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EXHIBITIONS

Daughters
of decay

Sanda Miller plunges into a
vertiginous exhibition in New
York that explores the links

between fashion and gothic.

C 4 l1]2]{'1 15 '!-l.]{'l"l a
mulnlavered word that it
can create confusion, Ies
etymology is straight-

forward enough: the ‘goths’ were an east
Germanic people who sertded in the Balc
region during the first millennium ab, Fast-
forward to gothic architecrare: ir desipnares
a style dominating western Europe berween
the 12th and 16threenturies charactensed hj..
the pointed arch. Its connotations, however,
have a different history. Giorgio Vasard
used the word pejoratively to describe the
type of architecture superseded by the
renassance, Claming that it was created
by “barbarous nations’, he thoughr it
‘ridiculous ro our modern eyes”. These are
the principal ingredients thar led to the
fantastic proliferation of ‘pothic’ used as
an adjective associated with darkness.

The exhibition curated by Valerie Steele
at the Museum at the Fashion Insttute of
Technology in New York focuses on this

Diresses by Alexander McQueen (b. 1969),
2007, and Iuim Galliano (b, 1960), 2006, the
former inspired by an ancestor burne ar the
stake for witcheraft, the second embroidered
with a quotation by the Marquis de Sade,
Silk raffera, glass jewellery, coated silk, ink

and metal. Photo: Irving Solero

dimension of darkness. It is a celebration
of i thic” as, she L'.\11|;t1|1~i,, a word with
connotations of “death, destruction and
decay’; enough to send shivers down
anybody’s spine. To this, another ingredient
connoung evervthing associated with
fashion is added: glamour,

The exhibinon’s point of departure is —
paradoxically — the Enlightenment, during
which, in parallel with its luminous faith in
the power of reason, a cult emerged of the
malevolent forces of darkness, embodied
in a new |i!’::r;u:; genre: the gothic novel,
such as Horace 1»“;".4|p| le’s The Cartle of
Otrants (1764). The book ‘inaugurated a
vogue for melodramaric horror stories’,
writes Dr Steele, and established the gothic
building as a fecur borrbilis of evil, redolent
of torture, pain and death,

A 1997 exhibition “Transmutations of
Horror in Late Twentieth Century Are’,
curated by Christoph Grunenberg ar the
Institute of Contemporary Arts in Boston
(it was algo shown at London’s Instituee of
(:nnl:l.'l'n]"ull':'ll'_l. Art) focused on the ‘groathac’
novel and film — notably Dveeds — and also
fashion and music subcultures. It also
referenced, albeit hricl‘l:{, mainstream
fashion designers, such as Thierry Mugler,
Claude Montana, Jean-Paul Gaultier, John
Galliano and Alexander McQueen, who
had appropriated elements of the ‘gothic’
style tor bawte comtrere. It is this last aspect
of fashion that takes centre stage in the
eurrent exhibition, but it also covers what
Dir Steele describes as ‘the most important
CONIEmMpOrary manifestatic A f the Ll r[hil.'h,
namely ‘the goth subculture, which
dL‘tL‘]n]‘.uL'c[ in the late 19705,

Conceived and designed by Simon
Costin and Charles B, Froom, the
exhibition is structured as a labyrinth, an
approprate sese-en-seene for the ereation
of vertigo and claustrophobia, mental
states central to the gothic narrative. In his
seminal essay Pf-r?-:.-:‘ry)."'.r:'..'f f.'u{f'm'.fj infa the
Chvigin of Oher ldeas of the Siebiime and B easttifl
{1737) Edmund Burke introduces the

acsthenc category of the sublime, which



hinges on pain and danger: *a mode of
terror or of pain, is always the cause of the
sublime”. Terror is induced by obscurity,
power, privanon (vacuity, darkness, solitude,
silence) vastness, '.minltg.' —we find them all
in grothie

The exhibinon invites the visitor, under
the cover of darkness, 1w wander through
the labyninth, perhaps ruminating on the
two man foct within which it unfolds: Eros
and Thanaros, erotcism and death, At the
outser, a cave-like display window
showeases the progress of the strect-style
‘goths’ from their beginnings to industral
and cyber goth, with outfits ranging from
designs by Morphius, Plasnk Wrap and
Keambriel to the more recent ‘Elegant
Gothic Lolitas®, the terminally fawsy (oute
Harafekn youth style that emerged in the
Tokvo suburbs, in which nubile teenagers

mirmic Mabokov's cult hernine, The

2 Top and skirt by Hussein Chalayan (b.
1970}, 2005. Red wool carpet and black
wool. Photo: Irving Solero

manneguins, all black with panda eyes and
fetishist detailing, invite vou to stare and
then suddenly they disappear and one sees
oneself in a mirror, a living but solitary
‘woth’ a disturbing expenence that prepares
the visitor for what is to come.

“The Gravevard Fence’, a !:'n':._:g' circular
structure dominating the central Sprce,
is meant o induce claustn sphobia, The

mannequins are arranged ina circle tacing

the visitor; one wears Hussein C alayan’s
uncanny ‘hlob® t ip and skirt made of
red-and-black wool carpet and black silk
(P 2), eenly rerminiscent of thar ulimare
romantc monster, the Hunchback of
Natre Dame, “The Ruined Casde’ — a
metaphor for madness — provides the
setting for two outfits by the British engfas

ferreines of &

re, John Galliano and

Alexander MeQueen (Fig. 1), The former’s

blood-red dress 1s inspired by the French
Revoluton, on which there is an
embroidered image of the Manquis de Sade
and a quotation by him: s it not by murder
that France 1s tree |-,;u|_|,|:.'-" ‘\!l.'ljl:l_'n;_‘rﬁ hlack
dress, domunated by a huge encrusted cross

n its bodice, 15 dedicated o his ancestor

Ehzabeth How -5 burnt at the stake in 1692
in Salem as a witch,

“The Laboratory” consists of seven
plexi-gliss panels through which nausea
inducing faces are thrust. Here are outfits
b the London-based Kel Kagamu —a
‘discovery’ of Valene Stecle — thar are
dedicated to “the good old days of the
Industrial Revolunon’, These lugubrious
man-machine ensembles are reminiscent
of Dr Frankensteins monster, with a hint
of black humour,

With few EXCCpPHOnS, incleding the

:n-.mn:l:lc'r'.u red costume de ed by Eiko

Ishioka tor the hlm S Nokers Draciida

Fug, 3, thus is a tully black exhibition, Black

wits famously predicated as anti-tashion by
the wnter Ann Hollander because of its
symbolic connotanons of darkness and
death, In clothes, it becamic associated in
the 19th century with dandyism, emerging

as an act of wiltul rebellion

established norms, expressed through
clothes. The figure of the dandy was
epitomised by Charles Baudelaire, not in
the superficial sartorial manner of “Beau’

Brummel, but altogether more dangerously

- by courting evil. In his collection of

poems Ler Flewrs de Mad all the elements

ot gothic narrative appear: night, ruined

EXHIBITIONS

Drvess (left) by Thierry Mugler (b,
1948}, 1981, Black silk velver. Diress (right)
designed by Eiko Ishioka (b. 1939}, 1992,
for the film Bram Stokers Dvacula, Bed
silk. Photo: Irving Solero

castles, the full moon (which sienifes
madness), the cemeten LA SINEsker
Lk

pained, their beaury dismurbed.

rv. His dn
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‘Iisturbed !1|._'.IL|I_I.' is the ntle of the
exhibition’s last section. The way that
Rel kawakubos white dress has been
silhouetted against the wall emphasises
its two humps: one harking back 1o the

bustle, the other creatng a hunchback

cttect —a histoncal tashion reference
allied with deformiry and illness.

Owver the entrance 1o the exhibinon
a quotanon from Glacomo [ ||1_|r|,||'x

|ll e o I'I.u'

us on our advenure; 1t provides also a

o auned Dot (1842) invites

I:.1‘.|r1_1_I conclusion — an « |1||.||1':: !u-ri apsr

*Fashior 1 am fashion, vour sister. /%

*']'\. SISICTY .Ir.u'l'.ll.ln'l'lnl.-" I\tl.""a_ l::.l '-r'|1l VO FEIMemiber

that bath of us are |.|.ll.l:._-'|‘.'!|;|"\. of decavs
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