SPECTRES: When Fashion Turns Back

24 February – 8 May 2005

Next spring, the V&A will host a different fashion exhibition Spectres: When Fashion Turns Back. The exhibition will bring together beautiful historic costumes by designers such as Christian Dior and Elsa Schiaperelli, with clothes by today’s cutting-edge designers – including Jean-Paul Gaultier, Martin Margiela and Hussein Chalayan – to explore the continuing and complicated influence of the past on the present, and the power of the historical muse to shape fashion design today.  Spectres will be about the search for historical references, the grip of haunting themes and the search for the various motives that drive designers to create particular garments or images for their collections.

The exhibition installation will reflect these themes through the atmospheric yet unsettling world of Victorian fairgrounds and theatres, employing visual illusions, such as magic lanterns, magnifying mirrors and peepholes, enabling the viewer to explore the exquisite detailing used by designers.

Among the diverse range of designers featured will be many of those at the foreground of conceptual fashion during the past twenty years, including Viktor & Rolf, Comme des Garçons and Helmut Lang.   Belgian designers, including Dries Van Noten and Veronique Branquinho, will be highlighted. Past designers will include Christian Dior, Madame Grès and Mary Quant.  

In a variety of settings, designers from past and present are brought together:  A Victorian dress is paired with one by Olivier Theyskens; Pierre Cardin’s futuristic 1960s mini with Junya Watanabe’s silver dress; and a gown by Madame Grès with Helmut Lang.  In one section entitled ‘Locking in and Out’ huge inter-connecting cogs rotate, continuously bringing together and then separating, costumes from the past and present. 

In ‘Collage’ both historical and contemporary dress are juxtaposed, in a direct visual reference to the work of Anna Piaggi, the legendary Italian Vogue fashion editor, reflecting her irreverent, and influential, approach to mixing the old and the new. ‘A New Distress’ will show how the fading garments of history are appropriated in contemporary experimentation with design.

Cult Cuban illustrator Ruben Toledo has created witty and incisive black and white illustrations which adorn the exhibition walls and provide the basis for giant cut-out figures which cast fantastical silhouettes. There will also be works by British jeweller Naomi Filmer within the exhibition.  Filmer, who has collaborated with designers including Alexander McQueen and Dai Rees, will create Swarovski encrusted prosthetics which adorn mannequins throughout the exhibition.

The exhibition has been curated by Judith Clark, V&A/London College of Fashion Fellow in Contemporary Fashion, and was initated by ModeMuseum Province of Antwerp, where it is currently on show until 30 January 2005.

It is explicit in its debt to recent fashion theory, in particular the work of Caroline Evans, who looks at time in fashion, and how it operates in a non-linear way.  Spatial metaphors taken from Evan’s text ‘Fashion at the Edge’ –  such as the labyrinth and the kaleidoscope – will be incorporated into the exhibition design.  

Judith Clark originally trained in architecture at the Bartlett School of Architecture and the Architectural Foundation.  After abandoning a career in architecture, Clark founded her own gallery, Judith Clark Costume, which between 1997 and 2002, explored ideas of fashion, art and history, in a series of visually arresting exhibitions.

Judith Clark says:

Fashion has always had a love affair with history, old themes worn as new details. Fashion is about borrowing and stealing, concealing and manipulating, and this exhibition is a visual way of describing the relationship between fashion and the past.

To coincide with the exhibition V&A Publications will publish ‘Spectres: When Fashion Turns Back’ (Hardback £30.00).  Edited by Judith Clark, the book will include an introduction by Christopher Breward and essays by Caroline Evans and architect, Yuri Avvakumov, as well as a visual essay by Ruben Toledo.

Editors Notes:

· Admission to Spectres: When Fashion Turns Back is free. 

· The concept and design development of Spectres: When Fashion Turns Back is supported by the Arts and Humanities Research Board (AHRB), as part of the ‘Fashion and Modernity Project’ at Central Saint Martins College of Art and Design and London College of Fashion (both colleges of the University of the Arts, London).

· A series of events will be held to coincide with the exhibition, including a Symposium on Friday 25 February and a special Friday Late on 29 April.

· For further information on the accompanying book please contact Claire Sawford PR on 020 7722 4114 or cs@cspr.uk.net
· For public enquiries – 020 4942 2000 / www.vam.ac.uk
· High quality downloadable images are available free on www.image.net or call direct on 020 7841 0550

For further press information please contact Sarah Davies, V&A Press Office, on 020 7942 2502 or email: s.davies@vam.ac.uk

