Fields of Fashion (FoF): The Rise of the Rural 

Abstract

This paper offers a response to the conference themes by touching upon issues of fashion and identity, fashion responding to the virtual world, and the integration of fashion research with teaching in Higher Education.  The first three parts of the paper outline the on-going work of a research cluster, based within Nottingham Trent University (NTU), concerned with rural-urban fashion relationships; the final part contextualizes what might be termed ‘the rise of the rural’ as a cultural response, primarily within the West, to contemporary society, urban living and the virtual world.
‘Fields of Fashion’ (FoF) is a research cluster established in 2008, comprising of a number of lecturers and researchers with diverse backgrounds from within the creative and visual arts, academia and industry (including members formerly associated with brands such as Barbour, Joules and Speedo).  The central theme of the cluster is research concerned with fashion and rural life, and the overlaps and interrelationships between rural and urban fashion.  Members of FoF have undertaken, and are engaged in, projects concerned with trend tracking (notably ‘rurbanism’), the history of rural dress, and retailing and consumption at field events.  Aspects of this research are interwoven with the student experience as undergraduates and post-graduates engage in projects such as the mass observation of rural-urban trends in the city centre; essays and dissertations focusing upon heritage brands, the countryside and national identity; and fashion/textile designs drawing inspiration from nature and the rural.  
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‘Fields of Fashion’, shortened to FoF for ease of communication and branding purposes, is a research cluster established in 2008 at NTU under the direction of Dr. Alison Goodrum, Reader in Fashion.  The central theme of the cluster is research concerned with fashion and rural life, and the overlaps and interrelationships between rural and urban fashion. The current members of the research cluster comprises of a number of lecturers and researchers with a diverse set of backgrounds from within the creative and visual arts, academia and industry.  These include backgrounds in graphic design; market research; owners of independent companies who worked alongside, and former employees of, major brand names associated with heritage, rural life and the outdoors, including Barbour, Joules and Speedo; and academic researchers with combined knowledge from the fields of cultural geography, design history and visual culture.  

One member of the cluster previously worked for the National Trust, the British charity organization committed to ‘protecting and opening to the public over 350 historic houses, gardens and ancient monuments’ as well as maintaining ‘forests, woods, fens, beaches, farmland, moorland, islands, archaeological remains, castles nature reserves and villages – for ever, for everyone’ (National Trust, 2011: online) – and all members of the research cluster share an interest in rural fashion from a range of intertwined perspectives, ranging from the practicality of specific types of rural wear (due to personal interest and involvement in equestrian eventing) through to theoretical and cultural interests in rural fashion, styling and trends and the relationship of these issues to urban centres; the application of which relates strongly to fashion marketing, fashion trends and fashion branding.  

In fact, the cluster was founded in 2008 as a response to the on-going trend for rural lifestyle clothing within the UK market, which arguably peaked at around the time the cluster was set up and continues to have a distinct presence on the UK high street. Nevertheless, although fashion styling is likely to be moving beyond rural-inspired garments, such as quilted and wax jackets, which are part of a significant trend embraced by urbanites over the last few years, there is a distinct sense that the blurring of urban and rural qualities and ideas will continue to develop.  As a trend, consumer interest in ‘local, home grown and community-focused interactions’ (Silverstein 2010: online) appears to be increasing, both in the UK and the US.  Urban lifestyles and concerns are increasingly incorporating values and models of consumption that reflect what are traditionally considered more rural concerns, including consumers ‘supporting their local economy’ and ‘shopping for more sustainable products that protect the environment’ (Silverstein 2010: online).  Awareness of this shift in priorities will be considered in more detail later on in this paper, but the purpose of acknowledging its significance now is because this cultural shift is reflected in the visual culture of fashion marketing and branding, and in the styles seen on the high street, and because learning more about its meaning and development is of great interest to the FoF cluster.

It is worth adding, at this point, that the cluster does not limit itself solely to research undertaken at NTU and either individually or collectively members of the cluster are continually interested in undertaking collaborative research with other interested parties.  This might include running live projects and/or providing market research for brands, retailers and other areas of the fashion industry, or simply working alongside researchers from other universities or companies who share a similar or overlapping area of interest. 

Fields of Fashion: Integration with the Educational Curriculum

All members of the FoF team are currently employed within the fashion department at NTU, primarily in the subject area of fashion marketing and communication, but also with at least one member from the subject area of fashion marketing and branding and interest from additional members affiliated with the MA fashion futures programme from the fashion marketing, communication and business subject area.  Both directly and indirectly the interests of the FoF research cluster inform teaching content and practice across all levels of Higher Education: undergraduate, MA postgraduate and PhD thesis level postgraduate studies.

Because the members of FoF all teach predominantly within the same subject area, and because rural fashion has been so prevalent as a trend within recent years upon the UK high street, undergraduate teaching is inevitably informed by the cluster’s understanding of the ‘rurbanism’ trend, aspirational lifestyle and heritage branding, and concepts such as ‘country chic’.  Rurbanism refers to an ongoing shift in consumer behaviour within urban centres towards practices and concepts more closely associated with rural communities, indicating that the traditional distinctions between the rural and the urban are increasingly outmoded concepts.  This blurring of boundaries between urban and rural definitions is one of the central areas of interests for the FoF cluster.  As such, the study of branding strategies and the recognition of how heritage brands such as Hunter and Mulberry visually communicate rural and aspirational lifestyle associations is part of the undergraduate curriculum, notably on the design and visual culture module of the fashion programmes.

Future plans also include the possibility of running an undergraduate trend-tracking project, potentially focussed specifically upon rural fashion trends within Nottingham city centre.  This would include undergraduate students photographing and briefly interviewing members of the public in order to build a wealth of information about contemporary styling and consumption.  In the past undergraduates have been involved in an elective called Fashion-Map, which involves a similar process of trend tracking and recording contemporary fashion styles.  An extension of the project includes purchasing selected high street garments, two at a time.  One of the garments is retained as part of a physical library and reference source of material culture and fashion design; the selected items effectively record the type and style of garments trending in the given year of their purchase, reflective of the season’s colours, styles and popular designs.  The other garment is taken apart to reveal its construction, enabling students of fashion design to learn detailed information about the design and production of clothing and the relationship between style, cut and visual appearance.

Part of the undergraduate teaching programme empowers students by asking them to select their own subject of study for essays at levels one and two, and for a dissertation or ‘visual product’ at level three; the visual product is a visual essay constructed of 90-100 images, thematically organised and combined with selected quotations from relevant theorists, critics, historians and cultural commentators in order to explore the research subject chosen by the student.  Student choices frequently reflect their fascination with rural styling, heritage brands, aspirational lifestyles and nostalgia, and, where students continue studies into postgraduate level, or where new students from other institutions join NTU to pursue postgraduate study, these subjects constitute possible areas of research and enquiry at both Masters and thesis level with supervisors already familiar with on-going research in these areas. 

Fields of Fashion: Academic Research and Activity
The FoF cluster has been actively researching since it was founded in 2008.  In this section of the paper I will offer a selective overview of research projects and outputs, offering a more detailed explanation of the areas FoF has investigated.  The starting point for much of FoF’s research is the belief that fashion consumption, retailing and production that relates to the rural has been neglected as an area within fashion studies.  A growing body of influential, and important, work exists on world fashion cities but the richly textured, vibrant landscapes of fashion both outside of the metropolis and even within the city but influenced by rural fashion have yet to be considered through any sustained academic research.  Initial exploration by FoF focuses upon consumption and retailing at rural field events, such as equestrian events and county shows, examining the phenomenon of ‘pop-up’ shopping villages at these sites

Fieldwork undertaken in 2008 at the Olympia Horse of the Year Show, an annual event that takes place within the urban setting of London Olympia in West Kensington (formerly known as the National Agricultural Hall), was compared, contrasted and combined with further observational studies undertaken at the Badminton Horse Trials, 2009, which take place at Badminton House in Gloucestershire – a distinctive and picturesque rural setting in keeping with many of the traditional identifying signifiers and clichés of ‘Britishness’; most notably England as a ‘green and pleasant land’ within which a distinct social hierarchy supports and upholds conservative values and behaviours.  This research led to the proposition of the ‘field as mall’, which details the role and significance of the temporary trade-stand at these events as an intriguing, and perhaps undervalued, route to market.

By doing so, it offers a challenge to both the conventions of the tradition high street, which is currently in decline, and to conceptual notions of what constitutes ‘the rural’.  Indeed, the sophisticated design of the temporary shopping village requires recreating many aspects of urban infrastructure, from lighting and streets for both consumer and retail access, through electricity and other fundamental facilities from eating and drinking spaces and outlets to banking and media and broadcasting centres.  In a different context, the Vintage at Goodwood Festival in 2010, overseen by Wayne and Geraldine Hemingway, recreated an entire high street within the rural Goodwood Estate in East Sussex, England.  What these events entail are fascinating issues of temporality and mobility in retailing that blur distinctions between the types of spaces and places where we might expect retail outlets to be located and the length of time for which the ability to consume from these sites/sights might last for.

This research led to the presentation of a paper by FoF at the Land and Identity Symposium, hosted by the University of Derby in May 2009, concerned with redressing the urban-rural divide in fashion theory and practice; the presentation of a paper at the Fashion and Textile Colleges Annual Conference at Liverpool University in October 2009, arguing the case for intellectual bricolage and a geography of (rural) fashion; and a third paper presented as part of the Retail and the City conference hosted by the Royal Geographical Society with the Institute of British Geographers in August 2009, focusing upon rural sites/sights in fashion retailing and consumption as part of the Urban Geographies of Retailing session.  An interview was also undertaken with Hugh Thomas, the Course Designer and Managing Director of Badminton Horse Trials, as a key informant, and this research was combined with a visual record of the horse trials in order to create a visual essay comprising of photographic observations and theoretical interpretations of the event, which is currently hosted as part of the Wall5 online gallery at Nottingham Trent University (Goodrum and Hunt 2010: online).  This research was then expanded and developed for publication in the journal Visual Communication in a special tenth anniversary issue dedicated to the visual essay under the title: ‘Framing Rural Fashion: Observations from Badminton Horse Trials’ (Goodrum and Hunt, 2011: 287-324).

Further research has included the FoF team hosting two symposiums: one with Tom Joule and representatives of the Joules Clothing company to discuss the retailers perspective on design, marketing and staging of an aspirational brand; the other as an academic roundtable with interested parties from Durham University and the Victoria and Albert Museum, which included Professor Christopher Breward. These sessions led to a renewed focus upon urban retailing with rural lifestyle associations and includes potential future plans to observe and analyse the process of developing and outfitting a brand new store, detailing the behind the scenes construction of an aspirational lifestyle brand as well as the marketing and retailing strategies used to promote the concept of authenticity; the idea that the brand genuinely embodies the values associating with their garments.  

In addition, there is a need for a taxonomic study of the terminology and language associated with rural-influenced clothing and lifestyle, from the identification of key brands and garments – such as quilted tweed, brogues and Barbours as de rigour items of country clothing, signposting a rural lifestyle that can be ‘bought off the peg’ – through to the playfulness of colloquial terms such as the ‘Chelsea tractor’ and the ‘Rah’, which designate the prevalence of 4x4 vehicles more suited to the countryside but transposed to comfortable urban areas, such as Chelsea in London, and a stereotypically posh character, associated with inherited wealth and a style reflective of upper class country living.

Dr Alison Goodrum has also undertaken a three-month fellowship under the auspices of the John H. Daniels programme at the National Sporting Library and Museum (NSLM) in Middelburg, Virginia.  The museum is a specialist centre for the study of field sports whilst the town of Middleburg is the self-proclaimed ‘horse and hunt’ centre of the United States.  Alison’s project was on the history of riding dress, focusing on female equestrians of the interwar period in America and their ‘toggery’.  Using a variety of archival sources, including diaries, photograph albums, scrapbooks, specialist magazines and equestrian manuals, the research undertaken revealed a complex and sometimes contradictory set of meanings carried by riding that were analyzed from a socio-cultural perspective.  Such research provides both historical and international depth to the FoF project, opening out avenues of further research in related areas of social history and cultural roots.  Issues of class, for instance, offer a defining aspect of the country lifestyle where clothing frequently symbolizes social status.  This is often indicated and codified through clothing, split between the practical and pragmatic garments worn for the purposes of working in the countryside and the more leisure-based and style conscious outfits worn for sporting pursuits and other pastimes undertaken by the upper classes, such as fox hunting and horse riding.

Most recently, the FoF team produced a set of posters for presentation at conferences detailing areas such as trend tracking, with an emphasis on the overlaps between rural and urban dress that mines the long cultural and symbolic history of rural clothing to contextualize contemporary style characters such as the ‘urban poacher’; fashion materials and designs that combine urban style with rural counterpoints, such as Trash Blooms ‘eco-kitsch and customized floral fashion’ founded in 2008 by fashion artist and NTU lecturer Claire Ritchie (Trash Blooms 2011: online); ‘I Know What You Wore Last Summer’ detailing music festival fashion trends from 2010, including recycled wellies, flower garland headbands, and Dubarry boots with knee-high socks; the associations between interior decoration and the marketing and branding of Country Living magazine, drawing heavily upon design history and ‘rustic commerce’, to sell the country style interior to a predominantly urban readership through a blend of escapism, nostalgia and the evocation of tradition and craftsmanship; and a study of ‘the maiden and the outlaw’ as archetypes of nature regularly used in brand advertising (from 2010-2011) by brands such as Sportmax, Diesel and Piazza Sempione. 
The Rise of the Rural: Design and Visual Culture

The design and visual culture module that makes up part of all the fashion courses at NTU teaches students to contextualise images and designs, with specific reference to the culture and era that produced them, in order to show how social history and cultural, political, economic and technological factors combine to create the designs and images that make up the world around us.  In relation to visual culture and society, the rise of the rural within contemporary fashion can be contextualized by a desire for ‘authenticity’ and ‘realism’ in an increasingly virtual world, supported by a distinct set of consumer desires and concerns that have been unfolding since the latter part of the twentieth century.

Part of this phenomenon relates to the UK market and a rise in nostalgic yearning for a familiar past, but there is also a larger global context that relates partly to technological developments and globalisation as well as internationally shared concerns about ecological issues and sustainability.  In a fairly straightforward way, it is possible to identify a reaction against the increasingly fast developments in technology that are shaping our world.  As computer memory and technological capacity doubles on a yearly basis with no indication of this trend slowing down, the way we experience the world is becoming increasingly virtual.  The information that mediates our understanding of culture and society, both locally and internationally, is increasingly visual; and we live in a unique era, within all developed countries, where the potential for images to become all-pervasive has arrived.  For anyone living in an urban context, it is impossible to exist without experiencing a near continuous flow of man-made images, not least because of our reliance upon media communications.  

I am not arguing that this is a bad thing.  Communication is a powerful tool for development, for change and for bonding together and evolving more integrated societies.  However, it does mean that people are increasingly spending more and more time engaged in virtual forms of communication.  Visually and aurally people increasingly communicate through an electronic device of some kind.  Social entertainment has increasingly moved online and into areas of virtual interaction, while consumers increasingly browse and purchase through the Internet, making use of virtual technology to purchase physical goods.  The re-establishing of overt links with nature and the rise of the rural therefore arguably reflects a deep-seated need to reconnect with the world in a more palpable and tactile way as a reaction against a virtual, man-made, urban, technologically-led world.

In order to address this desire to retain, enhance and re-invent historical and cultural identity by drawing upon the physical and natural world, consumers have been embracing symbols and signifiers of nature and natural form.  This includes responding positively to brands whose logos and advertisements make use of natural imagery and animals, as well as products where the natural fibres and design carry associations with the countryside and rural lifestyles.  Running alongside this reaction to technological advancement is an increasing concern about social and human values.  As The Future Laboratory reported in 2010, consumers are increasing seeking values associated with ‘the local, simple, community and face-to-face interactions’ emblematic of rural living (12).  This is more than a niche trend or an aesthetic shift in fashion style.  Instead, the shift in fashion style and trends is indicative of a larger social ‘reassessment of capitalism towards a more communitarian model’ (12). 

Events within the global economy are helping to perpetuate this development, with the potential collapse of the Euro and other financial crises forcing people to reassess their relationship with technological advancements and the promise of an increasingly virtual future.  In part, the technologies that promise so much are increasingly becoming out of touch to the average consumer who simply cannot afford to keep up with the strides being made in electronic products due to a limitation in disposable income.  At the same time, those same technologies enable people to advance a different association with the world and to develop alternate forms of community and communication through online media.  In this sense, the drive to reconnect with older, more ‘rural’, notions of community is being facilitated by the same virtual technology that reminds people of what was seemingly being lost.

Within the UK, this complex series of cultural, social, technological, political and economic series of events is further contextualised by the rise of New Labour in the 1990s and their notion of ‘Cool Britiannia’, which promoted and exported a particular vision of Britain, and to some extent the UK more generally, as a youthful, vibrant, predominantly white and middle class culture.  Such a definition of nationhood inevitably leaves out a significant proportion of the community, whose reaction, in part, was to embrace a set of visual signifiers and codes – including those present in fashion – that spoke of a more nostalgic and older sense of identity and tradition.  Simultaneously, this enabled those who felt disenfranchised from the upper (and perhaps also the middle) classes to embrace clothing and styles associated with the landed gentry.  The playful and ironic adoption of tweeds and heritage materials and brands on the street is akin to the Teddy Boys of the 1950s adopting the style of the upper classes as a reaction against an overt class system.  This time, however, there were rebels within the fashion system, such as Vivienne Westwood, who had long been subverting tradition British fashion to make it more challenging and inclusive as a signifier of Britishness.  Alongside this reaction was an aspirational push within middle class urbanites towards an idyll of country living; the dream of escaping the urban, or suburban, setting for a more authentic experience of country living with a plot of land to develop a small-scale sense of sustainability away from the crowded metropolitan centre. 

This combination of factors combined with the turn of the new millennium, which on its own generated a particular type of cultural fear largely based around how technology would react to the change of year (the fear of Y2K and the so-called ‘millennium bug’), also helped to bring concerns about the environment to the fore.  Debates about ecology and sustainability had been developing since the 1960s and 1970s onwards, increasingly reaching new depths of political weight and eventually finding a voice in high profile politicians and the mass media – perhaps most effectively encapsulated by Al Gore’s campaign for increased global ecological awareness in the 2006 film An Inconvenient Truth.  

Technology and fear of technology have therefore been central to both enhancing a significant and potentially profound shift towards a more sustainable planet while also making people feel more alienated from nature and the natural world.  Although the role of fashion could be regarded as fairly superficial in relation to the significant changes and challenges being faced by the global community, it is possible to argue that the visual culture fashion embraces, perpetuates and reproduces in order to appeal to the consumer is reflective of all of the above qualities.  If the depth of feeling towards nature and an increased yearning for traditionally ‘rural’ values continues, we could expect to see a visual culture responding more and more to handmade traditions, notions of craft, and a stronger sense of local and accessible identity; although these values might not be genuinely reflected by social change, they will perhaps be prevalent in the commercial arena as the associated values that people increasingly seek out.

Kevin Hunt

Nottingham Trent University
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