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The impact that technology has had on design in the past few years, particularly in fashion, has been profound. It has affected the circulation and promotion of information as well as the design and production of garments themselves.


The use of the internet as a tool to research and access information has made it easier to send images across the globe. Images taken at a catwalk show held in Paris can be packaged and presented immediately around the world. In fashion design and production, garments can be conceived in one country and produced in another, almost overnight. In Australia, for example, it is a common practice of larger companies to have their garments manufactured in China.


The impact of the new technologies, the emphasis on pace, the global market and mass production, has also coincided with a revival of interest in handmade, customized and vintage fashion. The opportunity shop is no longer a thrift shop catering for the needy and has now become a fashion emporium in its own right. Hollywood stars such as Julia Roberts are happy to wear vintage Valentino down the red carpet. The term ‘customisation’ is a favorite of the fashion press together with images of DIY fashion. It is common to see, for example, a picture of a teeshirt that has been cut to a new shape with perhaps a corsage of handmade flowers attached. Recycling is now seen as a global fashion trend, and the limited edition still has an important place in the commercial arena.


Why have these movements emerged, at the very moment when modern technology is reshaping the fashion industry? Is it a backlash against the mass production of multiples and the global spread of uniformity in fashion? Is the interest in vintage clothing and the practices of customization and recycling a genuinely creative one? The notion of customisation, of making clothes to order or to a customer’s requirements, is a very old one. Is this revival any different to the traditional practice of Haute Couture, a kind of Demi-Couture? Are contemporary designers reacting against modern technology, or are they using it selectively and creatively? And can the new communication technologies such as the internet be used to advance creativity, and not just as a means for producing garments more cheaply off shore?


In this paper I would like to discuss the work of a group of designers and artists who are trying to deal creatively with the challenges posed by global technology. The contemporary interest in customisation and recycling has its roots in the early 1990’s, with the Belgian designer Martin Margiela, who first began to produce recycling clothing. As well as Margiela’s work, I also want to look at the work of the Japanese label ‘Undercover’, the European label ‘Bless’, and Australian jeweler Susan Cohn. As one of the designers for the label S!X, I shall also discuss my own practice working with recycling and customisation.

Martin Margiela, an original member of the Antwerp Six, has been known for his interest in recycling and reusing found garments since his first collection, Spring/Summer 1989, staged in October 1988 at the Café de la Gare. This show, presented at an obscure venue in an unorthodox manner, with models stepping into the crowd, was a brave move, considering that most catwalk parades at the time aspired to be arena spectaculars.


Margiela is also well-known as a deconstructionist, a label used rather loosely by fashion writers. Deconstruction, as it is practiced by fashion designers, is not a destructive attack upon traditional design and an obliteration of any memory of and link with the tradition. Deconstruction is in many ways the opposite: a preservation of the tradition, but also a critical examination of traditional practices. Margiela’s use of recycling is an example of this. He chooses to take garments apart and reassemble them, leaving remnants of the original garment intact and building up the layers. One example of this deconstructive approach to traditional practice is the collection from summer 1997, in which he introduces the idea of ‘The Semi-Couture’. This collection takes the tailor’s dummy and transforms it into a garment, using the canvas like a stand, complete with the tailor’s markings. This way of working allows Margiela to show the process of design, something that is traditionally concealed by the completed garment.


The collection emphasizes many of the elements and techniques of the haute couture atelier, whose focus is on the creation of limited editions, which may take months to produce and which celebrate the virtues of craftsmanship. These techniques are now threatened, not just by modern technological production but also by the shrinking clientele for haute couture. Both Margiela’s deconstructive references and the popular interest in vintage may be seen as a way of remembering what may well be a dying craft.


Another way in which Margiela commemorates the craft of the atelier is by physically displaying the insides of garments, of jackets, for example, which have their padstitching and canvassing exposed. He also hand tacks his labels into his garments, using four simple stitches at each corner in a way that is reminiscent of the haute couture atelier.


Margiela also refers back to haute couture in other ways. For example, he has changed the name of his label to Maison Martin Margiela. Staff and assistants have adopted the practice of wearing white coats behind the scenes at his collections. He has also established a line called Artisan that sits alongside the other five lines he produces.


Margiela’s interest in the atelier is not limited to exposing the laborious nature of haute couture. He is also interested in using modern technology to refer to and even mimic traditional techniques.


The jeweled heat-printed dress is from his Summer 1999 collection. Here a digital print has been used to transfer the three-dimensional decorative beading of the dress onto the printed surface of the dress, in a clever piece of artistry that is reminiscent of the Surrealists. This work is a good example of how contemporary design can both use technology as a creative design to traditional handwork, while referring in a critical way to the misuse of the craft that technology also makes possible. Margiela’s two-dimensional mimicry actually endorses the craftsmanship of haute couture. This kind of reproduction is in direct contrast to the use of technology that enables the copying and mass production of Louis Vuitton and Dior fakes that are now found everywhere. These fakes are exact replicas that leave no margin for error. Margiela’s copies, on the other hand, are playful and creative. They are exact copies—but not exactly.


Sometimes Margiela’s interest in recycling connects up with the current interest in DIY fashion and the almost obsolete interest in home dressmaking. The Sock Top, for example, is a sweater made up of several pairs of military socks, which have been dissected and then restitched. Recently, in A Magazine, he gave step by step instructions on how it can be created at home.


In a recent interview in the June 2005 edition of High Fashion, Maison Martin Margiela claim they have “reviewed the artisan collection and returned to their initial inception of individual and unique garments, one off’s” (Maison Martin Margiela, 2005). The Artisan line is not a return to the haute couture atelier, which has always been a resource for Margiela rather than a tradition to be upheld. But it is a reaction against the demands placed upon ready to wear design, against the frenetic pace and the rapid turnover of collections. This might suggest that the present climate is supportive of alternative practices and that there is still a place for smaller labels, who can have an impact through their selective use of handwork and the production of limited editions but who do not ignore the advantages that technology offers.

Melbourne label S!X, of which I am a part, have also been labeled deconstructionists by the press, due to our similar interest in deconstructing traditional tailoring techniques and in recycling found garments in a way that challenges preconceived notions about clothing. A jacket might be pulled apart and the lapel is displaced, or the sleeves turned upside down and the front of the garment placed on to the back. A male garment might be adapted to a female form, while remaining recognizably masculine. Our interest is also drawn towards innovations in textiles and in finding new uses for old techniques.


S!X happily make use of modern production technology and our garments pass through a factory after leaving the workroom. But after that they are usually brought back to the workroom to be further worked on, a process we like to call ‘disrupting the narrative’. The temporal structure of our design is never linear, moving in a straight line from the sketching of ideas, to toiling, to the finished sample, in the way most ready to wear designs are produced. As a result, our garments retain a uniqueness missing from mass produced garments.


S!X’s production techniques aim to let traditional craft and mass production coexist with one another. Our skeleton pleated shirt, for example, is cut from two layers of fabric, which are sent out to be assembled. The garment is then bought back to the studio where the calico top layer is cut away, and the shirt put onto a pole and pleated using the arashi shibori technique.


Other garments, like the long upside-down trouser skirt, begin as totally recycled pieces. In this case, a men’s suit is dissected, the trouser flipped upside down to form the front of the skirt, and the tailored jacket panel slotted into the back to create swing. The use of recycled garments ensures that the garment is always a unique piece, while the use of tailored pieces happens to fit comfortably with the current acceptance of vintage fashion.


Vintage clothing is appealing because garments come with their own private history. They already have a life, something that the uniform garment bought off the rack does not yet have. S!X are interested in actively encouraging their garments to come to life and evolve with wear. The foil teeshirt, first shown in 2002 and then reworked in 2004, is one example of this. Layers of foil are left on the garment for the client to tear off. This potential evolution of the garment is part of the design, and the wearer is also allowed to participate in the design process. The foiling technique is also only possible due to innovations in material and textile treatments.


The fan skirt is a similar example of interactive design. The skirt is based on an advertorial fan of the early 20th century. It makes reference to Chinese embroidery techniques, where layers of newspaper are encased within the garment to act as wadding for the embroidery. This garment reverses this process, placing the newspaper on the outside of the garment with the embroidery on the top. The wearer can then tear off the paper or else witness its eventual disintegration.

This style of engagement between the wearer and the garment is not limited to fashion. Susan Cohn, a Melbourne-based jeweler, has been practising for over 20 years. Her work titled “Ring Cycle” 2003 for her exhibition “Black Intentions” comprises 81 rings. Each one is made of anodised aluminium, heavily stamped with a hallmark that interrupts the ring’s smooth edge. The rings come in groups of nine, and each group has highlights in a single color.


Cohn asked 81 friends and acquaintances to wear a ring over summer. Each ring became marked through wear, the marks on the jewelry reflecting the desires and habits of the wearer. On their return for installation at the National Gallery of Victoria, Cohn took note of the varying degree of wear. Some had their color completely worn away while others were totally intact. The rings were records of their wearers’ past and prompted the questions: Where had they been? What had they been doing?


Like Martin Margiela, who likes to reintroduce garments from past collections into his current collections or has a garment or accessory that is an ongoing part of each collection, Cohn continues to produce the Donut, which is now in its 21st year.

The Donut was first conceived in 1984 and was based on the idea of ethnic jewellery and pottery. According to Cohn, “in an African village all pots are the same and it is each family that transforms this multiple object into their own personalised version by drawing or painting on to the pots” (Cohn, 2005). She was looking for a shape that was simple to reproduce but could be individualized, depending on the kind of material used, joining details and possible surface treatments. For example, the clear plastic Survival series of 1998 exploits the interior space of the donut. This becomes a place to hide or display your precious secrets and treasured possessions. It can also be a way of accessorizing that is open to endless possibilities. For example, when Cohn recently wore a garment by S!X she placed some printed fabric from the collection inside the donut.


Cohn, like Margiela, is also open to irony, and for her work “Coffee and Donuts” she placed the bracelet inside a vending machine, a juxtaposition of the personal and unique with the impersonal and anonymous.

The Japanese designer Jun Takahashi of Undercover takes the demystification of technology in a different direction. His collections have been called rebel clothes, and he has often shown ripped clothing or else hand-worked parts within garments (Carp, 2005). Like S!X he is interested in exploring and questioning opposites. His recent collection was called “Art & Craft” and he has also worked with oppositions such as strange and familiar, lovely and ugly, prim and punk (Carp, 2005). We might say that Takahashi represents the irreverent brand of DIY deconstructionists. As Maggie Alderson said in relation to his 2004 collection, “The dresses had so much embroidery attached to them they looked like endless works in progress with years of history” (Alderson, 2004).


Takahashi has been labeled a Fashion DJ or sampler by his critics, who claim that he collects bits and pieces from other designers and mixes it to create his own style (Beals, 2002). At S!X we would also describes ourselves in this way, but see it as a positive and unorthodox approach to an overly systematic and stultifying approach to design. We often sample techniques from other crafts, using, for example, a print or dye technique, without having formally trained as textile designers. Creativity often requires ignoring professional ‘best practice’ and exploring techniques with a degree of enthusiastic innocence. As Suzy Menkes of the International Herald Tribune recently remarked about Jun Takahashi, “It is heart-warming to see a designer with such a vision in handcraft” (Menkes, 2005).

If haute couture is a dwindling craft because of its expense and labor intensiveness, and prêt-a-porter is relying more and more heavily upon the off-shore production of ever-larger volumes, some designers are beginning to choose the best of both worlds, using technology to get around the laborious practices of haute couture without falling prey to the sterile and anonymous production of high volume ready to wear clothing.


BLESS, the design team of Ines Kaag and Desiree Heiss, have been forced to rely upon technology to further their business out of physical need, because one designer is based in Berlin and the other in Paris. Communication technology has always been an essential tool for them, and they started with a fax machine and grew as the technology became available to them. They quickly adopted email, followed by a camera attached to a computer, then the mobile phone with a movie recorder. They quickly developed a website in order both to communicate with each other and to sell their ideas, and work in collaboration with graphic designers, writers and product developers. They maintain a shop through which they sell clothing, and point out that people still like to visit in person. There are limits to how far the internet can succeed in capturing the retail market, because people still need to see and touch clothing. But BLESS are not afraid to use technology in order to communicate with people on a global level. To them, “Globalisation can be positive: people all over the world get to know your work, even if the work itself might be only interesting for a small group of people” (BLESS, 2005).


BLESS see globalisation as fulfilling a need to connect with others of similar views around the world, as a means of looking beyond your own backyard, and freeing yourself from your own cultural and geographical limitations. The introduction of the internet has helped rather than hindered the revival of interest in the handmade and singular, and made it possible for smaller pods of designers around the world to rapidly spread information on alternative ideas and creative approaches to design.


The design work of BLESS falls somewhere between the limited edition and the production piece. It represents their interest in objects of the past and present, and in sensations and moods. Like Martin Margiela, BLESS like to play on the relation between memory and the absurd.


Their hair brush has hair attached at the point of the bristles, creating a smooth sensation when the user tries to brush, while also undermining the opposition between the functional and the non-functional.


The fur wig, from 1996, is one of the first products designed by BLESS in collaboration with Martin Margiela. It was produced in a limited edition of 93 pieces, and the purchaser was encouraged to cut and style it themselves.


Another work that combines print technology with the memory of simpler times is their bed linen, on which they have printed surreal images of bodies that bring to mind the 1969 bed-in staged by John Lennon and Yoko Ono.


Other dream projects that enchant BLESS as way of using advances in technology in an inspiring way, are the ‘scentcam’, which will record everyday smells and then dispense them around the world, and the optical glasses that will enable the wearer to see the world in black and white.

If designers such as Martin Margiela have been able to balance between the modern demands of production technology and the traditions of the haute couture, and designers such as BLESS have embraced communication technology while maintaining their quirky individuality, and the others such as Undercover, S!X and Susan Cohn have been able to combine handcraft with technology, this can only be seen as a positive. 


Design cannot function without the use of new technologies and ideas, but it cannot survive on technology alone either. It needs elements of haute couture such as craftsmanship and limited editions in order to resist uniformity. People will always seek out something different, new, and unique. Designers should be excited by the prospects technologies offer them, providing they can adopt them in creative ways.


In this spirit, here are some responses to questions I put to some of the designers discussed above.

What does Haute Couture mean to you?
“Taking the time and pleasure to make a product, even if it might be inefficient if judged by modern marketing mechanisms” (BLESS, 2005)

“Highly crafted, unique garments” (Susan Cohn, 2005)

“A respect for tradition and the handmade, which may not be so relevant to a country such as Australia. Really, it’s like remembering the past” (S!X)

What does Vintage mean to you?
“A fashionable word” (BLESS, 2005)

“Lace and decoration” (Susan Cohn. 2005)

“A fashion trend” (S!X)
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