THE FASHION EXPERIENCE NOW… FASHION IN THE DIGITAL AGE…

The changing conditions of fashion communication in the 21st century have increased how information about design is broadcast and experienced.  

The expansion of design practices has witnessed increasing use of exhibition and digital technology as modes for fashion designers to express design development or circulation of design ideas in real or virtual worlds. Participation in emergent forms of communication, increased use of digital technologies and cross-disciplinary practices, has amplified transmission of fashion knowledge. Fashion communicated in these new ways reflects an increasingly mobile and interconnected world.
Contemporary fashion practices extend beyond the clothing form, to communicate fashion across a spectrum of multimedia and multidisciplinary practices (Bugg 2009).
The virtual space of the Internet and physical space of the museum exhibition are accessible, democratic environments where understandings of design are shared. In these spaces fashion designers have expanded commercial practices of consumption and circulation to explore diverse ways to express fashion, which have addressed imaginative, abstract and sensorial concerns. Digital media has opened up new forms of interaction between designer and community, creating an experience of fashion beyond the clothing form, reflected in both material and immaterial states. 

The concept of immateriality addresses less tangible conditions, how the idea of fashion is transferred through objects or experiences. The community’s increasing fluency with online communication and media devices has developed the potential to express fashion outside customary representational forms or spaces. This engagement with immateriality, a state described by Curator Joasia Krysa (2006) to be an association with ‘new conditions of artistic and cultural practices’ is a state where ‘software and digitised data are replacing the traditional physical states’ (Lillemose 2006), has expanded understandings of fashion. Now the ‘Net Generation’( composed of individuals conversant with computer based technologies, engage with fashion through digital immersion of imagery, gleaning and accumulating knowledge from multiple sources.

The opportunity to invite the fashion community to enter a ‘designer’s world’ is facilitated by these expanded communication modes. Access to events, studio practices and personal information is readily available through online networks. Fashion commentator Suzy Menkes (2011) observed ‘With the force of technology, instant images and global participation, fashion has developed from being a passion for a few to a fascination- and an entertainment – for everybody.’ 

This paper studies these emergent modes of communication for contemporary fashion. focusing on recent projects by Belgian designer Walter Van Beirendonck, British designers Hussein Chalayan and Gareth Pugh. The paper studies pioneering approaches to convey fashion knowledges to the community in particular through realization of fashion practices in film and exhibition.
Fashion networking

Consumption of fashion is enabled by both material and immaterial conditions, facilitating instant access to design activities, creative processes and participatory practices expanding the fashion community. The Internet provides a space where interested fashion followers without official invitations or buyer accreditation are able to freely experience a live catwalk parade, enter the design studio of their favourite designer or virtually attend opening events. Instant access facilitates interested parties to become part of a broader fashion community. Previously exclusive aspects of ‘high’ fashion consequently are transformed, opening up restricted experiences usually populated by industry heavyweights or affluent clothing clients to collective experiences without limitations. The Internet increasingly is shifting industry mechanisms, commercially and aesthetically enabling fashion designers to directly engage with peers, followers and share their design ideas with the rest of the world. 

Alice Beard championed the pioneering fashion website SHOWstudio, launched in 2000, as an example of emergent technologies that networked the fashion community and curated an inclusive creative process (Beard 2008, p.182).  SHOWstudio under the direction of Nick Knight was created to provide a platform for image making, ‘to deliver fashion live.’ Knight was concerned with new forms of communication to represent fashion in the digital age, by opening up the process and performance of moving images ‘because people can understand it more and take ownership of it. And the Internet, with its forums and chatrooms, allows people to say straight away whether they love or hate it’. The website supports a network of fashion film, performance and participatory activities accessed by a large community of fashion creators and followers. The website features on-line streaming, real-time reporting methods, from blogging to tweeting. SHOWstudio is a rich repository of contemporary design projects and events, operating like an open studio of speculative and provocative creative practices.

Penny Martin former editor of SHOWstudio.com describes the website as a creative portal for generating new material. 
‘Whereas a magazine is essentially an intelligent container designed to periodically repeat itself in order to house new material, a good website has the potential to be that new material. Free from the fixed structures dictated by page numbers and universal categories of print cultures (news, features, shoots), a fashion website is a fluid and changeable thing’ (Martin 2010, p.366).

Gareth Pugh- Film and atmospheric conditions 

The introduction of cinematic experiences to disseminate new fashion has promoted interdisciplinary practices to make possible the construction of entire environments. In this context clothes are part of a larger composition or image signifying the fashion idea. For example, British designer Gareth Pugh experiments across different media to launch his collections. Pugh’s collaborations with film maker Ruth Hogben
 and SHOWstudio immerse participants in fantastical, dark foreboding worlds, to explore the origins of Pugh’s ideas through distortion of form and volume, conjuring up heightened atmospheres. In A/W 2009 and S/S 2011 Pugh replaced his Paris runway shows with moving images. 

Directing a dynamic and atmospheric sequence of digital images formed a powerful expression to capture the collection’s essence. Pugh acknowledges his attraction to the medium of film is drawn from his desire to gain creative control. Film facilitated presenting the collection in an artistic composition. In this way film provided a means to produce a particular atmosphere and disseminate the collection intact without editing. In this iteration, configuration of Pugh’s clothing was broadcast in new ways, where figures are amplified by light and shade, windblown, multiplied, morphed into kaleidoscopic patterns, and synchronised to electronic beats. Broadcasting film on the Internet disseminated his fashion collections to diverse audiences capturing younger, fashion hungry participants. As Pugh’s film was easily accessed online at SHOWstudio or YouTube, the material ready to be downloaded onto electronic devices like mobile phones, potentially exposed his fashion collection to millions of viewers. This participatory network also offered different customised experiences from individual, collective or repeat interactions, and opportunities to comment and discuss the work. For example, one version of Pugh’s A/W 2009 film clip on YouTube has accumulated 195,992, is accompanied by awe inspired personal comments like ‘Pugh is extraordinaire’ and’ Creepy, amazing, haunting, surreal, dark, powerful’ reflected the impact of such an experience. 

Experimenting with new media was a way for Pugh to address possible dilution of a collection’s coverage and interpretation, by communicating fashion in a saturated cinematic experience. While customary editing and selection processes by press and buyers, where particular pieces are singled out while others are ignored, neglected significant meanings and relationships formed by the collection sequence. However, film proposed an unedited reading.  How fashion might express more than just a collection of clothes, pushing an appreciation and reception of the entire composition, existing as a creative entity.

.

Pugh interviewed in Dazed and Confused reflected about different qualities generated by dissemination modes of catwalk and film: 

‘ I think to have both is what I want to do next – so you’re communicating with an   

  audience through a live show, and you have a film that is more about the world in  

  which those clothes exist, which can be seen anywhere online. Show images exist  

  online forever, but the idea that went behind that show is lost, and at the end of the day    

  It’s bar-coded, it’s shipped out and it’s available to everybody. With the film, an 

   emotion can live on forever.’
Although film ignites certain intangible qualities of fashion delving into the designer’s thinking or ‘world’, reception to Pugh’s films as a substitute for the runway is mixed.  Tim Blanks (2011) reviewing S/S 2011 collection observed the unique qualities made possible by animation: ‘What Hogben's film highlighted was the fluidity and movement inherent in Pugh's clothing. A runway could never have done that—nor could the lookbook images that were circulated after the screening.’ Yet buyers expressed disappointment due to lack of physical interaction with the clothes, and their inability to personally scrutinize the garment details. Yet, economically for a designer, film is an astute option, which has lead some fashion commentators to question the continued viability of the runway and ponder whether fashion runway shows are necessary anymore. Perhaps the medium of fashion film is not inevitably an alternative to the runway show but proposes another forum for expressing fashion.
Certainly it is premature to suggest replacing established runway launches by film, but the medium continues to expand the way fashion is consumed and circulated.
Fashion exhibitions

Major museum expansions around the world have witnessed the increasing complexity and conspicuousness of the museum design (Barker 1999) and the rapid expansion of the fashion environment. No longer does the museum provide a quiet contemplative encounter. The contemporary fashion exhibition is regularly a saturated multimedia environment composed of various elements from sound, electronic imagery, digital interfaces and computer-based interactive simulations. 
In the evolving form of the museum, both the composition and understanding of the fashion exhibition has changed with the exploration and uptake of new media. 

The increasing interface with immaterial states has challenged the understanding and composition of what a fashion exhibition should embrace in tackling practices, which do not recourse to customary ‘curatorial’ relationships with objects or use conventional dress display techniques. Peter McNeil (2008) observed the potential for new types of exhibitions as viewers (particularly the Net Generation() are more conversant with computer based technologies, sharing the ability to read imagery through digital immersion gleaning knowledge from multiple sources. 

The expansive environment of the museum has taken the fashion exhibition and museum collection online.  Social media has increased the capacity of community interaction and accessibility of collections. A phenomenon activated by participatory practices for individuals, to explore diverse understandings of fashion and potentially customize the museum experience. The fashion exhibition has the potential to communicate diverse encounters extending across the museum environment. In this context curatorial practices consider the fashion object in material and immaterial conditions, testing the capacity of objects to elicit varied meanings and experiences across these different environments and representational states. The nature and outcomes of fashion design practice has shifted with application of highly digital interfaces for development, creation and broadcasting of work. In an expanded form of fashion practice, designers work within the curated museum space to explore and experiment with concepts and issues, suggests looking in depth at the creative world of the designer, where exhibitions express understanding of practice from philosophical concerns, artistic genres, global and cultural issues. 

The increased exposure to fashion design has opened up new relationships with the community related to the experience of the event instead of the purchase of clothes. 

Ingrid Loschek (2009, p.200) argued that ‘this temporary collaboration between fashion designers and art museums means not that fashion is replacing art, but that it is being viewed increasingly as a cultural commodity-above and beyond mass fashion. Exhibitions by contrast to fashion shows, shop openings and other media events-provide a democratic setting that concentrates on the object, and they are accessible to everyone’ 

Jane Bugg identified these diverse practices adopted by designers ‘reacting against   

the commercial focus of contemporary fashion, moving away from the traditional

fashion cycle, seasonal restrictions, and market-led processes.'
Therefore the content and aesthetics of fashion exhibitions increasingly reflect the integration of multimedia elements as an intrinsic part of design development and outcomes. 

Walter Van Beirendonck- reinvigorating the archive

Designers working collaboratively with curators on museum exhibitions have grappled with concerns related to representation of contemporary design practices, and the potential of the exhibition medium as a powerful tool of communication and extension of practice. For example the recent retrospective of Walter Van Beirendonck Dream the World Awake at Antwerp’s Fashion Museum MoMu drawn from the designer’s comprehensive personal archive addressed creating an experience of the designer’s world, was curated by Kaat Debo collaborating with the designer. 

The archive revealed the forward- looking practices of Van Beirendonck underacknowledged in the fashion field. Showing collaborations across diverse communication platforms including his early uptake and experimentation with digital media. During 1990s for instance Van Beirendonck initiated new understandings of fashion by eliciting innovative experiences of real and virtual garments through complex narratives and use of ‘cyberspace’ (Quinn 2009, p.3). Van Beirendonck’s label W.&L.T. was the first fashion brand to use CD-ROMS and Internet platforms to disseminate fashion ideas. New media established dynamics to integrate clothing design with music, film, images and text.  However, predicting uptake of new technology is risky, and it is perhaps difficult to ascertain how many users came in contact with these pioneering programs. German company Media-Lab (Munich founded 1990) designed and produced two CD-ROMs for Van Beirendonck. W.&L.T. alphabet accompanied the catwalk show for Cosmic Culture Clash autumn/winter 1994-95. Where, recently released Sony PlayStations 1 and headphones were provided for audience members to access this latest CD-ROM. The more comprehensive entertainment package was W.& L.T. interactive. Produced for Paradise Pleasure Production autumn-winter 1995-96, the CD-ROM activated further insights and interactions with the label. The disc included designer interviews, backstage footage, press clippings and PUK-PUK games. Later Van Beirendonck addressed how to touch more extensive audiences moving beyond the limited capacity provided by digital data stored on discs. More flexible and immediate interactions were made possible by Internet communication. The establishment of a W.&L.T. website activated an ongoing dialogue with a vast community of global users.  Images from Believe autumn/winter 1998-99 for example were broadcast live. Activating immediate access to latest designs and catwalk shows transformed the exclusive nature of the ‘fashion system’ connecting fashion beyond confines of physical or geographical space. The viewing of collections online provided an individual experience requiring only access to a computer terminal.

It is therefore not surprising that Van Beirendonk’s retrospective grapples with concerns about museum representation and authority of information sources. In Dream the World Awake the role of the archive in representation and documentation of a designer’s corpus is reconfigured. As Derrida reflected’ The question of the archive is not a question of the past. It is not the question of a concept dealing with the past that might already be at our disposal. But a question of the future…’(Derrida, 1995). In this rethinking and sharing of the designer archive, systematic ordering of fashion objects was abandoned. Instead the archive generated renewal of Van Beirendonck’s oeuvre.  The collaboration between Van Beirendonck, Nick Knight from SHOWstudio and stylist Simon Foxton, retrieved garments from different collections and decades to mix together, generating contemporary looks for menswear through a remixing process. This new arrangement was then captured in a forty-one model photographic frieze and fashion film, displayed as the centerpiece of the exhibition and broadcast on SHOWstudio. This approach dismissed the customary chronological assemblage of garments, curated to present an historical mapping of collections. The frieze became a device of new design, generating new collections and interpretations. Sharing the depth of the archive was progressively activated on the museums website. MoMu released video footage from over three decades of Van Beirendonk’s collections on hand to be uploaded over the course of the exhibition. Two videos posted each week, allowed interested parties to view or download.  In this manner, the museum facilitated open access to a major repository of fashion and extended the exhibition space into the virtual. 
 Hussein Chalayan –the interdisciplinary exhibition 

    PARIS — The mouth of the sculpted figure opens in precise time with that of the Turkish performer Sertab Erener, singing a song of love and loss on a giant screen. This multimedia face-off, with a digital projection creating the sculpture’s moving lips, is symbolic of a 21st-century fashion exhibit and of the complexity of thought from its subject, the designer Hussein Chalayan (Menkes 2011).
The exhibition Hussein Chalayan: Fashion Narratives at the Musée des Arts Décoratifs curated by Pamela Goblin conveyed the experience of an interdisciplinary design practice, articulating fashion through experimental and conceptual investigations. Chalayan’s collections proposed a particular concern behind the clothes. So the exhibition attempted to let the community into the creative workings of design by separating thought and process. Key to Chalayan’s design process is his continual questioning and exploration of technology, to drive ideas, communicate design, and test fashion potentials. Therefore multimedia is integrated into the narrative of the clothes as an intrinsic part of the design process. Video is used as both backdrops to runway presentations and to document runway spectacles. In a lecture to the Architectural Association Chalayan discussed his design process in relation to live and virtual environments, referencing Ventriloquy S/S 2001he recalled the collection ' was like creating a visual poem where everything was exaggerated. What was interesting to me was the interplay between this (film) and what happened in the life/performance event. Sugar glass dresses were created, so when they were smashed they could react, shatter, as their surrogates on a screen had a few moments earlier. So they are wearable but breakable (Clark 2011, p.51).' 

As a result multimedia is not placed in the exhibition as supplementary materials, video conceived by the designer himself represents a wholistic vision, made up of complex interrelated parts. In the gallery, particular details concerning Chalayan's ideas are expressed in a visitor's guide, charting each installation. While the objects are isolated so viewers can interact without intrusion from didactic text, therefore intensifying the experience of proximity. The exhibition thereby projects a contemplative environment, a space to study both process and clothes uninterrupted and repeatedly. Chalayan noted the peculiar qualities found in the exhibition which, facilitated an intimate connection with the work: 'The mannequins allow the viewer to spend as much time as they like with the clothes…In a fashion show, we decide how long it should be (Blanchard, 2011).'
Conclusion

Pugh, Van Beirendonck and Chalayan are interdisciplinary design practitioners who explore fashion through multi-sensory experiences, highly charged with the political and social issues of our times, which convey poetic and emotional sensibilities. 
The Internet and the museum space are both conduits for these expanded design practices and generators of new material. Communicating through exhibition or film modes the fashion design practitioner can open up dialogues with a diverse set of fashion followers, inviting participation and/or observation to industry mechanisms, increasing deeper reflection about the context and ideas behind fashion and appreciation of certain artistic and speculative qualities.  
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