role models’ whom they 
aspire to be like.73 In this study, posts in which participants articulate personal resemblance 
with video performers were often complementary both to the video performer and the 
commenter. For example: ‘Our hair is exactly the same and I love yours as well as mine!!!’ 

When compared to cinematic viewing, computer on-screen viewing can create an even 
more partial sense of familiarity and increase the spectators’ sense of closeness to the video 
performer.74 By directly addressing audiences, video performers in YNHC appear to increase 
viewers’ sense of familiarity and intimacy. Data shows viewers made hyper-detailed 
observations of video content and personally identified with video performers’ appearances, 
hair, personalities, locations, experiences or perceived environments. Participants were ‘fans’ of 
video performers75 whom they viewed as inspiring role models with the status of micro-
celebrities.76  
 Fusion of Cultures’ 14 minute video ‘6 Months Natural Single Strand Knots Shea Butter 
Winners Length Check,’ exhibits a more performative style of video blogging (Image 3). Her 
channel information section indicates her age as 23, location as the United Kingdom and ‘big 
chop date’ as July 7, 2011. In the video included in this study, Fusion of Cultures appears well-
dressed, wears makeup and has shoulder length styled hair. In a British accent and with 
animated hand gestures, she sends New Year’s well wishes to her audience and apologizes for 
her absence. She talks about her holiday, family and Ghanaian heritage. As the video 
progresses, she answers frequently asked questions about her hair maintenance routine.  
 

 
 

Image 3: Fusion of Cultures, ‘6 Months Natural Single Strand Knots Shea Butter 
Winners Length Check,’ courtesy of Fusion of Cultures 

 
 Judging from her 38,717 subscribers, numerous complimentary posts, and ‘giveaway’ 
participation, Fusion of Cultures has reached the status of ‘micro-celebrity.’ Many participants 
indicated they would emulate hairstyles or use tips shown in her videos, or shared in other 
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participant comments. With long afro-textured hair Fusion of Cultures provided a practical 
reference for participants to desire, emulate or aspire to. The desire to have longer natural hair 
like Fusion of Cultures was the most commonly expressed of all posts included in this study. 
Consider the following representative post: ‘**DROOLS OVER COMPUTER KEYBOARD** 
Girl, ILOOOOVE everything about your hair!! My goal is to get to your length by end of this 
year, God-willing :).’ 
 The term ‘parasocial relationship’ has been used to describe the bond viewers develop 
with screen characters over time. Audiences can develop emotional attachments with mediated 
representations and feel as if they know video performers personally.77 Six per cent of 
participants within YNHC revealed that they had visited a video performer’s channel more than 
once, while others described themselves as ‘followers’ or ‘subscribers.’ All video channels 
included in this study contained multiple videos post over multi-year spans. Posts indicate 
viewers often followed the performer’s hair growth progress and channel updates over many 
years. The results of this study indicate viewers of YouTube natural hair videos are heavily 
influenced in ways similar to television and film mediums. Data indicates viewers sought out 
women with similar hair textures, hair lengths and hairstyles, and used video blogs for 
inspirational references. Perceived self-resemblance to video performers’ appearances, 
personalities or life experiences also played a key role in impacting viewers’ sense of closeness 
with video performers, and positively reinforced participants’ self-concepts and self-perceptions 
of beauty. 
 
5.  Survey Findings 

 To further assess how members of YNHC feel about natural hair, a brief survey was 
administered. 1Ballerina, a YouTube blogger, posted a link to the survey on her channel, along 
with a video requesting her followers to complete the Original Beauty Survey on Black Women 
and Natural Hair. We asked 1Ballerina to post the survey. Approximately 185 respondents 
completed the survey, which consisted of the following ten statements to which respondents 
stated they either agreed or disagreed. In some instances, respondents neither agreed nor 
disagreed. 

 
  1.  I like the way my natural hair looks. 
  2.  Wearing my hair natural makes me feel good. 
  3.  Wearing my hair natural is healthy. 
  4.  Natural hair on Black women looks attractive. 
  5.  I look attractive when I wear my hair natural. 
  6.  I like to see Black women wear natural hairstyles. 
  7.  Black women that wear their hair natural have racial pride. 
  8.  Black women’s hairstyle choices reflect their political and cultural views. 
  9.  I have visited YouTube to learn about caring for and styling natural hair. 
10.  YouTube blogger channels and other online resources provide support for   
       Black women to wear natural hairstyles. 

 
 Survey results suggest that respondents overwhelmingly agreed with positive statements 
about Black women wearing their hair natural. Key findings from the survey, listed below, 
reinforce the analysis of data and demonstrate that Black women with natural hair are affirmed 
and supported by their participation in YNHC. Statements aimed at assessing opinions about 
Black natural hair as attractive, likeable and healthy infer that self-esteem is positively affected 
for Black women. 
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• Of the respondents, 92 per cent indicated they liked the way their natural 
hair looks. 

• Of the respondents, 95 per cent indicated wearing their hair natural made 
them feel good. 

• Nearly 99 per cent of respondents affirmed wearing hair natural is healthy. 
• Of the respondents, 98 per cent agreed natural hair looks attractive on 

Black women. 
• Only 8 per cent of respondents stated that they did not like to see Black 

women wear natural hairstyles. 
• Of the respondents, 90 per cent disagreed that Black women’s hairstyles 

communicated cultural or political views.  
• More than half (60 per cent) of respondents indicated Black women with 

natural hair are expressing racial pride. 
  
6.  Discussion 

The findings of this study barely scratch the surface of the types of information that can 
be gleaned from critical investigation of the YouTube natural hair community as it relates to 
Black women, beauty and the medium of social networking sites as a conduit for expression. 
Technology has brought about a means for Black women in the African Diaspora to connect in 
ways not possible previously. As more Black women seek out information about natural hair 
care, the online communities that exist to support them will expand. This expansion will likely 
reinforce acceptance of natural hair as beautiful and the norm, and therefore increase self-
esteem and racial pride for Black women.  

 The implications of this research are broad with the potential to inform various interests. 
Mainstream media, hair care and beauty product manufacturers and hair stylists are just a few of 
the many interests that would benefit from a better understanding of this unique online 
community. Those interested in improving the behavioural health outcomes for Black women 
have a strong impetus for examining these online communities as a source of information for 
developing resources.  

There are limitations to this study. We acknowledge the need for expansion of the survey 
to include online focus groups that would further knowledge about this community. We also 
acknowledge that comparable online videos of Black women with chemically straightened 
hairstyles and hair extensions exist and are deserving of critical inquiry to make inferences 
about perceptions of beauty, self-esteem and racial pride for a broad range of Black women. 
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Unfolding Fashion’s Fictions: Fashion Film and the  
Narrative Possibilities of Dress 

 
Jess Berry 

 
Abstract 
Fashion advertisements and editorials have developed persuasive stories of romance, mystery 
and glamour around clothing, which highlight the importance of narrative in the representation 
of dress. In the quest for an evermore spectacular fashion image, fashion photography has 
recently been challenged by the pervasive impact of the short fashion film. This new 
commercial medium has persuasively extended the narrative possibilities of dress through 
cinematic convention and self-reflexive referencing. This article contributes to current scholarly 
interest regarding the significance of the digital fashion film as an Internet phenomenon that has 
challenged traditional forms of fashion media and significantly altered the way the spectator 
experiences fashion. Specifically, this article considers and analyses examples of the short 
fashion film to argue that two distinct formats have emerged within this burgeoning genre – the 
‘fashion as character’ film, which casts the fashion object as a central protagonist in the 
development of the storyline and the ‘fashion as action’ film, which conveys the materiality of 
clothing as unfolding drama. Through comparing the narrative structures of these differing 
formats with that of the photographic magazine editorial, this article will argue that the ‘fashion 
as character’ and ‘fashion as action’ films position the viewer as either a passive reader or an 
active author, and that this distinction can determine how the fashion film is perceived by the 
viewer as commerce or art. 
 
Key Words 
Fashion, photography, film, narrative, advertising, magazine editorial, SHOWstudio, new 
media. 
 

***** 
 
1.  Introduction  
 Fashion photography initially operated in a documentary capacity. While never a 
straightforward representation of real garments, early images functioned as a record of 
upcoming fashions. In the 1920s, when American Vogue magazine engaged the photographers 
Baron Adolf de Meyer and Edward Steichen, pictorial editorial stories transformed the 
representation of fashion. The aesthetic and conceptual devices of art were soon adopted and, 
from this point forward, fashion photography became the magazine’s medium of choice and a 
significant mode of representation for modern advertising.1 Emphasis was placed on the 
imaginative potential of ‘lifestyle’ and ‘art’ as devices that evoked consumer desire in the 
reader but also conveyed the cultural capital of fashion. Over the course of the twentieth century 
fashion photography became the primary purveyor of fashion narrative to the extent that the 
fashion image has become as culturally significant as the fashion object itself. Compelling 
stories of romance, drama, mystery and suspense have been constructed around clothing, 
providing the fashion object with its mythic and symbolic quotient. While photographic fashion 
narrative has been present in magazine editorials and advertising since the 1920s and 1930s,2 
the curators Susan Kismaric and Eva Respini point out that one of the most significant changes 
to occur in fashion photography since the 1990s is that clothing ‘has become subordinate to the 
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photographic depiction of lifestyle: transformed from a frozen object of beauty to a tantalizing 
aspect of narrative.’3 Fashion photographers and stylists have constructed serial images that 
employ ambient lighting, sets and props, casting garments as secondary characters to stories of 
eroticism, death and psychological tension. As the fashion theorist Ulrich Lehmann claims, 
‘Fashion photography is increasingly treated on par with contemporary works of art….The 
fashion photo is elevated from visual description…of clothing to a significant interpretation and 
creative vision.’4  
 More recently, the dominance of fashion photography’s mediation of the fashion image 
has been challenged by the possibilities of the short fashion film. Given that the narrative turn 
in fashion photography has created persuasive and desirable fashion scenarios, it is unsurprising 
that the glamour and melodrama of the cinema has been adopted by the fashion industry as a 
marketing method. As the fashion theorist Patricia Calefato suggests,  
  

The cinema, in particular, constitutes one of the most complete and 
multifarious universes of social imagery, and has a more important role in 
relation to fashion than photography, because of its ability to empower 
sensibility through the complexity of signs, discourses and modes of 
perception that bring it into play. 5 

 
Specifically, the short fashion film has become a new media phenomenon, offering 

luxury labels, designers and other fashion professionals new ways to mediate fashion’s 
representation. I argue that two distinct formats have emerged within this burgeoning genre. In 
what I term ‘fashion as character,’ exclusive fashion brands employ big budgets, renowned 
directors and glamorous celebrities to create extended advertisements that cast the fashion 
object as a central protagonist. In ‘fashion as action,’ open-ended scenarios are positioned as a 
form of artistic cultural activity, employing avant-garde filmmaking techniques to convey the 
fashion object as the unfolding drama.   

Specifically, this article will contend that these two vastly different narrative devices that 
position the viewer as either a passive reader or an active author. The ‘fashion as character’ 
film’s constrictive format fuels the reader’s consumptive desire in the quest for materially 
driven identity construction, while the enigmatic narrative of the ‘fashion as action’ film allows 
for the spectator’s authorial engagement and masquerade. In articulating this distinction, I will 
compare still fashion photography with the short fashion film to consider how fashion fantasy is 
dependent upon narrative structures. It will argue that the spectator’s completion or 
circumvention of these structures is central to how still and moving images are perceived in the 
way they negotiate the relationship between commerce and art. 

The semiotician Roland Barthes was influential in establishing the significance of 
narrative to fashion’s socio-cultural interpretation; his seminal text, The Fashion System, 
articulates the network of meaning that occurs among the fashion object, image, text, and 
reader. In his analysis of fashion magazines from the 1960s Barthes demarcates between dress 
existing as ‘image clothing’ made manifest through pictorial iconic structures, ‘written clothing’ 
as described by verbal structures, and ‘real clothing’ known through its materialisation or the 
traces of its manufacture  –  for example cut, seam or pleat. In emphasising the role of ‘written 
clothing’ in the fashion narrative process, Barthes establishes that the photographic image 
translated into language is able to transform dress into fashion, where ‘written clothing,’ unlike 
‘real’ or ‘image clothing,’ has no practical or aesthetic function, and operates purely on a 
semiotic level to convey meaning.6 As Barthes states, 
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I open a fashion magazine; I see that two different garments are being dealt 
with here. The first is one presented to me as photographed or drawn – it is 
image clothing. The second is the same garment, but described, transformed 
into language…a leather belt, with a rose stuck in it, worn above the waist, 
on a soft Shetland dress; this is a written garment.7 

 
While both image and word function to articulate fashion’s narratives, for Barthes, 

‘written clothing’ is able to translate details that fashion photography cannot, revealing for the 
reader the invisible aspects of the image, since ‘without discourse there is no total Fashion, no 
essential fashion.’8 Specifically, he claims, ‘it endows the garment with a system of functional 
oppositions (for example fantasy/classic), which the real or photographed garment is not able to 
manifest in as clear a manner.’9  

Barthes’ analysis is resistant toward the fashion photograph, yet while text continues to 
play an important role in the mediation of fashion, from the 1980s onwards ‘written’ clothing 
has become far less prominent in the representational discourse of contemporary fashion. The 
visual language of photography and film has largely replaced the written word in providing 
clothing with narrative structure and content. Furthermore, there is the possibility that the 
‘image’ garment has also replaced ‘real clothing.’ As the fashion theorist Caroline Evans 
contends, ‘the image is no longer a representation of an original…but has become the 
commodity itself,’10 responsible for seducing the viewer through fantasy and masquerade. 

As such, there is both tension and fluidity in the way that contemporary fashion 
photography positions itself in relation to commerce and art. As the magazine editor Olivier 
Zahm argues, fashion photography when operating as a commercial image is ‘a controlled and 
controlling image’ while as an artistic image can resist this illusory world by questioning it.11 
Thus the artistic quotient of fashion photography can act as a stratagem to critique purely 
glamorous and seductive images yet these references can also act as a form of cultural 
distinction requiring insider-knowledge that enhances fashion’s commodity form. For much 
fashion photography, art and commerce do not necessarily equate to an oppositional 
relationship. These same arguments are equally compelling in relation to the short fashion film. 

Film and the fashion system have always shared a symbiotic relationship of commercial 
and cultural influence; the historian Adrienne Munich argues that ‘from the earliest film era, 
Fashion appreciated its affinity with film as a means to enhance its visibility. This affinity 
extended beyond aesthetics to encompass a connection between mutually advantageous 
industries.’12 These relationships are many and varied, and include the role of the couturier as 
costume designer (e.g., Jean-Paul Gaultier, Coco Chanel), the prevalence of fashion in so-called 
‘boutique flicks’ (e.g., The Devil Wears Prada, Sex and the City)13 and the impact of the 
celebrity red-carpet catwalk.  

In the last decade, luxury fashion labels have increasingly emphasised the connections 
between fashion and film by employing acclaimed film directors to develop extended 
advertisements for their products. Through cinematic convention and self-reflexive referencing, 
these short films create further cultural cachet for the fashion object. As the fashion reporter 
Suzy Menkes argues, short fashion films ‘have become the hottest new fashion accessory – a 
way to bring emotion and visual excitement to branding for the YouTube generation.’14 In 
particular, online video has transformed how fashion is mediated, with short fashion films 
distributed through new digital channels, brand websites, and online fashion magazines. These 
new formats have made moving fashion increasingly popular and accessible to a global 
audience. The aesthetic possibilities of this new media phenomenon has led many designers to 
experiment with more esoteric forms of filmic narrative that are less clearly branded content 
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and instead offer a contemplation of the flow of fashion as a moving image. As the 
photographer and short fashion film-maker Nick Knight argues,  
 

When a designer produces a piece of clothing it is to be seen in 
movement…designers have had to accept that’s not how their clothes would 
be seen…fashion has almost solely been represented by the still image…with 
the advent of the internet, the garment can now be shown in the way it was 
intended.15 

 
In her article, ‘Cutting the Fashion Body: Why the Fashion Image Is No Longer Still,’ 

the anthropologist Nathalie Khan argues that the emerging genre of the digital fashion film 
significantly alters the way we view fashion. In comparing the still and moving image, she 
concludes that the ‘Digital fashion film no longer offers the spectator a static object. The image 
is no longer locked in the past but part of a continuous flow [that] offers permanent presence’ 
and so fashion’s relationship with time is altered.16 Khan analyses a selection of films from the 
SHOWstudio website that were part of The Fashion Body project (2010) to argue that the 
temporality of the fashion film is appealing due to the ‘link between the moving image, 
consciousness, and the “here and now” that suits our notion of fashion’ as constantly 
changing.17 This article analyses similar examples of the short fashion film in relation to still 
fashion photography to specifically investigate the role of narrative structure in fashion’s 
representation. Where Khan compares photography’s iconicity to symbolic representation in 
digital fashion film as a mode of difference, I contend that there are nuances of similarity 
between still and moving images of fashion that can be further elucidated to consider how the 
short fashion film has changed the way the spectator experiences fashion as a narrative device. 
 
2. Photographic Fashion Narrative  
 In her essay ‘The Mystery of the Fashion Photograph’, the historian Margaret Maynard 
tracks the development of the fashion narrative through the 1920s and 1930s arguing that by the 
1960s, magazines began to ‘exploit the possibilities of narrative in more complex ways.’18 In 
particular, Helmut Newton and Guy Bourdin developed a narrative style that ‘played with 
images of excess, decadence, glamour and danger.’19 This included literal re-interpretations of 
existing narratives such as Helmut Newton’s ‘James Bond’ editorial for Adam magazine in 
1963, as well as more open-ended and enigmatic storylines where fashion was merely an 
embellishment. For example, Guy Bourdin’s advertising campaigns for Jourdan shoes between 
1967 and 1981 adopted a tableaux style and serial approach that fetishised stilettos as part of a 
mysterious and unsettling narrative predicated in film noir. 

While the cinema provided storyline inspiration in the 1960s, by the 1990s it had 
increasingly influenced the aesthetics of fashion photography. There are many instances in 
contemporary photography where the narrative is deliberately more prominent than the clothes, 
distracting viewers from the garment’s role as commodity and instead highlighting the artistic 
quotient of photographs that frame fashion in relation to social, cultural or political concerns. 
This development was in no small part realised by the input of fashion stylists, including 
notable names such as Grace Coddington at American Vogue or Judy Blame and Simon Foxton 
at i-D. As the curator Charlotte Cotton argues of the ‘personalisation’ of fashion photography in 
the 1990s, ‘their motivation was to imbue their representation of fashion with the new and 
exciting notion of imaginative consumers who incorporated fashion into their own lives.’20  

Kismaric and Respini further trace this development to the close relationship between art 
photography and fashion photography, where the cinematic narrative techniques seen in the 
work of the art photographers Gregory Crewdson and Philip-Lorca di Corcia began to 
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‘insinuate themselves into fashion photography’ and magazine editorial.21 This was particularly 
true of independent publications such as The Face and i-D that sometimes ignored the dictates 
of commercial fashion brands: instead fashion became a prop to the photographer’s personal 
expression. Mainstream magazines, such as Vogue and luxury labels, such as Prada, would 
similarly adopt the atypical narrative scenarios of the independent magazines in order to enrich 
their images with social, psychological and cultural implications that had recently featured in art 
photography. As the social theorist Gilles Lipovetsky claims of contemporary fashion 
photography, ‘the scenography of elegance has been replaced with a theatricality of meaning. 
Instead of smooth, remote seductiveness that plunged the viewer into a state of purely aesthetic 
contemplation, one now finds a scene that encourages participation and emotional reactions.’22 

While some of these editorials are highly scripted and appear to follow a conventional 
linear sequence, others deny a specific plot and simply represent similar characters and sets 
punctuated by different clothing. In each instance, the magazine editorial or narrative 
advertising image offers the reader identities to try on and discard, scenarios to imagine, and 
fantasies to indulge in. As the fashion theorist Leslie Rabine contends, the transformation that 
has occurred between photographic representations of the 1960s and those of the present 
recognises a shift from the assumption of an uncritical reader who imitates an established social 
role by looking at images to a ‘reader who produces a self through a proliferation of theatrical 
roles created through costume and masquerade.’23 

Given the ascension of the narrative format in fashion photography and its success in 
urging the reader to personalise their emotional involvement in the image and insinuate 
themselves in the spaces of editorial masquerades, how is it possible that, as Khan proposes, 
‘we are witnessing a period of change in which the digital image will render the static image 
obsolete?’24  
 
3. The Short Fashion Film: ‘Fashion as Character’ 

 From the late 1970s onwards, major campaigns adopted familiar artistic styles such as 
Surrealism in order to imbue the advertisement with cultural capital. As the art theorist Joan 
Gibbons contends, advertisers of the 1980s developed new methods to differentiate themselves 
‘that approached potential consumers with more subtlety and creativity….This allowed for an 
unprecedented creative freedom in advertising.’25 Ridley Scott’s short commercial film 1984, 
for Apple Computers, along with the Pure Genius Guinness campaigns from this period were 
seen as examples of ‘major advertising breakthroughs that relied on emotion, abstractness and 
over-the top theatricality.’26 The art historian Joan Gibbon argues that the upsurge in creative 
narratives for luxury goods was driven by producers and directors ‘motivated and informed by 
their ambitions and capabilities as film makers.’27 Within this context, Chanel’s 1979 fragrance 
commercial Share the Fantasy,28 directed by Ridley Scott has proved to be a catalyst for the 
future of fashion advertising, whereby famous film directors, including Guy Richie, Martin 
Scorsese and Sophia Coppola, have created branded content for exclusive fashion houses that 
operate as entertainment. Initial examples of the fragrance film genre such as Dior Poison 
(1985) and David Lynch’s Opium commercial for Yves Saint Laurent (1992) were designed for 
cinema advertisement and television broadcast to convey olfactory experience through romantic 
narrative devices. In more recent times, luxury fashion brands such as Chanel, Dior, Prada and 
Gucci have exploited the ‘clip culture’ of online communities to distribute catwalk shows and 
short films to represent the brand’s identity.29 As Susie Khamis and Alex Munt argue, ‘the 
auteurs of modern cinema [have been enlisted] to create films that don’t just sell scent, but tell a 
story – branding as narrative, not merely allusion.’30 

The consumer’s cinematic literacy is significant to the advertisement’s reception as a 
cultural product. With a budget of $42 million, No. 5 the Film,31 directed by Baz Lurhmann for 
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Chanel in 2004 was a three-minute romantic drama in the same cinematic mode of his 2001 
feature film, Moulin Rouge. Inter-textual references are paramount to the audience’s perception 
that this branded content operates beyond commercial advertisement. Through the casting of 
Nicole Kidman as the central character in a love story between a celebrity and an unknown 
bohemian writer, Lurhmann makes comparisons between the two storylines that are reinforced 
through a similar visual ambience. While the No. 5 fragrance commercial is located in modern 
Manhattan, as opposed to the nineteenth-century Paris of Moulin Rouge, the roof-top encounter 
between the central protagonists, set above a luminescent fantasy metropolis, uses a shared 
filmic language that ignites the reader’s perception that the film and the commercial function 
within the same sphere. 

While Lurhmann’s No. 5 the Film was distributed through the cinema, television and 
print advertising structures, more recent examples of the genre have exploited the accessibility 
of the Internet. Despite the innovative possibilities of digital media that might be employed in 
recent approaches to this form of advertising, many short fashion films continue to rely upon 
the cultural cache of a director’s oeuvre to enhance the appearance of branded content. For 
example, The Lady Dior series of four films, starring Marion Cotillard and a collection of Dior 
handbags, employs big-name directors. The individual cinematic lexicons of Olivier Dahan, 
Johans Akerland, David Lynch and John Cameron Mitchell are employed to create distinct 
characters for each of the handbags – Noir, Rouge, Blue and Grey, respectively, demonstrating 
how the conventions of cinema are adopted for commercial purposes in the short fashion film.  

For example, Lynch’s sixteen-minute Lady Blue Shanghai (2010)32 features a number of 
the director’s leitmotifs that have appeared in films such as Blue Velvet (1986) and Mulholland 
Drive (2001), including an obscure storyline, flashing lights, a blue rose and haunting music. 
Set in Shanghai, the film is jauntily shot and follows Cotillard as she enters her hotel room to 
find a vintage record playing. As she switches off the record she turns and is confronted by the 
startling appearance of an eerie blue handbag. Through a series of flashbacks and dream-like 
sequences, modern and old Shanghai are juxtaposed as the mysterious and haunting setting for a 
timeless love-affair with a tall well-suited Chinese gentleman. The film ends with the lovers 
parting and the perplexing appearance of a blue rose from within the confines of the Dior 
handbag, which Cotillard proceeds to caress. 

In commissioning Lynch to make the film, Dior attempted to merge art and commerce, 
providing the luxury brand with cultural significance by associating the label with the vision of 
an avant-garde director. According to the film theorist Antony Todd, Lynch was given creative 
reign over the advertisement as long as the film showed the Dior handbag, the Pearl Tower and 
old Shanghai. Todd suggests that this new-media form allowed Lynch ‘to work in a new 
advertising genre devoid of heavy-handed branding’ where ‘the commercial aspect of the film 
has been diluted in an effort to enhance the brand’s artistic credibility.’33 Similarly, Kahn 
proposes that fashion film differs from fashion advertising by collapsing ‘boundaries between 
consumption and representation…offering the spectator an aestheticisation of voyeurism.’34 
Yet, I would argue that while the film is not an obvious advertisement it still fails to obscure its 
commercial imperative. The bag’s entrance is a spectacular one, literally appearing in a flash of 
light and puff of smoke. This rather tawdry device acts as a parody of Lynch’s previous work 
and so his oeuvre is cast as a commodity in the same mode as the Dior handbag. While this 
might be interpreted as a form of self-reflexive irony on Lynch’s behalf, the bag’s grand 
entrance cannot help but cast the branded product as a central character. The Dior handbag 
undergoes a transformation from a source of anxiety to a fetish object that replaces Cotillard’s 
love interest and thus becomes the driving protagonist of the storyline. As such the artistic 
credibility of the brand appears to be obscured by overly showy product placement. 
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While Lynch’s film and others like it bring the commercial closer to art, they fail to 
transcend the demarcation between the two. I contend that this is because of the inherent 
temporal structure of the medium and linear nature of the narratives that the ‘fashion as 
character’ film employs. The Dior series of films, and other similar advertisements, leave little 
space for the reader’s authorship of the narrative. As the film theorist Christian Metz suggests, 
the timing of the cinematic lexis is determined by the filmmaker, as opposed to the 
photographic lexis, which has no fixed duration, and so it is the spectator who is the master of 
the look.35 In the case of serial fashion photography, the relationship between images allows the 
reader to both complete and elude the narrative. The sequencing of photographs in magazine 
editorials refers to both a past actuality and possible future lives into which authors can project 
themselves and so masquerade as different identities. This process is described by Lehmann, 
who argues that, 
 

The photographer takes the sequential progression of narrative film images 
and pries them apart…and thereby leaves huge gaps between syntactically 
unconnected pictures, that require the spectator to…create the storyline…The 
idea of play in fashion it’s inherent theatricality, is related to the ritualistic 
desire to dress up, to appear as somebody else. 36 

 
Thus, while a given editorial might suggest a temporal flow in time through sequencing, 

in the case of serial fashion photography, the mental spatial framework that exists between 
images encourages the reader’s authorial engagement, and so they play a part in the 
construction of fashion. Where the magazine editorial requires spectators to implicate 
themselves in a story’s completion, the ‘fashion as character’ film has a self-regulating structure 
that maintains and closes itself, where the drive of the film offers beginning, middle and end, 
and character, dilemma and solution without readers necessarily involving themselves in the 
scenario. I propose that with this type of fashion film, the resonance of the fashion object 
appears to the reader as a constructed commercial product rather than a prop that provokes an 
internalised fantasy. Despite the seductiveness of the fashion film’s glamorised surface, it fails 
to conceal the world of consumption that drives it. While the ‘fashion as character’ films do 
fetishise fashion there is something of an inability to veil what Rosalind Williams describes as, 
‘the real, commercial nature of seductive ‘dream worlds’ instead inviting the viewer to revel in 
the spectacle of the commodity form.37 
 
4. The Short Fashion Film: ‘Fashion as Action’ 
 Many fashion films that cast the ‘fashion as character’ fail to disguise their advertising 
purposes in relation to their artistic quotient and thus are less likely to engage the viewer in 
masquerade. Examples such as Lady Blue Shanghai provide the viewer with a conventional 
linear narrative where the product is the focus of the story; however, they do not necessarily 
allow for the viewer to engage with authorship and play. As the consumer theorists Barbara 
Philips and Edward McQuarrie contend of the fashion magazine editorial, ‘a story that raises 
unanswered questions, presents unresolved conflicts, or depicts not yet completed activity’ has 
the ability to transport the viewer through an emotional connection.38 Nevertheless, fashion 
films do offer something that still photography cannot: the possibility for clothing to be alive 
and moving on the body. Film has the ability to animate fashion; it echoes fashion’s transience 
while photography can only capture it. The film theorist Peter Wollen describes this metaphoric 
difference whereby ‘film is like fire, photography is like ice. Film is all light and shadow, 
incessant motion, transience, flicker….Photography is motionless and frozen, it has the 
cryogenic power to preserve objects through time without decay.’39  
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 Drawing on Barthes’ analysis of the photograph and the persistent presence of the 
referent as the ‘that has been,’40 Metz contends that the ‘immobility and stillness of 
photography lends it authority,’ yet these same characteristics also render the medium deathly.41 
That fashion is never static indicates the suitability of film as a medium to mediate fashion as a 
constantly changing image. How, then, can the flow of fashion be captured while also 
considering its narrative potential in a way that is neither constrictive nor definitive? 

I propose that an alternate space for fashion narrative has emerged in the convergence of 
still and moving images in many of the projects that feature on SHOWstudio.com. Launched in 
2000, SHOWstudio was developed by the fashion photographer Nick Knight as an online 
platform for a range of multimedia projects centred on fashion. It was conceived as a creative 
space that was not constrained by the imperatives of advertising and encouraged collaborative 
projects among fashion designers, stylists, photographers, filmmakers and models.42 While 
some of the projects have a commercial purpose, such as Ruth Hogben’s film Gareth Pugh for 
M.A.C and Nick Knight’s Hermes Autumn/Winter 2011 campaign, others are experimental and 
avant-garde, the underlying intent being to create online content that is based in creative 
processes so aligning fashion with artistic imperatives and embedding cultural capital.43 As 
Gibbon claims, the autonomous nature of art, as opposed to the commercial, lends authenticity 
and originality but also the credibility of cultural production as opposed to the mission of 
advertising to ‘persuade or to create wants or desires.’44 

Many of the films archived on this website offer hybrid images that engage with 
methods appropriate to serial photographic narrative while adopting filmic techniques such as 
slow motion and montage editing. As Knight explains, ‘a piece of film is a sequential event and 
therefore a narrative starts to impose itself more quickly… what I’m asking people to do is 
express fashion in movement: it is subtly different from asking someone to make a film.’45  

Vacillation between filmic motion and the photographic still can be observed in Knight’s 
film Cygnet (2011).46 The two-minute film features the model Ming Xi dressed in a selection of 
Parisian couture by Jean Paul Gaultier, Givenchy and Dior. Through liquid-like dissolves the 
film highlights the shifting dance of the model’s poses and the fluid movement of fabric. 
Feathers and chiffon behave like brushstrokes on a black canvas background: clothing traverses 
over the body seeking out its peaks and inclines – a landscape that is unfixed and constantly 
changing. Champagne tulle creates a shimmering aura of texture and tone. Rather than a 
character or prop of previous photographic or filmic narratives, fashion is the unfolding action- 
an abstract painting in cloth. The story develops through the tactile quality of the garments that 
suggest a slowly unfolding beauty of mood, tone and texture. While this might be an obscure 
and untethered fiction for the reader to engage with, its enigma is such that viewers are able to 
fabricate their own fantasies among the montage of images. As Maynard argues of successful 
serial photographs, ‘imprecise narratives with formal aesthetic qualities, the wow factor of the 
look, its setting and no-plot story, create a powerful effect, drawing the viewer into the 
scenario.’47 

I argue that this film might be considered more closely related to art rather than 
advertising – and thus more successfully obscure its commercial purpose – because its narrative 
structure is more closely aligned with the fashion magazine editorial’s ability to open out space 
for the viewer’s self-insertion in narrative flow. As such, it provokes authorial engagement as 
opposed to the cinematic form that aims for narrative immersion. This is exemplified by 
Knight’s framing, which pays tribute to the double-page-spread magazine layout, but perhaps 
more particularly, in the performance of gestures and postures undertaken by the model that are 
reminiscent of a photo-shoot. In this film, the model’s body is constantly in motion, yet its 
action is punctuated by stillness evocative of the photograph. The immobility of the model in 
the fashion photograph means that she is momentarily fixed in order to display details of the 
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garment. In the case of Knight’s fashion film, I would suggest that the momentary frozen 
gesture offers readers a space within the film’s temporal framework to insert themselves and 
author their own fashion narrative of identity masquerade.  

 

 
 

 
 Image 1: Still from a film showcasing the Gareth Pugh Autumn/Winter 2009 collection, 

photograph © Ruth Hogben, by permission of Art & Commerce 
 

The potential for fashion as the unfolding action of the fashion film is further evident in 
Gareth Pugh Autumn/Winter 2009.48 Instead of a catwalk showing, the designer Gareth Pugh 
collaborated with the director Ruth Hogben to present his collection as an eight-minute graphic 
film (Image 1). As with Knight’s Cygnet, the film exploits the juxtaposition between movement 
and fixed frames to extend the possibility of the lingering look of the reader. As opposed to the 
magazine lay-out structure that underscores Cygnet, Pugh’s film makes reference to the fashion 
parade, with the model showcasing garments while walking towards the viewer and across the 
screen. As with other examples, fashion is alive and moving on the body, but clothing in 
movement also forms a significant component of the narrative structure. The shift between 
styles is disrupted by ripples and whirlpools of sheer, black gossamer – here cloth behaves like 
swirls of ink or wisps of smoke that surround and envelop the body. The final scenes of the film 
contrast the stillness of the model’s body with the liquid viscosity of fabric flow, reinforcing 
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that fashion is the action and performance that we are drawn to observe rather than the action of 
the model.  

Penny Martin suggests that many SHOWstudio films attempt to represent the physicality 
of fashion through performance and process; in other words, the materiality of fashion is the 
narrative of these films.49 In suspending the flow of fashion film through elements of the 
photographic still, both Knight and Hogben open up space in the narrative for authorial 
engagement. This approach allows the viewers to insert themselves not only in the narrative 
structure of the unfolding images but in the space between folds of cloth, contrasting tones and 
textures, and the waxes and wanes of fluid fabric.  

The film theorist Giuliana Bruno offers Gilles Deleuze’s philosophy of the fold as a 
method to theorise how fashion materialises in film not only as a spectacle or a as commodity, 
but also made manifest as art. She suggests that the fold can ‘address forms of fashioning that 
include the relation of clothes to the production of (mental) space; the clothing of space and the 
layering of time; and the tailoring of visual fabrics and the dressing of surface.’50 Bruno 
identifies the Deleuzian fold  –  in which ‘the world emerges as a body of infinite folds, a set of 
in-between spaces’51 as an interlaced, layered and interwoven surface that is mirrored in both 
film and fashion. Bruno’s analysis of the Deleuzian fold as a method to consider the 
relationship between the moving body and the moving image appears particularly relevant when 
considering the SHOWstudio films. Bruno claims that film as an unfolding experience of 
motion and duration ‘reminds us that the fold issues from the materials of clothes and from their 
function as timepieces, and it shares their quality of being objects activated by the motion of the 
body in the air.’52  
 This comparison can still be applied to the ‘fashion as action’ films of Knight and 
Hogben as the hybrid still motion image appears to punctuate duration and time. These fashion 
narratives are not so much about the false desire of the commodity form, but rather about how 
the arresting flow of moving material can offer an experience of embodying fashion to the 
reader. Here the garment is conceived through its relationship to the body and to the viewer’s 
understanding of this sensory experience. While the viewer cannot experience the literal ‘touch’ 
of the garment, the narrative of texture and movement that Knight and Hogben build in these 
films provokes a haptic visual experience – inferring a rich, dynamic and intimate relationship 
between body and garment that the viewers can imagine themselves in. The unfolding of 
fashion and the unfolding of film represent the unfolding of experience. Bruno claims that 
together the sartorial fold and the moving image can act as an image of thought, for they 
‘project[s] that inner sense of motion that the act of thinking contains, as a feeling of being 
alive.’53 This interpretation suggests that fashion in motion may well be a counter to the 
deathliness of the photographic still but also contains some element of the ‘real’ that is 
associated with art as opposed to the spectacle of the advertisement. 

5. Conclusion 
This article has considered the role of narrative in the representation of fashion. It has 

argued that fashion photography has played a particularly significant role in the development of 
fashion beyond the material object of clothing to an aesthetic idea, surpassing illustration and 
written description as the primary purveyor of meaning. Editorial fashion photography from the 
1990s onwards has increasingly moderated the interplay between text and image that Barthes 
analysed in relation to the 1960s fashion magazine. As Lehmann argues, 
 

Pictorially represented clothes have come to equal real clothes in their cultural 
importance….The representation of fashion is more readily accessible and 
easier to consume than the actual garments themselves.…We now see 
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clothing as images and not necessarily as made of fabric, cut, seams and 
fastenings. 54 
 

Recently, representations of fashion have transcended materiality in favour of 
increasingly cinematic narrative forms. While many contemporary fashion photographers 
continue to translate stills as film narrative in magazine editorials and advertising campaigns the 
film itself has been adopted by the fashion industry as a new advertising medium. As 
demonstrated by the example of Dior’s Lady Blue Shanghai, the fashion object has been cast as 
a leading character that merges seamlessly with a director’s cinematic lexicon in an effort to 
enhance the brand’s cultural cachet. However, I have argued that many of these films, 
especially those created as commercials for luxury brands, rely on a closed self-regulating 
structure that I would suggest circumvents the viewer’s engagement in the narrative and thus 
highlights the medium’s commercial intent. To some extent the film’s depreciated ability to 
engage the viewer in narrative fantasy and masquerade displaces the film’s artistic connotations 
and cultural capital. 

This article has considered an alternative to the overtly commercialised short fashion 
film in the form of the hybrid fashion film/photograph project. I have argued that this form of 
fashion moving image differs from other narrative forms in that the space for authorial 
construction occurs in the fleeting instances between the model’s poses, in the unfolding action 
of texture and form and in the moments when the fluttering of garments resides. Perhaps, then, 
such forms help viewers to see that fashion exists not only through clothing’s representation in 
narrative but through the performance of fashion as narrative in and of itself.  

In recasting fashion as the narrative of his films, Knight highlights how more obviously 
commercial campaigns, such as Dior’s Lady Blue Shanghai, attempt to obfuscate the 
commodity in spectacle. While SHOWstudio projects such as Cygnet and Gareth Pugh 
Autumn/Winter 2009 still engage with the spectacle of veiling fashion in seductive dream-
worlds, the movement and flow of fashion suggests to the reader an experience of wearing and 
embodying clothing that is made more tangible and ‘real.’ Perhaps then, what one views in 
Knight’s or Hogben’s hybrid still and moving images is Barthes’ ‘image’ clothing and ‘real’ 
clothing colliding. While this is still clothing represented through the garment’s enhanced 
movement, we witness something of its structure as an object materialised. When Barthes 
identified ‘real’ clothing as ‘a seam what has been sewn, the cut of a coat as what has been 
cut’55 he highlighted the presence of the body and how wearing clothing differs from its 
‘seeing.’  Through the culmination of still and moving images in Knight’s and Hogben’s films,  
readers are afforded the opportunity to observe fashion as a lived experience but also to 
consider how their own bodies might negotiate the wearing of fashion’s texture, its details, its 
gathers, folds and pleats that are so evidently the prevailing narrative of these films. 
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Abstract 
This article sets out to discuss the role played by Diana Vreeland in the development of the 
discipline of fashion curating, through a close look at her personal style and the curatorial 
grammar she developed while creating ground-breaking fashion exhibitions as Special 
Consultant at the Costume Institute of the Metropolitan Museum of Art in New York (1972-
1989). To that end, this article discusses the exhibition Diana Vreeland After Diana Vreeland, 
curated by Judith Clark and Maria Luisa Frisa that was held at the Palazzo Fortuny in Venice, 
Italy, March 10 - June 26, 2012, for which I served as associate curator. The exhibition mirrors 
Vreeland’s imaginative method of reading twentieth-century fashion, stemming from her work 
at Harper’s Bazaar and American Vogue, and analyses her transformation from editor to 
curator. Admired and criticized, Vreeland recognized that fashion has a privileged role in the 
understanding of contemporary culture. Her approach to exhibitions mimicked the work of a 
fashion magazine editor, who works through selections and unusual combinations, and styles 
these into eye-catching visual displays that do not necessarily place a premium on historical 
accuracy. Vreeland’s museum shows backed a new curatorial freedom, taking into 
consideration a new protagonist, the visitor. The exhibition at the Palazzo Fortuny and its 
catalogue examined Diana Vreeland both as fashion editor and as curator, through an 
exploration of her innovative and avant-garde exhibitions, and considered the taste and passions 
that permeated her curatorial approach. The article discusses Vreeland’s flamboyant work at the 
Met, showing how a fashion exhibition can become an elaborate visual machine, constructed 
with a specific curatorial language, derived from fashion itself; and fashion curating as a 
personal discipline, connected with the curator’s personal choices and not with the claimed 
objectivity of history. By identifying significant experiences which seem to be directly 
connected to Vreeland’s legacy, the article seeks to define what fashion curating means today. 

 
Key Words 
Fashion icon, fashion exhibitions, curatorial practice, Diana Vreeland, Costume Institute of the 
Metropolitan Museum of Art. 

 
***** 

 
1.  Diana Vreeland’s Fashion Exhibitions: Influence and Critiques 

In a picture that appeared in the Spring/Summer 2012 issue of the magazine Love, we 
see Andrew Bolton, literally ‘on fire,’ thanks to a digitally retouched photo by the fashion 
photographer Sølve Sundsbø. The picture accompanied an interview with Bolton, ‘the curator 
behind the concept of the blockbuster fashion retrospective,’1 which celebrated the huge 
success of the 2011 Savage Beauty: Alexander McQueen retrospective,2 exhibited at the 
Costume Institute of the Metropolitan Museum of Art in New York, and focused, too, on its 
2012 Schiaparelli and Prada: Impossible Conversations exhibition, also curated by Bolton. The 
purpose of the Love article seemed to be building up the fashion curator as a superstar. In this 
article I will go back to the origins of the contemporary phenomenon of the blockbuster fashion 
exhibition. In doing so, I intend to use both Diana Vreeland and the exhibition Diana Vreeland 
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After Diana Vreeland, which took place at the Palazzo Fortuny,3 Venice, Italy, March 10 - June 
25, 2012, as tools to reflect on the discipline of fashion curating and the concept of curatorial 
grammar. 

Diana Vreeland (1903-1989) was a legendary fashion editor and a key figure in the 
twentieth-century fashion system. At Harper’s Bazaar, where she worked from 1936 to 1962, 
she invented the profession of the fashion editor; she was credited for the first time as fashion 
editor in 1939. From 1963 to 1971 she was Editor-in-Chief of American Vogue. Her next 
position, from 1972 to 1989, was Special Consultant for the Costume Institute at the 
Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York. Looking back at the exhibitions Diana Vreeland 
curated at the Costume Institute is like passing in review what are now considered 
commonplaces and stereotypes of fashion tout court. The exhibitions staged by Vreeland 
identified modes such as the celebratory retrospective devoted to the individual designer or 
focused on a crucial moment in the evolution of Western fashion, such as the French eighteenth 
century or twentieth-century European avant-garde movements. Deeply influenced by popular 
culture, Vreeland recognized the central role that ‘personalities’ (the word she used for 
celebrities) have played in the circulation of styles and in the construction of shared imagery. 
Her exhibitions anticipated the institution of the costume archive and the permanent costume 
collection of a museum. They set trends and at the same time crystallised the obsessions that 
trigger processes in fashion design, such as Chinese and Indian Orientalism or the preciousness 
and excessiveness typical of the nobility. The exhibitions curated by Vreeland are places to 
which we periodically return and then propose again. I am thinking of the exhibition Diaghilev 
and the Golden Age of the Ballets Russes, 1909-1929 held at the Victoria and Albert Museum 
from September 25, 2010 to January 9, 2011, co-curated by Jane Pritchard, Curator of Dance at 
the V&A, and Geoffrey Marsh, Director of the V&A Theatre and Performance Collections; the 
exhibition Balenciaga and Spain, organised by American Vogue’s International Editor at Large 
Hamish Bowles and staged at the de Young Museum in San Francisco from March 26 to July 4, 
2011; and the current V&A exhibition devoted to Hollywood Costume (October 20, 2012 - 
January 27, 2013), curated by Deborah Nadoolman Landis with Christopher Frayling and Keith 
Lodwick.4 

Between 1973 and 1984, there were twelve Met exhibitions directly connected with 
Vreeland.5 The first, The World of Balenciaga (March 23 - September 9, 1973) was devoted to 
Balenciaga; the last, Yves Saint Laurent (December 6, 1983 - September 2, 1984) was the first 
fashion exhibition to celebrate a living designer. Man and the Horse (December 18, 1984 - 
September 1, 1985), The Costumes of Royal India (December 20, 1985 - August 31, 1986), and 
Dance (December 17, 1986 - September 6, 1987) followed the YSL retrospective and reflected 
the reality of a Diana Vreeland who was spending less and less time at the museum and was 
delegating her role of special consultant to her staff members Stephen Jamail, Katell le Bourhis, 
Stephen de Pietri and Simon Doonan.6 By the time of Dance, Vreeland’s fifteenth exhibition, 
Vreeland appeared in the catalogue only as the author of a very short preface; she had taken on 
the guise of a guiding spirit for the museum, as Philippe de Montebello, director of the 
Metropolitan Museum,7 described her in his foreword to this catalogue. 

A few years later, Richard Martin and Harold Koda, Curator-in-Charge and Associate 
Curator of the Costume Institute at the time, respectively, wrote the following of Vreeland: 

 
[Vreeland] had, after all, lived long in a world of editorial commentary. She 
insisted rigorously, as Stephen Jamail has testified, on the bright prospect and 
glorious view. Her suite of exhibitions at The Costume Institute was a 
glowing succession of garments in the context of bright visions, her “big 
time” imagination, and the contextualization of their culture and our culture. 
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She freed costume exhibition to participate in the new subjectivity of history 
and a new joy of delighted spectatorship.8 

 
Diana Vreeland’s influence on contemporary curators has been profound, and her legacy has 
provided them with greater freedom in their approach to the display of fashion, thereby far 
better ‘involving’ another protagonist, the visitor. For example, the centre of Vreeland’s 
exhibition devoted to Balenciaga was dominated by one of the historic suits of armour from the 
Met’s Department of Arms and Armor, set astride a large white horse, since for Vreeland it was 
fundamental to point out the relationship that Balenciaga had with Spain, in visual and not 
merely biographical terms. The tour of the Balenciaga exhibition was accompanied by the 
barely hinted rhythm of flamenco music, and the walls were painted with the designer’s 
favourite colours, acid green, magenta, and Spanish yellow.  
 

 
 
Image 1: Props and styled mannequins, The Manchu Dragon: Costumes of China –The Chʼing  

Dynasty, 1980 - 1981, Gallery View, courtesy of The Metropolitan Museum of Art 
 

 Props like the horse used in the Balenciaga exhibit were a source of inspiration for 
Vreeland. She used them often. If it was not a horse, it was an elephant, like the one lent by 
Andy Warhol for the exhibition devoted to Hollywood, on which Vreeland placed one of 
Marilyn Monroe’s costumes. In The Manchu Dragon: Costumes of China - The Chʼing Dynasty 
(December 16, 1980 - August 30, 1981), Vreeland acquired a rampant horse (Image 1) and a 
peacock, the colours of which matched those of the court robes displayed (Image 3; the peacock 
was explicitly referenced in the Diana Vreeland After Diana Vreeland exhibition, see Image 8). 
Audiences were thrilled, for like all Vreeland exhibitions, this was an event. 

Another of Vreeland’s exhibitions, her second, The 10s, The 20s, The 30s: Inventive 
Clothes 1909-1939 (December 13, 1973 - September 3, 1974), was even more elaborate than 
the Balenciaga show, and is still regarded today as one of the exhibitions that had the greatest 
influence on American designers of the 1970s, in particular Halston and his signature bias cut 
designs and goddess gowns (Image 2). Notwithstanding the accusations of theatricality and a 
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lack of respect for the history of costume, this was probably one of Vreeland’s exhibitions most 
in line with that discipline, for while the large circular mirrors she utilized in the displays were 
flashy, they were also elements capable of giving prominence to the clothes and aspects of their 
construction, revealing their complexity through reflection. Music, perfume and theatrical 
lighting were means of imparting a rhythm to the route through the exhibition and enveloping – 
and involving – the visitor. The choice of colour as a way of emphasizing differences in theme 
between the rooms had by then become part of Vreeland’s curatorial language, indeed a 
trademark.  

 

 
 

Image 2: The 10s, The 20s, The 30s: Inventive Clothes 1909-1939, 1973 - 1974,  
Gallery View, courtesy of The Metropolitan Museum of Art 

 
Similarly, the checklist for the exhibition Romantic and Glamorous Hollywood Design 

(November 21, 1974 - August 31, 1975) was not a sequence of historical periods or film 
studios, but rather a genuine palette that was laid out in front of the viewer’s eyes.9 The visitor 
passed through a series of colour themed rooms, from the Red Room to the Blue Room, and 
then to the Emerald Green Room, the Green Room, the Beige Room and the Indigo Blue Room. 
The daises and platforms Vreeland designed, together with the Metropolitan’s technical team, 
turned the museum into a series of stages, set at different heights that allowed the public to walk 
around the clothes and Vreeland to create connections and quasi-cinematic sequences through 
the mannequins – and their extreme gestures – on display (Image 2). 

But the very elements that made Diana Vreeland’s exhibitions legendary and attracted 
flocks of new visitors to the Met are also at the heart of the criticisms made about her work over 
the course of the last twenty years: they lack curatorial discipline and were ‘too’ commercial. 
Summing up the position shared by more rigorous dress historians, the social historian Valerie 
Cumming, former Chairman of the British Costume Society, wrote that, 
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Diana Vreeland reinvented costume exhibitions as glossy extravaganzas, 
fashionable social occasions, and introduced the concept of the hagiography 
of living designers. After her death in 1989 … she had set a pattern that is still 
being followed: glamour, erratic scholarship and maximum celebrity appeal.10 

 
Ralph Lauren’s sponsorship of the aforementioned Vreeland exhibition Man and the Horse, and 
the release of Saint Laurent’s perfume Opium into the air during The Manchu Dragon 
exhibition, introduced the issue of commercialisation into the debate over fashion exhibitions.11 
Thinking along these lines, Lou Taylor, a dress historian and Professor at the University of 
Brighton, has written: ‘At issue today, however, is whether the current levels of commercial 
sponsorship are compromising scholarly independence within exhibition research, interpretation 
and publication.’12 These very same critiques have been levelled at contemporary fashion 
exhibitions as well. 
 

 
 

Image 3: Exotic atmosphere and setting at the Vreeland exhibition The Manchu Dragon: 
Costumes of China - The Chʼing Dynasty, 1980 - 1981,  

courtesy of The Metropolitan Museum of Art 
 

In this article I start with an analysis of the exhibition Diana Vreeland After Diana 
Vreeland – curated by Judith Clark and Maria Luisa Frisa, Palazzo Fortuny, Venice, Italy, 
March 10 - June 26, 2012, a project for which I had the opportunity to serve as associate 
curator. I will discuss Vreeland’s curatorial grammar, the centre of the exhibition. I will also 
consider Vreeland’s flamboyant curatorial work while at the Met’s Costume Institute as the 
origin of contemporary approaches in fashion curating. I will distance Vreeland’s curatorial 
style from the more traditional role of the conservator in the museum, the one which approaches 
the history of dress through an object-based approach. In doing so, I will connect the curating of 
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fashion with the tradition of curating in contemporary art where curation is presented as a 
performative practice. I consider fashion curating to be a personal grammar because what is 
highlighted in any fashion exhibition is the result of a fluid process of selection that relies on 
intuition more than formal academic research. I will argue that the curator’s critical gaze is the 
gaze that the visitor is asked to adopt and to use as a basis for judgement, and that curating 
sometimes resembles visionary storytelling more than it does scientific historical research. I 
will also discuss the rise of the fashion curator’s role, which started in the second half of the 
1990s, which highlights how fashion museums and curatorial practices have responded to the 
ever-changing contemporary visual culture. While it is undoubtedly true that Vreeland’s work 
at the Met is connected with the revolution that was taking place in museum exhibition 
practices during the 1960s and the 1970s and that she accelerated the phenomenon of the 
blockbuster show, which reconfigured museums as places of not just reflection and knowledge 
but also of entertainment and commerce, the article will show that Diana Vreeland 
demonstrated that a fashion exhibition can become an elaborate visual machine, constructed 
with a specific curatorial language derived from fashion itself. I will show that Vreeland’s 
curatorial grammar not only stages fashion, it sometimes re-invents it. I will conclude by 
presenting some contemporary experiences in fashion curating which appear to follow 
Vreeland’s legacy. 
  
2.  Diana Vreeland After Diana Vreeland: The Exhibition 

Diana Vreeland After Diana Vreeland, curated by Judith Clark and Maria Luisa Frisa at 
the Palazzo Fortuny, Venice in 2012, was neither a retrospective nor a chronology, but rather a 
critical snapshot of Vreeland’s curatorial practice. The exhibition used Vreeland’s distinctive 
‘grammar’ – her props, her famous colour blocking, her mannequin heads in an abstract style, 
her calico drapes and her idiosyncratic themes across time and place (Ballets Russes, 
Orientalism, early twentieth-century couture) – to take another look at what she accomplished 
and her influence. The purpose of the exhibition was to show that the display of fashion based 
on the Vreeland curatorial palette is now commonplace. It also asked what can be learned from 
studying Vreeland’s curator style today. The exhibition mirrored Vreeland’s imaginative 
method of reading twentieth-century fashion, for she recognized that fashion has a privileged 
role in the understanding of contemporary culture. I had the opportunity – as associate curator – 
to work on this project that specifically reconsidered her complex legacy. To understand that 
legacy, a 2008 work by Judith Clark, Professor of Fashion and Museology at the London 
College of Fashion, is important. In ‘Fashion Curation,’ an essay featured in the book The 
Measure, Clark writes of the curator in terms of exhibition maker (instead of using the term 
‘conservator’), who ‘makes decisions on architectural layout, labelling, brochure, lighting, 
everything that has to do with the relation between the work and the viewer.’13 Clark writes of 
‘second generation curating or exhibition making,’ 

 
which rests on the shoulders of those who treated dress as material culture and 
now has the luxury of taking its value, its capacity to act as historical 
testament, for granted. A more complex language is being developed that can 
play anachronistic games which are seen as such, not as betrayals, or indeed 
mistakes.14 

 
Diana Vreeland After Diana Vreeland adopted Clark’s point of view, bringing fashion 
exhibitions to a limit and questioning the very definition of a fashion exhibition. The exhibit 
was an exhibition about curating exhibitions. In the catalogue for the show, Maria Luisa Frisa, 
Director of the Degree Course in Fashion Design at the Università Iuav di Venezia, writes: 
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The title of this book and of the associated exhibition, Diana Vreeland After 
Diana Vreeland, came to mind while visiting Mayhem, the exhibition by 
Sherrie Levine that opened last November at the Whitney Museum in New 
York. It included one of the artist’s seminal works, After Walker Evans, from 
1981. “After,” in the work of Sherrie Levine, signifies the transformation and 
recontextualization of images and objects in order to create something new. In 
the exhibition, put together by the artist as a coherent project aimed at 
defining a galaxy of old and new works, that word triggered a montage which 
was the starting point for an extraordinary sequence of associations and 
reflections. Associations and reflections not just within the poetics of the 
artist, considered one of the principal exponents of appropriation art … but 
also with respect to the various aspects of an attitude shared by many 
members of the more recent generations of artists, i.e. all those practices of 
editing and montage that have found a precise definition in the theories of 
postproduction put forward by Nicolas Bourriaud.15 

 
Diana Vreeland After Diana Vreeland was laid out on the first and second floors of the 

Palazzo Fortuny. The first floor displayed three tableaux placed within the dramatic setting of 
Fortuny’s atelier and the museum’s old and new collections. Three showcases, specially 
designed for the exhibition, acted as epigrammatic clues to strands that run through Vreeland’s 
work and personal style. Installed along with a suit of armour, were a dramatic red cape worn 
by Maria Callas; Balenciaga’s couture worn by his aristocratic clients; and Diana Vreeland’s 
recognizable workplace chic, her Givenchy suits (which she used as a uniform during her 
Vogue years) as well as the dramatic Yves Saint Laurent evening suit that she donated to the 
Metropolitan Museum of Art at the end of her life. These objects illustrated ideas about ritual, 
strength, power and couture and were displayed to evoke Vreeland’s rejection of the everyday, 
the bland and the routine. In another room, Leon Bakst’s Costume for a Bayadère (1912), a 
tribute to Vreeland’s love of the Orient, was flanked by her red-and-black Valentino ensemble 
adorned with a pagoda collar (Autumn/Winter 1981-82). The Ballets Russes, so loved by 
Vreeland, signified a real rupture for her, a daring break from the Belle Époque monotone 
fashions she described vividly in her autobiography, as well as a symbol of visual and cultural 
modernity. Vreeland’s own physical appearance as represented by her close artist friends (René 
Bouché, Cecil Beaton, and Christian Bérard) appeared in quadruplicate. Her strong profile, 
characteristic gestures and details of her personal style, such as her distinctive red lipstick and 
nail polish, and hair style, are immortalised in the portraits as well as in the collective 
imagination of her admirers. 

The cabinet or showcase – which is the museum’s traditional means of displaying 
objects – was the most powerful way of showing that this was an exhibition on exhibitions, that 
its aim was to display ways of conceiving and making fashion exhibitions. The show was a 
reflection on the nature of fashion curating, and not only on Vreeland’s way of curating, 
because the curators considered Vreeland’s work as the starting-point for the development of 
this discipline.  

If the first floor was devoted to Vreeland’s personal style and obsessions, the second 
floor was a sequence of showcases which directly questioned and displayed Vreeland’s 
curatorial grammar. In fact, this sequence started with a table covered with issues of Harper’s 
Bazaar and American Vogue, which aimed to show that two-dimensional fashion editing could 
become three-dimensional fashion curating. Showcases were used as devices to isolate and 
identify all the elements which created (and re-created in this specific exhibition) Vreeland’s 
grammar. We used lacquered or coloured mannequins with dramatic gestures (specially 
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designed for the exhibition by the Italian firm La Rosa Mannequins), exaggerated wigs (made 
specifically for the exhibition by world-famous hairstylist Angelo Seminara), colour blocking, 
daises used as stages, props used as theatrical devices, and free associations which connected 
clothes through recurrent curatorial elements (such as colour). During Vreeland’s tenure at the 
Met, fashion was always displayed with a contemporary eye. According to Vreeland, curating 
was similar to editing; exhibitions did not simply reconstruct an historical period or the 
biography of a celebrity, they were on each occasion a vision, an interpretation in the sense of a 
re-styling,16 built and developed outside the constraints of historical accuracy, as if it were a 
fashion story in a magazine. As curators, we did not forget that Vreeland worked for Harper’s 
Bazaar from 1936 to 1962, where she invented the profession of the fashion editor, and then 
became Editor-in-Chief of American Vogue from 1963 to 1971. 

 

 
 

Image 4: ‘Black and White,’ Diana Vreeland After Diana Vreeland,  
Venice, Palazzo Fortuny, 2012, photo courtesy of Francesco de Luca 
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The ‘Black and White’ showcase in the exhibition was indebted to the graphic layouts of 
Vreeland’s double-page spreads at both Harper’s Bazaar and Vogue.17 This reference disrupted 
the museum showcase, just as Vreeland disrupted the rules of museum practice with the rules of 
fashion; by refraining from connecting garments and objects in a strictly chronological order, 
other formal qualities and other possible stories could be brought out. Henri Matisse’s costume 
for the Ballets Russes’ production of Le Chant du Rossignol (1920) suddenly found itself in 
dialogue with a zebra skin, a white afternoon dress (circa 1911-12) and a Balenciaga black 
velvet redingote (circa 1948) (Image 4). In the same way, the showcase devoted to ‘Green’ 
showed the ways in which Vreeland privileged specific qualities of objects, such as colour, in 
order to generate unexpected connections between an elaborate eighteenth-century silk damask 
dress and a Paco Rabanne plastic mini dress from the 1960s. 

One of the most important daises – the one devoted to Italy and to props – was designed 
to tell the visitor that Diana Vreeland believed that all stories should be told dramatically, with 
flair. Her exhibitions at the Met had a point of view, a vista, a piece of stage property at the 
entrance. At the Venice exhibition, we recreated one of her more famous props, the horse from 
The World of Balenciaga and surrounded it with three mannequins dressed in Pucci and 
Missoni, the Italian fashion houses Vreeland championed in America and whose colour and 
glamour she so loved. We covered our version of the Balenciaga horse in calico, referencing 
pictures taken by Duane Michals for the catalogue of Vreeland’s Yves Saint Laurent exhibition 
and their backgrounds, which were dramatically draped in calico (Image 5). 

 

 
 

Image 5: Dais devoted to Italy and to props, Diana Vreeland After Diana Vreeland,  
Venice, Palazzo Fortuny, 2012, photo courtesy of Francesco de Luca 

 
The showcase devoted to Mondrian dresses and to Yves Saint Laurent was an exact 

citation of the display Vreeland designed for the Saint Laurent retrospective. This tableau was 
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one of the first to make an explicit connection between clothing and the art world, by exhibiting 
the dresses flat, on the wall, treating them as art. By hanging a dress flat, Vreeland found an 
alternative way of displaying fashion, in order to suggest a different set of associations; in doing 
so, she was addressing issues of what we now call exhibition making (Image 6). 

The last section of the show was devoted to Vreeland’s love for the exotic. On the 
daises, mannequins made an indirect reference to two different exhibitions – Diaghilev: 
Costumes & Designs of the Ballets Russes (December 20, 1978 - April 15, 1979) and The 
Manchu Dragon: Costumes of China - The Ch’ing Dynasty (December 16, 1980 - August 30, 
1981). Japonisme and chinoiserie were combined as if they were being presented in her pages 
of Vogue, as fascinating but not specifically historical atmospheres. In fact, the so-called 
‘kimono’ in black silk with red-and-gold embroidered flowers, which belonged to Maria Callas 
(late 1960s - early 1970s), actually more closely resembles the traditional Korean dress called 
the ‘hanbok.’ Nevertheless, it was styled for the exhibition by Angelo Seminara with a wig 
inspired by the imagery of the geisha, thus playing around simultaneously with historical 
inaccuracy and the visual power of fashion styling (Images 7 & 8). 

 

 
 

Image 6: Mondrian dresses and the Saint Laurent retrospective, Diana Vreeland After  
Diana Vreeland, Venice, Palazzo Fortuny, 2012, photo courtesy of Francesco de Luca 
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Image 7: Daises devoted to Vreeland’s love for the exotic, Diana Vreeland After Diana  
Vreeland, Venice, Palazzo Fortuny, 2012, photo courtesy of Francesco de Luca 

 

 
 

Image 8: Styled mannequins, Diana Vreeland After Diana Vreeland, Venice,  
Palazzo Fortuny, 2012, photo courtesy of Francesco de Luca 
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3.  After Diana Vreeland: On Fashion Curating 

Vreeland’s attitude as a curator was at the centre of the Venice exhibition, which 
suggested that fashion curating and contemporary fashion exhibitions emerged specifically with 
her. In 1976, on the occasion of Vreeland’s fourth exhibition at the Costume Institute, American 
Women of Style (December 18, 1975 - August 31, 1976), New York Magazine published a 
review which also offered a reflection on the new role of fashion museums and exhibitions in 
the fashion system. In the review, the journalist Joan Kron, now contributing editor-at-large for 
Allure magazine, wrote, 

 
The museum’s new fashion power doesn’t end with its control of immortality. 
Its costume shows are involved with resurrection as well. Edging out the 
fashion magazines, the Paris runway, and the discotheque, it has become the 
launching pad for new style trends inspired by exhibits of bygone body 
wear.18  

 
This idea of a new fashion power of the museum seems to imply something different from what 
the German philosopher Theodor Adorno wrote about the function of museums in 1953. 

 
The German word, “museal” [“museum-like”] has unpleasant overtones. It 
describes objects to which the observer no longer has a vital relationship and 
which are in the process of dying. They owe their preservation more to 
historical respect than to the needs of the present. Museum and mausoleum 
are connected by more than phonetic association. Museums are like the 
family sepulchres of works of art. They testify to the neutralization of 
culture.19 

 
Vreeland did not want her exhibitions at the Met to look ‘museum-like.’ She wanted them to 
appear as if they belonged ‘now.’ It must not be forgotten that Vreeland was invited to serve at 
the Costume Institute as Special Consultant in 1972 by the charismatic Thomas Hoving, 
Director of the Metropolitan Museum of Art (1967 - 1977), who not only fundamentally 
transformed the institution by opening new galleries and enlarging the Met’s collection, but by 
ushering in the era of the museum blockbuster show. Hoving, a showman, played a central role 
in bringing to the USA the famous Treasures of Tutankhamun exhibition, which was first 
staged in London at the British Museum in 1972 and was one the most popular exhibitions in 
that museum’s history. The American exhibition travelled between 1976 and 1979 to six 
different museums, arriving at the Met in 1978. It generated a ‘Tut craze’ that spread in the 
media – newspapers, magazines and fashion magazines, television – and is widely considered 
one of the initial blockbuster exhibitions. More than eight million people saw the exhibition 
during the American tour.20 Tut is a perfect example of Hoving’s revolution at the Met and of 
his interpretation of museum exhibitions as spectacles for the masses. He wanted to display 
works of art never seen before by the average visitor and to impress and catch the eye of the 
‘non-specialist.’21 Hoving understood that the audience had to be entertained and that the 
exhibition design had to become even more memorable that the art displayed. And that is what 
Hoving allowed the Met’s designer Stuart Silver to do. For example, under Hoving’s direction, 
Silver designed 1968 The Great Age of Fresco: Giotto to Pontormo, an exhibition which 
brought amazing Florentine Renaissance frescoes to the museum. Gothic groin vaults in white 
nylon were floated from the ceilings of the galleries, ‘like umbrellas,’22 to put the frescoes back 
in their original architectural element.  
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There is another element of revolution that Hoving brought to the Met during his tenure. 
In his 1993 memoir Making the Mummies Dance, Hoving wrote, ‘If there is one symbol of the 
revolution that took place at the Met in the seventies, it may well be Diana Vreeland. Her shows 
added a much-needed allure to the place and captured the imaginations of the younger 
visitors.’23 In Hoving’s view, museums could be reconfigured as places of not just reflection 
and knowledge, but of entertainment and commerce. The point to be emphasized here is that 
even though Diana Vreeland’s exhibitions were taking place during a decade in which a general 
evolution of the exhibition practice was ‘shaking up’ museums, it is also true that fashion and 
its visual power were regarded as the ideal partners in this evolution. And not just fashion itself, 
but specifically the contemporary interpretation of fashion that an editor such as Vreeland, with 
her gaze and knowledge of popular culture – and not simply a dress historian – could bring 
inside a traditional costume gallery. 

Another seminal event that took place at the beginning of the 1970s that influenced the 
way that Vreeland exhibited fashion at the Met is still regarded as the first exhibition of 
contemporary fashion. The exhibition, Fashion: An Anthology by Cecil Beaton, shown at the 
Victoria and Albert Museum in London from October 1971 to January 1972, was curated by 
Beaton, himself. Displaying his personal view on fashion, Beaton selected historical gowns and 
samples of contemporary couture such as an evening ensemble designed by Mila Schön and 
worn by Lee Radziwill to Truman Capote’s Black and White Ball in 1966. Beaton asked his 
socialite friends to lend garments to the museum, which lent the exhibition glamour, and 
contributed significantly to a switch in the museum’s policy on acquisition, putting 
contemporary fashion on the map. Beaton also asked Michael Haynes, the established London 
display designer, to design the exhibition. Haynes used Plexiglas, fashionable mannequins and 
rotating platforms, and the exhibition was judged a sophisticated tour de force in fashion styling 
and a huge success. Beaton’s show made clear that contemporary fashion, displayed according 
to a contemporary eye, could become a profitable investment for the museum.24 Diana Vreeland 
notably lent the exhibition (and then donated to the museum) her sequined trouser suit that had 
been designed by Chanel in the 1930s. Vreeland was not only a friend of Beaton, she closely 
collaborated with him during her Vogue years. In some way, Vreeland deeply understood 
Beaton’s achievement, his curatorial vision and his showmanship, and she brought his intuition 
to a higher (and more professional) level when she joined the Met. 

Beaton’s exhibition, even from its title, made clear that the author-curator was at the 
centre of the project, bringing to life his own concept of fashion. Likewise, Vreeland’s 
curatorial grammar can be regarded as a personal one, and this brings us back to the heart of the 
question we are trying to answer. I consider fashion curating to be a creative activity deeply 
linked to the interpretation and sensibility of the curator him- or herself, and not as a practice 
which derives only from the object-based conservator’s approach. In this sense, I am connecting 
fashion curating to the tradition of curating in the field of contemporary art, where the debate 
over the role of the curator is much more advanced, even if the history of curating has yet to be 
fully established as an academic field of enquiry.25 In the introduction to Curating Subjects, the 
anthology on curating he edited in 2007, Paul O’Neill, the curator, artist and writer, presented 
curating as a performative practice, in the sense of an experimental profession which deeply 
connects organisational strategies with the capability to generate new discursive spaces and new 
concepts around contemporary artistic practice. According to O’Neill,  

 
A curatorial strategy should provide a useful opening-out of potentialities and 
enable multiple responses to the same question, while incorporating failure as 
a disruptive ingredient within the overall structure and conceptual framework 
of the project. In the beginning, there is only a vague idea for the future. Over 
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time, it fragments, mutates and eventually amalgamates, until the overall 
subject matter becomes clearer.26 

 
In the same book, the art curator, exhibition maker and writer Jens Hoffmann, who in 2010 
founded The Exhibitionist: Journal on Exhibition Making, provided an interesting account of 
the ‘turn towards curating’ which took place in the 1990s. Hoffmann connected François 
Truffaut’s theory of the auteur to the practice of exhibition making, and thus analysed the 
emergence of the curator as a creator, rather than a facilitator or caretaker.27 According to 
Hoffmann, art curators like Hans Ulrich Obrist, Maria Lind, Éric Troncy and Thelma Golden 
share with author-directors important attributes, such as ‘thematic consistency of production, a 
strong creative sensibility in regard to how the director interprets a script, and an apparent 
artistic development through his/her career from film to film.’28 This paradigm shift in curating 
has to do with their capability to integrate their intuition with intellectual and theoretical 
models, addressing directly – through their curatorial practices – issues linked with art making. 

Taking a closer look at the frequent criticisms of Vreeland’s work at the Costume 
Institute will help in understanding the perspective I am trying to adopt in discussing fashion 
curating as a discipline. The point is that I am distancing this type of curatorship from the more 
traditional role of the conservator in the museum, the one which approaches the history of dress 
through an object-based approach. I am arguing against the perspective on Vreeland of, for 
example, Naomi Tarrant, the former curator of Costume and Textiles in the National Museums 
of Scotland and former chair of the British Costume Society. Tarrant described Vreeland’s 
tenure at the Costume Institute in her 1994 The Development of Costume, in the following way: 

 
The clothing industry, on the whole, is more concerned with next season’s 
fashions than those of the past era and, therefore, does not necessarily wish to 
fund displays of out-of-date wearing apparel. There have been some notable 
exceptions, but there is still a feeling that extravaganzas like those produced 
by Diana Vreeland in the 1970s and 1980s at the Metropolitan Museum of 
Art, New York, are the only way to make clothes acceptable for attracting 
generous sponsorship. Whilst they were wonderful fun, these shows were not 
about the history or the structure of clothes, nor about the social and 
economic milieu of their creation and wearing. They were displays of 
beautiful or extraordinary garments without context or understanding. If 
painting had been shown in a similar way, there would have been an outcry 
from all sides.29 

 
Can Vreeland’s approach be dismissed as simply having great ‘fun’ with displaying amazing 
garments? If we take a close look at the exhibition checklist of Vreeland’s first show at the 
Costume Institute, The World of Balenciaga in 1973, we find an interesting item, lent by the 
Bellerive Museum in Zurich: ‘one toile muslin pattern in three pieces for the one-seam coat, 
1961.’30 Vreeland displayed the pattern alongside the actual coat, lent by Ramón Esparza, 
Balenciaga’s long-time collaborator. As Richard Martin and Harold Koda have pointed out:  

 
Vreeland was analytical. She was never the frivolous figure of style that her 
detractors imagined. In presenting the 1961 Balenciaga beige-and-black plaid 
wool coat made with a single seam, Vreeland accompanied the coat, a tour de 
force of tailoring, with its muslin pattern, thus demonstrating the thinking and 
process of the garment’s structure …. Confronted with geometry and given a 
clarifying document, Vreeland did not shrink the facts or otherwise impute 
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fabulation or romance where the garment conveyed its own intrinsic message. 
In fact, the headless dress form used for display also betokens the particular 
reserve Vreeland showed when she addressed the garment that is self-
sufficient in analysis.31 

 
Even in Vreeland’s most flamboyant exhibitions, there was attention to the defining elements of 
the single dress, to its sartorial history. From Vreeland’s perspective, it seems that curating 
fashion does not only involve dress history, the social and economic milieu of garments, and 
their structure. It is also about the visual culture of fashion and its imagery, its ability to both 
design and forecast future scenarios.  
 In this sense, we can fully understand Clark’s position on ‘second generation curating or 
exhibition making,’ which makes clear that there is a difference between the fashion curator and 
the conservator, or rather, that there is a difference in their respective approaches to the study 
and interpretation of fashion. Significantly, in 2008 Judith Clark, together with Amy de la Haye, 
wrote an article entitled ‘One Object: Multiple Interpretations’ for the special issue of Fashion 
Theory devoted to fashion curation. In the article, the two authors used the same dress to 
explore different curatorial interventions and interpretations from their respective disciplinary 
points of view: that of the dress historian, de la Haye, and that of the exhibition maker, Clark. 
Reconstructing the history of a garment through an object-based approach is an essential part of 
both the process of understanding it and the overall project of displaying it. But historical 
accuracy – museologically speaking – cannot be the only standard that should be taken into 
consideration when designing a fashion exhibition, in part because a fashion exhibition deals 
not only with objects and their socioeconomic context (something that seems to be traditionally 
linked to the model established by the ethnographic museum), but also with an interpretation of 
fashion as a complex system investigated through a three-dimensional display. According to 
Clark, this is so even if an object has its precise history and a specific relation with its usage 
context. As a matter of fact, there is never just one way to tell its story. Above all, that specific 
object contains multiple narratives, which connect it, sometimes unexpectedly, with other 
materials. Curatorial choices deal with the presentation of objects as a way into different stories, 
and ‘curating, through its ruthless selection inevitably creates new patterns of chronology.’32 

We can also re-examine the contributions that Vreeland made to the interpretation of 
costume from the perspective that she explicitly adopted the contemporary language of fashion 
to present something that belonged to the past as also belonging to the present, thereby 
engaging the visitor in the stories she was telling through her exhibitions. As Judith Clark wrote 
in the above mentioned 2008 article, 

 
What Vreeland very astutely identified was the importance of the exhibition 
visitor identifying in some way with the object, and the connection between 
someone finding something desirable and finding something interesting. It 
inescapably linked decision-making within museums to issues to do with the 
laws of consumption.33 

 
The curator’s critical gaze is also the gaze that the visitor is asked to adopt and use as a 

basis for judgement. It is personal in the sense that it is directly connected with the curator’s 
choices and not with the claimed objectivity of history. Curatorship is to a degree a subjective 
process; it is always a question of interpretation and it should not be mixed with the work of the 
conservator (with its standards of practice, endless criteria classification systems). Arguably, 
Vreeland had a postmodern sensibility in her bringing together various elements of culture and 
history through the lens of her obsessions. Fashion curating can be considered a personal 
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grammar because what is highlighted in an exhibition is the result of a fluid process of 
selection, one that relies on intuition more than formal academic research. In this sense, 
referring to this non-objective selection, which sometimes resembles storytelling more than 
scientific historical research, Frisa has written about ‘the curator’s risk.’34  

Philippe de Montebello seemed to be well aware of this perspective when he wrote his 
essay for the catalogue about Vreeland’s sixth exhibition at the Met, Vanity Fair (December 15, 
1977 - September 3, 1978): 

 
Exhibition catalogues, whatever form they may take, deal primarily with the 
objects on view. This publication on the Costume Institute’s exhibition Vanity 
Fair has a different emphasis. It may well disappoint those looking for a 
digest of the history of costume, chronologies, biographies, or stylistic 
analyses …. Instead the text is concerned with the organizer of the exhibition 
– a lively, whimsical text about Diana Vreeland and her fabled flair. Why? 
Because we are not presenting an anthology of the collection but a personal 
choice, Diana Vreeland’s choice. And capricious it may be, but not random. 
Diana’s well-ordered caprice has yielded a succession of vivid images, 
captured in exciting vignettes, and not, definitely not, a potpourri.35 

 
The exhibition – which presented elements from the amazing collection from the Costume 
Institute’s archives – was a result of Vreeland’s personal narration of her ‘imaginary’ journey 
through the museum’s backstage, where all the clothing resides. Significantly, for the same 
catalogue, Stella Blum wrote an essay on the activity of the Costume Institute, for which she 
acted as a curator and not just as a special consultant, which was Vreeland’s role. In the 
publication, facing the beginning of her essay, there is a picture with a view of the exhibition 
The Art of Fashion (October 23, 1967 - January 1, 1968), staged at the Costume Institute under 
the executive direction of Polaire Weissman, five years before Vreeland’s arrival.36 The display 
is clearly theatrical and dramatically lit, with a contemporary attitude and such an alluring effect 
that Vreeland herself would have approved. In addition, in The Metropolitan Museum of Art 
Bulletin, published on the occasion of the exhibition, there is an article featuring interviews with 
contemporary artists and fashion designers about the relations between fashion and art; among 
those included are André Courrèges, Louise Nevelson, Norman Norell and Irene Sharaff.37 This 
direct connection between the theme explored by the exhibition and the opinions of figures 
from the worlds of fashion and art suggests an opening up of the museum to the contemporary, 
and also the museum’s need to function as a place where reflections on fashion are developed 
and displayed not only in an attempt to understand its history, but also to raise questions about 
its ever-changing nature, and if possible to stimulate suggestions and inspirations. Blum herself, 
a rigorous fashion conservator whose influence is regarded today by the curator Alexandra 
Palmer as ‘seminal in the construction of the “modern” historical fashion exhibition 
technique,’38 learned from Vreeland how to stage an alluring and visually captivating fashion 
exhibition. Certainly, Diana Vreeland was invited to join the staff of the Costume Institute in 
order to attract more visitors and sponsors, but it is also clear that the museum – and 
presentation of fashion within its walls – needed a stronger link with the ‘outside’ world well 
before her arrival. 

 
4.  Fashion Museums and Curating: Contemporary Perspectives 

Diana Vreeland After Diana Vreeland was an exhibition that asked what can be learned 
today from Vreeland’s curatorial grammar and made the explicit claim that displaying fashion 
on the basis of her work is now commonplace. What exactly is Vreeland’s legacy? To answer 
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that question we can turn again to fashion magazines, as we did at the beginning of this article. 
Consider the Spring/Summer 2012 issue of POP Magazine, which features a sort of fashion 
story. In the feature ‘Victoire d’hier et d’aujourd’hui,’ Max Farago is the photographer; Victoire 
de Castellane, the international fashion icon and Chanel and Dior jewellery designer, is the 
model; and Vanessa Reid is the fashion editor. Most importantly, Olivier Saillard, director of 
the Musée Galliera in Paris, is credited as curator/creative director of the project. In this fashion 
story all the clothes are evocations of actual dresses from the Galliera collection. They include a 
bridal gown by Lanvin Castillo (Image 9), a crinoline, a Poiret gown and an Alaïa dress (Image 
10).  

 

 
 

Image 9: ‘Evocation, Bridal gown Lanvin Castillo, 1960,’ for ‘Victoire d’hier et d’aujourd’hui,’  
POP Magazine, Spring/Summer 2012, courtesy of Max Farago 
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Image 10: ‘Evocation Azzedine Alaïa dress, Autumn/Winter 1986-87,’ for ‘Victoire d’hier et  
d’aujourd’hui,’ POP Magazine, Spring/Summer 2012, courtesy of Max Farago 

 
In order to display gowns like these, the team from the museum usually has to re-create 

the form and curves of the bodies for which the items were made to measure, using beige cloth, 
tulle and stuffing to remodel the original silhouettes in a way that will be imperceptible to the 
exhibition’s visitors (Image 10). These ‘negatives,’ as we might call them, were reconstructed 
for de Castellane, who ‘became’ a sort of a mannequin suspended between life and death 
because, as we read in the article that follows the fashion feature, ‘a piece of clothing from the 
museum is never allowed to be re-worn by a living model. This reinforces a certain ambiguity, 
in that the pieces are preserved forever and yet distanced from their role of disguising.’39  Under 
the creative direction of Saillard, de Castellane wears essentially the memories of these dresses 
and becomes a ‘contemporary ghost of the past.’40 A living one. This fashion story raises 
questions not only about the action of curating an exhibition but about the nature of a fashion 
museum itself. The work of Olivier Saillard and, more generally, of the Galliera’s programme 
of exhibitions, deals constantly with these issues, breaking boundaries and experimenting with 
new ways of interpreting fashion through ground-breaking curatorial practice (Image 11).  
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Image 11: ‘Evocation, dress, circa 1805,’ for ‘Victoire d’hier et d’aujourd’hui,’  

POP Magazine, Spring/Summer 2012, courtesy of Max Farago 
 
Following the course laid down by the fashion story in POP Magazine, Saillard recently 

developed another concept which resulted in a performance with Tilda Swinton entitled The 
Impossible Wardrobe, presented at the Palais de Tokyo41 as part of the Festival d’Automne in 
Paris (September 29 - October 1, 2012).42 Actress and fashion muse, Swinton became the main 
character in a poetic catwalk performance. Dressed in a white smock and wearing white cotton 
gloves, she played the role of the costume restorer (Images 12, 13 and 14). Costumes from the 
Galliera’s archives, which cannot be worn again, for obvious reasons of conservation, were 
brought back to ‘life’ through an interplay between Saillard, who gently passed the garments to 
the actress, and Swinton, who mimicked the feeling suggested by the outfit. The action took 
place on the catwalk, on which a tall mirror had been placed at one end, and echoed the 
conservator’s solemn and almost religious gestures, and invented others, suggested by the 
garment.43 

The show, repeated three times during the frenzied Paris Fashion Week, seemed to be 
looking for new curatorial ways to exhibit garments, which too often, in a museum context, are 
associated with a sense of ‘forever’ and with the atmosphere of the mausoleum, as noted earlier 
in this article. The almost eternal quest for movement and change in a fashion exhibition, which 
is traditionally inhabited by lifeless mannequins, seems to find a possible answer in this 
experiment, one which tries to tell unpredictable stories from costume history using the 
language of performance and contemporary fashion atmospheres.44 
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Image 12: Tilda Swinton during the performance The Impossible Wardrobe,  
Paris, Palais de Tokyo, 2012, © Piero Biasion 

 

 
 

Image 13: Tilda Swinton during the performance The Impossible  
Wardrobe, Paris, Palais de Tokyo, 2012, © Piero Biasion 
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Image 14: Film still from The Future Will Last a Very Long Time, directed by photographer 
 Katerina Jebb, made during Swinton’s rehearsals for The Impossible Wardrobe performance  

in the Musée Galliera’s storerooms, courtesy of Katerina Jebb 



84 | After Diana Vreeland 
 

Curating in this case means making use of the collection, but at the same time it signifies 
questioning the very nature of a fashion museum, taking into consideration its backstage 
elements and making them part of the stories and possible interpretations of fashion that the 
museum wishes to present through the curator’s voice. As Frisa pointed out in her essay in the 
Diana Vreeland After Diana Vreeland catalogue: 

 
“The archaeology of things to come” is a wonderfully evocative oxymoron 
that Daniel Birnbaum uses to speak of the work of the curator and, more in 
particular, that of Hans Ulrich Obrist in his afterword to the collection of 
interviews conducted by Obrist himself in 2008 and significantly entitled A 
Brief History of Curating. The writings of the critic and the action of the 
curator are acts that plan and recount in the present, following a personal 
itinerary, affected by the suggestions with which existing materials resound 
....To produce an innovative vision the curator acts on settled elements that 
belong to the past,  that have been temporarily forgotten, put aside, but are 
waiting to be reactivated, brought back into circulation through a gaze that is 
capable of consigning them once again to the future, given new names in their 
new location.45 

 
Starting from the 1990s, the rise of the fashion curator’s role is inevitably linked to the 

role of the fashion museum and its mission. As Fiona Anderson, Senior Curator of Dress and 
Textiles at National Museums Scotland, pointed out in 2000, if we adopt the perspective of 
visual culture, fashion can be considered ‘the fastest changing source of new ideas.’46 Anderson 
questions how fashion museums and curatorial practices have to work in order to respond to the 
ever-changing contemporary visual culture, using examples such us ‘Fashion in Motion’ at the 
Victoria and Albert Museum, which attempts to bridge the gap between catwalk shows and 
static museum display, or the ground-breaking work of independent fashion curators such as 
Judith Clark. In doing so, Anderson suggested that museums and galleries cannot simply be 
seen as static places connected with the history of different disciplines, but also must be viewed 
as places where cutting-edge research and innovative visions can and must take place; this 
resembles the position expressed in 1976 by Joan Kron in her previously quoted review of the 
Vreeland’s exhibition American Women of Style. 

Even if criticism of the greater freedom of curators in their approach to the display of 
fashion – which aims to engage the visitor through the use of the contemporary language of 
fashion and its visual power – is still an issue, we must not forget that critical museum studies 
developed in the 1980s and had already begun questioning the ‘entertainment versus education’ 
dichotomy and was talking about a ‘new museology.’ Proponents of this position stressed that 
historical accuracy and visual delight should not be considered as radically opposed principles 
inside the exhibition practice.47 Moreover, during the 1990s, research methodologies borrowed 
from media studies, cultural studies and ethnography played a significant role in changing the 
way museums worked, suggesting that it is possible to provide ‘entertaining and increasingly 
non-didactic, educational experiences about fashion.’48 

Diana Vreeland’s flamboyant work at the Met is at the origins of these new approaches. 
It was undoubtedly connected to the revolution which was taking place in the museum’s 
exhibition practice during the 1960s and the 1970s, but at the same time it showed that a fashion 
exhibition can fully become an elaborated visual machine, constructed with a specific curatorial 
language derived from fashion itself. The case of the Galliera is indebted to Vreeland and her 
curatorial grammar, demonstrating through an exhibition that the contemporary language of 
fashion can be staged and questioned – and sometimes re-invented. 
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Notes 
 
1 Murray Healy, ‘Andrew Bolton,’ Love (Spring/Summer 2012): 150-154. 
2 The exhibition Savage Beauty: Alexander McQueen, organised at the Costume Institute by 
Andrew Bolton with the support of Harold Koda (May 4 - August 7, 2011), attracted more than 
650,000 visitors. It became one of the most popular exhibitions in the museum’s history, and its 
most popular fashion exhibition ever. 
3 Once owned by the Pesaro family, this large Venetian Gothic palazzo was transformed by 
Mariano Fortuny y Madrazo (1871-1949) into his own atelier of photography, stage design, 
textile design and painting at the beginning of the twentieth century. The building retains the 
rooms and structures created by Fortuny, together with tapestries and collections. The Palazzo 
Fortuny was donated to the city in 1956 by Henriette, Mariano Fortuny’s widow, and it became 
a museum. It is now run by the Fondazione Musei Civici di Venezia (MUVE) and it hosts 
temporary exhibitions. See http://fortuny.visitmuve.it/, accessed January 6, 2013. 
4 Senior guest curator Deborah Nadoolman Landis is a costume designer and a Professor at the 
University of the Arts, London and the David C. Copley Chair and the Founding Director of the 
David C. Copley Centre for Costume Design at the UCLA School of Theatre, Film and 
Television. Guest curator Sir Christopher Frayling is Professor Emeritus of Cultural History at 
the Royal College of Art and a Governor of the British Film Institute. Assistant curator Keith 
Lodwick is a set and costume designer and is Assistant Curator for Web and Digital at the V&A 
Theatre & Performance Department. 
5 List of Diana Vreeland’s exhibitions at the Costume Institute of the Metropolitan Museum of 
Art. In chronological order: 
– The World of Balenciaga, March 23 - September 9, 1973  
– The 10s, the 20s, the 30s: Inventive Clothes 1909 - 1939, December 13, 1973 - September 3, 
1974  
– Romantic and Glamorous Hollywood Design, November 21, 1974 - August 31, 1975  
– American Women of Style, December 18, 1975 - August 31, 1976 
– The Glory of Russian Costume, December 9, 1976 - September 6, 1977 
– Vanity Fair, December 15, 1977 - September 3, 1978 
– Diaghilev: Costumes & Designs of the Ballets Russes, December 20,1978 - April 15, 1979  
– Fashions of the Hapsburg Era: Austria-Hungary, December 11, 1979 - August 31, 1980  
– The Manchu Dragon: Costumes of China - the Chʼing Dynasty, December 16, 1980 - August 
30, 1981  
– The Eighteenth-Century Woman, December 16, 1981 - September 5, 1982  
– La Belle Époque, December  6, 1982 - September 4, 1983  
– Yves Saint Laurent, December 6, 1983 - September 2,1984 
– Man and the Horse, December 18, 1984 - September 1, 1985  
– The Costumes of Royal India, December 20, 1985 - August 31, 1986  
– Dance, December 17, 1986 - September 6, 1987 
6 Eleanor Dwight, Diana Vreeland (New York: HarperCollins, 2002), 263-85. 
7 Philippe de Montebello served as the director of the Metropolitan Museum of Art from 1977 
to 2008. 
8 Richard Martin and Harold Koda, eds., Diana Vreeland: Immoderate Style (New York: The 
Metropolitan Museum of Art, 1993), 27. 
9 270,000 visitors attended the Romantic and Glamorous Hollywood Design exhibition during 
its first two months alone. See Ingeborg Day, ‘Diana Vreeland: A Velvet Hand in an Iron 
Glove,’ Ms. (August 1975): 24. 
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10 Valerie Cumming, Understanding Fashion History (London: Batsford, 2004), 72. 
11 See Robert Storr, ‘Unmaking History at the Costume Institute,’ Art in America (February 
1987): 15-23. 
12 Lou Taylor, Establishing Dress History (Manchester and New York: Manchester University 
Press, 2004), 288. 
13 Judith Clark, ‘Fashion Curation,’ in The Measure, ed. Louise Clarke (London: London 
College of Fashion, 2008), 326. See also Robert Storr, ‘Show and Tell,’ in What Makes a Great 
Exhibition? ed. Paula Marincola (Philadelphia: Philadelphia Exhibitions Initiative, Philadelphia 
Center for Arts and Heritage), 14-31. 
14 Clark, ‘Fashion Curation,’ 326. 
15 Maria Luisa Frisa, ‘After Pictures,’ in Diana Vreeland after Diana Vreeland, ed. Judith Clark 
and Maria Luisa Frisa (Venice: Marsilio, 2012), 15. 
16 See Judith Clark, ‘Re-Styling History: D.V. at the Costume Institute,’ in Diana Vreeland: The 
Eye Has to Travel, ed. Lisa Immordino Vreeland (New York: Abrams, 2011), 227-240. 
17 During the Bazaar years, Vreeland had the chance to work closely with the great art director 
and graphic designer Alexey Brodovitch. 
18 Joan Kron, ‘Exhibition-Ism: History as Fashion Power,’ New York Magazine, 12 January 
1976, 76. 
19 Theodor W. Adorno, ‘Valéry Proust Museum,’ in Prisms, translated by Samuel and Shierry 
Weber (Cambridge, MA: The MIT Press, 1983), 175. 
20 See also Iorwerth Eiddon Stephen Edwards, Tutankhamun: His Tomb and its Treasures (New 
York: The Metropolitan Museum of Art & Alfred A. Knopf, 1976). 
21 Thomas Hoving, Making the Mummies Dance: Inside the Metropolitan Museum of Art (New 
York: Simon & Schuster, 1993), 345. 
22 Ibid., 150. 
23 Ibid., 355. 
24 See Amy de la Haye, ‘Vogue and the V&A Vitrine,’ Fashion Theory 10, nos. 1-2 (2006): 
127-151. See also Hugo Vickers, ‘Cecil Beaton and his Anthology of Fashion,’ in The Golden 
Age of Couture: Paris and London 1947-57, ed. Claire Wilcox (London: V&A Publishing, 
2007), 157-173. 
25 ‘Curating as a field of study often falls between the cracks of disciplinary boundaries. Until 
recently, it has been left to curators themselves to theorize upon their practice and the function 
of exhibitions. The Journal of Curatorial Studies builds upon the pioneering contributions of 
curators to encourage in-depth investigations from an array of disciplines,’ write Drobnick and 
Fisher. Jim Drobnick, and Jennifer Fisher, ‘Editorial,’ Journal of Curatorial Studies 1, no. 1 
(2012): 3-4. 
26 Paul O’Neill, interviewed by Annie Fletcher, Introduction to Curating Subjects, ed. Paul 
O’Neill (London: Open Editions and Amsterdam: de Appel, 2007), 11-19. 
27 See also Nathalie Heinich and Michael Pollak, ‘From Museum Curator to Exhibition Auteur: 
Inventing a Singular Position,’ in Thinking About Exhibitions, eds. Reesa Greenberg, Bruce W. 
Ferguson and Sandy Nairne (London & New York: Routledge, 1996), 231-250. 
28 Jens Hoffmann, ‘A Certain Tendency of Curating,’ in Curating Subjects, ed. Paul O’Neill, 
138. 
29 Naomi Tarrant, The Development of Costume (London and New York: Routledge and 
National Museums of Scotland, 1994), 2. 
30 Gustav Zumsteg, textile manufacturer and friend of the couturier, organised the first 
retrospective exhibition of Balenciaga’s work at the Bellerive Museum, May-August 1970. 
31 Martin and Koda, eds., Diana Vreeland: Immoderate Style, 14. 
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32 Amy de la Haye and Judith Clark, ‘One Object: Multiple Interpretations,’ Fashion Theory 12, 
no. 2 (2008): 162. 
33 de la Haye and Clark, ‘One Object: Multiple Interpretations,’ 159-160. 
34 Maria Luisa Frisa, ‘The Curator’s Risk,’ Fashion Theory 12, no. 2 (2008): 171-180. 
35 Philippe de Montebello, Foreword to Vanity Fair, exhibition catalogue (New York: The 
Metropolitan Museum of Art, 1977), n. p. 
36 Stella Blum, ‘The Costume Institute/The Past Decade,’ in Vanity Fair Art, exhibition 
catalogue (New York: The Metropolitan Museum of Art, 1977), n. p.   
37 Norman Norell, et al., ‘Is Fashion an Art?’ The Metropolitan Museum of Art Bulletin 26, no. 
3 (1967): 129-140. 
38 Alexandra Palmer is Senior Curator of Textiles and Costume at the Royal Ontario Museum, 
Toronto, where she holds the Nora E. Vaughan Fashion Costume Curatorship. Alexandra 
Palmer, ‘Untouchable: Creating Desire and Knowledge in Museum Costume and Textile 
Exhibitions,’ Fashion Theory 12, no. 1 (2008): 41. 
39 Olivier Saillard, ed., ‘Victoire d’hier et d’aujourd’hui,’ POP Magazine (Spring/Summer 
2012): 334-345. 
40 Ibid., 345. 
41 Palais de Tokyo, Olivier Saillard / Tilda Swinton, accessed October 15, 2012,  
http://www.palaisdetokyo.com/en/exhibition/performances/olivier-saillard-tilda-swinton. 
42 Elisabeta Tudor, ‘Tilda Swinton Hits The Catwalk,’ Vogue.co.uk, 1 October 2012, viewed 15 
October 2012,  
http://www.vogue.co.uk/news/2012/10/01/tilda-swinton-stars-in-catwalk-performance-at-
palais-de-tokyo. 
43 The merging of fashion, performance art and celebrity culture was also spectacularly staged  
on May 2, 2011, when the fashion icon Daphne Guinness ‘publicly’ dressed (in a feathery gown 
designed by Alexander McQueen) in a window at Barneys New York, before attending the 
Costume Institute gala on the occasion of the opening of the Savage Beauty exhibition. 
Highlighting once again the cyclic nature of fashion, her show mimicked Leigh Bowery’s 
famous performance at the Anthony d’Offay Gallery in London, in 1988 when he changed 
himself in a variety of outfits behind a two-way mirror, while visitors to the gallery looked on. 
See Cathy Horyn, ‘Now Appearing, Real Daphne,’ The New York Times, 28 April 2011, viewed 
25 November 2012, http://www.nytimes.com/2011/04/28/fashion/28ROW.html?_r=0. 
44 In addition, a short film titled The Future Will Last a Very Long Time and directed by 
photographer Katerina Jebb was made during Swinton’s rehearsals for the performance in the 
museum’s storerooms. 
45 Frisa, ‘After Pictures,’ 16. 
46 Fiona Anderson, ‘Museums as Fashion Media,’ in Fashion Cultures: Theories, Explorations 
and Analysis, eds. Stella Bruzzi and Pamela Church Gibson (London and New York: 
Routledge, 2000), 372. 
47 See for instance Peter Vergo, ed., The New Museology (London: Reaktion Books, 1989). 
48 Anderson, ‘Museums as Fashion Media,’ 388. 
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 London’s Victoria and Albert Museum has a long history of staging ground-breaking 
exhibitions that push the boundaries of curating fashion and dress. Hollywood Costume takes 
the mantel to even greater heights. Five years in the making, this landmark exhibition shines a 
long-awaited spotlight on the role of costume design as an essential component of cinema 
storytelling. The curatorial team consists of Senior Guest Curator Professor Deborah 
Nadoolman Landis, Guest Curator Professor Sir Christopher Frayling and V&A Assistant 
Curator Keith Lodwick. 
 Over 130 striking costumes that span a century of cinema have been gathered together 
for the first time. Classic pieces from Hollywood’s Golden Age are displayed with outfits from 
the latest releases to stunning effect. Amongst the most iconic are the blue and white gingham 
pinafore dress of ‘Dorothy,’ by Adrian, seen in Victor Fleming’s The Wizard of Oz (1939); the 
green velvet ‘curtain’ dress with its drapery cord belt of ‘Scarlett O’Hara,’ by Walter Plunkett, 
seen in Fleming’s Gone with the Wind (1939); and the black shift of ‘Holly Golightly,’ by 
Givenchy, seen in Blake Edwards’ Breakfast at Tiffany’s (1961). 
 Landis’ approach to exhibiting film costume is inspired, informed. She is an Oscar-
nominated costume designer, with credits that include the costumes for Steven Spielberg’s 
Indiana Jones: Raiders of the Lost Ark (1981) and those for her husband John Landis’ music 
video for Michael Jackson’s Thriller (1983), as well as for his period comedy Burke & Hare 
(2010). Landis has written extensively about costume design, having most recently authored 
Film Craft: Costume Design (Ilex, 2012) and Hollywood Sketchbook: A Century of Costume 
Illustration (Harper Design International, 2012). Her PhD in the History of Design was awarded 
by the Royal College of Art, London; presently, she is the David C. Copley Chair and the 
Founding Director of the David C. Copley Centre for Costume Design at the UCLA School of 
Theatre, Film and Television; and professor at the University of the Arts, London. The lynchpin 
of her method is the deconstruction of the creative design process itself. Her curatorial strategy 
is not founded solely on the display of breathtaking artefacts, awe-inspiring as they are. The 
show is structured around three ‘acts’ – ‘Act One: Deconstruction,’ ‘Act Two: Dialogues,’ and 
‘Act Three: Finale’ – in three interlinking galleries. Each act is divided into themes, which in 
turn are subdivided into sections. An introductory space leading into the first gallery houses a 
large screen showing a fast-moving montage of movie clips, giving a seductive foretaste of 
what is in store. A booming soundtrack fills the air. As one walks into the space, one already 
feels a sense of anticipation worthy of any film premiere. Familiar billboard-style texts, to the 
left and right of the screen, begin to tell the story of the costume designer as part artist, 
historian, social commentator and alchemist, able to bring the scriptwriter’s characters to life. 
 The first gallery is home to ‘Act One: Deconstruction.’ Once inside, the members of 
Landis’ ‘cast’ emerge out of the darkness like flickering movie images. The overall design of 
the gallery space resembles a series of stage sets for different films. It is as though one has 
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stepped behind the scenes in a film studio. Projected clips contextualize each outfit. Gallery text 
in the form of typed scripts details each movie, director, character, actor and designer of the 
costume concerned. This first act explores connections between clothing and identity, 
demonstrating how the designer works with the director and the actor to ‘create’ the character. 
This work-process is revealed through a collage of sketches, photographs of fittings, budget 
breakdowns and script pages. The films here include Bernardo Bertolucci’s The Last Emperor 
(1987), with its sumptuous crimson imperial robes by James Acheson, and Ang Lee’s 
Brokeback Mountain (2005), where the details of Marit Allen’s understated designs serve to 
make the protagonists and their ill-fated relationship real to the viewer. Landis’ staging of 
Spielberg’s Indiana Jones: Raiders of the Lost Ark (1981) is a triumph. Harrison Ford’s ‘Indy’ 
is seen frozen in action complete with bullwhip cleverly suspended from the ceiling, his 
weathered leather flight jacket an emblem of his tough yet honest persona. Projected behind is a 
near forensic examination of each component of his utilitarian wardrobe, capturing the spirit of 
adventure of the movie itself. Working closely with Spielberg and taking inspiration from 
earlier action films, Landis developed a restricted palette of earth tones that could 
simultaneously represent Indy’s active and intellectual sides. ‘Act One’ concludes with Shekhar 
Kapur’s Elizabeth: the Golden Age (2007) with costumes designed by Alexandra Byrne, 
supported by a royal court incorporating Henry Koster’s Virgin Queen (1955), with costumes 
designed by Charles LeMaire and Mary Wills, and by Stephen Frears’ Dangerous Liaisons 
(1988), with costumes designed by James Acheson. This concluding vignette is presented under 
the theme, ‘A Royal Romance.’ There is a real sense of pomp, of status, of grandeur. A series of 
images behind the display reveal a process of meticulous research that encompasses readings of 
historical paintings and original apparel (Image 1). 
 

 
 

Image 1: Hollywood Costume, sponsored by Harry Winston, 2012,  
©Victoria and Albert Museum, London 

 
 Whilst the first gallery concentrates on the perspective of the costume designer, the 
second, which contains ‘Act Two: Dialogue,’ considers the situations in which they work, i.e. 
the cross-discipline alliances and the shifting cultural, social and technological landscapes. 
Here, the theme is ‘Creative Contexts,’ which examines the collaboration between the director 
and the costume designer, taking as its case studies Alfred Hitchcock and Edith Head, Tim 
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Burton and Colleen Atwood, Martin Scorsese and Sandy Powell, and Mike Nichols and Ann 
Roth. Clever juxtapositions of clips, drawings, photographs and jottings, presented alongside 
life-size projections of interviewees allow the exhibition’s audience to glimpse the dynamics of 
these creative partnerships. It is as though the collaborative process were unfolding before one’s 
very eyes. The films under scrutiny include Hitchcock’s The Birds (1963), and Scorsese’s 
Gangs of New York (2002). Regarding The Birds, the designer Edith Head developed a unique 
duck egg colour in answer to Hitchcock’s desire to have the actress Tippi Hedren dressed in a 
green suit for the scenes in which the birds attacked ‘Melanie Daniels.’ (Image 2). 
 

 
 

Image 2: The Birds, 1963, costume designer Edith Head,  
©Universal Pictures/Photofest/The Kobal Collection 

 
 As the second gallery opens out, it reveals the remaining themes relating to ‘Act Two.’ 
Floor to ceiling projections create a dramatic pyramid of moving handwritten text in a masterful 
engineering of space and manipulation of scale that draws the viewers’ eyes across to another of 
the act’s themes, ‘Changing Contexts.’ Landis’ use of space mirrors the seismic shifts in movie 
making: from silent to sound, black and white to Technicolor and from the studio system to 
multi-national corporations and art house ‘indies.’ During the Silent Era, costumes had to 
convey strong character archetypes to audiences at first glance, operating in a manner similar to 
vaudeville costume. Working with a black and white film medium, designers turned to texture 
and detail to enable each costume choice to visually move the narrative forward. The 
Technicolor process for making movies in colour was invented as early as 1916 and became 
widely used in Hollywood between 1922-1952. This shift to colour required a different 
approach on the part of the costume designers, a situation made more complex by the fact that 
the colours on the Technicolor screen were often different from those in real life. 
 The sometimes uneasy relationship between costume and its close cousin fashion is 
highlighted in the ‘Remakes’ section of the ‘Changing Contexts’ theme. For example, classic 
tales such as that of Cleopatra have been repeatedly told. Landis places Cecil B. DeMille’s 
Cleopatra (1934), with costumes by Travis Banton, alongside the 1963 version directed by 
Joseph L. Mankiewicz, with costumes by Irene Sharaff. The DeMille movie featured Claudette 
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Colbert, whilst the Mankiewicz movie starred Elizabeth Taylor. Although both designers 
undertook exhaustive research to ground their costumes historically, the look of each costume 
differs greatly since each, ultimately, is also defined by the fashions of the day. The curators 
make clear that clothing must be authentic but must also appeal to the contemporary viewer. 
Sharaff’s designs have Taylor resplendent in plunging necklines, smoky eyes and pale lips that 
would not have looked out of place in a mid-1960s catwalk.  
 Much has been written about the fashion industry’s borrowing of ideas from iconic 
movies, for example the many safari looks spawned by Sydney Pollack’s Out of Africa (1985) 
aesthetic created by Milena Canonero. The recent spike in the perennial fascination with all 
things Art Deco springs to mind on seeing the costumes for the character ‘Peppy Miller’ in 
Michael Hazanavicius’ The Artist (2011). For example, Gucci embraced the 1920s Deco look 
for their Spring/Summer 2012 and Autumn/Winter 2012-13 collections. The Artist’s costume 
designer Mark Bridges’ antiqued gold jacquard dress, tipped fur stole and ribbon trimmed 
cloche hat are also reminiscent of the Ralph Lauren Autumn/Winter 2012-13 catwalk show. 
Similarly, one cannot view the narrow floor-length skirt and delicate high-necked Edwardian 
blouse from Ismail Merchant and James Ivory’s A Room with View (1985), designed by John 
Bright and Jenny Beavan, without remembering the mid-1980s moment of nostalgic 
romanticism, when lace-trimmed white blouses became popular. Each of these movies is 
featured in the ‘Period Film’ section of ‘Changing Contexts.’ 
 Other film genres explored under the ‘Changing Contexts’ theme include so-called 
‘sword-and-sandal epics’ like William Wyler’s Ben-Hur (1959), with its costumes by Elizabeth 
Haffenden; Westerns such as Ethan and Joel Coen’s True Grit (2010), with its costumes by 
Mary Zophres; and space operas such as George Lucas’ Star Wars Episode IV: A New Hope 
(1977), with its costumes by John Mollo. The way that designers embrace technical advances is 
represented by a study of characters from cult-status animations like James Cameron’s Avatar 
(2009), with its costumes by Deborah L. Scott and Mayes C. Rubeo. Whilst film has been 
radically changed by computer generated imagery (CGI), the role of costume as the medium 
through which character is visually constructed remains the same. The Avatar designers 
overcame the challenge of communicating three-dimensional movement by providing the 
animation team with illustrations, a motion test, an actual garment, and a size and texture 
reference enabling them to construct a computerized image. 
 ‘Act Two’ culminates in the ‘Art of Becoming’ theme, where the role of costume in the 
development and performance of a varied range of characters is explored in more depth. 
Landis’ case studies here are the award-winning actors Meryl Streep and Robert De Niro, 
known for their abilities to inhabit the characters they portray. The previously faceless stands 
are replaced by mannequins, above which small screens have been suspended, showing a clip of 
each actor’s face in the corresponding film – an adept way of animating the outfits. Again, the 
exhibition’s curators employ the technique of screening life size footage of each interviewee on 
two adjacent screens. For the viewer it is akin to sitting in on a conversation between the two 
movie greats. Ever-changing images, projected onto a table placed between them, illuminate 
their conversations and underline the collaborative nature of the process. 
 ‘Act Three: Finale’ consists of an astonishing tableau of some of the best-known 
costumes of all time. As one enters this third and final gallery, to the right, an ostrich-feathered 
and sequined likeness of Nicole Kidman poses on a flying trapeze. Here the film in question is 
Baz Luhrmann’s Moulin Rouge (2001), with its costumes designed by Catherine Martin and 
Angus Strathie. The eye then moves to a series of screens suspended from the ceiling, reaching 
the length and breadth of the gallery, onto which are projected highlights from the relevant 
motion pictures. Again, smaller screens depicting the actors’ faces animate each mannequin. An 
array of film’s most glamorous femme fatales and leading men vie for attention. Christopher 
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Nolan’s The Dark Knight Rises (2012), Sidney J. Furie’s Superman IV: The Quest for Peace, 
(1987) and Sam Raimi’s Spider-Man (2002) are playfully staged. ‘Batman’ is dressed in Lindy 
Hemming’s design and looks down from a nearby ledge. ‘Superman’ soars above the action 
heroes wearing a costume created by John Bloomfield, and ‘Spider-Man’ crawls down a wall 
opposite in Acheson’s super flexible spandex. The show reaches its climax with two 
unforgettable female archetypes – Judy Garland’s ‘Dorothy,’ from Victor Fleming’s The 
Wizard of Oz (1939), and Marilyn Monroe’s ‘The Girl,’ from Billy Wilder’s The Seven Year 
Itch (1955). Adrian designed the blue and white gingham pinafore dress with puffed sleeved 
white blouse worn by ‘Dorothy,’ and William Travilla designed the costume worn by ‘The 
Girl.’ Travilla’s piece has the power to arrest you. We ‘know’ this dress, having seen the iconic 
images of Monroe standing over a subway grate with her skirt billowing up. Yet, one is struck 
by its delicate milky whiteness and the fragility of the pleated cloth that somehow speaks of its 
wearer’s vulnerability. A pair of ‘Dorothy’ ruby slippers in a nearby vitrine underlines this 
poignant moment of stillness (Image 3). 
 

 
 

Image 3: Ruby Slippers, Hollywood Costume, sponsored by Harry Winston,  
©Victoria and Albert Museum, London 

 
Christine Checinska, PhD, was Associate Curator of the Institute of International Visual Art’s 
exhibition ‘Social Fabric,’ which was staged in the London, UK; Lund, Sweden; and Mumbai, 
India in 2012. 
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Ivy Style 
The Museum at FIT, New York, 
September 14, 2012 – January 5, 2013 
Curated by Patricia Mears, with co-curators Richard Press and G. Bruce Boyer 
Catalogue: Ivy Style: Radical Conformists 
Patricia Mears, ed., New Haven and London: Yale University Press, and  
New York: Fashion Institute of Technology, 
2012, 192 pages, $55.00 
ISBN: 978-0-300-17055-9 
 

The Fashion Institute of Technology’s Ivy Style brings together a range of garments, 
historical and contemporary, pertaining to the Ivy League Look. The term ‘Ivy Style’ refers to 
the men’s collegiate style that emerged out of America’s elite Ivy League universities in the 
middle of the last century. The style reached its zenith in the early 1960s, by which time it had 
become mass fashion. Ivy Style can lay claim to chinos, blazers, repp ties, penny loafers, 
button-down shirts, sack jackets, longwing brogues, desert boots, madras plaids, boat shoes, 
Shetland wool crewnecks, Redwing boots and even Levi’s jeans. 

While the exhibition addresses what is arguably a historical phenomenon, it remains 
highly relevant to men’s fashion today. Ivy Style and its more fashion-forward offshoot Prep 
have enjoyed somewhat of a revival in recent years. Patricia Mears, the Deputy Director of the 
Museum at FIT, co-curator of Ivy Style and editor of Ivy Style: Radical Conformists, explains in 
the catalogue’s preface that the Ivy Style project was inspired by her discovery of the many 
blogs dedicated to Ivy Style and its offshoots Trad and Prep. 

The impetus for Ivy Style may have been digital, but the tone of the exhibition was 
decidedly nostalgic. In order to evoke an Ivy League campus of the 1960s, the curators 
presented the garments in sections decorated to resemble iconic campus settings. These 
included a campus quad, a classroom, a chemistry lab, a campus outfitter and a dorm room 
(Image 1). Each section was a sort of vignette, outfitted with props including mid-century 
furniture, luggage, globes, and original school flags. A stream of music played over the 
speakers, with marching-band music intended to convey the atmosphere of an Ivy League 
football game. While it is unlikely that anyone would forget that they were in the basement of a 
Brutalist building in midtown Manhattan, the exhibition sought to transport visitors to the time 
and place of Ivy Style’s heyday. 

Fantasies of American privilege and affluence frame the Ivy League Look, and we can 
‘take’ Ivy Style’s campus theme as part of this narrative. It seems that Take Ivy, the 1965 
Japanese book with a cult following among devotees of the Ivy League Look, was an 
inspiration for the curators. The settings in the exhibition were reminiscent of those documented 
in this definitive pictorial record of the Ivy League Look, with its photographs of Ivy-clad 
students partaking in iconic collegiate activities such as getting ready for rowing practice, 
walking through the quad and studying in the library. This is fitting, for as the exhibition noted 
in relation to a 2009 Tom Browne outfit, the Ivy League Look has been kept alive in Japan with 
an almost monastic dedication. The fashion researcher Masafumi Monden addresses this 
phenomenon in the Ivy Style book, yet there were no examples of Japanese Ivy League clothes 
on display in the exhibition. Also absent were the British interpretations of the Ivy League 
Look; in Britain, the clothes took on new meanings as they were worn by the working-class 
youths of the Mod and Skinhead subcultures. 
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Image 1: Installation shot, The Dormitory, Ivy Style exhibition,  
courtesy of The Museum at FIT 

 
With its American campus theme, Ivy Style takes the style’s name at face value. The 

curatorial team did acknowledge, in one of the exhibition’s labels entitled ‘Ivy Style at Mid-
Century,’ that with the G.I. Bill’s democratisation of post-secondary education and the mass 
marketing of the Ivy League Look, the style came to be worn by a much wider segment of 
American society during the post-war period. It was not just privileged students but grown men, 
graduates and non-graduates alike, who sported the Ivy League Look. Yet in the exhibit the 
only nod to Ivy Style as mass fashion came in the form of a charcoal J. Press flannel suit, 
emblem of 1950s conformity in The Man in the Grey Flannel Suit (novel: 1955, film: 1956). As 
an exploration of the fantasies that narrate Ivy Style, the exhibition can be forgiven for this 
somewhat reductionist approach to the Ivy League Look. 

Mixed in with archival pieces from the likes of Chipp, J. Press, Gant, and Brooks 
Brothers were clothes designed by Ralph Lauren, Tommy Hilfiger, Jeff Banks, J. McLaughlin, 
Michael Bastian and Thom Browne. These contemporary pieces ranged from straight 
reproductions of Ivy Style to much more fashion-forward interpretations. A 1980 Ralph Lauren 
ensemble of saddle shoes, flat-front chinos, blue oxford-cotton button-down and repp tie 
illustrates the close connection between Prep and the Ivy League Look. This contrasted with a 
2003 outfit in which a Ralph Lauren blue blazer was adorned with a skull patch, had its lapels 
turned up and was matched with blue jeans and an open-neck, popped-collar shirt. A 2012 
Michael Bastian outfit was styled in a similar manner, featuring a black blazer with contrast 
stitching and the sleeves rolled up, red-striped shirt with contrast white collar, yellow belt, grey 
jeans and black penny loafers. Even more fashion-forward was Thom Browne’s 2012 offering 
of a darted green blazer, crop-top shirt, green and pink tartan pants and 22-hole brogue boots. 
Spikes covered the groin, knees and shoulders. While these outfits would certainly give purists 
cause to complain, they did illustrate how the Ivy League Look has been reinterpreted in recent 
times. 
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Image 2: Installation shot, Ivy Style exhibition, Brooks Brothers, ‘prep’  
ensemble, 2012, lent by Brooks Brothers, courtesy of The Museum at FIT 

 
A Brooks Brothers’ contemporary offering of a 1940 ‘prep’ ensemble reissued in 2012 

was less adventurous but more aesthetically pleasing to this reviewer (Image 2). It was a 
traditional Ivy Style ensemble of flat-fronted slim chinos, blue 3-patch pocket blazer (with 
yellow piping), white oxford-cloth button-down and Columbia repp tie. Brooks Brothers helped 
fund the exhibition and their button-downs adorned many of the mannequins. This seemed like 
an appropriate curatorial decision rather than a corporate shill. After all, Brooks Brothers did 



Exhibition Reviews | 99 
 
invent the button-down, and this timeless classic served as the perfect canvas on which to 
display the myriad of original jackets featured in the exhibition. 

Resembling a school hallway, one section of the exhibit focused on crested school 
blazers going back as far as 1919. Some of these blazers were surprisingly garish, featuring 
candy stripes or pastel piping. As the exhibition explained, these were worn at the elite prep 
schools that served as feeders for the Ivy League universities. On the other side of the room 
were odd jackets in various tweed patterns, taken from the Richard Press collection. The labels 
explained that the tweed ‘odd’ jacket, paired with grey flannels, was first marketed to make use 
of the surpluses of tweed and flannel that followed World War II. The majority of these jackets 
featured the ‘sack jacket’ design established in 1914 by Brooks Brothers as part of their ‘#1 
sack suit.’ The sack jacket is thus designated because of its deconstructed design, which 
contrasts with the waisted jackets found in British tailoring. Also essential to Ivy Style tailoring 
is the natural shoulder, which reduces or omits padding in order to follow the natural shoulder-
line of the wearer. The original jackets on display at Ivy Style prove that even the Ivy League 
Look has not been immune to changes in men’s fashion, with lapels expanding and receding 
over time. Remaining mostly constant, however, is the sack construction, natural shoulder lines 
and other Ivy Style details such as the hook vent and 3-roll-2 button stance. Non-Ivy Style 
details such as darting and tickets pockets also demonstrate that there has always been some 
diversity to Ivy Style tailoring. 

 

 
 

Image 3: Installation shot, The University Shop, Ivy Style exhibition,  
courtesy of The Museum at FIT 

 
The chance to see these original jackets and other archival pieces was Ivy Style’s main 

draw, as one need only go as far as the local high street or shopping mall for Ralph Lauren and 
Tommy Hilfiger’s contemporary reinterpretations. The original Ivy Style outfits were styled by 
the exhibitions’ co-curators – J. Press founder Jacobi Press’s grandson Richard Press and the 
noted menswear writer G. Bruce Boyer. One highlight was a decade-crossing ensemble of 
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cream wool trousers (1930), green collegiate cardigan (1925) and pink oxford-cloth button-
down (1975). Another highlight was ‘The University Shop’ section of the exhibition, which 
included a tweed sport jacket, a tan gabardine raincoat, a duffel coat, a navy blazer, a grey 
flannel suit, a seersucker suit and a stack of oxford-cloth button-downs (Image 3). Sport has had 
a big influence on the Ivy League Look and the exhibit had an assortment of original Ivy 
League athletic clothing, including letterman tops, on display in ‘The Athletic Club.’ Sleepwear 
is an often-overlooked facet of men’s fashion, but ‘The Dormitory’ featured a collection of Ivy 
Style slippers. In light of the informality that prevails on campuses today, it was amusing to see 
that even in their bedrooms, Ivy League students of yesteryear wore button-down shirts, ties and 
woollen trousers, simply swapping their jackets for dressing gowns such as the mid-century 
Brooks Brothers robe on display. 

The only real oversight at the Ivy Style exhibition was the shortage of original Ivy Style 
shoes. A search on eBay reveals many options for anyone seeking out an original pair of Ivy 
Style longwing brogues, and there is a veritable online cult surrounding original, made-in-USA 
Bass Weejun penny loafers. Yet the majority of the shoes in the exhibition were contemporary. 
An exhibition label did describe the importance of the Bass Weejun penny loafer, but the only 
example on display was a made-in-El Salvador version from 2012. While some nods to 
Japanese and British reinterpretations of the Ivy League Look would have been appreciated, 
FIT cannot be faulted for omitting these more peripheral aspects of the style. Emphasising the 
fantasies of affluence and privilege that narrate the Ivy League Look at the expense of its more 
popular manifestations, Ivy Style nevertheless did an impressive job of capturing the productive 
tension between the modern and the traditional that has kept Ivy Style alive into the twenty-first 
century. 
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Pre-Raphaelites: Victorian Avant-Garde 
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Curated by Tim Barringer, Jason Rosenfeld and Alison Smith 
Catalogue: Pre-Raphaelites: Victorian Avant-Garde  
Tim Barringer, Jason Rosenfeld and Alison Smith, eds. 
London: Tate Gallery Publishing, 
2012, 256 pages, £24.99 (paperback) 
ISBN: 978-1-84976-015-7 
 

Pre-Raphaelites, Victorian Avant-Garde at the Tate Britain explores the work produced 
not only within the five years (1848-53) that the Pre-Raphaelite Brotherhood existed but a wider 
50-year period in order to shed light on from whence and from whom the artists took their 
inspiration, through the development of the ideas beyond the Pre-Raphaelite Brotherhood. 
Organised thematically into sections – ‘Origins and Manifesto,’ ‘History,’ ‘Nature,’ ‘Salvation,’ 
‘Beauty,’ ‘Paradise’ and ‘Mythologies’ – the exhibition of painting, sculpture, sketchbooks, 
studies, furniture and textiles – engages with the motivations of the group and the individuals 
within it. This exhibition gives special emphasis to three members of the Brotherhood: John 
Everett Millais (1829-96), Dante Gabriel Rossetti (1828-82), and William Holman Hunt (1827-
1910). The works of Edward Burne-Jones (1833-98) and the Brotherhood’s older mentor Ford 
Maddox Brown (1821-93) are also treated as significant. 

 

 
 

Image 1: Chatterton, 1855-6, by Henry Wallis 
 
While I was viewing the incredibly busy show, I overheard a fellow gallery visitor 

exclaim, ‘it's like HDTV’ – an apt observation, seeing as the effect of viewing the intensely 
coloured paintings, many behind preservation glass, was strongly reminiscent of the reflective 
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quality of the flat screen TV, computer or tablet screen on which we nowadays routinely view 
images. A particularly vivid example of this in the ‘History’ section of the exhibition was the 
painting of the young poet on his deathbed (Thomas) Chatterton (1855-6) by Henry Wallis; the 
violet breeches appear particularly intense and draw prominence to the same tone within the 
deathly drained complexion and the breaking dawn of the London skyline. The scene we see 
through the window, in contrast to the dark interior of the room itself, appears like a screen 
(Image 1).  

Even in a world of HDTV, the detail and intensity of the paintings did not disappoint; 
indeed, the Pre-Raphaelite aesthetic of bright colours, flat surfaces, and detailed imagery with 
limited depth of field feels quite contemporary. The intense bright colour and stiffly posed girls 
depicted in Millais’ The Blind Girl (1854-6) (Image 2), which was housed within the ‘Nature’ 
section of the exhibition, reminded me of the fairy tale-like images of the British fashion 
photographer Tim Walker (born 1970). Walker's aesthetic is extremely popular; he shoots 
regularly for fashion magazines that include Italian and British Vogue and has a retrospective of 
his work currently on show at Somerset House. These two exhibitions would conceivably draw 
quite different crowds, but it is interesting to note some parallels in the image construction; not 
only is it evidence of the legacy of the Pre-Raphaelite Brotherhood, but it also suggests the 
timeliness of this extensive exhibition of Pre-Raphaelite work. 

It is in part the Pre-Raphaelite approach to painting nature that explains the curators’ 
presenting the show as a display of Victorian avant-garde, since the method of the Pre-
Raphaelite Brotherhood used in depicting the brilliance of the natural world through intense 
detail and colour was one of the unique characteristics of the movement. Art historian and Pre-
Raphaelite specialist Elizabeth Prettejohn has described it as clarified and concentrated; in the 
world of Adobe Photoshop it could be likened to saturated and flattened. This is the ideal show 
for the Autumn/Winter season; the combination of the richly coloured paintings in their heavy 
gilt frames, the furniture, tapestry and the sympathetic, deep, matte Victorian tones on the 
gallery walls of aubergine, sage, grey and maroon lend to the whole a warm, comforting and 
opulent atmosphere. It is also highly appropriate in terms of the Pre-Raphaelite style as being 
sumptuous, heavy and rich. When moving through the galleries into the ‘Beauty’ section of the 
show one could almost detect a spicy, oud-based scent as one gazed upon the heavy-lidded eyes 
of Rossetti's Lady Lilith (1866-8, altered 1872-3) and Edward Burne-Jones' Maria Zambaco 
(1870). Within a tight frame, both paintings focus on the woman in a sensuous, self-
contemplative pose. The curators of the exhibition would no doubt have us consider the 
painters’ desire to paint purely for the sake of capturing beauty. 

As an exhibition text panel explains: ‘Around 1860....Beauty came to be valued more 
highly than truth, as Pre-Raphaelitism slowly metamorphosed into the Aesthetic movement.’ In 
subsequent years, and as the Aesthetic movement gained momentum, beauty and luxury were 
the qualities Rossetti, Burne-Jones and Millais sought to convey, placing far greater emphasis 
on these qualities rather than on narrative and truth. One might have given to this exhibition an 
additional subtitle, such as: ‘The Value of Beauty at the Expense of Truth.’ This prioritisation 
of aesthetics and beauty in particular parallels priorities seen in today’s fashion editorials, 
advertising and music videos. Victorian society differs from twenty-first century society in that 
we now live in a world saturated by image. Cosmetic advertising is in this sense particularly 
invasive and one could say that many of the beauty ideals we are confronted with hark back to 
the Pre-Raphaelite and Aesthetic movements’ milky skin, silky cascading hair, large, heavy 
eyes, flushed complexions, full, pouting and naturally red lips. Rossetti described the search for 
beauty as ‘the only absolute aim;’ it would appear that we, today, are seduced to the same 
extent that Rossetti and his contemporaries were. 
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Image 2: The Blind Girl, 1854-6, by John Everett Millais 
  
 Intrinsic to the obsession with beauty was an obsession with sensuality. As the Aesthetic 
Movement took hold, many of the artists became preoccupied with fantastical and sexually 
infamous female figures, as with Mary Magdalene painted c. 1859 by Frederick Sandys (1829-
1904) and Lady Lilith painted by Rossetti in 1866-8 (Image 3). Lilith, who occurs in ancient 
Judaic myth as the mythical first wife of Adam before he met Eve, epitomises in Goethe’s 
Faust (from which Rossetti took his inspiration) the romantic poetic view of the femme fatale. 
Some have viewed Lilith as a prototypal feminist. The Yale art historian Tim Barringer, one of 
the curators of the exhibition, states that one characteristic, her refusal to obey Adam, resonated 
strongly within the complex sexual politics of Victorian England, and this ideal of a sexually 
alluring, dominant and strong-minded female seems hardly less relevant now, seeing as third-
wave feminists along with wanting to be alluring also want to be in control. Julia Margaret 
Cameron (1815-1879) let Rossetti’s vision of femininity inspire her own portrait photography. 
Cameron’s admiration suggests to us that Rossetti’s – and, more broadly, the Aesthetic – 
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approach was being seen by women as a tender, rather than objectifying obsession with female 
beauty.  

In just about every painting seen in the ‘Beauty’ section of the exhibition, the women 
have shining cascades of brushed out hair – not unlike the advertisements for luxury hair care 
products depicting young women with a thick mane of tumbling hair seen in today’s magazines, 
and which we nonetheless can accept as being hyper-real and enhanced images. To coincide 
with the London Olympics, the hair care company Pantene released a series of advertisements 
depicting prominent female athletes with glowing bodies and dazzling locks. The women, 
including the British cycling gold medallist Victoria Pendleton (born 1980), a prominent 
sporting figure as well as celebrity contestant on Strictly Come Dancing, are captured at the 
peak of their physical fitness and pinnacle of their sporting dominance. Strong, dominant and 
sexually alluring, they are the twenty-first century Liliths. The jewellery brand Links of London 
has for Autumn/Winter 2012-13 produced an advertising campaign shot by the French 
photographer Jean François Campos that appears to be a pastiche of prominent Pre-Raphaelite 
paintings. Advertisements like these are proof positive of the Pre-Raphaelite vision of women 
and beauty not only having had longevity, but that it was and is aspirational, and that it sells. 
The Links of London referencing of Pre-Raphaelite painting aligns itself with British history 
and breeding, qualities worth harnessing at a time when we as a consumer society in economic 
and environmental turmoil are questioning our values. 
 

 
 

Image 3: Lady Lilith, 1859, by Frederick Sandys 
 

The exhibition catalogue, published to accompany the exhibition edited by the curators 
Barringer, Rosenfeld and Smith, is excellent as a comprehensive volume covering the Pre-
Raphaelite period. The inclusion of an essay ‘The Pre-Raphaelite Legacy,’ by the Pre-
Raphaelite art specialist Elizabeth Prettejohn, is particularly interesting in documenting the 
attention this body of work has received as well as the influence it has had. 
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Cristóbal Balenciaga, collectionneur de modes 
Les Docks, Cité de la Mode et du Design, Paris 
April 13 – October 7, 2012 
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Olivier Saillard, ed. 
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Comme des Garçons: White Drama 
Les Docks, Cité de la Mode et du Design, Paris 
April 13 – October 7, 2012 
 

In the world of contemporary fashion, where new collections are expected on an annual 
if not seasonal basis, the creative process is necessarily negotiated by the industry’s practical 
exigencies of production. Concepts like originality, innovation, and inspiration constitute 
precious commodities whose regular renewal can lead to financial success as well as a lasting 
reputation for a designer and his/her creative team. Two recent Parisian exhibitions – Cristóbal 
Balenciaga, collectionneur de modes and Comme des Garçons: White Drama – concurrently 
part of the Musée Galleria’s Hors les Murs series held at Les Docks at the Cité de la Mode et du 
Design while the main museum is closed for renovation, take ostensibly different approaches to 
these related yet fundamental concepts. 

By most standards, Cristóbal Balenciaga, collectionneur de modes (Cristóbal 
Balenciaga, Collector of Fashions) would be considered a modest offering of the long career of 
the ground-breaking and prolific Spanish designer (1895-1972) which spanned nearly forty 
years. When compared to major recent exhibitions devoted to Balenciaga (for example, the 
2006 retrospective at Paris’s Musée des Arts Décoratifs and San Francisco’s De Young 
Museum’s 2011 Balenciaga and Spain exhibition), this particular show is a more focused and 
intimate proposition, displaying approximately forty of the designer’s sumptuous pieces 
juxtaposed with Spanish regional folkloric clothing, period clothing from the nineteenth 
century, period photographs of actual fittings before the Balenciaga clothes were shown to the 
public, historical fashion prints, and so forth, all taken from the designer’s private collection. 
Divided into five thematic sections (‘The Inordinate Taste for the Nineteenth Century,’ 
‘Fragments of Décor: Lace and Embroidery,’ ‘Folklore and Regionalism,’ ‘Historicisms,’ and 
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‘Refined Forms and Singular Dresses’), Balenciaga, Collector of Fashions proceeds by way of 
analogy. In the exhibition’s first display, for example, a black lace jacket from 1895, the year of 
the Spanish designer’s birth, is placed next to an elegant Balenciaga black lace night cape from 
1960. Similarly, later in the exhibition, a fifteenth-century French print of a Spanish vertugadin 
(farthingale) and an actual nineteenth-century bustle are displayed with a Balenciaga 1961 
evening dress, a 1966 Butterfly coat, and a 1967 evening coat. All illustrate the culmination of 
the designer’s famously radical transformation of woman’s silhouette from the 1950s onwards, 
which saw the shoulders significantly broadened and the waist erased in iconic styles like the 
1950 Balloon or Pumpkin dress, and the 1959 empire collection, among many others. 

In the course of the exhibition’s pairings and groupings of Balenciaga pieces with other, 
primarily earlier, fashion styles, a running argument emerges and develops which attempts to 
contextualize the former’s designs and vision in the broader context of the history of fashion. 
The intertextual dimension in the evolution of Balenciaga’s fashions from indirect referencing 
to more overt citations of Spanish regional dress and historical styles is persuasively 
demonstrated in the exhibition. Biographies of Balenciaga confirm his intense interest in the 
history of fashion, so it is not surprising that traces of previous styles like silhouette-modifying 
bustles or Spanish folkloric jackets would be visible in his collections. However, equally 
noticeable in these comparisons is their departure from their references with regard to 
refinements in materials, reinterpretations of line and cut, and innovations in structure and 
silhouette, all forging something quite new and original in the process. 

Just a few steps away in a contiguous yet completely separate gallery space, Comme des 
Garçons: White Drama exhibits Japanese designer Rei Kawakubo’s (b. 1942) Spring/Summer 
2012 couture collection of her fashion label. As the title of the show suggests, white dominates 
all of the clothes of the collection, but the drama of the exhibition additionally extends to its 
innovative presentation. The pieces of this Comme des Garçons collection, in groupings of 
three to six, are displayed in seven enormous polyurethane spheres around which the viewer can 
walk in order to view the clothes from different angles, reversing the catwalk dynamic of 
clothes in motion on the runway in front of a static observer. The clothes in this exhibition are 
otherwise very simply presented with numbers, indications of fabric, and some designations of 
structural details. When the collection was originally shown on October 1, 2011, it was 
described by the designer as representing her impressions of different, significant stages in life 
such as birth, death, marriage, and so forth. For example, the first three highly structured 
dresses in the exhibition (in a reversal of expectation that has been a mainstay throughout 
Kawakubo’s career and is typical in postmodernist fashion aesthetics) have enormous restraint 
bows and knots on the front which are meant to convey the constraints of marriage. Elsewhere 
in the exhibition, the specific connection to one stage of life or another is perhaps less clear, but 
all of the pieces of the collection demonstrate the same preoccupation with structure and pure if 
not minimalist line. 

Rei Kawakubo’s designs, from her ‘poverty’ styles (to use fashion historian Harold 
Koda’s celebrated epithet) of the 1980s to her controversial 1997 Bump collection, have always 
struck critics as being overly conceptual in nature, foregrounding in particular a critique of the 
gender presuppositions and conventions of high fashion as these relate to issues of beauty and 
feminine form. In this respect, the collection displayed in White Drama is no exception, 
although the pieces are perhaps more abstractly articulated here than in previous Comme des 
Garçons collections. While the exhibit has its creative origin in a personal realm of experience – 
that of a woman’s psychological impressions of different, and ultimately decisive stages in a her 
life – the strikingly stark colour palette of the clothes and the structurally constrictive nature of 
many of their forms result in a sartorial narrative of a woman’s experiential and existential 
alienation in the contemporary world. Even the presentational rhetoric of the exhibition, with its 
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placing of these fascinating haute couture designs in large plastic bubbles, seems to participate 
in this critique through an additional defamiliarization of given fashion conventions. 

While Cristóbal Balenciaga, collectionneur de modes and Comme des Garçons: White 
Drama present two seemingly different designers and approaches to the proposition of fashion 
design, one is tempted by their contiguity to compare these two exhibitions. On the one hand, 
Balenciaga incorporates structure in an organically modernist aesthetic that ultimately 
constitutes a moment of continuity if not culmination in fashion history’s more conventional 
concepts of feminine beauty. Kawakubo, on the other hand, uses the conventions of fashion’s 
language like structure, colour, and line against themselves in an ironically postmodernist 
aesthetic that questions an entire system about how it dresses a woman’s body. In the end, 
however, the two exhibitions demonstrate that whatever the inspiration, whether significant 
historical styles or more simply a personal conception of one’s own existence, the result 
confirms the decisive nature of the creative presence of the designer whose intervention 
dynamically transforms these elements of the real and the received into representations of a 
different order. 
 
Leonard R. Koos, PhD, is Associate Professor of French at the University of Mary 
Washington, Virginia, USA.  
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Schiaparelli and Prada: Impossible Conversations 
The Costume Institute of the Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York 
May 10 – August 19, 2012 
Co-curated by Andrew Bolton and Harold Koda 
Catalogue: Schiaparelli and Prada: Impossible Conversations, 
Andrew Bolton and Harold Koda; introduction by Judith Thurman 
New Haven and London: The Metropolitan Museum of Art and Yale University Press, 
2012, 324 pages, $45 
ISBN: 978-0-30017-955-2 
 

Leave it to the Metropolitan Museum of Art’s Costume Institute to make the impossible 
possible. Two pairs of Cupid’s-bow lips in conversation, separated both by an expanse of time 
and the length of a dining table, have been brought together in the Institute’s latest exhibition, 
where they muse on the chic and the corporeal, fashion and art, life and time, and culture. In 
‘Schiaparelli and Prada: Impossible Conversations’ a literal and conceptual dialogue is brought 
to life of the creative oeuvres of two of fashion’s most memorable firecrackers: Elsa 
Schiaparelli (1890-1973) and Miuccia Prada (b. 1949).   

Following the unprecedented success of its Savage Beauty: Alexander McQueen 
exhibition in 2011, the Met’s Costume Institute has decided upon a more subdued, intellectual 
direction this time around, utilizing a thematic approach, focusing on the similarities and 
dissimilarities in the designers’ work and fashion philosophies. On display are approximately 
one hundred and forty garments and accessories from Schiaparelli and Prada, with pieces from 
the former spanning the late 1920s to the early 1950s and from the latter from the late 1980s to 
the present. 

Seven themes in seven galleries touch upon subjects the designers explored and would 
re-explore throughout their careers: ‘Waist Up/Waist Down,’ ‘Hard Chic,’ ‘Ugly Chic,’ ‘Naïf 
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Chic,’ ‘The Exotic Body,’ ‘The Classical Body,’ and ‘The Surreal Body’ examine how each 
designer’s approach to fashion pushed against the boundaries of chic, whilst creating wearable 
looks for the female form and re-interpreting its fashioned presence. By their names alone this 
set of themes evinces a flair for the dramatic. Indeed, they lend a bit of drama to the exhibition, 
which carries with it from start to finish a staged performance for the viewer.  

Upon entering the first gallery space, one is immediately immersed in a sort of black box 
theatre. But not just any box – a reflective, black lacquered one, in which long sinuous onyx 
benches invite you to take a seat, watch, and listen to a conversation. Perched one across from 
another at a long table as inky black as the black backdrop behind it, Miuccia Prada herself and 
Elsa Schiaparelli (played by the actress Judy Davis) are illuminated talking heads in time, 
defying space, speaking about fashion happenstance, their unapologetic words rendered in crisp 
white text, pulsing on and off the walls. Directed by Baz Luhrmann, this film projection and 
those that follow it reverberate with the voices of the two women, voices carried throughout the 
exhibition. In each impossible conversation, scripted with excerpts from Schiaparelli’s 
autobiography and from direct quotes from a series of interviews with Prada, the dialogue 
enlivens the thematic aims of the exhibition’s galleries. 

Moving past the dark shadows of the black box, the crimson red recesses of ‘Waist 
Up/Waist Down’ display a gallery of separates – Schiaparelli’s famously opulent Maison 
Lesage embroidered jackets and a collection of dynamic Prada skirts. Exemplary of an instance 
where each designer differs in approach to dressing the body, embellished jackets and eye-
catching skirts represent particular zones of focus for the designers. This curatorial dichotomy 
makes the first gallery the exhibition’s most compelling. Schiaparelli’s jackets had their place in 
her day, when café society made seated women more visible from the waist up. From 1937, a 
forest green silk velvet jacket is flanked on either side of the buttoned front with massive 
scrolling flowers rendered in thin strips of gold foil and thread, ruby glass beads and pale 
pewter paillettes. Beside it, the collars and bodices of evening jackets in midnight blue and jet 
black are adorned with beaded baroque swirls, mirrors and contrasting textiles. ‘Up with the 
shoulders!’ said Elsa, ‘Bring the bust back into its own, pad the shoulders and stop the ugly 
slouch!’1 

The half mannequins displaying Prada’s skirts pose happily to the left of each 
Schiaparelli jacket hanging above it. As an expression of freedom for the modern woman, 
Prada’s personal design focus is on the ‘more basic, more grounded’ skirt in terms of feminine 
experience. ‘It’s about making love. It’s about life. It’s about giving birth. Basically, below the 
waist is more connected to the earth.’2 Imparting life into this sartorial basic, the skirt as 
imagined by Prada is displayed in a variety of textiles, shapes and embellishments. From 
Autumn/Winter 2004-05, an apron-like piece of blue ombré silk and black wool covered in a 
flurry of beads and sequins of clear, smoky grey and black share the stage with a grey silk 
organza fishtail design from 1999, embroidered with mirrors and leather tabs. 

As an addendum to Schiaparelli and Prada’s focus on waist up and waist down, ‘Neck 
Up/Knees Down’ is a delightful parade of accessories underscoring the designers’ daring and 
creativity. Spatially displayed from top to bottom, rows of hats and jewellery from Schiaparelli 
dangle daintily above footwear from Prada. Nature motifs, prints, shapes and materials are 
either juxtaposed with opposites or grouped by similarity. Combinations of materials like clear 
rhodoid, metal, dyed suede, patent leather, rubber and felted wool create a visual frenzy inside 
the glass cases. A late 1940s/early 50s Schiaparelli cream silk foulard cloche printed with bees 
and a pair of Fall/Winter 2012-13 Prada platform Mary Janes appliquéd with small flowers 
make quite a match. Also in line are Prada wedges with fins, Cadillac taillights and die cut 
flames and figurative caps from ‘Schiap,’ her iconic shoe hat from Autumn/Winter 1937-38 
among the bunch. 
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With words such as ‘strong’ and ‘feminine’ echoing from the next gallery, the viewer is 
led into a more formal and subdued section of the exhibition. ‘Hard Chic’ displays garments 
with design elements from menswear, work wear and military service uniforms. The army of 
mannequins wear red satin masks and hard-edged pale silver bobs by hairstylist Guido Palau. 
The often severe but beautiful combinations of dark, solid textiles, industrial fastenings and 
feminine tailored shapes in their womenswear is indicative of the uncanny ability of both 
Schiaparelli and Prada to retain an understanding of dressing real women, while exploring ideas 
of gender and power. A black nylon shirtdress with exposed zippers from Prada’s Fall/Winter 
1994-95 collection seems a modern counterpart to the uniform-like quality of Schiaparelli day 
suits in wool Melton and jersey c. 1940. 

 

 
 

Image 1: Exotic Body, Gallery Views, courtesy of the Metropolitan Museum of Art 
 
By contrast, one glimpse of Schiaparelli’s ‘shocking pink’ and the museum goer is led 

into ‘Naïf Chic.’ The theme focuses on the more playful side of feminine dress explored by 
both designers, in which visual cues, colours and silhouettes from children’s clothing were 
worked into strikingly elegant looks for women. ‘We shouldn’t be afraid of age,’ said Elsa, ‘but 
wear our clothes with youth and innocence.’3 Lively prints and animated embroideries sweeten 
Schiaparelli-designed frocks from the 1930s and contemporary Prada looks fresh from 2011. 
The thrill of the circus arrives with Schiaparelli’s breathtaking embroidered and beaded boleros 
with rearing elephants and carousel horses and her famous pink silk satin jacket with tumbling 
acrobat buttons. Comparatively tongue-in-cheek, Prada’s Spring 2011 collection, featuring 
monkeys, bananas, baroque scrolls and pineapples, is on display with its bold stripes, 
symmetrical embroideries and gestural prints. The visages of Palau’s slick masks, with softly 
coifed garçonne bobs, burned magenta in this den of naïveté. 

An antithesis to slick, ‘Ugly Chic’ contains a collection of pieces that question 
traditional concepts of sartorial beauty and aesthetic pleasure. On a personal level, each 
designer felt a need to reject conventional notions of prettiness in her work. Unexpected uses of 
earth tones – browns, mustard yellows, and olive greens – paired with off-kilter design 
elements, woven patterns and surface prints were the ultimate refutation of glamour, as 
Schiaparelli said, ‘without ever being any less glamorous.’4 Her quirky knits from the 1930s, in 
black, yellow, white and pea green colourways feature argyle weaves and trompe l’oeil imagery 
of tie, collar, and cuffs. Prada’s attempt to blur the lines between good and bad taste is 
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prominently exhibited in her Spring/Summer 1996 collection, where she moves beyond 
fashion’s focus on what she described as ‘fixed, narrow, and limited notions of beauty, luxury 
and glamour.’5 Her ensembles in linen cotton blends printed with blurred tweed patterns were 
inspired by cheap table linens and curtains from the 1950s. 

The exhibition transitions to a different area of thematic focus, departing from chic to 
exploring treatments of the female form – the exotic, the classical and the surreal body. 
Straightforward and simple to the point of predictable, ‘The Exotic Body’ exhibits pieces 
inspired by the rich embellishments and decorations of Asia and Africa (Image 1). Baz 
Luhrmann’s film shows a conversation peppered with the designers’ differing opinions on 
appropriation and inspiration, in which the women discuss what it is to be both fashionably 
modern and globally aware. Metallic threads, rhinestones, gold lame and matelassé lurex on late 
1930s Schiaparelli separates show a curious and personal fascination with the exotic, while 
Prada dresses from 2002 exhibit her more abstract approach to referencing culture. 

‘The Classical Body’ pulls together looks whose romantic lines, bias cuts and pale hues 
suggest dresses fit for goddesses. Here the topic of draping is energetically discussed between 
the women. As Prada scoffs at the act of perfectly draping beautiful evening gowns, considering 
them overdone, a puzzled Schiaparelli emphatically embraces the classic and the glamorous in 
eveningwear. An ivory silk velvet gown from 1936 with ruched bodice, and a pleated silk 
chiffon dress embroidered with clear and gold paillettes from Prada’s Fall/Winter 2004-05 
collection display each designer’s take on looks inspired by antiquity. 

 

 
 

Image 2: Surreal Body, Gallery View, courtesy of the Metropolitan Museum of Art 
 
 The most handsome section of the show comes at its close. ‘The Surreal Body’ is a 

maze of life-sized glass showcases highlighting examples of Schiaparelli and Prada’s 
boundlessly imaginative aims to subvert the expected (Image 2). Here, the unexpected is 
everywhere. Animated photographs of Schiaparelli by photographers such as Man Ray hang 
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behind the mannequins, winking and blinking at the viewer, injecting a dash of fancy into the 
already fantastical gallery of ensembles. These images and other items throughout such as 
Schiaparelli’s 1938 ‘tear’ dress, with gaping mounds of flesh printed on an ivory silk blend, 
underscore the designer’s deep relationship with artists of the surrealist movement with whom 
she sometimes collaborated. Just around the corner, visual pops of monkey fur, fish scale 
sequins, and bottle tops are found on both Prada and Schiaparelli pieces. At this juncture, 
Palau’s custom masks become otherworldly luchador headpieces embroidered with golden 
butterflies, pairs of plump red lips, skeleton keys, swirling red hearts and flames. In this hall of 
wonders, Schiaparelli the designer, of whom it may well be said that she doubled as an artist, 
and Prada, the designer who rejects the notion of fashion as art, make for an evocative pairing – 
both conceptual, both expressive, and both absolutely surreal. 

Schiaparelli and Prada: Impossible Conversations is no doubt a sensory experience – a 
virtual storybook of words, sounds, costumes and chapters. Waves of eavesdroppers flooded 
through the sometimes claustrophobic galleries while I was there and were privy to an ongoing 
dialogue between the two designers and witness to the visual manifestations of their creative 
prowess. Within the exhibition’s curatorial aims were a series of unanswered questions raised 
about dress, identity, visual culture, experience, and the creative process. Is fashion art? Is it not 
art? Was the exhibition about fashion? Or was it not at all about fashion? If anything, the simple 
act of the conversation reaffirms for the viewer that fashion is never one single thing. Whether 
it was their aim to create a shoe hat or a blouse covered in bananas, both designers understood 
fashion as an indicator of modernity. It always has been and remains, as co-curator Andrew 
Bolton put it, ‘A barometer of our times,’6 and rightfully so, serendipitously in tune with the 
lives of Elsa Schiaparelli and Miuccia Prada. 

 
Notes  

 
1Andrew Bolton and Harold Koda, Schiaparelli and Prada: Impossible Conversations (New 
Haven and London: Yale University Press, 2012), 174. 
2 Ibid. 
3 ‘Gallery Views of Schiaparelli and Prada: Impossible Conversations,’ The Metropolitan 
Museum of Art, metmuseum.org, viewed on 20 October 2012, 
http://www.metmuseum.org/metmedia/video/collections/ci/gallery-views-impossible-
conversations. 
4 Ibid. 
5 Bolton and Koda, Schiaparelli and Prada, 69; ‘Video: Tour the Schiaparelli and Prada Met 
Exhibit, Plus a Q&A With Curator Andrew Bolton,’ nymag.com/thecut, viewed on 4 October 
2012, http://nymag.com/thecut/2012/05/video-tour-schiaparelli-prada-met-exhibit.html. 
6 Andrew Bolton, Interview by Charlotte Cowles, New York Magazine: The Cut, 7 May, 2012, 
viewed on 24 October 2012, http://nymag.com/thecut/2012/05/video-tour-schiaparelli-prada-
met-exhibit.html. 

 
Bibliography 

 
Bolton, Andrew, and Harold Koda. Schiaparelli and Prada: Impossible Conversations. New 
Haven and London: Yale University Press, 2012. 
 
Cowles, Charlotte. Interview with Andrew Bolton. New York Magazine: The Cut. 7 May, 2012. 
Viewed on 24 October 2012, http://nymag.com/thecut/2012/05/video-tour-schiaparelli-prada-
met-exhibit.html. 



112 | Exhibition Reviews 
 
 
‘Gallery Views of Schiaparelli and Prada: Impossible Conversations,’ The Metropolitan 
Museum of Art, metmuseum.org. Viewed on 20 October 2012, 
http://www.metmuseum.org/metmedia/video/collections/ci/gallery-views-impossible-
conversations. 
 
‘Video: Tour the Schiaparelli and Prada Met Exhibit, Plus a Q&A With Curator Andrew 
Bolton,’ nymag.com/thecut, viewed on 4 October 2012,  
http://nymag.com/thecut/2012/05/video-tour-schiaparelli-prada-met-exhibit.html. 
 
Ericka Basile is a visual artist and fashion scholar living and working in Brooklyn, New York. 
She holds an MA in Visual Culture: Costume Studies from New York University’s Department 
of Art & Art Professions. 
 
 



Catwalk: The Journal of Fashion, Beauty and Style, volume 2, no. 1, pp. 113-126 (2013) Inter-Disciplinary Press 
ISSN: 2045-2349 
 

Courtesy of Wiley-Blackwell 

Book Reviews  
 
Fashion - Philosophy for Everyone:  
Thinking with Style     
Jessica Wolfendale and Jeanette Kennett, eds. 
Oxford: Wiley-Blackwell, 
2011, 232 pages, $19.95 
ISBN-13: 978-1-4051-9990-2 

   
In Fashion – Philosophy for Everyone: Thinking with 

Style, the philosophers Jessica Wolfendale of West Virginia 
University and Jeanette Kennett of Macquarie University, 
Sidney have asked fifteen philosopher colleagues to consider 
the appeal – or is it the un-appeal? – of fashion. After all, 
fashion brings up pertinent philosophical issues of illusion, 
aesthetics, identity, and ethics. The sometimes dismissive 
attitude of philosophers to such ‘trivial,’ ‘superficial,’ and 
‘unworthy’ matters as clothing, footwear and hairstyle is 
rooted in the mind-body dualism developed in mythology 
and Judeo-Christianity, and by philosophers such as Socrates 
and Plato. Thus, Platonic idealism provides a convenient starting point in the book. Transient, 
ever-shifting, fashion makes a virtue of the non-ideal but oh-so-human urge to be independent 
and to freely experiment with possibilities. Some contributors do take issue with Plato, rejecting 
his anti-materialism and arguing that fashion can affirm one’s individuality and be a rewarding, 
life-fulfilling choice. They also remind us that the matter of who and what controls our 
individual fashion choices is problematic. 

The author, filmmaker and third-wave feminist activist Jennifer Baumgardner makes a 
plea in her foreword of the book for a post-feminist attitude towards fashion. Baumgardner 
emphasizes that you can be a serious person and be fashionable. Present-day feminism and an 
interest in looking fashionable are about respecting one’s body and about freeing oneself from 
any sort of oppression, including one that rejects fashion. This sets the tone for the rest of the 
volume, which in many ways is a comment on the dualist inheritance. On similar lines, editors 
Wolfendale and Kennett argue in the introduction that even if fashion is the ultimate expression 
of all that is solid melting into air, being clothed remains a condition of human life and affords 
us opportunities for creating identity. We might as well look good in what we wear. What 
makes this book worth reading? On first reflection its argument seems outdated. And yet it is 
worth reflecting upon the different ways in which fashion illustrates the continued tension 
between what is ‘ideal’ and what is ‘real’ while at the same time giving fashion its proper due. 

Part 1 - Being Fashionable and Being Cool, is the first of four parts into which the book 
is divided. In the first chapter of the book ‘What Makes Something Fashionable,’ Anya 
Farennikova of the University of North Carolina, Chapel Hill, and Jesse Prinz of the Graduate 
Center of the City University of New York argue that contemporary fashion is as much trend-
setter Kate Moss-driven as it is fashion-label-promoter Anna Wintour-driven. Regardless of 
their having quite different approaches to the meaning of fashion, both matter as ‘experts.’ But 
then there is the question of who is the ‘greater expert’ and on what (if any) ‘absolute’ 
foundations of knowledge such ‘expertise’ is based. It is precisely this relative quality that 
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makes fashion for Nick Zangwill of Durham University an illusion and source of alienation, an 
argument he develops in the book’s second chapter, ‘Fashion, Illusion and Alienation.’ In 
‘Tryhards, Fashion Victims, and Effortless Cool,’ the third chapter, Luke Russell, of the 
University of Sydney, considers the wannabe whose goal is to be fashionably cool but who 
cannot achieve that state. As I read the volume, I could not help but notice that philosophers 
seem more amenable to ‘coolness,’ perhaps because they view it as a quality intrinsic to 
personality, than they are to the illusion and transience connected with being fashionable. 

Part 2 - Fashion, Style, and Design, opens with ‘The Aesthetics of Design,’ a discussion 
by Andy Hamilton of Durham University, of the relationship between design and style. Taking 
up the style of automobiles, Hamilton claims that the design of the Citroën 2CV might have 
worked well except that it lacked style. I cannot support his claim. For Pierre Boulanger, the 
Bauhaus-inspired French engineer who designed the 2CV, the ‘don’t worry how it looks’ 
absence of ostentation made the car the hallmark of a well-designed, low cost, easy to handle 
vehicle. In accordance with the Platonic perspective, Hamilton sees design in terms of an ideal 
criterion. As a consequence, he deals with design – stylistically speaking – in such absolute 
terms that the aesthetics of function, which might also lend style to a 2CV, a Willeys Jeep or a 
Land Rover, are disregarded. At least Hamilton’s argument is Platonic. It stays within the orbit 
of philosophy, unlike some that form the basis of other contributions in the volume that lose 
sight of philosophy and belong more properly to fields such as anthropology, sociology and 
trend-analysis. Such can be said of the case made by the next contributor Cynthia A. Freeland 
of the University of Houston. In ‘Share the Fantasy: Perfume Advertising, Fashion, and Desire,’ 
Freeland uses blogosphere reviews of YouTube commercials to discuss the aesthetics and ethics 
of perfume marketing. Although business ethics involves philosophy, Freeland does not 
adequately spell out the connection, despite her thorough deconstruction of fragrance marketing 
ploys qua ploys. What is philosophy is when Freeland notes that fragrance can bridge 
traditional gaps in Western thought between the physical and emotional, and the body and the 
mind. There can be little doubt of the philosophy in the next chapter ‘Computational Couture: 
From Cyborgs to Supermodels,’ by the freelance science writer Ada Brunstein who speculates 
about the relationships between ‘smart’ garments and our perception of ourselves and of others. 

In ‘Wearing Your Values on Your Sleeve,’ the first chapter of Part 3 - Fashion, Identity, 
and Freedom, Daniel Yim of Bethel University in Saint Paul, Minnesota reminds us that 
dressing ourselves is a daily necessity, an extension of our dignity, and an articulation of our 
autonomy and moral solidarity. This argument connects with that of existential choices put 
forward by so many philosophers since Kierkegaard. In chapter 8, ‘Fashion and Sexual Identity, 
or Why Recognition Matters,’ Samantha Brennan of the University of Western Ontario stresses 
the necessity of proper recognition – here, of one’s legitimate identity as a sexual being; such 
recognition will in part depend on what visible identity coordinates already exist in a particular 
community. Brennan gives the example of a ‘queer femme’ who outside of her own community 
dresses in an accentuated feminine way that can be mistaken for ‘straight.’ Thus, existential 
choice becomes a matter of sexual citizenship, identity politics, and rights to recognition, all of 
which raise difficult and interesting questions in political philosophy. In chapter 9, ‘Slaves to 
Fashion?,’ Lauren Ashwell and Rae Langton, both of MIT, look at how fashion ‘enslaves’ and 
objectifies. As I see it, their notion of someone slavishly buying the ensembles seen in fashion 
magazines is unrealistic. Is it not true that how a stylist puts things together is not necessarily 
the way many of us would dream of appearing in real life? And do not many of us have an eye 
on our pre-existing wardrobe when making new purchases? Their argument of our ‘inevitable 
servitude’ to the images we see in magazines, movies and television is suspect. Does it really all 
come from the media? Of course the power of visual media to inspire our inner stylist and 
motivate our fashion choices is hardly negligible. However, this should be set up against more 
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parochial but no less pervasive style-identity-markers sought within particular groups, be they 
‘punks,’ corporate image power dressers, vintage aficionados, and not least, ‘ordinary folks.’ 
This is why they merit the attention of ‘professional’ fashion bloggers, street-style watchers, 
and cool-hunters, and inspire fashion designers. In the next chapter, Louise Collins of Indiana 
University, South Bend, makes a critical analysis of the kind of play Barbie, the doll,  
engenders. Chapter 10, ‘Fashion Dolls and Feminism: How Do You Solve a Problem Like 
Barbie?,’ treads old ground, the nasty enculturation of the beauty myth, and argues that girls are 
forced to define themselves through fashionable bodily self-presentation. I find such Barbie-
bashing far-fetched. Barbie was ‘born’ in 1959 and those who played with her were likely 
participants in the second wave of the Women’s Liberation Movement, which took off around 
1970 and effected some positive changes in women’s attitudes towards fashion and their bodies. 
Girls who take feminism’s achievements for granted are playing with Barbie. Perhaps the 
phenomenon of Barbie’s continued success needs explanation, but it is doubtful it needs 
solving. 

The question that focuses Part 4 of the book is ‘Can We Be Ethical and Fashionable?’ In 
Chapter 11, ‘Sweatshops and Cynicism,’ Matthew F. Pierlott of West Chester University of 
Pennsylvania turns our attention to the fashion industry’s dependency on sweatshops and fast 
fashion. Pierlott asks us to re-consider the ‘dogmatic’ excuse that consumers accept things as 
they are, and presumes that they would prefer the lowest fair price for goods and that there are 
moral standards independent of history which should enable us to resist traditional conventions 
of society and our ‘psychological egoism.’ For Pierlott, a first step towards transcending 
structural givens would be to cultivate a cynical consciousness of the way fashion exploits us. 
In the next chapter, ‘Women Shopping and Women Sweatshopping: Individual Responsibility 
for Consumerism,’ Lisa Cassidy of Ramapo College of New Jersey invokes the philosopher 
Laura Cannon’s 2003 essay ‘The Butterfly Effect and the Virtues of the American Dream’ to 
suggest that the American Dream narrative motivates many of our morally indefensible 
purchases. For both Cannon and Cassidy, the American Dream’s lifestyle of never-ending 
competition for status turns Americans into boorish ‘butterflies.’ But is status-motivated 
consumption so uniquely American? The American Dream involves people who want to 
improve their lives materially and socially; keeping-up-with-the-Joneses is an impoverished 
conception of what the American Dream is about. That said, I concur with Cassidy that some 
forms of self-realization require revision, an attitude makeover towards care-taking, and that 
one might retain the American Dream but turn it towards promoting virtues of 
interconnectedness and contentedness (as incidentally suggested by President Barack Obama in 
his second inaugural address). 

Still within the ethics of fashion, Marguerite la Caze of the University of Queensland 
ties an elegant final bow around this collection of essays. She accomplishes this in Chapter 13, 
‘A Taste for Fashion,’ by looking into Kant’s condemnation of fashion as unworthy of serious 
thought. While there is some truth to Kant’s claim that fashion is not a matter of taste, is a mere 
vanity in giving oneself airs, and a form of rivalry, la Caze remarks that our opportunities for 
original creativity are far more vast than in Kant’s own day. Fashion nowadays is not mere 
imitation. For example, the taste for vintage and second-hand clothes breaks the link with 
imitation of the rich. (There are still some latter-day reminders of this susceptibility, as 
witnessed by the many high-end designer second hand stores). By Kant’s definition, genius is at 
work if something new is created that demonstrates imaginative spirit and exemplary taste. I 
agree. If this holds, does it not mean that the ordinary person who puts together his or her 
wardrobe with taste is applying genius? Is not cool-hunting precisely on the lookout for such 
new imaginary exemplary products of creativity? 
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If many of the philosophical ideas about fashion being promulgated in Fashion - 
Philosophy for Everyone strike the attentive reader of Catwalk as being rather old or simplistic, 
this may be due to some of our ‘professional thinkers’ not keeping adequately abreast of the 
sophisticated level of discussion within the burgeoning field of academic fashion studies, of 
which I dare say there is evidence aplenty in this journal. Much of their ‘philosophical’ spinning 
has been resolved in other ways, in other disciplines, for some time. But at least they are 
catching up. As has been already intimated, the ‘lack’ perceived here might as well be due to 
the introductory character of the volume’s ‘project,’ which asks how we are to deal with 
fashion, philosophically, since Plato looked down on it. Seen in this light, the volume turns out 
to be an apology for fashion, directed at philosophers with little knowledge of fashion.  

 
Bibliography  

 
Cannon, Laura. ‘The Butterfly Effect and the Virtues of the American Dream.’ Journal of 
Social Philosophy 34, no. 4 (Winter 2003): 545-555.  
 
Michael A. Langkjær, PhD, of the Saxo Institute, History Section, University of Copenhagen, 
is an historian specializing in Anglo-American popular culture and fashion with a focus on 
‘rock military style’ and is Reviews Editor of Catwalk: The Journal of Fashion, Beauty and 
Style. 
 
 

►▼◄ 
 

Facing Beauty: Painted Women & 
Cosmetic Art     
Aileen Ribeiro  
New Haven and London: Yale University Press,  
2011, 371 pages, $45 
Illustrated, with index 
ISBN: 978-0-300-12486-6 
     
 Sumptuously illustrated, with hundreds of 
colour images of paintings, drawings, sculptures, 
caricatures, advertisements and cosmetics, Facing 
Beauty: Painted Women & Cosmetic Art sits on a 
table in my living room. While worth purchasing for   
the pictures alone, the book is no mere high 
production value coffee table tome, but rather a  well-
researched, absorbing look into the countless attempts 
in  the  history of the  Western  world  to  define the 
‘look’ of female beauty in art and life. Aileen Ribeiro 
is well-suited for the task. Professor Emeritus in the 
History of Art at the Courtauld Institute of Art, University of London, she has written a number 
of books about the aesthetics of dress and the body, using the visual arts and literary texts as 
evidence. Beauty is a topic that picks up a lot of debris as it tumbles through the history of ideas 
and visual representation, and the book provides an overview of past and present theories, 



Book Reviews | 117 
 
attitudes, and actualities of the larger topic of beauty, but its subject proper is the evolving story 
of attempts to define female facial beauty and women’s use of cosmetics, especially in a four 
hundred year period, 1540-1940. The book will be of interest to readers interested in a visual 
history of Western female beauty; that said, much of the information presented is common 
knowledge for scholars of Western art and culture, including its conclusion, hinted at 
throughout the volume, that the look and perception of beauty is subjective and time bound. 
 Why women, the face, and this four hundred year period? Clearly, these parameters 
make the topic more manageable. To her credit, Ribeiro concedes that she cannot deal 
comprehensively with the subject even with these ‘restrictions,’ though she tries and spreads 
herself too thin, in my opinion. Her decision to focus on female beauty is obvious, as most of 
the discussion of beauty has been focused on women and has been written by men who have 
venerated, regulated, defined and ridiculed their looks. While the subject of female beauty in 
history has been visited and revisited, Ribeiro noticed a gap in the literature: little had been 
written about the history of cosmetics in the creation of that beauty in portraiture. This is where 
Ribeiro’s contribution lies. Facial beauty is the book’s focus because the face has been 
considered the ‘seat’ of beauty and individual identity, and is where makeup is typically 
applied. The theme of identity construction is central to Ribeiro’s discussions of the cosmetic 
arts and of portraits of the leading beauties of the periods covered in the book. What is facial 
beauty? Is it a physical attribute or an outward sign of ‘goodness?’ Does it have timeless criteria 
or criteria specific to a particular period? How are these linked with an era’s cultural, 
intellectual and artistic concerns and with artifice? To answer these questions, the book is 
organized chronologically in five sections: Introduction, Renaissance, Enlightenment, 
Modernity, and Coda: Now. Each section is contextually illustrated with images of some of the 
most beautiful women of the era. 
 In a lengthy introduction, Ribeiro introduces themes and influential voices in the larger 
topic of beauty to which she will return again and again in the book. My sense of this first 
chapter is that it compensates for the more restrictive period and subject matter dealt with in the 
book’s other chapters. She moves across the millennia, explaining who thought what, from the 
influential, reductionist philosophies and prescriptions of beauty from Plato, who assessed it as 
a radiating spiritual or moral quality of a person, and Aristotle, who discussed it as a physical 
attribute to enhance the power of a representation (art completes nature through symmetry, 
certain proportion and colour), to Immanuel Kant, who argued that the perception of beauty is a 
construction of the human mind and culture, a way of looking at beauty for which Ribeiro 
clearly has sympathy. The claims and formulas made by other key intellectuals, artists and art 
critics, who having made it their mission to pin down beauty, are introduced in this chapter as 
well (e.g., Zeuxis, Plotinus, Clement of Alexandria, Castiglione, Burke, Ruskin, Wilde, Freud, 
Clark, Marwick, etc.). Ribeiro shows how the ‘power’ of female beauty has been regarded with 
ambivalence – as an inspiration but also as a trick, a legacy of Platonic idealism and Christian 
asceticism. That asceticism, stemming from a theology that equated woman with the rank 
material world of the body, sex, lust and cosmetics, all of which are linked in early Christian 
doctrine, leads to the claim of fourteenth-century Dominican friars who compared the beautiful 
woman to a temptation erected over a sewer. The introduction also plods across well-travelled 
ground when it summarizes the ‘problem’ of beauty as formulated by twentieth-century 
feminists who theorized it as a misogynist ‘myth’ of femininity, a claim that has been disputed 
by other feminists who argue that the pursuit of beauty has been an enjoyable process for many 
– itself not a new idea. 
 In a chapter focused on the Renaissance, Ribeiro discusses developments in sixteenth-
and seventeenth-century Italy and Northern Europe which lead to innovations in facial beauty 
and cosmetics that coincide with interest in the individual not seen since antiquity. The 
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development of city states, geographic exploration, trade and commerce, and the discovery of 
ancient texts and developments in art, science and politics revived an interest in ancient Greek 
and Roman civilisations, including ideas and ideals about beauty. The status of women was 
reconsidered during the Renaissance and this is reflected in their self-presentation and their use 
of makeup to create more alluring, individual presences. Ribeiro chooses portraits of confident-
appearing women at their toilette to support this claim, as well as literary texts such as Agnolo 
Firenzuola’s Dialogues on the Beauties of Women (1548), the thesis of which could be a banner 
for the era: the beautiful woman is the most beautiful object in the world, a moral exemplar and 
inspiration for the afterlife. The pursuit of beauty became a raison d’être for members of the 
sophisticated, cultivated elite and fuelled a fledgling cosmetics industry that became an 
important aspect of the era’s trade and commerce. Through visual portraiture and written texts, 
Ribeiro traces the rise and fall of various face shapes, hair styles and miens. While the 
difference between natural and cosmeticized beauty remained a heated topic for more 
medievally-oriented moral entrepreneurs, the use of cosmetics became an accepted practice 
among elite women who enhanced their appearance by dying their hair various shades of 
blonde; applying makeup to their skin, eyes and lips; and whitening their skin with bleach, talc, 
‘oil of pearls’ (pearls dissolved in vinegar) and lead, an unhealthy practice that could lead to 
blue gums, anaemia, seizures and death. The female face literally became a work of art, painted 
with the very same pigments used for the portraits for which they sat. Women’s ‘paints’ appear 
as props in pictures as do mirrors, both of which are viewed as symbols of women’s vanity 
(Image 1). Ribeiro’s discussion is contextualized with illustrations from Bellini, El Greco, 
Titian, Tintoretto, Bronzino, Gower, Larkin, Rubens, Van Dyck, Lely, and Bonnart, and various 
European ‘schools.’  

 

 
 

Image 1: Woman at her Toilette, c. 1555-65, School of Fontainebleau 
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 The theme of identity construction continues in the next chapter, Enlightenment, when 
the pursuit of beauty is aligned with reason, individual liberty and egalitarianism. In France, 
fashion journalism became a new means of communication and cosmetics use a symbol of the 
principles of liberté, égalité, fraternité. Women of all classes spent a great deal of attention on 
improving the look of their skin with makeup and through skincare preparations sold at 
apothecaries. Though these concoctions might make the skin ‘look’ healthy, the fact is many 
still contained lead. Competing ideals of beauty emerged. On the one hand, noble women 
remained committed to the complex, highly stylized mask-like ‘face’ of the ancien regime, as 
immortalized with its frizzed, powdered hair (and wigs), darkened eyebrows, and artificial 
complexions in the paintings of Gainsborough and Boucher. On the other hand, a new beauty 
ideal ascended, inspired by the classicism of antiquity and values triggered by the French 
Revolution, that emphasized youth, un-powdered skin, small facial features, brilliant eyes, and 
natural hair, styled in cascading curls. These are the beauties celebrated by painters such as 
George Romney and Jozef Maria Grassi (Image 2). In my opinion, the chapter would have 
benefitted from more discussion of what led to the change from the highly artificial to the more 
natural look. Traditional authority was questioned in the French Enlightenment and so too was 
the notion that beauty belongs to elites. The role of the anti-establishment philosophes Voltaire 
who questioned all aspects of society and who like Kant, another Enlightenment thinker, argued 
that the perception of beauty is relativistic, culturally determined and in the eyes (mind) of the 
beholder, is overlooked. For Voltaire, beauty is so subjective that he ruled out writing a treatise 
on it. Ribeiro does discuss the Enlightenment search for ‘greater truth in appearance,’ and the 
rejection of rigid classical formulas of symmetry and proportion that allowed for more variety 
and divergence in beauty. More importantly, she notes the emergence of the idea that women 
could ‘think’ themselves into being beauties through their self-presentation, dress, hairstyles, 
makeup and attitude. Surely this is connected to the rise of the post-revolutionary woman who 
was mature, intelligent, and independent, and whose style, authority and political roles 
contributed as much to the perception of her as beautiful as did her facial features.  
 In Modernity, identified from 1830 to the start of the Second World War, Ribeiro claims 
that the look of female beauty became fragmented and the philosophical discussion of beauty as 
an innate or moral quality was in its last gasp. She charts the complexity of the period’s 
attitudes towards facial beauty and cosmetics by linking them with the progress of modernity 
through industrialization, secularization, urbanization and developments in sanitation and 
hygiene. Though the previous chapter emphasized the development of more diversity in the 
look of beauty, Ribeiro inconsistently observes in this one that beauty moved from a uniform 
look to more diverse appearances that reflected changes in women’s status, social and political 
causes, and movements in art and health. More so than in the Enlightenment, a healthy look 
became a criterion of beauty. In 1853 England, Prime Minister Gladstone repealed the soap tax, 
which not only made soap affordable for women of all classes, but also made clean, healthy, 
nice-looking skin more achievable. Dress reformers and members of the Aesthetic Movement 
promoted what Ribeiro terms ‘contra-fashion,’ new ways of dress and appearance that differed 
considerably from accepted practice; historians of dress typically describe these alternative 
dress movements as ‘rational,’ ‘artistic,’ ‘reformist’ and ‘utopian’ dress so it is not clear why a 
new term is needed. With their wild hair and strong, sensual features the women of the Pre-
Raphaelite circles did not possess the delicate doll-like characteristics of the beauties of the 
previous era, as can be seen in paintings made famous by Rossetti (see exhibition review image 
of Lady Lilith). In the modern era, professional beauties like the singer-actress Lily Langtry and 
the actress Sarah Bernhardt emerged as beauty icons as did women with unusual facial features 
that went against ‘classical’ notions of beauty, but who nevertheless were recognized as 
beauties. Consider Virginie Gautreau, the banker’s wife model for Sargent’s notorious Madame 
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X, with her pointed nose and flared nostrils, hennaed hair, black eye makeup and lavender 
coloured face powder (Image 3). By the end of the nineteenth century, the Gibson girl with her 
fit, tall body, high piled hair, and turned up nose ascended as a distinctive American beauty 
type, whose looks underscored the era’s emphasis on health. With the development of 
Hollywood, the photogenic face of the Swedish actress Greta Garbo became an icon of beauty, 
despite her working-class background, and was celebrated for its symmetry, mystery, glamour 
and ambiguous sexuality. These divergent developments in beauty put to rest the idea that 
beauty had one particular look and was the preserve of the ‘aristocrat,’ in the formal sense of 
the word. Beauty, like fashion, became an ‘open’ rather than a ‘closed’ system, connected to the 
modern theme of self-improvement. By the First World War, women’s use of cosmetics was 
expected, considered a ‘right,’ and was connected to political and social reform that empowered 
women as independent, confident beings, separate from any connection to men. Makeup was 
promoted as an art form and mode of identity construction, and was advertised in fashion 
magazines. The full blown industrialization of beauty commenced with the emergence of 
beauty entrepreneurs like Helena Rubinstein and Elizabeth Arden, and developments in 
technology – natural appearing foundation, the permanent wave, and cosmetic surgery – that 
further democratized beauty. Beauty salons sprang up like mushrooms across the land, and 
cosmetics were sold in department stores at price points for every woman. 
 

 

Image 2: Louise of Mecklenburg-Strelitz, by Jozef Maria Grassi, 1804 
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Image 3: Portrait of Madame X (Virginie Gautreau), 1883, by John Singer Sargent 
 
The brief final chapter of the book, Coda: Now, discusses recent developments in 

beauty. Consider the use of cosmetics. While there is still a great deal of moralizing about their 
use as dangerous, unhealthy and a form of false consciousness, and arguments are advanced 
about how their manufacture exploits animals, the earth and the labour of the poor, the use of 
makeup is taken for granted. Technology has further democratized beauty with lasers, fillers, 
Botox and sophisticated surgeries, and become the mainstay of the modern beauty industry’s 
emphasis on youth, the preservation of which is the only criterion of beauty that has remained a 
constant. More interestingly, the Coda opens with a double page spread of the 18 karat gold 
sculpture Siren (2008), by Marc Quinn, modelled after the supermodel Kate Moss, with her 
ankles and arms wrapped behind her ears. I have seen the statue and understand Quinn’s choice 
of Moss as a ‘modern Aphrodite.’ The statue is a relevant representation of modern beauty for 
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several reasons, including its play on illusion and reality. While Moss’ measurements were used 
for the statue, she did not actually ‘pose’ for it or bend her body into the intricate position 
sculpted. According to Quinn, ‘the sculpture is really about whether we make images or they 
make us.’ As an exemplar of twenty-first century attitudes about beauty, Moss understands the 
difference between her image and her ‘self,’ and famously roams the streets of London without 
makeup. The statue’s contorted position also alludes to the ‘knotty’ attitudes we continue to 
have about beauty. People have opinions, to put it mildly, about who is beautiful and who is 
not, and Moss’ looks are polarizing, admired and insulted. Certainly Moss recalibrated how I 
‘see’ beauty, as it took several years for me to recognize her as ‘beautiful,’ a confirmation of 
Kant’s idea that the perception of beauty is a construction of the mind. (I have debated plastic 
surgeons and evolutionary psychologists who are dedicated to the principle that beauty has a 
specific geometry.) Ribeiro’s decision to include the sculpture in her book is inspired, and it is 
reproduced twice, as a full body in the introduction and truncated in the Coda, with only the 
upper body and face zoomed in on. This second image brings the focus back to the face, the 
book’s avowed emphasis – though it must be said, the book continually strays from that focus. 
Ribeiro observes that Moss’ beauty is accessible and time-bound and wonders whether the idea 
that beauty must transcend time has vanished. She also questions whether the word ‘beauty’ has 
outlasted its usefulness. As we have seen, Voltaire reached this conclusion over two centuries 
ago.  
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 The task of examining photography in 
relation to fashion, to advertising, and to the 
press is ambitious in itself, let alone stretching 
investigations into the past, the future, and the  
present. What Wunderkammer’s new book 
Images in Time: Flashing Forward, Backward, 
in Front and Behind Photography in Fashion, 
Advertising and the Press does, however, is 
locate its scholarship within a Scandinavian context while relating to broader historical, 
political and socio-cultural discourses of fashion and photography. Resulting from a collection 
of papers from the 2009 Conference Images in Time held at the University of Iceland in 
Reykjavik, the volume, which is illustrated, is broken into three sections, Beyond the Album, 
Fashioning Identity, and Framing Modernity. Although the editors make distinctions between 
these themes, there are many instances where papers overlap in their objectives.   
 In the first section, Beyond the Album, the authors re-evaluate historical, social and 
economic circumstances within particular case studies spanning a period of 150 years. The 
historian Henning Bender begins the section with a discussion of carte-de-visite photography 
within the Heinrich Tønnies Collection of Denmark. Developed in 1854 by André Disdéri, the 
carte-de-visite photograph was an enormously popular and relatively affordable photographic 
method that quickly superseded both painted portraits and daguerreotypes as a way of obtaining 
a portrait. According to Bender, Tønnies (1825-1903) refined Disdéri’s photographic 
development methods from twelve negatives per plate to just two. In his chapter, Bender 
recognises the role of the carte-de-visite in identifying genealogies, locations and developments 
in fashion and culture, despite their commonality and generic appearance at the height of carte-
de-visite photography. However, departing from typical studies of sitters, the subjects of 
photography, Bender initiates an investigation into photographers and their motivations. Bender 
intimates that carte-de-visite photographers such as those working in the Tønnies atelier have 
been mythologised in their role of recording history. He goes on to suggest that social 
conscience in this practice, if any, was in the end ancillary to the economic return of producing 
such images. Thus the desire to know subjects through these records is misaligned with the act 
of creation. Bender not only produces doubt in perceptions of carte-de-visite images as 
individuating devices, but more positively offers a rich historical resource indexing Danish life 
and society, as well as Danish atelier-photography. 
 Again focusing on the photographer, ‘Tact and Tactics,’ by Anna Dahlgren, of the 
Nordiska Museet, pays homage to significant female practitioners in the history of Swedish 
fashion photography. Through profiling four influential photographers – Karin Olofsdotter 



124 | Book Reviews 
 
(1915-1998), Inga Runnquist (1913- ), and sisters Ebba-Lisa (1903-1993) and Ulla Roberg 
(1907-2003) – Dahlgren underlines their exclusion from photography’s history annals, 
reiterating the familiar story of female practitioners who were subjected to patriarchal values 
and systems, and echoing the art historian Linda Nochlin’s lament in her famous 1971 essay 
‘Why Have There Been No Great Women Artists?’ One consequence of this is the lack of 
surviving archival material of their oeuvres, save that of the latter two photographers whose 
fathers’ patronage ensured their work remained in record. Dahlgren does not seek to 
romanticise these women or their practice, but rather ensure their contributions receive the 
attention afforded to their male peers.  
 Discussing location as fundamental to the development of Finnish fashion design and 
photography, Merja Salo, Professor of Photography and Visual Communication at Aalto 
University School for Art and Design in Helsinki, unpacks the rhetoric of Finnish fashion 
design and photography from 1917 to the 1970s in ‘On Location.’ Throwing into question the 
idea of fashion as a ‘natural’ phenomenon, Salo considers its role in reifying Finnish national 
identity through fashion design and images. Where Finland successfully balanced the essence of 
nationalism with modernisation through a vernacular fashion, the curator Tone Rasch, in the 
next chapter, puts forward the opposite case for Norwegian fashion through the examination of 
its advertising images. As logical follow-on from Salo, Rasch discusses the aims of the 
domestic fashion industry in Norway to create a ‘Norwegian Fashion,’ characterised as the 
‘Fjord Look.’ While it appears Norway undertook similar strategies to Finland in 
acknowledging national identity, Rasch hints this became its undoing through what was 
considered too literal translations of folklore and national dress in its ready-to-wear industry. 
While Rasch asserts local manufacturers and media embraced ‘Norwegian-ness’ in fashion 
photography, there is in the conclusion a suggestion that it lingered in the shadows of Parisian 
fashion, ultimately failing to make lasting international impact.  
 The theme of identity construction runs through the second section titled Fashioning 
Identity. Starting with the historian Per Nielsen, a Research Fellow at the National Museum in 
Copenhagen, the initial optimism of racial harmony between late nineteenth and early 
twentieth-century Denmark and citizens of the Danish West Indies appears to give way to a 
more critical, postcolonial analysis. Through examination of a few surviving images, the author 
informatively discusses the ‘economic development, culture and research potential of 
[Denmark’s] overseas possessions,’ which included Iceland, the Faroe Islands, Greenland and 
the Danish West Indies. These photographs appear constructed, motivated by commercial 
interests in the service of the Kingdom and its expansion. Despite this, Nielsen cites the role of 
photography as integral to attempts for unity between black and white Danes and places 
emphasis on cultural rather than racial difference, which he sees as counter to national unity. He 
seeks distinct evidence of West Indian fashion in the subjects portrayed, finding – perhaps 
unsatisfactorily for the author – few signs of national dress for the Danish West Indian 
population whose own dress and culture appears lost to history. By illustrating the relationship 
between Danish history with this photographic evidence, Nielsen shows us how fashion was 
employed to political ends, to avoid hostility and disenfranchisement, and to represent an 
embodiment of national ideals and goals for equality. 
 Like Rasch, Lidia Marte, a critical ethnographer, discusses racial politics in advertising 
images. Marte widens the scope of study beyond Scandinavia to examine representations of 
African Americans citing, with some scepticism, reference to a ‘post-racial’ era. Marte invites 
ambivalence in photographs that picture African Americans during and after Barak Obama’s 
2008 presidential campaign and his subsequent term in the White House. Asking the reader to 
consider the visual and ideological production of images, the author turns her attention to 
commercial publications that appeal to a predominantly African-American readership. Marte 
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takes the case of Obama as a stimulus for positive and aspirational images in the construction of 
black identity, community and representation. Concluding that images produced after Obama’s 
2008 presidential victory were ‘more outcomes than causes,’ a revision of these types of images 
would prove stimulating since Obama’s bid to return to office for a second term has proved 
successful. For Marte, as with Nielsen, it is worth revising the political economy of such images 
in the wake of such monumental shifts in the racial politics of our age.  
 The construction of identity through photographs is continued in Stephanie Sadre-
Orafai’s methodical investigation into the much-mythologised world of model casting. Here, 
Sadre-Orafai, Assistant Professor of Anthropology at the University of Cincinnati, brings to the 
reader clear insight into, and exposition of the documentary practices that precede the glossy 
magazine pages as discussed by Marte. Her ethnographic approach introduces the theory of 
creativity into casting as a professional vision; a process in which initial casting Polaroids 
become somewhat secondary to the agents ability to ‘sell’ the model. Implicit in the discussion 
is the argument of the ‘truth’ value of the Polaroid as a medium unencumbered by editing, 
being thus capable of producing more ‘authentic’ representations of fashion models. Sadre-
Orafai asserts the agent acts as a bridge, triggering the imaginative leap in the client of model 
potential in a casting process where identity is fashioned through subjective description.  
 In the final section of the book, Framing Modernity, the authors contemplate time as 
frozen or in flux, a way of looking back to make sense of current selves, or imagining a future 
through engagement with technology. Framed within a museological challenge is the design 
historian Jo Turney’s paper, which looks at the significance of photographic material in 
stimulating the memory and experience of particular garments. Turney, of Bath Spa University, 
reveals compelling testimonies offered by subjects who provide insight into morality, for 
example – large prints and bright designs perceived as worn by ‘loud, easy’ girls – or as 
reflections on fashions past.  ‘OMG! I had a dress like that! … when I wore it I felt incredibly 
cool….I probably looked like a right idiot!’ Thus, culturally symbolic associations are disclosed 
through personal narratives and testimony in order to locate subjects historically, while re-
evaluating attitudes to self and others in the present. 
 In contrast to Turney’s return to the past, the ephemerality of fashion in street-style blogs 
is analysed by the anthropologist Charlotte Bik Bandlien. Proposing the new nomenclature for 
transnational networks of style devotees as ‘style communities,’ Bandlien outlines how 
appearance and social identity are negotiated through the two unifying forces of the 
photograph’s format, and the backdrop of an indistinct metropolis that reflects the hybridity of 
styles showcased. What transpires from her long-term investigation, however, is a resounding 
reminiscence for retro fashion while the contemporary interpretations are uploaded and 
refreshed at break-neck technological speed. Hence, Bandlien offers a concise introduction to 
fashion mechanisms today and confirms that even the eternal now of blog fashion has its own 
historicity.  
 Highlighting early fashion photography as an embodied practice soliciting affective 
relations, Eugénie Shinkle, who teaches photography and film at the University of Westminster, 
critiques the Dutch historian Johan Huizinga’s concept of play in his 1938 text Homo Ludens. 
In a departure from Huizinga, who was dismissive of technology (photography included), 
Shinkle proposes photography as a medium to express the vitality and playful spirit of the 
newly found fashionable femininity in the 1930s. Like Sadre-Orafai, Shinkle suggests a revised 
role for viewers of fashion photography where they experience images not merely as 
representations, but rather as a ‘mode of feeling.’ 
 Last in the volume is the literary analyst Ingeborg Thaanum Carlsen’s poetic analysis of 
iconicity. Interestingly, the author introduces the genre of ekphrasis as a way to interpret 
iconicity. Existing as a ‘verbal and temporal representation [or: re-presentation] of a visual and 
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spatial representation,’ Carlsen explains ekphrasis as a kind of metaphorical snapshot that 
presupposes images of film figures who have long captured our imagination. Cutting through 
the layers of the iconicity of Audrey Hepburn and Marilyn Monroe, she examines the literary 
aesthetics within the work of the Danish poet Christel Wiinblad. In doing so, Carlsen suggests 
Wiinblad reaches ‘beyond the iconicity, the thing-ness’ of icons like Hepburn and Monroe, and 
urges the reader to shift away from perceptions of the staged figure of the Hollywood film 
system, towards an affective understanding of the life behind the star. It is through the poetic 
encounter then, that Carlsen offers a stimulating method of image analysis and the possibility of 
new experiences with familiar images.  
 Given the approach this volume takes in accounting for past, present and future, there are 
some simplifications and interesting directions that were not followed. In Dahlgren’s discussion 
on Karin Olofsdotter, the masculine dress adopted by the photographer is a source of intrigue. 
That Olofsdotter navigated a male-dominated profession in this way presents an opportunity for 
research into the phenomenon of female dandyism in notable professional women: specifically, 
dandyism as a strategy for professional success, signalling autonomy from and opposition to 
traditional gender roles as well as the social and gender performance activated by this mode of 
dress. Also, Rasch’s focus on Norwegian fashion industries in the 1960s leaves several 
questions open in terms of the dissonance between the desires of local ready-to-wear industries 
and their apparent failure to construct a vernacular fashion outside of a Parisian model. I am left 
to wonder, then, about the status of Norwegian fashion today, given that emerging fashion cities 
are gaining influence outside of established fashion capitals. The question remains for a broader 
readership whether there is evidence of a production of vernacular fashion in Norway, urged on 
by the idea of (g)local fashion. These are minor criticisms. The dialectical relationships between 
fashion and photography as frameworks for the construction of individual and collective 
identity are made clear in the articles in this book. The various figures, texts and histories 
exemplified herein demonstrate the many ways that we negotiate that reality through images. 
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Current and Forthcoming Exhibitions 
 
Theatre of the World (Museum of Old and New Art, Hobart, Tasmania, Australia, June 23, 
2012 - April 8, 2013). Theatre of the World engages and rejects the widely held notion that 
ancient and contemporary works of art are inherently different, and that we must burden the 
past with the weight of history. Over four hundred ancient and contemporary artworks are 
presented afresh as conveyers of dreams, imagination, emotion, and beauty. MONA 
controversially, but to some acclaim, focuses on the intersection of sex and death. 
 
Robert Mapplethorpe: XYZ (Los Angeles County Museum of Art, Los Angeles, October 21, 
2012 - March 24, 2013). Mapplethorpe’s X, Y, and Z Portfolios of 1978, 1978, and 1981 
summarize his ambitions as a photographer and artist, and display the themes of his mature 
work: homosexual sadomasochistic imagery (X), floral still lifes (Y), and nude portraits of 
African-American men (Z).  
 
Valentino: Master of Couture (Somerset House, London, November 29, 2012 - March 3, 
2013). The exhibition celebrates the life and work of Valentino and showcases over 130 
exquisite haute couture designs worn by icons such as Jacqueline Kennedy Onassis, Grace 
Kelly, Sophia Loren and Gwyneth Paltrow.  
 
Fashioning Fashion: Two Centuries of European Fashion 1700 - 1915 (Les Arts Décoratifs, 
Louvre, Paris, December 13, 2012 - April 14, 2013). The exhibit celebrates the LACMA’s 
acquisition of the collections of Martin Kamer and Wolfgang Ruf, antique dealers and 
collectors of ancient costumes and fabrics. Nearly one hundred ensembles for men and women, 
originating in France, England and Italy are displayed, complete with their accessories. Those 
of us who saw the show in Los Angeles will never forget the exquisiteness of the garments and 
how immaculately well-preserved they are.  I can still see the white deerskin breeches.  
 
Post-War British Textiles (Danish Museum of Decorative Art, Copenhagen, January 12 - 
September 1, 2013). Post-War British textiles from the years 1952 to 1972 are exhibited. 
Among the textile designers featured included are Lucienne Day with her award winning Calyx 
design inspired by abstract art, as well as works by Marian Mahler, Jacqueline Groag, Barbara 
Brown, Robert Stewart, Shirley Craven and Victor Vasarely.  
 
Juergen Teller: Woo! (Institute of Contemporary Arts, London, January 23 - March 17, 2013). 
The fashion and art photography of the controversial Teller are exhibited. Known for his 
humour, subversion, and self-mockery, Teller’s images are ‘telling.’ Among the images 
presented in this exhibit are those of celebrities such as Sinéad O’Connor, Kate Moss, Lily 
Cole, Kurt Cobain and Vivienne Westwood, as well as recent landscapes and family portraits.  
 
Shoe Obsession (The Museum at FIT, New York, February 8 - April 13, 2013). The exhibit 
examines our culture’s fascination with extravagant and fashionable shoes and features over 
150 examples of extraordinary shoe styles of the twenty-first century. The show highlights the 
new concepts, constructions, materials, and types of embellishment that have positioned shoes 
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at the height of fashion and made pop culture icons of shoe designers Manolo Blahnik, Jimmy 
Choo and Christian Louboutin. 
 
ARRRGH! Monstres de Mode (ATOPOS Contemporary Visual Culture, La Gaîté lyrique, 
Paris, February 13 - April 7, 2013). More than eighty monstrous, crazy, sexy and radical 
creatures invade Paris! The exhibition is the first international exhibition on character design in 
fashion and art and is based on Vassilis Zidianakis 2011 book, Not a Toy: Radical Character 
Design in Fashion and Costume. The work of fifty-eight fashion designers and artists from 
around the world is featured as well as loans from museums and the Opéra national de Paris. 
 
Impressionism, Fashion, and Modernity (The Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York, 
February 26 - May 27, 2013).  The show looks at the role of fashion in the works of the 
Impressionists and their contemporaries. Eighty major figure paintings are paired with period 
costumes, accessories, fashion plates, photographs and popular prints, and highlight the 
relationship between fashion and art from the mid-1860s to the mid-1880s, when Paris emerged 
as the style capital of the world.  
 
David Bowie is (The Victoria and Albert Museum, London, March 23 - July 2, 2013). The 
V&A has been given unprecedented access to the David Bowie Archive to curate the first 
international retrospective of the extraordinary career of the musician-actor. David Bowie is will 
feature more than three hundred objects that include handwritten lyrics, original costumes, 
fashion, photography, film, music videos, set designs and Bowie's own instruments. 
 
Punk: Chaos to Couture (The Costume Institute of the Metropolitan Museum of Art, New 
York, May 9 - August 11, 2013). This multimedia exhibition will examine punk's impact from 
the 1970s and its continuing influence on high fashion, and will feature approximately one 
hundred designs for men and women. Original punk garments will be juxtaposed with recent 
fashion to demonstrate how haute couture and ready-to-wear have borrowed punk's symbols.  
 
Future Beauty: Thirty Years of Japanese Fashion (Seattle Art Museum, Seattle, June 27 - 
September 8, 2013). Japanese fashion designers revolutionized the way we think of fashion 
today when they emerged with an entirely new aesthetic that was a radical departure from 
Western notions of fit, symmetry and colour. Eighty gowns will be featured, ranging from the 
classic to the outrageous, by celebrated designers such as Rei Kawakubo, Yohji Yamamoto, 
Issey Miyake, Kenzo Takada, Junya Watanabe, and Jun Takahashi in this multimedia 
exhibition.  
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Worth Reading 
 
 
Painting with Architecture in Mind, edited by Edward 
Whittaker & Alex Landrum, Bath: Wunderkammer Press, 
2012, illustrated, 168 pages, £19.99, ISBN: 978-0-9566462-1-
7. The collection of essays in this attractive volume brings 
together multiple ways of thinking and working in the spaces 
between painting and architecture. This book is something of a 
‘find’ for those of us who enjoy the whitewashed, well-lit and 
rectilinear ambience of art galleries and who also have an eye 
for how the museums’ architectures influence our experience of 
the art housed within. It provides some interesting insights into 
the implicit and explicit ‘architectural’ qualities of paintings and 
their mutually reinforcing aesthetic interrelationship with 
museum and gallery wall planes and spaces. 

                      
 
 

 
►▼◄ 

 
 

        
   

Fashion Capital: Style Economies, Sites and Cultures, edited 
by Jess Berry, Oxford: Inter-Disciplinary Press, 2012, 
illustrated, 210 pages, £19.99, ISBN: 978-1-84888-143-3. The 
book provides an interdisciplinary look at the concept ‘fashion 
capital’ as a point of connection between culture and commerce. 
It brings together contributors from the UK, Europe, North 
America and Australia to examine how fashion is produced, 
consumed and mediated. The concept of ‘fashion capital’ is a 
critical area of interest for fashion studies and for understanding 
branding and value creation, fashion cities and other sites of 
cultural production and formations of personal, national and 
transnational fashion identities. 
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Dominion: A Whale Symposium, edited by Angela 
Cockayne & Philip Hoare, Bath: Wunderkammer 
Press, 2012, illustrated, 224 pages, £16.99, ISBN: 
978-0-9566462-4-8. Worth noting in a journal devoted 
to the study of beauty in nature, as well as in fashion 
and style, Dominion, which emerged from a UK based 
symposium on whales, explores the iconography of the 
magnificent mammal in art, literature, science and 
history. Beautiful and disturbing, the book’s concern is 
the natural world, ecology and the ethics of the human 
treatment of these intelligent, sentient beings. Whales 
have been killed for food and their blubber has been 
used as fuel, but the bodies of whales have a long 
history in the fashion-beauty industries, where their 
bones have been used to make jewellery and corsets, 
and their thick, waxy, flower scented oil called 
ambergris has been used in the manufacture of 
perfumes. 
 

 
 
 

►▼◄ 
 

 
 

Markets in Fashion: A Phenomenological Approach, by Patrik 
Aspers, London and New York: Routledge, 2011, 288 pages, 
$49.95 (paperback), ISBN: 978-0-415-51142-1. Previously 
published in Sweden, the book is a study in the economic 
sociology of fashion photography. Using an interdisciplinary 
approach, Aspers provides a new way of analysing not only 
fashion photography but other aesthetic markets such as 
advertising, modelling, art, and music as well. The main thrust of 
the book is in developing a theory for understanding these 
cultural markets, which are characterized by insecurity, and 
where status and aesthetic diversity generate order and price 
differentiation.  
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