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This is the second volume of this biennial publication, 
which showcases particular aspects of the research 
activities that are taking place at the London College 
of Fashion (LCF) in the past two years. The College 
has a strong international reputation for research 
in fashion technology and design, fashion curation 
and historical and cultural studies and a rapidly 
developing research profile in media, photography 
and fashion management. Thus, the research 
activities and projects discussed in this publication 
are only a small part of the broader research culture 
within LCF. 

Over the past year the College has been celebrating 
its hundredth birthday. In this centennial year, 
under the directorship of our new Head of College, 
Dr Frances Corner, we have sought to raise awareness 
of the importance of the relationship between 
fashion, the environment and well-being through a 
number of wide ranging activities, including a whole 
week devoted to, ‘Is Green the New Black?’ Therefore, 
we have decided to keep this debate going in the 
research arena by incorporating in this issue research 
associated with health, sustainable and considerate 
design, and new technology and materials. We also 
wanted to publish examples from our wider research 
agenda, by including articles concerning cultural 
diversity and the social aspects of photography and 
image making.

I hope that you enjoy this issue, and if you are 
interested in finding out more about the active 
research at LCF, I would urge you to consult the 
research pages on our website at www.fashion.arts.
ac.uk. I would also like to take the opportunity to 
thank Rachel Jillions for all the hard work she has 
done to make this volume possible by compiling and 
editing this publication.

Foreword
Helen Thomas

01 Better Lives: Furthering the Influence of Fashion
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It is my contention that fashion as a discipline needs 
to extend and expand its influence, to counter the 
traditional stereotype of fashion as a lightweight subject, 
which is not quite worthy of real research and instead, to 
clearly make the case and set the pace for developing 
areas of research that extend fashion’s influence.

I want to take up the challenge that in a way Sandy Black 
has started to set out through her Interrogating Fashion 
Series (2005) about the fashion paradox: that the 
inherent transience of fashion is at odds with the need 
for being environmentally responsible. Finding a way 
through this paradox has to be a key part of our future. I 
also want to extend it into the areas of health where the 
paradox is that fashion is directed towards the young 
and not our ageing population, and into the social and 
cultural where the paradox is that fashion is a powerful 
cultural force that doesn’t fully exploit its capacity to be 
both elitist and inclusive. These paradoxes are already 

Dr Frances Corner has been Head of College since 
2005, she has recently been engaged in research into 
employability and widening participation, she is 
now researching issues around sustainability and 
globalisation and their impact on the teaching of art 
and design. The following text is an edited and 
abbreviated version of an inspiring lecture that Frances 
gave as part of the Research Fellows Lecture Series to 
launch the ‘Better Lives’ series as part of our Centenary 
events, which sought to re-position fashion in relation 
to issues of health, the environment and the global 
socio-political landscape. The full text is available in 
PDF format from the research page of London College 
of Fashion’s website; www.fashion.arts.ac.uk 
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generating questions that are having an impact on how 
we teach fashion, and research it. We need to mainstream 
some of these arguments into our research activities and 
our courses in a concerted and coherent way. 

Fashion, as we know, already meets our human need for 
clothing, it satisfies our need for creative and conceptual 
expression. We are also becoming increasingly aware that 
it can actively play a central role in our health, 
environment and wider social context. But how do we 
extend the influence of fashion economically, socially and 
politically and how do we incorporate new concerns into 
the mainstream of fashion in a coherent, targeted and 
concerted manner that will ensure real impact? 

We can really play a part not only with the education our 
students receive but also with our research agendas, by 
setting the bar for what is seen to be innovative, creative 
design that exploits the possibilities of technological 
developments to create a wide range of sustainable, 
ethical fashion products that are applicable to all aspects 
of our lives. 

Sustainability
As we now know only too well, cheap clothes do not 
pay their energy, ecological or social costs. There are 
a number of facts that highlight this. For example, the 
United States and EU together represent only 10% 
of world population but 38% of CO

2 
emissions (The 

Globalist.com August, 2003). There are currently very 
real concerns that the developing nations such as China 
and India could lead to growing ecological and political 
instability as their populations seek to emulate our 
consumption patterns. 

There is already concern that if present consumption 
patterns continue, one in three of the world’s people 
would be affected by water shortage by 2025. This is 
thrown into sharp relief when you consider the water costs 
of a T-shirt. Aside from the CO

2 
emissions, you could fill 25 

bathtubs with the water needed to make 250g of cotton. 
Not only that, but cotton accounts for 2.5% of all 
agricultural land yet uses 22.5% of insecticides applied 
(The Guardian, 2005). These factors show just how 
potentially damaging buying a t-shirt can be, as its 
production influences the hydrology of a region as well 
as the quality of the land and drinking water.

The UK throws about 1m tonnes of clothing into dustbins 
and thereby by implication landfill sites, with only 
approximately 10% of discarded clothing being reused 
(The Guardian, 2005). Clothes are more likely to be 

Better Lives: 
Furthering the Influence of Fashion
Frances Corner, Head of College, LCF
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shipped to developing countries for there is now a huge 
global trade in second-hand clothes. However the global 
second-hand market kills off indigenous clothing 
industries and so the potential for some nations to 
develop a viable economy, as textile production is a 
key component of industrialisation, is undermined.

In addition to the ecological implications, there are the 
social costs of cheap clothes; the low wages, long hours 
and poor health and safety conditions, are all part of our 
clothing heritage. So how do we play a role in supporting 
the drive for clothes produced in an environmentally 
sound manner and in a way that is ethically responsible?

In the 1990s, ethical trade became a growing issue 
as companies with global supply chains came under 
increasing pressure to ensure decent working conditions. 
LCF needs to ensure that not only our students 
understand the importance of an ethical sourcing 
strategy that involves adopting a code of practice that 
sets out the minimum standards that suppliers are 
expected to comply with but that as academic staff, 
we are researching and providing companies with 
consultancy to support them in developing businesses 
that reinforce international labour laws and labour 
standards. We need to find ways to harness its character 
to bring about real environmental, ethical and social 
change by developing research projects and providing 
consultancy of the calibre so inspiringly outlined by 
Helen Storey and Tony Ryan (see the interview with 
Helen Storey). We, too, must have ideas that will 
potentially change the world. These ideas need to 
be developed with our students, staff and external 
organisations and by the example we set as an 
institution through our own environmental and 
social policies.
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Fashion, Health and Wellbeing: Anorexia, cosmetic 
surgery, body image
Our research community is already considering fashion 
design to aid people with arthritis and other disabilities. 
Ease of access into clothing, the role of clothing in the 
healing process, incorporating new technologies into 
clothing to aid those who are partially sighted or hearing 
impaired, are all factors which should be taken into 
account by the fashion industry and our research 
community. 

Recently at London Fashion Week the media devoted 
more column inches to the size of the models than to the 
clothes that were being worn. The result of this pervasive 
standardisation is divisive. If you have the money for 
cosmetic surgery – apparently the top of birthday wish 
list for American 16 year olds is to have their noses altered 
(The Guardian, 2006) – you end up with a significant 
percentage of the female population removing the 
qualities that make us different, beautiful and human, 
and the other half of the population disenfranchised 
unable to afford to undertake such drastic steps. You 
could argue that fashion has always been driven by an 
elite that set the trends that the rest of us aspire to, but 
these are now ideals that strike at the heart of who we 
are, at the identity of the person we look at first thing 
in the morning. 

How can we promote the link between fashion and sport, 
not only through sportswear design but also to use 
fashion as a way to promote greater inclusion in sport? 
How can we work to challenge ageist views of the female 
face and body and one that is not centred on the western 
pre-occupations? We have a reputation for working in 
areas such as fashion promotion and social and historical 
studies in fashion. How can we use these two areas 
together to start a renewed debate about western ideals 
of beauty and female identity? 

Fashion as a catalyst for change

Fashion products potentially express new directions, new 
ideals of what it is to be forward thinking. Designs and 
products therefore need to express and be at the 
forefront of the direction that society is moving towards. 

This is a mechanism or process that can and does act as a 
catalyst for change. Fashion is a mark of our contemporary 
and modern society; it is reaching into new areas as 
technology, media, lifestyle and political concerns 
become increasingly important to us. We live in a 
pluralist society, with large sections of the population 
able to choose from a wide variety of products that seek 
to express different ideas about our changing world. 

Diversifying Fashion
Health and Sustainable Design
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For example, Bono’s RED project, which was set up on the 
premise that it might be possible to change the world 
whilst still enjoying ourselves, expressly exploits our desire 
to purchase, by using commerce as the catalyst for change. 
Working with the world’s most iconic brands, like Armani, 
Gap or Converse, RED ensures that when a product is 
purchased a percentage of the profits are donated to the 
Global Fund for Africa. Because the products are part of a 
special exclusive capsule collection, this makes them 
desirable yet we are also doing good! 

In contemporary consumer culture, agendas rise fast up 
consumers’ agendas so companies are unable or unwilling 
to really alter methods of production, the other is that 
fashion is also fickle. How do we ensure some of our new 
ideals and concerns remain fashionable for the duration? 
After all it wouldn’t be the first time when goods based 
on environmentally reprehensible materials are the 
ultimate fashionable item. We need to find ways that 
ensure being environmentally and politically responsible, 
buying sustainable products, ethically produced, 
designed to address all sectors of society remains 
fashionable and yet retain a sense of novelty and desire. 

05 Better Lives: Furthering the Influence of Fashion
Dr Frances Corner

Conclusion: “The world we have is the product of our way 
of thinking” (Einstein)

We need to know what economic, social and political 
issues are going to be facing our industry and subject. 
We need to anticipate the future requirements of 
industry, society and culture, acting in a way that mirrors 
fashion itself as it anticipates the zeitgeist.

I believe we can do this in an extraordinary way here 
at LCF. Fashion is a wide-ranging phenomenon, able to 
reach new audiences and drive and anticipate change 
in a way that other subjects cannot. It has the capacity 
to reach us expressively, conceptually, aesthetically, 
historically, economically, socially, culturally, morally 
and psychologically - it has the ability to speak to us 
directly about who we are as human beings. 

However, with this power comes responsibility and we 
at LCF and the research community in particular have 
a pivotal role to play. We already have a significant 
reputation for creative and innovative thinking, for 
working effectively with industry and keeping up to date 
with technological developments. If we are to meet our 
aim to be the global leader in fashion related education 
then we must be setting the agendas, mapping out the 
thinking and the territories for others to follow. We must 
seize the challenges that the environment, health, 
demographics and society are setting us by utilising our 
experience and the latest technologies to set the new 
directions for clothing, fashion and their myriad 
industries. This way we at LCF will further the influence 
of fashion.
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Most people at LCF know that we have a three 
dimensional white light body scanner which has its 
own room in the John Princes Street site. An earlier 
model of this scanner was used for the Size UK research 
to scan 11,000 people to give detailed measurements 
and compare current body sizes and shapes with those 
from previous data from the 1950s. The research, which 
involved LCF and UCL and was funded by government, 
industry partners and retailers, showed that we were 
becoming tube shaped and that our waists had expanded 
by six inches since the 1950s. You can now be scanned 
at Selfridges and try-on, in the ‘virtual’ sense, a whole 
range of jeans, to see which style and make fits you 
best, without having to go to the bother of actually 
trying them all on. At the top end of the market, 
you can be scanned at Harrods for a bespoke item of 
clothing designed by Westwood, or a personalised 
lining inserted into a mass-customised garment. 

But what, might we ask, is the relevance of using the 3D 
body scanner at LCF to map dancers’ pain and injury? 
Although this type of body scanner is generally conceived 
to be a tool for the mass-customisation of clothing, 
it has also been used for health related applications 
and it was the potential for this aspect that was of 
interest in the research project on dance injuries. 

 Pain and Injury in a Cultural Context: Dancers’ Embodied 
Understanding and Visual Mapping is a current Arts and 
Humanities Research Council (AHRC) funded research 
project. Helen Thomas is the Principal Investigator and 
Jen Tarr the named Research Fellow. LCF Research Fellow, 
Karen Wong, also worked on the project for eight months. 
The research aims to investigate how dancers make sense 
of pain and injury in their everyday working lives and 
the consequences this has for their performance, careers 
and the dance industry. The potential for injury for dance 
professionals is extremely high, with the injury rate 
ranging from 60 per cent to 94 per cent. Dancers often 
ignore the signs of injury in order to continue working 
in a production or attending class if they are students. 
As such, injury among dancers is a large problem, which 
the project seeks to address. The research explores the 

3D Body Scanning Imaging as a Research 
Tool for Mapping Dancers’ Pain and Injury 
Helen Thomas

Professor Helen Thomas is the Research 
Director at LCF, she is currently leading an 
AHRB funded project, Pain and Injury in 
a Cultural Context , which maps the pain 
and injury of dancers. The major focus of 
her research is in the area of the body and 
dance within the field of the sociology of 
dance and culture, which covers theatrical 
dance and social dance and involves 
theoretical and empirical studies.

Diversifying Fashion
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take some time to do this but we are in the process of 
uploading the scans. The dancers can comment on the 
findings and the quotes on the participants section 
of the website. They can also indicate if there are any 
differences between the mapped image of their body 
in the interview and their current body condition. 
The aim is to provide the dancers with a ‘voice’ in the 
process of dissemination and the research findings.

We have also held two workshops with health 
professionals and a symposium which included 
presentations from other dance health related 
research with an invited audience of health and 
dance professionals. In September 2007, we will hold 
a seminar for all the participants in the study and 
provide them with a summary of the major findings. 

use of visual representation through three-dimensional 
body scanning and pain and injury mapping and its 
benefits for injury identification and warning.

The research involves interviewing 200 dancers to find 
out their perceptions and understanding of pain and 
injury and how they manage these in their working 
lives. The idea is to construct a narrative history of their 
understandings and experience of dance related pain and 
injury. The dancer also has a body scan and the resulting 
file is imported using other software for viewing body 
shape in 3D. This gives us a ‘skinned’ 3D image of the 
dancer’s body as well as detailed measurements of the 
body. During the interview, the dancers are asked to 
map current and past pain and injury sites and strengths 
and weaknesses onto the visual representations of 
their body [see figure 2]. The dancers also fill in a short 
questionnaire which provides us with demographic data, 
training, and information on past and current pain and 
injury. The process takes about an hour and a half. A 
total of 205 dancers have been interviewed and scanned 
and the interviews are being transcribed in preparation 
for analysis. What is abundantly clear at this stage of the 
analysis is that pain and/or injury are indeed a regular 
feature of dancers’ everyday work experience and that 
they routinely dance through pain and often injury, 
to keep the show on the road. A number of dancers 
indicate that they know they are injured when it affects 
their performance to the extent that they have to stop 
dancing. However, the contradiction lies in the fact that 
they seldom do stop dancing, which further begs the 
question of what counts as injury in the first place, and 
they do not seek help immediately either, but rather 
wait to see how it goes. Because they work with their 
bodies so closely, dancers say that they can distinguish 
between good pain and bad pain. It is evident that the 
mapping process facilitates bodily memories of pain and 
injury which have been lost in the mists of time and 
dancing. We have filmed around 30 interviews and the 
dancers can be seen trying locate the pain or injury they 
are discussing through touching and moving a particular 
body part of area. There is clearly a kind of forgetfulness 
in regard to pain and injury, as they dance through these 
time and time again. The relation between the individual 
dancing self and the dance training regimes which 
individuals undergo needs to be explored in some detail.

The AHRC awarded further funds to disseminate 
the research to non-academic audiences. As part of 
this process, we have constructed a website on two 
levels; http://danceinjuries.org [figure of website]. 
The first level is a public one where people can find 
out about the details of the project, up and coming 
events, publications and the initial findings as they are 
beginning to emerge. The second ‘interactive’ level is 
for the dancers who have taken part in the project and 
the health professionals who have attended workshops 
on the project. The dancers can log in with their unique 
username and password to their own page. They can 
access their scan (no one else can see this of course) 
and can comment on the research findings. It will 

07 3D Body Scanning Imaging as a Research Tool for Mapping Dancers’ Pain and Injury 
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[Left] Body scan 
[Right] Body scan participant 
has added colour





Wonderland: what happens when art meets science? is a 
collaborative project undertaken by Professor Helen Storey, 
artist, designer and Senior Research Fellow at LCF, and 
Tony Ryan, Professor of Physical Chemistry and Director of 
the Polymer Centre at the University of Sheffield. In 1999 
Helen Storey established the Helen Storey Foundation as 
a not-for-profit body to promote creativity and innovation. 
She has had a long-term interest in recycling and, in 1990, 
was the first international fashion designer to re-work 
existing clothing. She contacted Tony Ryan after hearing 
him by chance on BBC Radio 4, to tell him about her idea 
for a plastic bottle that would disappear rather than join 
the global plastic mountain. Working together to address 
environmental issues, the duo have led a team which has 
developed four new products, including the disappearing 
bottle and a water purification pillow. Wonderland has 
become an umbrella project to explore new materials and 
products developed by the Polymer Centre at Sheffield 
University and to challenge individuals of all ages and 
backgrounds to take positive action to save the 
environment. Wonderland will be launched this year.

Amy de la Haye: The title Wonderland suggests the 
suspension of reality, or something magical. 

Helen Storey: Actually, I don’t think it’s the right title, 
because it implies something that might not happen, 
when it is in fact something concrete. Often the best 
titles suggest themselves towards the end of a project, 
and right now I am in the thick of it, exploring how to 
take the work to the marketplace and turn it into reality.

AdlH: How will you achieve this?

HS: Ultimately, for the disappearing bottle, it will be the 
packaging industry that will inherit this work, but 
initially this and other new inventions will be exhibited. 
As most museums and galleries are programmed years 
ahead (although recently the V&A did express an 
interest), I came up with the idea of re-imagined dust-
trucks which could be parked in diverse urban 
environments and attract a wider audience. 

AdlH: Yes, I can see that. However, it might have created 
a fascinating contradiction to present the work within a 
museum context, as museums are mandated to preserve 
materials and you are seeking solutions to dispose of 
them. But ultimately, I guess, both are about enriching 
the future?

HS: Yes, audiences aren’t as linear as we tend to think 
they are: you don’t have to show costume in a costume 
museum and science to a science audience. In fact the 
Royal Borough of Kensington and Chelsea like the project 
so much they have agreed to support it in order to 
promote sustainability within the area. 

AdlH: Do you think that, as a mother, you have a greater 
investment in the future? 

HS: I think I did when my son was young … that’s what 
having children does and that’s why I probably wouldn’t 
want to have more now, because you become increasingly 
aware of the fragility of the world. It is in order to 
attempt to find solutions to these problems which led me 
to seek out like-minded people from different disciplines. 

From my own perspective, I wanted to push my own work 
as far as I could, in so far as I am working with chemistry 
which is something totally alien to me. Also, events in 
my own life have upped the creative odds for me. I set 
myself the task of looking at the three biggies for 
humanity: water shortage, solar energy and pollution. 
I chose to work with plastic to address the issue of 
pollution, and made contact with Professor Tony Ryan. 
When we approached Sheffield University for funding, 
they didn’t exactly say ‘don’t do it’, but there is so much 
vested in the plastics industry ... and they said go away 
and think again, and that’s when I came up with the idea 
of disappearing dresses and asked if they would back 
that – and they said ‘Yes’. It’s perverse that, in order to 
achieve a piece of science, you have to produce a piece 
of art first. It’s not that I am undervaluing art in any 
way. In fact, the scientists on this project really want 
to work with an artist because they want science to 
be considered in the same way that art is – from a 
cultural perspective.

But because of things that have happened in my personal 
life, some of them quite deathly, the activity of living has 
to have more meaning, and art alone now seems an 
indulgence. I have to do something that feels useful. 
When I was working with my sister on my first art–

Amy de la Haye talks to Helen Storey 
about her latest collaborative project, 
Wonderland: what happens 
when art meets science?

Helen Storey is a senior 
Research Fellow at London 
College of Fashion
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Tu
rn

in
g 

dy
e 

in
to

 p
er

m
an

en
t 

pa
tt

er
ne

d 
w

at
er



science collaboration, at one crucial moment of design 
and ‘sisterly’ struggle she made what seemed like a very 
harsh comment: ‘Put it this way, Helen, I save lives, you 
illustrate them!’ And that really made me think. Actually, 
she had verbalised something that I had really been 
wrestling with: how I could make a contribution with the 
skills that I have. From that point on I have been trying 
to swim in what, for me, have been some very unknown 
waters.

AdlH: But surely art can be life-enriching and life-
changing?

HS: Yes. My response is entirely personal. 

AdlH: Is it because you formerly worked as a fashion 
designer that you decided to use dress as a metaphor for 
change? 

HS: Actually, I thought this would be the one project in 
which I wouldn’t work with dress! But the thing I’ve 
learned is that no-one is afraid of a frock, they can open 
doors to a wide audience marvellously ... although the 
fact that the dresses in this work are see-through and 
are going to disappear has led to a ‘page-3’-type 
reaction from some men.

AdlH: Can you say something about the form the dresses 
will take?

HS: The dresses are made from a polymer already in use 
for containing washing machine liquid, as I like the idea 
of working with something that already exists

It is the new usage that is exciting. We are creating, and 
exploring the chemical reactions when the dresses are 
immersed in vast bowls of water. Dresses which start out 
as plastic become chiffon-like in water. Each dress is 
made out of a print that behaves in some way within the 
water: some `bleed’, others trigger fire; or they have an 
‘afterlife’ once they hit the water. And, they continue to 
change, sometimes hours after submission. A printed 
design that is not initially discernible becomes evident 
once it is immersed. Eventually it is the pattern that 
lingers, which is wondrous. The giant goldfish bowls 

Diversifying Fashion
Health and Sustainable Design

Multi-bleed dress textile dissolve experiment

[Left] Demonstration of 
bottle from intact through 
to mid dissolve into gel 
and to flowers in dish

[Right] Professor Helen Storey 
and Professor Tony Ryan in 
Sheffield lab experimenting 
with dissolving textiles



create a lens effect which allows the visitor to experience 
a unique, underwater textile world … rather like a fluid, 
biological dance. Each dress has a different lifespan 
before it ‘dies’. Some dresses involve hours of hand-work 
and it is difficult when you know that an embroiderer has 
worked on something for 300 hours and then we’re going 
to let it go … but that’s exactly how we should be 
thinking about the world and its resources. We have 
become disconnected. The loss of our resources has yet 
to become personal in most of our Western lives, and so 
this is about using a cultural language we are familiar 
with to appeal on quite a personal level. Threatening 
people with the planet’s extinction doesn’t work.

The dresses will enter the water slowly over a four-week 
period. We are working with the textile designer Patricia 
Belford, who is now a research fellow at the University 
of Ulster, in the Research department, Interface. (Her 
collaboration with the chemists on our team has taken 
her work in an entirely new direction).

AdlH: Could this process be likened to human fragility?

HS: What I am hoping is that people will see any number 
of things. It will be successful if they put their own 
interpretations on it, as you are doing.

AdlH: Are you driven by process or outcome?

HS: As a design process it’s an interesting challenge, as 
you have to design upside down. The ‘water world’ is in 
fact the one we want to focus on, yet what enters it has 
to have a beauty of its own too. And plastic would not 
normally be a fashion designer’s material of choice! I 
think it is the process that keeps you going. However, 
there is something between fathoming and mastering 
that keeps you incessantly at it.

AdlH: I was listening to Alan Bennett talking about his 
writing on the radio, and he said that, whilst one doesn’t 
deliberately place oneself in one’s work, once it is 
completed one often finds oneself there. Is that true 
for you? 

HS: That’s interesting … but perhaps I would have to 
stop to see that, and part of my genetic make-up is that 
I don’t stop: it’s always the next thing that matters most.

(We pause and watch a DVD of the work)

In this project we want to create a curiosity and 
excitement about what collaboration across the 
disciplines can create with real purpose at its heart. As 
I said earlier, apart from the bottle idea we have taken 
on some other big issues of our time, such as water 
shortage, pollution and, most recently, new ways of 
capturing solar energy. In many ways we have had to 
forget that these are huge problems, and instead `play’ 
like children. As part of this project, we are working 
actively with the young, through a second, related 
project called Ideas That Can Change The World. The 

education system still largely militates against free 
imagination. After about the age of eight, suddenly 
teaching is streamed and has to be made accountable, 
and much is lost. This project celebrates collective 
human imagination and inventiveness. We want to 
capture this before it gets spoiled ... 

There are a lot of creative people out there trying to 
bring more meaning to their work right now. I think 
there is a collective need for the creative life to have 
purpose beyond one’s own satisfaction and for audiences 
... It is about letting go of what you know ... suspending 
our known reality just for a while to see just what is 
possible ... to find a way to create some positive and 
personal change.

AdlH: Which brings us back to Wonderland ... perhaps the 
title is right after all?

Wonderland will open in 
Belfast in Autumn 2007, 
Sheffield in Spring 2008 and 
London in Autumn 2008.

Ideas That Can Change The 
World was launched with Creative 
Partnerships/Arts Council 
England in November 2006 and 
is currently being made available 
to schools throughout the UK.

11 Amy de la Haye talks to Helen Storey about her latest collaborative project, 
Wonderland: what happens when art meets science?
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The Fashion Paradox, Ethical 
Fashion and Considerate Design
Sandy Black

Sandy Black is Professor of Fashion and Textile Design and 
Technology. Her research interests seek to Interrogate Fashion – 
its practice and design processes. A key concept underpinning this 
research is the notion developed with the Interrogating Fashion 
Research Cluster during 2005 of more responsible design that takes 
into account the wider environmental, ethical, social and individual 
contexts of products and their users. She has also written several 
books and papers on Knitwear and Textiles in relation to fashion.

The groundswell of campaigning by ‘green’ activists, 
instigated in the 1970s, has become a torrent over the 
last year - ethical and environmental concerns in all 
aspects of life have now entered mainstream discourse in 
society, featuring daily in the print and broadcast media. 
The Fashion and Textiles industries have been especially 
slow in taking up the considerable challenges of 
sustainability. As one of the major players on the global 
stage sustaining large scale employment and economic 
infrastructures, this complex industry has come under 
increasing scrutiny to question its practices and deal 
with issues of ethical trading and environmental 
sustainability within its convoluted global supply chains.

The Fashion Paradox debates, within the recent 
Interrogating Fashion project based at LCF, articulated 
the inherent contradictions surrounding the business 
of fashion - its inbuilt obsolescence, ephemerality 
and constant change paradoxically being one of the 
drivers behind its major economic importance. Several 
events brought together key speakers from academia 
and industry in ‘round table’ discussions to focus on 
new approaches and paradigms for the fashion life 
cycle, including designers Katharine Hamnett, Sarah 
Ratty(Ciel) and Rebecca Earley, theorist Dr Kate Fletcher, 
industry representatives Derek McKelvey and Phil 
Patterson of Marks & Spencer, and scientists Phil Sams 
and Philip Mckeown from Unilever Laundry Research. 

Katharine Hamnett, a designer well known for 
campaigning on political and ethical issues, gave a talk 
outlining her philosophy and her journey. She continues 
to raise awareness through her approach to creating a 
desirable, wearable and durable fashion collection which 
is as ethically and environmentally sound as possible 

in its production – on a spectrum of ‘shades of green’ 
the new Katharine E Hamnett collection is very dark 
green indeed. She spoke of her reasons for doing it:
 

‘The clothing and textile industry is one of the 
largest industries in the world. It employs a billion 
people (1in 6 of the world population). Labour and 
pay conditions for millions of garment and textile 
workers are appalling. The industry uses more 
water than any other industry except agriculture, 
and we are coming up to huge water issues. It is 
also a significant contributor to greenhouse gas 
emissions from the chemical fertilisers in cotton 
agriculture. Cotton is 10% of world agriculture and 
uses 25% of world pesticides. There are 100 million 
farmers involved in the developing world and their 
situation is catastrophic. The pesticides cause a 
long-term contamination of the water supply and 
20,000 deaths a year from accidental poisoning. I 
discovered this in 1989 when we did some research 
on the impact of the textile and clothing industry in 
the environment and I’ve been labouring ever since 
to try and get the industry to take this on board but 
its been extremely reluctant. I wrestled for 15-16 
years to get the manufacturers I had licences with 
to comply [with environmental standards], and due 
to their refusal, I decided I didn’t want to make a 
living from the people suffering at the bottom of the 
supply chain. So I cancelled my licences and decided 
I would go back into manufacturing which I hate, in 
order to source and produce an ethical collection and 
make it as environmental as I can possibly get it.’1

Hamnett has over a period of several years worked 
directly with cotton producers, fabric weavers and 
garment manufacturers sourcing organically grown 
cotton, trimmings and threads to deal with every 
aspect of her clothing manufacture. The global nature 
of the textile and fashion supply chain is highlighted 
throughout the production cycle: Hamnett’s cotton may 
be grown in Africa, spun in Germany, woven in India or 

Co
ns

id
er

at
e 

De
si

gn

Diversifying Fashion
Considerate Design



the UK, and garments manufactured in India, Portugal 
or Italy. She states however, that she will not use China 
to outsource because of its ethical and human rights 
record. At times nearly giving up from exhaustion and 
frustration, she persevered and has now launched 
her menswear and womenswear ranges, together 
with a re-issued line of campaigning T-shirts from the 
1980s with slogans such as ‘CHOOSE LIFE’ and ‘BRING 
BACK GOD’, being sold online. Having been somewhat 
marginalised in recent years by the fashion industry, 
which she criticises, Hamnett has remained steadfastly 
independent, enabling her to fight for her causes in 
the way she wants, and she now finds that her time has 
come again. She is considered the leading proponent 
of the new ethical fashion movement, a far cry from 
the worthy image promoted in the early 1990s when 
companies such as Esprit developed specific and separate 
‘Eco’ ranges. The difference in the current movement 
is that ‘Eco- fashion’ now aims to be more than just 
a niche fashion – although journalists are cynically 
asking ‘Is green the new black?’ This time round, it is 
imperative that ethical and ecological fashion becomes 
the norm and not just a passing fashion trend itself. 

The awareness of ethical problems in clothing production 
has now penetrated to such an extent that major 
companies such as Nike and Gap, previously exposed as 
part of the problem, are now beginning to be part of 
the solution with new corporate social responsibility 
agendas, factory audits and increasing traceability in 
their supply chains. Marks & Spencer, who have a good 
deal of respect within the industry as having high 
standards on outsourcing factories, launched their ‘Look 
behind the Label’ campaign in 2006 and in January 2007 
announced a major ecological plan for all the company’s 
operations, including using a proportion of Fairtrade 
organic cotton. A breakthrough within London Fashion 
Week in September 2006 saw the last minute setting up 
of a special section called Esthetica featuring a number 
of smaller fashion companies creating ethical and 
environmental womenswear and footwear, such as From 
Somewhere (who spear-headed the Esthetica campaign), 
Ciel, Noir, and Terra Plana, and prominently featuring the 
Katharine E Hamnett range. Esthetica’s second season in 
February 2007 was sponsored by The Ecologist magazine, 
and the race to develop ‘eco-chic’ has now begun. 

The sustainability issues to be dealt with in fashion 
are dauntingly complex and there is no simple solution 
– rather there are several routes for solutions which 
can be in operation simultaneously or separately. There 
is still contentious debate around the environmental 
impact of natural versus synthetic fibres – it is predicted2 
there would not be enough organic cotton capacity 
to be able to meet demand for the future if all cotton 
production switched over. Recycling and redesign 
are currently favoured by smaller designers, but 
inappropriate for large companies requiring uniformity of 

supply, issues which Rebecca Earley, Sarah Ratty of Ciel 
and TRAID (Textile Recycling for Aid and International 
Development) designers found when working with 
retailers such as Top Man and Liberty a few years ago. 

As part of the EPSRC/AHRC funded Designing for the 21st 
Century Initiative, the focus of Interrogating Fashion was 
particularly on the role of designers and their ability to 
influence change through choices in all stages of product 
development, using both existing and new processes 
and technologies. The concept of Considerate Design 
was developed in order to embody new approaches to 
designing in the context of both small businesses and 
larger companies, and is currently being devised and 
tested through a funded project as phase 2 of Designing 
for the 21st Century. The project, ‘Considerate Design 
for Personalised Fashion Products’ also addresses 
the changing marketplace and offers a potential 
methodology for personalised manufacturing according 
to the needs of a wider range of individuals, linking craft 
processes with emerging technologies in different levels 
of the industry, exemplified by knitwear manufacture, 
bespoke hand made bags and new concepts for textile-
like structures using direct manufacturing technology. 

As Katharine Hamnett said: “ Responsible design is 
at the heart of the industry, because the designer 
comes up with ideas and makes it into something 
tangible. Many designers are loath to take this on, 
but I think this is a lazy designer – it makes you 
less of a designer, a stupid and a short-sighted 
designer. It is of critical importance that you approach 
your profession in this manner, because how we 
consume decides the future of the planet”3. 

The Considerate Design model aims to assist designers 
in being responsible, to consider the environment, 
to consider their materials and processes, and 
the entire lifecycle from production and use to 
disposal, to minimise waste, balance costings, 
and importantly to consider the needs of the user. 
It aims to help when they ask the question – but 
how can I make a difference? Watch this space!

Note: For full Proceedings of the Interrogating 
Fashion Project, please contact the research office 
or email Sandy Black s.black@fashion.arts.ac.uk. 

13 The Fashion Paradox, Ethical Fashion and Considerate Design
Sandy Black

1 All quotes from Katharine Hamnett, speaking 
at the Interrogating Fashion Symposium at 
London College of Fashion, 29 Nov 2005
2 Quoted in presentation by Derek McElvey, 
The Fashion Paradox workshop, Interrogating 
Fashion Symposium, 29 Nov 2005
3 see 1



Bandera Antártida
Hacia el sur en el blanco profundo se 
fundieron los colores del mundo
y el silencio se hizo voz y el amor se hizo 
agua, y el agua se hizo paz y belleza
Antártida, Antártida, escuela de 
humildad de ciencias y ... ecoamistad.
Antártida, Antártida, altar de hielo 
y luz, reserva de agua y paz.
Manuscrito en una servilleta 
Hotel Savoy, Rosario 1992

Antarctic Village – No Borders, 
A project by Lucy and Jorge Orta 
Ann Marie Pena

Diversifying Fashion
Considerate Design

Antarctica: ‘the end of the world’: boasting the most 
hostile climatic conditions, the coldest place on earth 
with temperatures reaching -80 °C in winter, the 
largest frozen desert in the world, containing 90% 
of the world’s ice (approximately 70% of the world’s 
fresh water), no permanent human residents, and 
no indigenous population. Yet over 4,000 research 
scientists from 27 different nations are constantly 
monitoring the ecozone of this southernmost continent, 
not to mention the hundreds and thousands of new 
eco-tourists aboard the cruise ships navigating the 
Half Moon Island, Whalers Bay, Deception Island, 
Paradise Harbor, Port Lockroy, Petermann Island,… 

“…Vowing one day to venture to these invariably far-
flung and often wholly inhospitable lands. Antarctica’s 
treacherous, spiny tendril was one such irresistible 
location…. Like the bristly tail of some giant, prehistoric 
sea creature, the Antarctic Peninsula thrusts out past 
the Antarctic Circle, lunging vainly toward its sibling, 
the Andes, across the infamous Drake Passage. I’m 
standing on the bow of a modern ice vessel watching 
hefty chunks of disintegrating pack ice thud against 
the hull as we pick our way gingerly through a narrow 
channel. Lonely groups of Adélie Penguins watch 
curiously as we inch past, while in the distance, a 
lone Leopard Seal dives for cover under the flow.”1

Antarctica presents a unique symbol of investigation. 

With the onslaught of urbanisation, information 
highways, population explosions, real estate booms 
and other qualities of 21st century living, Antarctica 
and its rugged beauty cannot be defined by any 
contemporary catch phrases, and instead situates 
itself as the last unblemished land. The Antarctic 
Treaty was signed in 1959 to established freedom of 
scientific investigation, environmental protection, 
whilst also banning all military activity. Defined 
as such, the area between 90°W and 150°W is in 
many ways a land still pure, a last fragile hope.

Drawing upon this visualisation of hope, the project 
Antarctic Village – No Borders was first developed in 
the early 1990’s by Lucy and Jorge Orta as a Utopian 
endeavour through which the artists could consider 
the current climate of migration and the refugee 
status in which many people throughout the world find 
themselves. A recent UN source states that 2.2 million 
migrants will arrive in the rich world every year from now 
until 2050. Over the next four decades mass migration 
will occur mainly from the African and Asian continents: 
377,000 and 1,2 million each year respectively, 
resulting in an unprecedented global upheaval.2 

Here Antarctica, along with all the freedom and 
aspiration that it symbolises, becomes a filter 
through which the Ortas’ reflect on the horror of 



Professor Lucy Orta, Rootstein Hopkins 
Chair of Fashion, her research concerns 
the uses of fashion and its related products 
as powerful message tools to re-position 
fashion in a more socially responsive 
and sustainable manner. She is an 
International artist with current exhibitions 
in China, the Antarctic and London.

Ann Marie Pena is an Associate 
Lecturer and Lucy Orta’s Assistant. She 
has exhibited in and curated many 
exhibitions around the world. Ann 
Marie is currently curating an exhibition 
which focuses on ideas surrounding a 
low-tech approach to lens-based work 
which could be construed, somewhat 
awkwardly, as a form of “amateurism”. 

hundreds of millions of men and women hunted 
from their native lands by economical ruin, political 
terror or war, and sent on the endless road to 
exile. “Perhaps here, at the ‘end of the world’, 
another world is possible?” reflects Lucy Orta.

“There are many challenges facing the international 
community today but few, in my mind, are more 
pressing than those of finding humanitarian solutions 
to refugee problems. We talk of regional conflicts, 
of economic and social crises, of political instability, 
of abuses of human rights, of racism, religious 
intolerance, inequalities between rich and poor, 
hunger, over-population, under-development and 
I could go on and on. Each and every one of these 
impediments to humanity’s pursuit of well-being are 
also among the root causes of refugee problems.”3 

Physically the installation Antarctic Village in Antarctica 
is emblematic of Orta’s body of work, composed of what 
could be termed modular architecture and reflecting 
qualities of nomadic shelters and campsites. The 
dwellings themselves are hand stitched together by 
a traditional tent maker with sections of flags from 
countries around the world, along with extensions 
of clothes and gloves, symbolising the multiplicity 
and diversity of people. Here the arm of face-less 
white-collar worker’s shirt hangs, there the sleeve of 
a children’s sweater. Together the flags and dissected 
clothes emblazoned with silkscreen motifs referencing 

the UN Declaration for Human Rights, make for a 
physical embodiment of a Global Village (a phrase 
originally coined by Marshall McLuhan to describe 
the information age), only in this case the artists 
have termed it a ‘Village of Mankind’. Within this new 
community, Lucy and Jorge Orta hypothesize the 
metaphorical Antarctic Village could proportion rights, 
which are often lacking in the status of refugees and 
immigrants. With these rights however the artists insist 
the new citizen of the world will commit him/herself 
to deny all acts of barbarity, to fight against terror and 
poverty, to support social progress, to safeguard human 
dignity and to defend the inalienable rights to liberty, 
justice and peace in the world. In a bid to amend Article 
13 of the 1948 Universal Declaration of Human Rights 
the artists wish to include a citizen’s inherent right to 
freedom of movement: Article 13:3 - Every human being 
has the right to move freely and cross-frontiers to their 
chosen territory. No individual should have an inferior 
status to that of capital, trade, tele-communication 
and pollution, all of which have no boundaries.

To realise the work, in February 2007 Jorge Orta 
travelled to Antarctica aboard the Hercules KC130 
flight to install the first incarnation of Antarctic 
Village, a journey that became a symbol of the plight 
of those struggling to transverse borders and to 
gain the freedom of movement necessary to escape 
political and social conflict. Taking place during the 
Austral summer, the trip coincided with the last of 
the scientific expeditions before the winter months 
before the ice mass becomes too thick to traverse. 
Aided by the logistical crew and scientists stationed at 
the Marambio Antarctic Base situated on the Seymour-
Marambio Island, 64°14’S 56°37’W, Jorge and his team 
scouted Antarctica by helicopter, searching for different 
locations for the temporary encampment of their 50 
dome-shaped dwellings. Dotted along the ice, the tents 
formed a settlement not dissimilar to those images of 
refugee camps we see so often reported about on our 
European television screens or newspapers: official 
figures put the numbers of foreigners who die trying 
to reach Spain in 2004 at 141, but Human Rights 
in Andalucia claimed the death toll was 289; or 58 
Chinese people discovered dead through dehydration 
by customs officers in the back of an articulated 
lorry in Dover, UK June 2000, to name but a few.4 
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To conclude the Orta Antarctic expedition the artists 
staged the first in a series of symbolic football games, 
‘Heads or Tails, Tails or Heads’. Meteorologists, 
palaeontologists and geologists from the Marambio 
Antarctic Base joined the Orta team: Jorge Orta, 
photographer Thierry Bal, video cameraman Nick Price 
and writer Jonathan Holmes to play a symbolic ‘All 
Nation’ match. The Antarctic football shirts, created by 
the artists make it difficult to identify the adversary as 
the front and back of the shirts are stitched together 
with different countries. “This match mirrors human 
behaviour. Appearances are often deceiving: someone 
we think is a friend may actually be playing against us, 
while a total stranger can surprise us with an act of 
solidarity. It is not appearances that count, but rather 
decisive actions in critical moments. We hope that our 
voyage to Antarctica and the spirit of cooperation that 
we gained in Antarctica will trigger more awareness 
to the plight of refugees” Jorge Orta comments.

Coincidently just over 100 years earlier we are 
reminded of the football match played by the stranded 
Shackleton Antarctic expedition team, during the 
most famous expeditions conducted by the explorer 
Shackleton and his 28 men (1914–1916), as he watched 
his ship Endurance being consumed by the pack ice. 
“Difficulties are just things to overcome, after all.”

It is timely that 2007 marks the start of the much-
awaited ‘International Polar Year’, which will run until 
March 2009. During this period numerous international 
scientific experiments and expeditions will be conducted 
to gain a greater understanding of the roles the 
Polar regions play in Earth’s weather patterns and 
environmental state. In this context we find the 1st 
End of the World Biennial in Ushuaia City, Tierra del 
Fuego. The first contemporary art biennial which aims 
to create a poetic North-South axis between Art and 
Politics, Poetry, Ecology and Technology. Antarctic 
Village - No Borders has been supported by the biennial 
and is one of the first cultural projects of its kind to 
take place in Antarctica. www.bienalfindelmundo.com. 

Diversifying Fashion
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1 Antarctic Tourist <http://members.
ozemail.com.au/~rodeime/antarctica/>
2 Telegraph, March 15 2007
3 Poul Hartling, UN High Commissioner 
for Refugees, 1978-1985
4 Legrain, Philippe, Immigrants your country needs 



The famous Egyptian feminist and nationalist Hoda 
Sharaawi wrote in her memoirs of her first trip to the new 
department store in Alexandria in the 1890s. Like women 
in Paris, London and New York, flocking to the new 
emporia that were to establish consumption as a facet 
of modern femininities, Sharaawi knew that the shop 
promised a new zone for the exercise of women’s cultural 
agency. But although department stores in the west had 
had to be carefully designed to create spaces suitable 
for respectable female pleasures, for an elite Muslim 
woman living within a segregating system this retail 
incursion involved a modification of spatial codes that 
was nuanced in terms not just of class but of religion. 

The mere prospect of [my first shopping trip to Chalon, 
the store] threw the entire household into an uproar 
and provided the main topic of discussion and heated 
debate for days. They looked upon me as if I were 
about to violate the religious law or commit some 
other crime. After considerable persuasion on my 
part, however, my mother gave in to my wishes and 
along with everyone else around me, issued endless 
orders and instructions for my correct behaviour. They 
insisted it was not proper for me to go alone, but I 
must be accompanied by Said Agha [the eunuch, a 
very senior member of the household] and my maids. 
The day of the outing, Said Agha made doubly sure 
I was completely hidden with wraps and veil.

When I entered Chalon, the staff and clientele were 
visibly taken aback by this veiled apparition and 
her retinue. In the lead Said Agha stared into the 
surrounding faces, silently warning them to look the 
other way… The eunuch proceeded straight to the 
store manager and brusquely demanded the place for 
the harem. We were led to the department for women’s 
apparel, behind a pair of screens hastily erected to 
obscure me from view. A saleswoman was assigned to 
wait on me… one of her young assistants – amazed 
by the proceedings – asked about me and my family. 
Said Agha attacked her with ferocious looks and 
immediately complained about her impertinence to 
the manager... The manager was about to dismiss the 
young assistant then and there. I intervened, however, 
and asked him not to. I was thoroughly ashamed of 
the whole scene. Whenever I went shopping the whole 
procedure was repeated all over again until one day 
I finally persuaded my mother to accompany me. She 
was then quick to see the advantages of shopping in 
person. Not only was there a wide range of goods to 
choose from but there was money to be saved through 
wise spending. From then on she resolved to do her own 
shopping and permitted me to do my own as well. 1

The links between modernity, gender, and fashion 
could not be clearer in this anecdote, yet astonishment 
that Muslim women, and especially those who veil, 
are interested in fashion is still a predominate feature 

Dress Politics: veils, 
consumption and identity 
in contemporary Britain
Reina Lewis

Professor Reina Lewis is Artscom 
Centenary Chair in Fashion Studies, 
her current research breaks down into 
two interconnected areas – feminist 
postcolonial studies – concerned 
predominantly with relations between 
Islam and the west, and lesbian, gay, 
and queer studies – concerned mainly 
with the role of dress in the formulation 
of sexed and gendered identities.
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of contemporary cultural commentary. In the UK 
and internationally veils are seen by those outside 
veiling communities, and sometimes by those inside, 
as inimical to fashion and largely as extraneous to 
the commercial circuits of the fashion industry. But 
a simple glance down the high streets of Britain will 
reveal women wearing every variety of Muslim outerwear 
in conjunction with a wide range of ‘fashion’ styles. 

These misconceptions are not trivial: as the recent moral 
panics about the presence of veiled women in the British 
body politic have revealed, the figure of the veiled 
woman is positioned by all sides as the key signifier 
in a set of debates about nation, culture, modernity, 
and belonging. Rather than allowing ourselves to be 
distracted into a debate about respect for a-historicized 
religious differences premised on a view of minority 
cultures as homogenous and unchanging, I want to re-
situate the veil (by which I mean any form of Islamic 
modest outerwear) as an item of clothing not just as a 
sign of religious allegiance. In doing this I am resisting 
attempts by both religious revivalists and hostile 
majoritarian commentators to close down definitions 
of the veil, in favour of an emphasis on its multiple 
potential meanings for the women who wear it and 
those who observe them. It is my contention that we 
need to see veiling as a dress act that like all clothed 
performances is historically and geographically located. 
For these reasons, my new research brings my historical 
concerns up to date by looking at the contemporary 
commodification of Muslim femininities. The first part 
of this project analyses the relationship between veils 
and consumption, focusing on fashion retail staff who 
wear hijab as part of their shop uniform or dress code. 

Shop staff, along with other UK workers, are now 
protected against discrimination at work on the basis 
of faith or belief. The 2003 Employment Equality 
(Religion or Belief) Regulations extended to religion 
the protections that had previously applied only to 
race discrimination.2 This is particularly important 
for Muslims, since earlier legislation could only cover 
faith groups established in law as an ethnicity (such 
as Jews or Sikhs). Under the new regulation workers 
must be permitted to express their faith or belief as 
they see fit, subject to certain exceptions. But whilst 
it might have been anticipated that exceptions would 
have been contested on grounds of health and safety, 
the first two cases to enter the public domain have 
centred on operational concerns – both dealing with 
verbal communication. Teaching assistant Aisha Azmi 
lost her appeal at industrial tribunal against the 
school that suspended her for wearing a niqab in the 
classroom (where she worked as a bilingual support 
worker) because the school argued pupils needed 
to see her face as she spoke, whilst legal advocate 
Shabnam Mughal appealing against a request to remove 
her niqab in court won a partial victory when the 

interim judgement of the president of the Asylum and 
Immigration Tribunal advised that the niqab should be 
permitted in court unless a judge’s inability to hear 
meant that ‘the interests of justice are not served’.3 
The public prominence of these cases was racked 
up by the Labour MP, and former Foreign Secretary, 
Jack Straw who briefed the national press about an 
article he had written for the local newspaper of his 
Lancashire constituency. In this, he revealed that he 
asked women wearing a face veil to remove it during 
private consultations because the veil ‘was such a 
visible statement of separation and difference’ 4 

With the political and discursive creation post 7/7 
of new categories for British Muslims of ‘moderate’ 
and ‘extremist’, and the perceived failures of 
multiculturalism, recent attempts by the courts to 
arbitrate between acceptable and unreasonable forms of 
veiling play out across the bodies of Muslim women the 
wider debate about nationality and belonging – often 
premised on essentialised categories of gender and 
identity. If, only three years ago, UK retail employers 
were relatively sanguine about staff wearing a veil, 
what will be the implications for staff recruitment, 
training, and retention now that definitions of veiling 
are more likely to include the niqab? As someone who 
has long written about the middle east and the Muslim 
world, I am accustomed to having to write codas in light 
of developments in the region. But the hysteria that 
followed the Straw intervention and these court cases 
has implications for my study of British-Muslim dress 
politics that is unprecedented. Given the alarming hyper 
visibility accorded to the veiled woman, the reminder 
that women who veil (for any reason) operate within 
competing but mutually constituting dress systems 
offers a way to think through some of the bewildering 
challenges of dress politics in postcolonial Britain. 

1 Shaarawi 1987 in Lewis, Reina and Micklewright, 
Nancy (eds) (2006) Gender, Modernity, Liberty: 
Middle Eastern and Western Women’s Writings, 
a Critical Sourcebook London, I.B. Tauris, p.192
2 http://www.dti.gov.uk/er/equality
3 The Independent 10/11/06: 23.
4 http://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/main.
jhtml?xml=/news/10/06/nveils106.xml
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During the late Victorian and Edwardian periods notions 
of ‘Englishness’ came to be expressed through the 
leading garden styles, especially those of Gertrude 
Jekyll and William Robinson, who championed the 
‘traditional Cottage Garden’. Jekyll trumpeted the 
merits of what people around the world now think of 
as the ‘traditional’ English cottage garden, with its 
subtle palate and slightly messy edges. And by the 
last quarter of that century Jekyll’s ideas were the 
epitome of ‘tasteful’ gardening in Britain; books and 
periodicals elaborated both the history and rules of 
‘small traditional gardens’, as Roy Strong, former 
Director of the V&A Museum, called them in his 1992 
book. In about 1899 Jekyll stated in print that : “When 
one hears the common chatter about “artistic colours” 
one receives an unpleasant impression about the 
education and good taste of the speaker.’1 For much of 
the 20th century, not following the rules of gardening 
first set out by Jekyll would clearly lead to a lapse in 
taste, according to many middle-class British people.

Vita Sackville-West’s Garden 
Columns, 1946-1961: 
The Female Tory Squire & the 
Promulgation of ‘Tasteful’ 
Englishness at Home and Abroad
Becky E. Conekin

Dr Becky Conekin is a Senior Research Fellow at LCF, her 
current research is on Lee Miller (1907-’77), who was first 
a model and then a photographer and war correspondent 
for Vogue magazine. She is also researching the history of 
the English cottage garden and taste in the 20th century.

The historical literature, however, generally stops 
with WWI and the concomitant decline of domestic 
service. Indeed, most garden history to date has 
not ventured into the prickly fields of post-WWI and 
virtually none has attempted to stray into the post-WWII 
period. I tread there not so carefully in this project. 

Raphael Samuel argued that in inter-war Britain 
gardens and gardening were proclaimed national virtues 
that helped to represent them as ‘a domestic people, 
rather than a master-race, home-lovers, rather than 
conquerors’.2 Gardening emerged as the most popular 
leisure pursuit in inter-war England, thanks to the 
explosion of homeownership, suburban towns and the 
waning of domestic help. Deborah Cohen’s wonderful, 
new book, Household Gods, reminds us that the 1930s 
saw the single biggest home-building boom in British 
history and that in 1939, more than a quarter of the 
population – and nearly sixty percent of middle-class 
people – owned their own homes. Not surprising is it 
then that in wartime and post-WWII Britain we find 
repeated references to national identity defined via 
gardening. Raphael Samuel contended that it was 
actually the Second World War that helped to establish 
the idea of gardening as ‘a distinctively national virtue’. 
WWII and the social changes it produced meant that 
not only upper and middle class people were viewed 
and represented as key citizens, but all British people 
were. Thus, many of the discourses of gardening and 
its relationship to notions of Englishness became truly 
democratic for the first time during the Second World 
War. George Orwell famously wrote in 1941 of the 
English as a race of flower-growers, with gardening 
representing the private nature of national life.3 
And the popular playwright, Noel Coward, created 
a character called Frank Gibbons, from Clapham, in 
South London, who explained English conservatism 
by stating: ‘We don’t like doing things quickly in this 
country…It’s like gardening. Someone once said we 
was a nation of gardeners, and they weren’t far out. 
We’re used to planting things and watching them grow 
and looking out for changes in the weather.’4 Harry 
Roberts’ English Gardens of 1944 declares: ‘…gardening 
is truly “the contemplative man’s recreation”…The 
Englishman’s love of gardens and of gardening is one of 
the most characteristic things about him’.5 In Samuel’s 
words, ‘Practical and down-to-earth, the English were 
nevertheless romantically attached to tradition, to 
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the ‘unchanging beauty’ of the English countryside, 
to the ‘cottages small’ ‘beside a field of grain’.10

Thus, gardening was a major metaphor in wartime and 
post-war Britain for imaginings of Englishness and 
sometimes Britishness. But, who was the successor to 
Gertrude Jekyll? One key figure from the 1940s to the 
mid-sixties is the somewhat unlikely Vita Sackville-
West. Histories of British gardening usually list Vita 
Sackville-West merely as the owner and designer of 
Sissinghurst, which was itself inspired by viewing Jekyll’s 
own garden as a child. Biographies of Sackville-West for 
their part do scant justice to her garden writings. But, 
from 1938 Sackville-West was familiar to the middle 
class reader in Britain above all as a garden writer, first 
for the New Statesman, under the influential editorship 
of Kingsley Martin, and then in her regular column 
for The Observer. Anne Scott-James, an English garden 
writer and historian, still alive, has proclaimed that Vita 
Sackville-West’s columns for The Observer did more ‘to 
change the face of English gardening than any other 
writing since [William] Robinson’s book, The English 
Flower Garden, published in 1883. By the 1950s Sackville-
West’s influence extended even across the Atlantic with 
the publication of an edited collection of pieces ‘for 
Americans’, entitled A Joy of Gardening. In the editor’s 
preface, Hermine Popper invoked the essential similarity 
of the gardens ‘of the two nations’, and claimed the 
British gardens as a contribution to American life, to 
rival the English language and common law. Thanks to 
editor, David Astor, the grandson of William Waldorf 
Astor who bought The Observer newspaper in 1911, Vita-
Sackville West wrote a regular garden column for that 
paper from 1946 to 1961. David Astor famously favoured 
hiring writers, rather than traditional journalists, 
and he brought George Orwell, Arthur Koestler, Philip 
Toynbee, Jon Davy, Kenneth Tynan, along with Sackville-
West, to the paper. Sackville-West seems to be an 
early instance of the sort of celebrity gardener that 
people who live in Britain are so familiar with today.

Initially, through an examination of letters written to 
her in response to her Observer articles, this chapter 
of the larger project explores how Sackville-West’s 
garden writings influenced middle-class Englishwomen’s 
gardening techniques and plant choices after the 
Second World War. It also investigates how her 
ideas about gardening circulated to places with not-
very-English weather, like California, Australia and 
South Africa. Overall, the paper aims to illustrate 
how at the moment of decolonisation, Sackville-
West’s conception of the ‘traditional’ English garden 
promulgated very specific notions of ‘English’ 
national identity and taste in the post-WWII world.
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1 Gertrude Jeykll, garden writer, ca. 1899. As 
an aside, Thorstein Veblen’s 6th chapter of his 
now-classic The Theory of the Leisure Class, 
first published in 1899, argues that the upper 
middle class selects which flowers they believe 
beautiful primarily based on their expense.
2 Samuel, ‘Introduction: Exciting to Be 
English’, Patriotism, Vol. 1 edited by Raphael 
Samuel, Routledge, 1990: xxv; xxxxvii.
3 Orwell, George, The Lion and the 
Unicorn: Socialism and the English Genius. 
London: [1941], Penguin, 1982.
4 Coward, N, This Happy Breed, as cited by Samuel, 
Raphael, Theatres of Memory, Vol I: Past and Present 
in Contemporary Culture. London: Verso, 1994: 219.
5 Harry Roberts, English Gardens, 1944 : 14. 
 Samuel, R., Theatres of Memory, Vol I : 218.

Garden by Tina Fraser, 2006.



One Object: Multiple 
Interpretations 
Amy de la Haye

Amy de la Haye is a Reader in Material 
Culture and Fashion Curation, she is a 
Curator and has curated exhibitions for the 
Brighton Museum and the V&A Museum. 

Judith Clark is a Senior Research Fellow, 
she has curated Malign Muses: When 
Fashion Turns Back at ModeMuseum in 
Antwerp and Spectres: When Fashion 
Turns Back at the V&A Museum.

Amy de la Haye (presented here as spoken).

Introduction
Our presentation examines the various curatorial 
processes from collection/acquisition of an object, 
its classification, empirical evidence through to 
interpretation, display and the spaces in which we 
exhibit dress. We will case-study two overall coats, 
manufactured as part of the working uniform of the 
Women’s Land Army (WLA), during the Second World 
War. As a Curator with a dress history training and 
public collection based experience, I am going to 
explore the early processes. As a Curator who has 
established her own gallery and is a qualified architect, 
Judith will then take over.

Multiple Acquisition of historical garments 
These labels are stitched onto the inside of the coats, 
both of which were purchased on e-Bay early in 2006. 
One is size Large (39-42” bust) and was made by Tootal 
Broadhurst Lee Co Ltd, 1943. It cost £50 and was bought 
from a military dealer based in Colchester, Essex. The 
other is size 1(small) for height 5ft – 5.2, (bust 32-34) 
and was made by A. Learner & Son November 1942. It 
cost £45 and was sold by a vintage clothing dealer based 
in Brighton. Research in the archive of Lady Denman (she 
was Director of the WLA and turned her family home – in 
Balcombe, Sussex - into the WLA headquarters) reveals 
that these coats were manufactured in (perhaps 
surprisingly) in eleven sizes: these coats are the smallest 
and the largest. 

Neither garment has been worn and their biography, 
beyond the point of manufacture, is unconfirmed. 
Traditionally, curators and historians have privileged the 
date of design or manufacture of a garment. However, 
the more recent biography of historical dress is also 
fascinating – where have these coats been languishing in 
near-perfect condition for the last fifty years? And, what 
is there appeal to contemporary buyers and collectors? I 
would suggest that by addressing these questions, the 
curator can smooth the disjuncture between the past as 
a ‘foreign country’ and embrace the fascinating, longer 
life-span stories of the object. 
 
The vendor selling the large coat advised me that he 
bought it from a Belgian militaria dealer who in turn 
purchased several from an Italian rag merchant. ‘I can 
think of no military reason why these garments should 
be in Italy and wonder if they may have found there way 
there as part of some post war disaster relief – flood, 
earthquake whatever. It’s just a possibility but I do know 
that the Dutch authorities received British war surplus 
following the 1953 floods.’ The small coat was bought 
from a dealer who purchased it as part of a larger batch 
of 1940s clothes for her vintage fashion business – she 
has an outlet in Brighton and trades on e-Bay. In a 
contemporary context, these coats also feed into the 
current vogue for wearing historical `vintage’, utilitarian 
and army-surplus clothing and these coats could also be 
examined in this context.
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This article is a transcript of a paper 
presented jointly at the College’s 
Centenary Conference. On ‘stage’ with 
us were two dressed mannequins: one 
a size 16 dressmaker dummy wearing a 
large Women’s Land Army (WLA) overall 
coat, the other a glamorous fashion 
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mannequin dressed in a small WLA 
overall coat, tightly belted to accentuate 
her overtly feminine form. The theme 
of our paper was to suggest various 
curatorial interventions that could be 
made working with these two identically 
styled, but different-sized, garments. 
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In the Messel exhibition at Brighton Museum, I argued 
that original lipstick traces were critical to the biography 
of a wedding dress and provided evocative evidence of 
life lived. I wonder therefore, whether the permanent 
creases in these long-stored garments are integral to 
their authenticity?

These coats could also be interpreted in the context of 
a broader contemporary nostalgia for the past and 
Britain’s ongoing preoccupation with the rural idyll 
(Britain was the first country to industrialise and has 
been preoccupied with perceptions of rural life ever 
since). One of my main e-Bay competitors is Wendy 
pictured here. She lives on a farm with working horses 
and buys WLA uniform to wear on special WLA revival 
days. There are also masses of books written by, or 
about, women who served in the WLA and there is a 
society for former Land Girls (as they were known). Many 
recent academic enquiries have engaged with the city: 
in light of concerns about the global environment an 
investigation into this subject, with its emphasis on 
farming and serving local markets, also has 
contemporary relevance.

These overall coats fall outside standard classifications 
of dress. The WLA was an army without officers and 
without social hierarchy: its remit was to nurture and 
create, rather than destroy. Because it was not part of 
the British Army or a state employed force – it was 
chiefly controlled by Ministry of Agriculture – they do 
not appear in studies of uniform. Nor, do they appear 
in studies of occupational dress which tend to feature 
smocks for farming. 

The WLA was founded in 1917 to boost food supplies at 
home. Whereas women serving in other services wore a 
feminised version of the male uniform, the WLA had no 
precedent. The WLA was re-formed on 1 June 1939 and 
women of aged seventeen years and over could join.

The design of the uniform worn during WW2 was clearly 
based upon that worn in the First World War. And, this 
style could in turn be linked to prevailing fashion styles: 
certainly, Chanel’s designs from 1917 are not dissimilar 
in silhouette.

The uniforms were made using natural materials and like 
tweed, the palette was chosen to blend with the British 
countryside. The overall coats are made from heavy 
weight khaki drill, which was also used to make boiler 
suits for the British army in Egypt. Diana Young has 
investigated the materiality of colour and argues that 
this is an often overlooked area of material culture 
studies: these coats have barely faded with the passage 
of time.
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[1] Wendy Toomer Harlow (left) 
and friend dressed in authentic 
WLA uniform 2006

[2+3] WLA badge and lead model 
of a land girl – the peeling paint 
could be likened to the curator’s 
peeling away historical meanings 
and interpretations.

[4] Empirical evidence
Land Girl wearing overall coat, 
first world war.

[1]

[2]

[3]

[4]



The overall coats – often called milking coats - formed 
part of the women’s everyday working uniform. For dirty 
jobs they were worn with dungarees, an aertex shirt and 
green tie – along with a green sweater in winter. They 
were also worn with corduroy breeches. At the beginning 
of the war each girl was issued with 2 overall coats, by 
1943 they received just one (by this date there were 
87,000 women serving in the WLA).
 
Stylish and seductive posters attracted women to 
volunteer and even the WLA magazine The Land Girl 
presented romanticised imagery of rural life. However, 
the reality was often harsh (some women were employed 
as rat-catchers), very hard physical work (farming and 
digging ditches) and often involved girls living with 
families in isolated farms. 

Land Girls were not subject to routine inspections and 
had a reputation for personalising their uniforms, a habit 
deplored by officials.

In turn, the Land Army ‘look’ was appropriated by wealthy 
‘Marie Antoinette’s’ who romanticised the style – as this 
studio portrait from the First World War reveals and which 
Vita Sackville West made famous. Vita Sackville West was 
a Sussex WLA representative who oversaw the land girls 
working in her area during the Second World War. Whilst 
she condemned their desire to create individuality within 
uniformity, from 1917 she appropriated a custom-made 
version of the Land Army uniform. In her autobiography, 
she described the transformative effect of first putting on 
these clothes, (‘I had just got clothes like the women-on-
the-land were wearing, and in the unaccustomed freedom 
of breeches and gaiters I went into wild spirits…’). She 
retained and eroticised this style – still iconic - among 
lesbian women. 

These are just a few of the diverse histories which can be 
constructed around these garments. And so, how should 
we interpret and display these clothes in the context of 
the gallery?

This display at Leicester Museum has recently been 
dismantled. It was presented in the context of local 
history in a gallery called ‘Living and Working on the 
Land’. With the exception of the hat, the clothes are 
replicas based on ‘the real thing’ housed within the 
museum store (the use of replicas is an interesting 
subject of curatorial debate in itself). 

In addition to contemporary publications (above) there 
are many modern reminiscence books by land girls.
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[5-10] Images from the WLA 
manual World War 2.

[11]First World War Studio 
Portrait

[5]

[6]

[7]

[9]

[10]

[8]

[11]



I conclude by summarising and suggesting alternative 
curatorial strategies:

1. We could consider mending the disjuncture between 
past and present by exploring the history of the 
garment up to the present day – what has 
happened to it over the passage of time and how 
have its meanings and usage shifted?

2. On a broader scale we could present the coat as a 
satellite around which various interpretations – 
past and present - could be explored from 
agricultural history, environmental and food issues, 
women’s history, war, lesbian style, vintage 
clothing and nostalgia for times past. 

3. Museums emphasise singularity. Whilst this 
approach is perhaps appropriate for a couture 
garment, is it complex to present a mass-produced 
garment - like these overall coats – in this way? 
Does it heighten and distort our perception of their 
rarity and `value’?

4. And, finally, should curators explore immateriality 
– the garments that have not survived or are rare? 
These coats are regularly offered for sale on e-Bay 
as are the breeches, but the aertex shirts - which 
were probably worn out - rarely appear.

Since presenting this paper, Brighton Museum and Art 
Gallery have commissioned me to curate a major 
exhibition on this subject, which
will embrace a number of the curatorial strategies 
presented here, and which will open in Autumn 2009.

Over to Jude……….

Women’s Land Army Coat

I have been working both as a curator and an exhibition 
designer and my interest lies at the intersection between 
these typically distinct roles: the research, largely 
2Dimensional and its translation into 3D. The research 
and curatorial stage usually come first followed by the 
very specific commission of exhibition design – I am 
inclined to do the two simultaneously allowing one to 
influence the other.

What Amy and I are speculating about in this very brief 
session are the curatorial possibilities and 
considerations attached to the women’s Land Army coat 
as a case study – two Second World War examples of 
which are here. 

A pair, by that we mean identical in original intended use, 
they are already a chorus: styled so differently they 
already clearly belong also to different histories and 
futures. I suppose that it is fitting singular objects into 
historical continuums and possible future stories that 
endlessly captures my imagination. Quite simply what 
stands next to what and where does it stand within an 
imagined, always newly constructed curatorial grammar. 
Where do we get our narrative patterns when the linearity 
of chronology is perhaps not applied, or not the point?

So, we have the Women’s Land Army coats. One on the 
standard stockman mannequin, unstyled, the other on a 
‘glamour’ Rootstein mannequin, the anachronistic 
styling is intentional drawing attention to something of 
a dilemma. This styling, was made notable, fashionable 
or ‘permissible’ by Diana Vreeland with the exhibitions 
she styled at the Costume Institute at the Metropolitan 
Museum of Art whilst she was consultant there and her 
attitude has been adopted very widely ever since. What 
she so astutely identified was the importance of the 
audience identifying in some way with the object and 
the connection between someone finding something 
desirable and finding something interesting. It also 
drew attention to the limits of a project dedicated to 
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[12] Curatorial interventions
Mannequin formerly displayed at 
Leicester Museum (I am very 
grateful to curator Philip Warren).

[12]



historical accuracy – to how far our historical mis-en-
scene could go, juxtaposed with contemporary life: issues 
to do with the laws of consumption.

It is as though there is an inside and an outside, a 
presumed truth about an object – that we need to believe 
in just enough to call ourselves historians: we need to 
rely on this enough to start with, and then there is the 
so-called outside where clothes find they are protagonists 
in many other stories and in an inevitably powerful 
way, more often than not sparked off by their surface 
decoration, pattern and structure. So there is what 
is supposed to be inherent to the garment, and its 
presumed naturalist mis-en-scene (complete with wig 
and posture), and what instead uses something of the 
object symbolically or differently. Performatively, I think.

The question might be Is curating about clarity of 
connections, and how are these made visual or literal. 
How can objects be made the key to stories?

What is often missing from this debate is to do with 
just how buildable ideas are, ideas about installation. 
Perhaps for example the editing process could be made 
more explicit.

SLIDE 1 The layout of any exhibition is, as much as 
anything else, making connections and allusions ‘literal’. 
The juxtaposition of objects and words (information) 
in space.
The word ARMY in the objects immediate title implies 
thousands of similarly dressed women. Always a fragment 
– one, two three or ten – never 53,000. So how many to 
choose to symbolise ‘army. In the interpretation of 
dreams Freud says that he re-iteration of an idea or an 
image is always a form of disguise. So how can the idea 
be emphasized simply by numbers of similarly dressed 
mannequins standing side by side. And which idea is 
being emphasized?
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The coat represents both the personal – as our 
assumptions about dress are about the construction of 
our identity – and the public, a uniform, though these 
coats were never documented as such as Amy tells us. 
Does its status as quasi-uniform make it easier to 
interpret as a surrender, or like school uniforms does it 
focus our attention even more on how it was worn – or 
personalised. The details that the essay on Uniformity 
in Amy’s research complains of, for example the many 
badges worn unnecessarily – i.e. as adornment in a time 
of scarcity. Do we give them all one badge? Or vary it 
telling a completely different story. Both are different 
versions of the truth, or drawing our attention to 
different aspects of it.

SLIDE 2 Here the styling has gone and we focus on the 
coat as a coat, a coat that exists within its own particular 
category of clothing. It was intended as workwear which 
always claims to be a sort of approximation to form 
following function; nevertheless it is slotted into 
fashion’s history as always about design and standards 
of beauty and proportion.
A different exhibition might slot it between Chanel 1917 
and Alexander McQueen 2006 : Placing it in a story that 
shows a transformative logic that implies progress – from 
one design to the next in time, the desirability of one, 
projected by association backwards and forwards onto 
the other.
The Chanel design is from 1917 – the year the WLA was 
first established during the First World War. This design 
was made in emerald green silk jersey with coroso (palm 
nut) buttons. Chanel was inspired by working mens dress 
and it may have been inspired by a fisherman’s smock: 
during WW1 she introduced relaxed jersey sportswear for 
her affluent clientele. The overall coat draws upon or 
may have been inspired by Chanel’s designs – whatever, 
they certainly bear some resemblance stylistically. The 
allusions are to couture and designers that are 
associated so strongly with design but not with work.



SLIDE 3 Curating, through its ruthless selection creates 
new patterns of chronology. Here 2003 is folded back 
into 1917 prompting a connection a connection through 
a buttoned coat. This is a more complex version of the 
last point but that does not take for granted a linear 
trajectory of time but an alternative plotting of the line: 
it takes into consideration digressions, dead ends, twists 
and turns, parallels, all of which are available to be 
presented architecturally: the motif is no longer a liner 
platform but loops, cycles, labyrinths, trees. It also 
suggests that we read time backwards, that we read 
it from where we are standing, always in the present 
acknowledging that this is our perspective. Guided I 
suppose by the word RELEVANCE – relevance to us here 
and now. Contemporary translations of designs make 
sure we get that point. So we start with recent catwalk 
McQueen and work our way back through Vita Sackville 
West, and Women’s Land Army memorabilia to make the 
link between the breeches and the coat, part of the same 
ensemble, the same ‘look’. Here it is about Look not 
about individual object – not necessarily through 
identical styling but by association – we don’t have to 
put a contemporary wig on the coat, but we do juxtapose 
it with an Alexander McQueen ensemble. The overtly 
androgynous look – made more extreme in the more 
contemporary McQueen ensemble draw our attention to 
something which is important about the Land Army coats 
– that they were mostly for women looking at women, 
working with women. It asks us to think about women as 
subject and object, about what the female gaze might be. 
Through McQueen’s more radical version we give the now 
tamer coat a different reading by association – 
allegiance.

SLIDE 4 This slide is about the construction of allusions, 
taking sometimes tiny details from the research, not for 
content but for surface colours, shapes, fonts that occur. 
In some way formalising the research into design 
elements as well as the chosen object on display. Here it 
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is the badge – the only jewellery worn by the Women’s 
Land Army members , if it can be called jewellery, that is 
translated into other decorative properties, exhibition 
properties. The green of the land, any green, becomes 
specific.

SLIDE 5 This is about perspective. Directing the visitors 
gaze in a literal, or constructed sense. It can be done 
through words which is the traditional route in order not 
to interrupt the ensemble as perceived, we are told what 
is interesting, unusual etc about the object- but it can 
also be done through visual editing (built or spot lit) – 
how much detail is allowed, it is different to present an 
army at a distance or to privilege the details. We are not 
looking for couture details, but those that could be 
symbolic of ‘sturdiness’ – So do we fetishize the ‘well 
made’, rather than the beautifully made? How important 
is the whole ensemble?

SLIDE 6 And by whole what do we mean? Land or War, or 
what? How far back to we stand? To see which context? 
How do we use the tension between these two realities, 
one, the intention of the Women’s Land Army to work the 
land for nurturing purposes, to feed the nation, and that 
of the backdrop of war. Nurture as against destruction is 
the point being made.

SLIDE 7 There is another context for the viewer, 
the experience of visiting the museum or gallery: 
Convergence of fashion in museums and theories of art 
that look specifically at context Like Brian O Doherty’s 
famous essays in Art Forum in 1976 investigating what 
the highly controlled context of the modernist gallery 
does to the art object and the viewing subject. Or Laura 
Mulvey’s description of the cinema as the place where 
the viewer is never viewed.

Is neutrality for us a headless stockman mannequin, or is 
“Neutrality” what we now think of as the white cube that 
claims to be beyond time and space. The White Space 
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which more than any single image may be the archetypal 
image of 20th century. The study of dress history has 
been about objects, as though they are not about the 
space in which they become objects.

We find ourselves in competition with the aesthetics of 
the gallery which is designed to increase the commercial 
value of the work – Museums have a different project, 
the value being cultural or educational. Dress as 
surrogate as art has been the subject of many exhibitions 
this in itself has created a broader repertoire for 
installation.

Here on the right is Samuel F. B Morses Exhibition 
Gallery at he Louvre (1833), showing the 19th century 
mind as taxonomic, preoccupied by the hierarchies 
of genre and of the frame : each picture was a self 
contained entity and space was discontinuous. The white 
cube, with its accompanying anxiety: “Where am I 
supposed to stand?” abandons the frame and the front 
glazed cabinet of costume both of which tell us where 
to look. And in what order?

The eye is the implied perspective of the controlled 
installation shot – the spectator is never present – so 
the question of scale is blurred (the gallery walls that 
we look to for clues could be 30ft high). 

With dress scale is omnipresent, any spatial games 
powerfully interact with the eternal measure – the body 
– we know that if the are real clothes ( i.e. fit the body) 
that it is dress not art. Art is free to manipulate the scale 
of dress – we are not. 

SLIDE 8 It is the encasing or surrounding architecture 
that is freed to make the conceptual point: be it gothic 
awe, classical harmony or contemporary claustrophobia.

SLIDE 9 There are two realms therefore, the treatment of 
the object and placing it in space - there is always the 
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imagined body, even a simple coat hanger mimics a 
women’s shoulder even though more than any other 
object the identification the viewer has with the object 
is immediate – its function obvious. Mannequins – their 
importance is to do with identification: we both are and 
are not those made bodies. 

It seems that curators choose one of two directions – 
abstract (fashionable for the last 15 years, largely to 
avoid issues of race) or again the idea of truth or 
recreation – getting the hair right the make up – what 
would they have looked like? Both questions of a larger 
mis-en-scene rather than looking at other options. The 
wooden mannequin here designed by LCF research Fellow 
Simon Thorogood based on his dress toiles – an 
introspective mannequin.

SLIDE 10 And last the eternal captions. This is often 
where the curator’s voice comes in (and sometimes lies) 
The question might be: Is it about presenting the dress 
to its maximum conservation advantage and the 
maximum amount of historically accurate research 
concisely distributed between a hierarchy of captions and 
panel, or is it about evocation? How do we give objects 
an eloquence that is always inevitably lopsided? How do 
you give the visitor enough information without fixing 
their experience.
What might the relationship be with written and even 
material dress history – over an above an approximate 
parallel, what does thinking about space add t the 
presentation? 

Our students want virtual extravaganzas, happenings, 
slogans…
What is so contagious now is a competitive anxiety 
with the drama of both shop windows and increasingly 
with the catwalk – an anxiety paralleled only by the 
that of surrendering to a brief which is not led by 
cultural enquiry.
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Nano sphere



My collaboration with Andreas Briel from Schering AG in 
Berlin was only weeks old when it was suggested that we 
made it to be shown at the conference. Andreas supplied 
me with information and an image exposing in awesome 
detail, blood vessels and capillaries in a foot, which have 
been revealed through Magnetic Resonance Imaging 
(MRI). I have been exploring methods to capture in 
textile and fibre, the visual which provides my beginning, 
whilst trusting my intuition and familiarity of fibre and 
cloth, to appreciate and connect the threads of ideas 
generated to create a three dimensional form. 

There are some interesting connections with the work 
from Schering and my working practice. To me the blood 
vessels resemble fibres and Andreas uses contrast agents 
for magnetic resonance imaging comprising a metal 
(Iron or Gadolinium etc…) to make the vessels visible. I 
find this fascinating as much of my work is making fibres 
and textiles conductive with a silver based solution, prior 
to plating or adapting shielding fabrics and fibres (which 
are already conductive) for plating.

This is work in progress and I aim to work on a larger 
scale, but firstly have to continue asking questions about 
what is not known and experiment with a variety of 
techniques, 

seeking a truth and aesthetic which captures the 
complexities beyond the immediately visible.

The desire to further reveal the seemingly invisible has 
led me recently to study and interpret some of the 
discoveries in the field of nanomedicine, or molecular 
medicine. For instance, through new medical imaging 
technologies, it is possible to see the progress of 
polluting nanoparticles in the body. Some can penetrate 
the lungs and enter the blood circulation to get 
absorbed by various organs. Certain nanoparticles, such 
as those emitted by cars and aeroplanes, may cause toxic 
or even carcinogenic effects; other particles containing 
therapeutic drugs can enter the body in the same way, 
but instead will target and cure diseases.

I aim to maintain a basic truth in the work e.g. if the 
nano particles and spheres, I would use that as a 
starting point. The work would be an alternative way to 
alert the public/children to the amazing and important 
work in the nano field. These micro-actions seem to 
represent so much of my philosophy and practice that 
I have, as it were, made companions with them. In the 
course of one’s work, it is inevitable that one has such 
focuses. 

The apprehension and excitement with what may be 
revealed fascinates and drives me on.
 

Nanotechnology
Frances Geesin

Dr Frances Geesin is a Senior Research 
Fellow at London College of Fashion, she is 
currently researching Nanotechnology and 
has a Solo exhibition in Japan this year.

This was work for ‘ The NanoForum 2005: 
nanotechnology and the Health of the 
EU Citizen in 2020, At The Edinburgh 
International Conference Centre. 
Collaboration between Dr. Andreas Briel 
from Schering AG in Berlin and Dr. Frances 
Geesin London College of Fashion
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Bedsitter Images
Edward Barber reflects on a portrait 
session with Quentin Crisp 

Edward Barber is Director of Programmes 
for Fashion Photography at London 
College of Fashion and runs the unique BA 
(Hons) Fashion Photography course, he 
has recently had an exhibition of his work 
at The Horse Hospital in Russell Square. 
In the following article Ed talks about a 
delightful meeting with Quentin Crisp.

Diversifying Fashion
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Edward Barber



It all started in Islington, back in1975. I was dispatched 
to the Kings Head Theatre Club in Upper Street. 
Lunchtime. A one-man show. Quentin Crisp was the man. 

I was 26 years old. A mature student on the BA 
Photographic Arts course at the Polytechnic of Central 
London. At the time this was the only degree level 
photography course in Europe. Now there are more 
than 70 in the UK alone. 

My investigation into gender, identity and personality 
expression was the final part of my major project. I later 
photographed members of the Beaumont Society. An all 
male membership. A spectrum from drag artists and 
transvestites to transsexuals living as women and 
working their way towards sex change surgery. 

Quentin Crisp was the starting point for this inquiry. I 
was granted permission to shoot performance pictures 
at one of the lunchtime sessions, but I was far more 
interested in a proper formal portrait session with Mr 
Crisp - in his, by now “infamous” bedsit in Chelsea, 
London (many years before he moved to the Chelsea 
Hotel in New York and Sting wrote the song ‘An 
Englishman in New York’ about him). 

I mailed some of the black and white prints to Quentin 
and asked if I might shoot a portrait of him at home. A 
typically gracious and polite letter appeared by return. 
Delighted with the prints he would be happy to sit for me. 

I was an absolute purist when it came to lighting and all 
other matters technical. My approach was knowingly 
primitive and driven mainly by an interest in the subject 
matter. My preference back then} was for window light 
and if all else failed I would improvise with whatever 
light was available or any source I could get my hands on! 

Many years later I discovered the delights of carrying 
huge quantities of movie lighting and plate cameras and 
working with an entire shoot team. On this occasion I 
arrived with nothing more than a 35 mm camera, wide 
angle lens, a tripod and some Kodachrome film, 
renowned for its wonderful colour rendering and slow 
response to light. 

I had heard and read a lot about this room. Situated in a 
house full of bedsits somewhere in Chelsea between the 
Kings Road and Fulham Road. I had done some sketchy 
research, but I have to admit, I had not read Quentin’s 
The Naked Civil Servant, published seven years earlier. 
Had I done so, I would have known how much experience 
Quentin already had as a life class model and able to hold 
still for even the longest exposure. 

Once in the room, I was aware that it was everything and 
more than I had expected. How to make sense of such an 

intense environment - full of disused TV sets and dusty 
still-life scenes, telephone directories piled on the 
mantle shelf and propping up the bed. Wardrobes and 
meat safes. Travel trunks and blankets. A highly 
idiosyncratic place. A photographer’s dream - and that’s 
before you put the man himself in the frame. 

Could I extract just one iconic image from this place? 
Perhaps. I lacked confidence at the time. I hedged my 
bets and selected three different perspectives - all of 
them using the light from the windows in slightly 
different ways. 

Quentin was an absolutely fantastic model. Totally co-
operative, he made it all so easy. He could strike a pose 
and hold it for as long as necessary. Like all good actors 
he could take direction. 

From this session in Beaufort Street my personal 
preference was for the portrait with the chiaroscuro 
lighting. No surprise really, given how Renaissance 
painting has always been a major; source of inspiration 
for me. Quentin approved of them all and sent me to see 
Mike Dempsey, the art director at Collins, the publishers, 
who were looking for a cover image for the soon to be 
republished paperback version of The Naked Civil 
Servant. Mike took an instant liking to the portraits and 
this book cover became my first ever published image. 
Now it’s in the National Portrait Gallery collection. 

Diversifying Fashion
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Fashion photographers have become ever more feted 
celebrities in their own right, their images adorning 
glossy magazine covers and fashion spreads across the 
globe. But behind the exterior are an army of digital 
manipulators central to creating the images we often 
take as ‘reality’. Post-production artists use Computer 
Generated Imagery (CGI) to enhance and ‘perfect’ the 
fashion image, creating backgrounds, enabling flawless 
complexions, super shiny hair, elongated limbs and 
slenderised bodies. Many images over the last ten years 
have gained notoriety for distorting the real image, but 

Antony Price is an Associate IT Lecturer at 
London College of Fashion, in the following 
article he gives us an insight into his first 
research project which specialises in 
photography and digital art.

it is a common practice that accompanies most fashion 
advertising photography that we see today. However, the 
‘touching up’ process is not a new one. At the turn of the 
twentieth century, plates were hand-tinted and painted 
to enhance skin tones, colours and ‘problem’ areas. The 
potential available to manipulate photography with 
today’s computer technology is allowing this process to 
take-off in a wide variety of new directions, 
incorporating fashion into fantasy, futurism and cyber 
imagery. The vital practitioners of these arts are often 
unrecognised and so a core objective of this project was 
to reveal and showcase their otherwise unseen skills and 
creativity. This involved commissioning a diverse range of 
digital artists to each produce a piece of work based 
upon a personal concept demonstrating the impact of 
technology on contemporary ‘super real’ fashion 
imagery.

FASHION CGI - Digital Manipulation in Fashion Imaging is 
therefore an exploration and celebration of CGI created 
by a selection of leading post-production and 
photographic digital artists. It aims to demystify the 
process of retouching and reveal the secret workings of 
the digital manipulator. The objective being to 
demonstrate the processes and changes involved, how 

Fashion CGI - 
Digital Manipulation in Fashion Imaging
Antony Price 
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they are used to enhance and ‘perfect’ photographic/
illustrative fashion imagery, and how this creative input 
generates the overall visual identity of much of today’s 
glossy magazines and advertisements. The broad objective 
of the project was to assess and illustrate the chain of 
processes that take place between the conception of an 
idea, the taking of an original photographic image and 
the final published version. This visual-empirical 
examination of how the fashion image is advanced and 
‘perfected’ through digital media for public consumption 
(i.e. via Photoshop & other computer software) also served 
to highlight the importance of the post-production 
artist—how their active and creative input (and hard 
work) is vital to the final look of a published image. 

Mechanics of Retouching and the Changing Scope 
of the Research
This research project was focused on the practical reality 
of how the initial photographic capturing of a given 
setting is only the first stage in the production process. 
The next process, from RAW file, scanned negative or 
transparency to the submission for publication of a fully 
manipulated and composited image in fashion editorials 
and advertising, was the primary focus of the project. 
That is, the research aimed to visually examine the 
complex process of how images are developed and 
perfected for public consumption, thereby unveiling an 
aspect of fashion that is generally ‘unseen’ by consumers 
and industry alike. 

As most are aware, the standard approach in this process 
is the commissioning of a photographer to produce an 
editorial or advertising image, which is then moved to a 
post-production company for alteration and enhancement. 
In this context, it is important to note that post-production 
artists have only fairly recently received named credits in 
magazine editorials for their creative input. As little as 
five years ago, this was almost unheard of. However, as 
Photoshop and related programmes become more 
commonplace we are seeing a shift in the production 
process. On one hand, increasingly photographers 
themselves are doing their own manipulation and 
creative enhancement. On the other hand, former post-
production artists have moved into photography and are 
using their computer skills to realise their vision. 

The initial visual-empirical aim of the research was 
to commission original work from established post-
production and retouching companies in some of the 
centres of fashion imagery around the world: namely, 
London, New York, Paris and Tokyo. However, while most 
of the companies and individuals I approached to 
participate were sympathetic to the objectives of the 
research, they were often unwilling to produce stand-
alone work because the research was a non-commercial 
endeavour. Perhaps more importantly, several were not 
keen on the very idea of unveiling the work they do 
because of its commercially sensitive nature. Three 
interlinked and shared concerns were:

Diversifying Fashion
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Although this process was a huge and challenging task 
both in terms of organisation and production, it proved 
immensely rewarding to have contacted and discussed 
the research with all of the participating artists, many of 
whom I have long personally revered for their incredible 
vision and breadth of talent. Throughout the project I 
was able to work alongside and influence the creation of 
several of the images, learning new techniques and fully 
immersing myself in the complex practices necessary in 
generating detailed digital constructions. 

The major outcome for this research project was its 
inclusion within the University of the Arts, Fashion 
Mediation Hub’s symposium ‘The Death of Taste’ on 24-
25 November 2006 at the Institute of Contemporary Arts, 
London. The presentation of Fashion CGI, alongside 
guests Belinda Coleman (The Shoemakers Elves) and 
Thelma Speirs (Bernstock & Speirs), unveiled the process 
between original and final image, providing a visual 
snapshot of post-production within fashion today, and 
its related effects on social consciousness. The talk and 
short film invited debate on the ways that fashion 
imagery is manipulated/perfected in order to create an 
idealised look. This led into a thought provoking and 
provocative discussion on the way that this distorted 
truth plays such a prominent role in most high fashion 
and advertising today. In her talk, Belinda Coleman 
provided a fascinating sketch of the inner workings of a 
big retouching company, and was then joined by Thelma 
Speirs in describing their collaboration for Bernstock & 
Speirs new campaign. Throughout the symposium the 
submitted works were in the Brandon Room displayed as 
glossy A1 prints, with the film running alongside to show 
how the imagery was built-up and created over time.

In conclusion, the Fashion CGI session invoked an 
awareness of how deeply our visual culture is digitally 
tailored, while also showcasing the true artistic nature of 
the participating artists. Ultimately, this research project 
shows how digital artists alter, evolve and progress the 
way we see and perceive visual stimuli in the 21st 
Century. As an educational vehicle it demonstrates the 
multi-layered nature of fashion imaging, encouraging 
viewers to critically examine constructs of beauty and 
creative visual depiction.

Diversifying Fashion
Sensitivity in Photography

They wanted to avoid creating possible frictions with 
their clients (i.e. it was difficult for them to commit 
to showcasing work they had been commercially 
commissioned to do).
Linked to this, by unveiling the processes at work, 
weaknesses in the original images of certain fashion 
photographers’ work might become all-too apparent.
The post-production of fashion imagery is generally a 
hidden industry (or perhaps even a ‘dark art’), and it 
suits some post-production companies to keep their 
important input hidden.

As a result of these difficulties, the research began to 
morph into something slightly different and new. The 
revised scope of the project became to juxtapose the 
work of those who are explicitly working as post-
production artists in the fashion industry (i.e. within the 
major London-based firms) with those who are drawing 
from fashion to create their own independent imagery. 
In other words, the project presents samples of work of 
post-production firms who enhance and build-upon a 
fashion photographer’s original image, and samples of 
work of individual digital artists who are generating 
their own imagery from start-to-finish.

The carefully selected artists were invited to submit work 
that fulfilled the projects objectives. I then digitally 
deconstructed (and reconstructed) all of this work in 
order to reveal how the image began and what processes 
were used to generate the final output. Participants were 
chosen based upon their considerable professional 
experience within the image-making side of the fashion 
industry, as well as for their unswerving dedication to 
helping create this project. The Shoemakers Elves, a 
digital retouching company closely associated with 
Rankin/Dazed & Confused, collaborated with hat 
designers Bernstock & Speirs to produce a campaign 
influenced by surrealist painting for their coming 
collection. Antony Crossfield, former Metro head of 
retouching and now independent art photographer, 
chose to submit pieces from his new collection Foreign 
Bodies; work that is aimed at questioning body 
consciousness and cultural ideals. Digital Light, a 
retouching company owned and run by former Metro 
head retoucher Dan Moloney, produced a piece entitled 
Perfect Proportion which looked into the form of the 
face and its relationship with classic rules of composition. 
New York-based advertising photographer James Porto 
was keen to create and display pieces for his Eternal 
Dreams series, a personal body of work he has built-up 
over eight years. Athens-based digital illustrator and 
CSM graduate Christos Magganas meticulously produced 
an immense piece around the project’s main themes, 
combining photography, illustration and 3D software to 
create a piece of true contemporary digital art. I worked 
with digital illustrator and LCF colleague Peter Hill to 
create a sci-fi fantasy fashion animation using digital 
photography, extensive retouching, constructed 
backgrounds and filmic camera techniques. My sincerest 
thanks go to all those involved.
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