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The question of fashion has been investigated repeat-
edly in an attempt to capture and explain what it means
(or meant in the past) to be a part of a society at a given
place and time. In order to assume a position within the
social formation, it is necessary to assert one’s individ-
uality. While it is certainly impossible to encapsulate
such a formless and slippery subject as identity within
the confines of language and the printed page, fashion
might suggest an interesting point of entry to the dis-
cussion. Through fashion it is possible to both mark
one's particularities as an individual and concurrently
either fit into the surrounding milieu or stand apart from
it. Fashion is where the forces of change in society are
most self-evident. The recurrence of these investiga-
tions is not unlike fashion’s cyclical processes.

The perpetual interest in fashion, | would argue, is not
just for the purpose of understanding identity per se, but
more importantly fashion’s relation to the constitution of
that identity. Fashion is perhaps the most important
aspect of the study of identity formation, because it
assists us in locating these identities in time. It is
through this temporal experience that we establish our-
selves. The phrase “we wear our heart on our sleeve”
immediately comes to mind, and its imagery should not
be taken lightly. As commonly assumed, clothing is the
most immediate projection of who we are. What we
wear and what we choose to consume are thus insepa-
rable from culture at large. As such, fashion is essen-
tial to our definition of self.

The same is true of architecture. As Mark Wigley so
definitively demonstrated in White Walls, Designer
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Dresses, the development of the Modern Movement in
architecture relied on many of the same impulses of
identity-shaping as the fashion industry did. Modern
architecture’s absorption into culture was dependent on
individuals’ concerns—both unconscious and con-
scious—about public appearance. These concerns car-
ried architectural modernism’s message/form into larger
audiences. And although modernism’s spread has
proven to be a striking example of fashion’s cultural
strength, it was certainly not the first, as can be seen in
articles throughout this issue of Thresholds.

Today, although modernism (albeit post-) still holds the
stage, it is clear that we live in different conditions than
those of the early twentieth century. One of the impor-
tant aspects of the current globalized society is the
availability and the overwhelming abundance of
images. Despite the profusion of imagery, however,
images seem to retain less and less of their clarity.
The predictable result is uniformity and the leveling of
difference.

Paradoxically, however, the same set of global circum-
stances allow for the production of local meaning,
whether the setting is the Middle East, Hong Kong, or
urban U.S.A. Faced with this reality, it seems that now
would be a good time to again consider the role of fash-
ion in society, and by extension, architecture’s connec-
tion to fashion. The writings contained in this issue are
a diverse set of responses to our contemporary condi-
tion. They illustrate through specific cases that the
global need not erase the individual. And so the cycle
begins again.






Margit J. Mayer: s fashion becoming more
democratic or more elitist at the moment?

Helmut Lang: | am trying to work this out for
myself right now. But perhaps all those old
rhythms are outdated. It looks like fashion
today may be democratic as well as elitist,
an organic inherent contradiction.’

Flashback to a scene some fifteen years ago. Then a
student in the History of Architecture and Urbanism pro-
gram at Cornell, | was having coffee with a fellow stu-
dent in the program. We were discussing Val Warke’s
seminal course on architecture and fashion, then being
held in a classroom upstairs. | expressed my disap-
pointment that due to the stringent requirements of the
undergraduate degree, | wasn't allowed to enroll in the
class. My friend remarked that | should not complain:
Warke was a little behind the times. After all, everyone
was talking about Derrida and Decon. Why in the world
would | want to take a class on fashion? It was, it would
seem, the squarest thing to do. | raised some doubts,
but my friend was an older and wiser grad student, cer-
tainly better dressed than |, and apparently more know!-
edgeable of what was au courant in the field.

Yet Warke was certainly not passé. He was, if anything,
a trendsetter. For in just a few years Deborah Fausch,
Paulette Singley, Rodolphe el-Khoury, and Zvi Efrat

t Editor’s Note: The images featured as a part of this article are the work of Israel
Kandarian and are explained within the piece.

1 Charlotte Seeling, Fashion: The Century of the Designer (Cologne: Kdnemann,
1999): 607.

Architecture After Couture

would publish a collection of essays titled Architecture:
In Fashion, and Warke's text “In’ Architecture:
Observing the Mechanisms of Fashion” would become
the theoretical centerpiece.2 A spate of books on archi-
tecture and fashion would follow. Naturally, as was the
case with all too many critical themes in the 90s, the
interest in fashion cooled and Architecture: In Fashion
went out of print. Over the last few years, however,
queer space, bodies, non-Euclidean geometries, and
homeless vehicles have in turn fallen out of vogue while
fashion has come back onto the critical horizon.
Whereas just five years ago, students wondered why |
was giving them Warke’s essay instead of something
more appropriately dark and gloomy, today’s students
read it avidly. And now Thresholds proposes to investi-
gate fashion.

But is this new resurgence of interest in fashion merely
a revival of styles of theory from a decade past? Are we
now far enough away from fashion that it has become
mere fodder for the endless recycling process that is the
fashion mechanism of contemporary architecture theo-
ry? Or is there a deeper significance to this new atten-
tion to fashion?

In this essay | will argue for the latter. Even a cursory
glance at architectural culture suggests that far beyond
any wistful longing on the part of theoreticians, fashion
and architecture have never been so clearly linked. The
most eagerly awaited projects of the year are the Prada
stores by OMA. Just as Andreas Gursky memorializes

2 Deborah Fausch, Paulette Singley, Rodolphe el-Khoury, and Zvi Efrat, eds.
Architecture: In Fashion (New York: Princeton Architectural Press, 1994).

7



Prada’s minimalist style in his photographs at MoMA,
we are told to forget Supermodernism—it's last year’s
look—and turn instead to some new, as yet unnamed,
fashion. Hyped more than any project since Bilbao,
funded by lavish budgets, designed by some of the most
talented architects of the day, will this new conjunction
of architecture and fashion cut new lines for the archi-
tectural haute couture, or will it kill OMA once and for
all? So, too, we are in an era when a magazine osten-
sibly about architecture and design—Wallpaper—gains
its advertising revenues not from roofing manufacturers
or purveyors of CAD software, but from Prada, Versace,
and Gucci. If Wallpaper uses architecture as an alibi to
sell fashion, it hardly needs to do so. Architecture stu-
dents, at least at the more avant-garde schools, no
longer hunt for the newest theory journal from the MIT
Press. Instead they look to Flaunt or Tank or Dutch.

Fashion, it seems, has more to offer architecture than
theory does. But rather than seeing that as an opportu-
nity to rally nostalgically behind theory—after the myri-
ad of symposia that announced “the death of theory”
could we really want to bring it back, in zombie form? —
| will make two points: that architecture and fashion are
linked in an enduring relationship and that the dramatic
changes in fashion culture over the last fifteen years
force us to reconsider the very structure of architecture
itself.

In its modern—that is, desacralized—form, architecture
shares a common origin with fashion. Although archi-

Varnelis

tecture has been with us for thousands of years, it
emerges as a fully modern discipline only with the
Enlightenment and the subsequent shift in the dominant
class from the aristocracy and clergy to the bourgeoisie.
Until then, architecture’s role had been to demarcate
unquestionable class differences: the aristocracy and
the clergy, on the one hand, and the commoners, who
would have no architecture but merely building, on the
other. Architecture’s mission, then, was a divine one: to
announce the presence of the more holy, devout, or
noble to both levels of society. The excess expenditure
that architecture gave rise to in comparison to a simple
building vividly demonstrated class difference. Clothing
played a similar role: the noble or the priest would don
clothes that made visible their difference from the com-
moner. Certainly more expensive, the clothes of the
nobles were frequently deliberately impractical, so as to
underscore the impossibility of manual labor for the
gentle classes.

During the last stages of the pre-modern period, as
early as the end of the seventeenth century, a highly
developed culture of taste began to emerge in Europe.
At first, this drive toward this culture came from within
the aristocracy: obsessed with finding a way to legiti-
mate their position, the last nobles turned to connois-
seurship. To be a refined and sophisticated gentleman
or lady was the last means by which the aristocracy,
having lost its divine right to rule, could legitimate itself.3
The acquisition of the taste needed to become a con-
noisseur was not value or class free: ample capital was
essential. The truly accomplished connoisseur would
not merely appreciate art, he would collect important
works of art, perhaps write an essay of appreciation or
two about items he owned or had seen on a Grand Tour,
and would construct carefully designed architectural
edifices. Architecture became a status symbol, as
nobles, particularly in England, opened their estates to
tourists. Already in 1775, close to 2,500 visitors visited
the estate of the dukes of Buckingham at Stowe.4

Fashion underwent a similar transformation, reaching
an apogee under Louis XIV, who used it—as he did

3 On the development of connoisseurship, see M. H. Abrams, “Art-As-Such: The
Sociology of Modemn Aesthetics,” Doing Things With Texts: Essays in Criticism and
Critical Theory (New York: W. W. Norton, 1989): 135-158.

4 Abrams, 150.



