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Can fashion be considered in the same context as art? Discuss 

using three specific examples. 
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Introduction 

 

In this essay I will outline the view that fashion can be considered in the 

same context as art, and balance this with academic theory to include those 

who will agree with my argument and those who challenge it. 

I will dissect this argument into five key chapters. In my essay I will 

introduce three key examples: 

 

1. Fashion as art in museums. 

2. Performance fashion as art. 

3. Collaborative fashion as art. 

 

I will illustrate some of my arguments from the point of view of my own 

using positionality, as well as various commentators and from artists and 

fashion designers themselves. 
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Chapter 1: Fashion displayed in museums. 
 

How an individual might classify art, and whether it is ‘good art’, is wholly 

subjective. The Concise Oxford Dictionary’s first definition (1995, p.69) has 

one form of art, as ‘human creative skill or its application’. This could be 

equally applied to many other creative forms such as fashion. 

 

Sturkin and Cartright (2009) state ‘The idea of aesthetics has moved away 

from the belief that beauty resides within a particular object or images'. It 

is open to individual interpretation and judgment. For example, anyone 

visiting a gallery such as the Louvre in Paris to see the Mona Lisa is more 

than likely to have a range of critical responses on the iconic painting. 

These might be profound and favourable, but might be of disappointment. 

Some people might even be dismissive of such a famous work. Never is the 

saying that ‘beauty is in the light of the beholder’ more true. This is what 

makes everyone’s experience unique and different.  

 

An extreme example of people’s tastes in art is the picture The Chinese Girl 

(1952) sometimes known as ‘The Kitch Mona Lisa’. It was a painting that 

became ubiquitous, but universally loathed by many. It was given a home in 

many a suburban house in this country. In a retrospective exhibition of the 

artist Tretchikoff however, Peppiatt (citied in CNN, 2013) states ‘Art is so 

subjective, some people love it, some people loathe it, but that would be 

the same of any work of art, be it a Van Gogh, a Titian or a Tretchikoff’. 

Curiously, the painting became one of the most reproduced images in the 

world, loved and reviled in equal measure.  

 

 
Figure 1 Tretchikoff’ The Chinese Girl, 1952 
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Strurkin and Cartright (2009) also argue ‘Taste is informed by experiences 

relating to one’s class, cultural background, education and other aspects of 

identity’. These ideas relate to the idea of ‘habitus’, a term coined by 

Bourdieu (1984, p.170) who states ‘Habitus is the principle of division into 

logical classes which organizes the perception of the social world in itself 

the product of internalization into the division into social classes’. Habitus 

influences ones perception of beauty, which stems from cultural upbringing. 

 

It is the Canon, that is the arbiter of what is culturally considered to be 

‘good art’. Lamonby-Pennie (2017) states ‘The Canon is commonly thought 

to constitute ‘Culture’ and be responsible for the production of Culture’. 

While we all have our own opinions on what we deem aesthetically beautiful, 

the Canon does have a pivotal place in the value system. For example our 

taste is somewhat defined by the museum or art galleries  which we visit, in 

turn our ‘habitus’ is an influence that makes us choose those museums in 

the first place. The Canon, though not immutable, exists through the 

considered views of art critics, galleries and museums. Running parallel is a 

world of artists and designers who themselves create what they consider to 

be art. Sturkin and Cartright (2009) also argue ‘Many people create online 

galleries for their own images on photographic websites, artists are 

increasingly exhibiting their work online’. This demonstrates that tastes are 

subject to many different types of creativity. 

 

Despite Bourdieu’s theory, our ‘habitus’ is not fixed and is dynamic. Sturkin 

and Cartwright (2009) argue ‘Our taste and values are increasingly subject 

to movement in a variety of directions’. We can use our upbringing and 

social class to judge art, but we are influenced by factors such as the Canon 

and increasingly the art exhibited outside the Canon.  

 

Vreeland (cited in Geczy and Karaminas, 2012, p.18) states that ‘Museums 

are filled with objects that once served what might be called utility 

functions but now serve social, aesthetic, and or ideological functions’. Art 

and couture fashion can be appreciated for their aesthetic beauty as well as 
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their meaning. We visit museums or art galleries perhaps as a means of 

escapism, or to acquire knowledge or for an aesthetic experience. Fashion -- 

and especially ‘edgy’ fashion – can provoke many different reactions, which 

is surely a healthy thing.   

 

 
Figure 2 Hussein Chalayan inspired by Balenciaga, V & A, 2017 

 

Certain garments created by contemporary couture designers such as 

Hussein Chalayan undoubtedly have an ‘aura’ – a sort of ‘force’ surrounding 

them that arises from their individual uniqueness – giving them authenticity. 

Benjamin (citied by Sturkin and Cartwright, 2009, p.123) argued that ‘The 

one-of-a-kind art has a particular aura to it’. Museums recognise this and 

will include pieces that give them special status in their exhibitions. I would 

argue that in many cases this makes fashion equivalent to art, showing a 

blending of the two disciplines. From my own perspective, I apply this 

theory of ‘aura’ to art and couture fashion, especially when considering a 

limited collection such as those of Hessian Chalayan. For example: The 

Manifest Destiny Collection at the Design Museum (in London) which shows 
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garments in glass cases (figure 3). Such a garment seems truly at home 

either in a museum or prestigious auction house.  

Figure 3 - Hussein Chalyan: The Manifest Destiny, Summer 2003 

 

The blurring of art and fashion remains a contentious argument. The 

Metropolitan Museum of Art’s Costume Institute showed a 25 year long 

collection of Yves Saint Laurent which caused upheaval among critics 

visiting the show. Artspace (2013) reported that ‘Displaying the iconic 

clothes in the same manner and context as master pieces by Picasso, Monet 

and Pollock angered many critics who were forced to question whether an 

“applied” or “decorative” art should be elevated to the same platform as 

fine art’. 

 

This aesthetic quality of fashion can work effectively when displayed in an 

art museum or gallery. Martin (cited by Steele in Geczy and Karaminas, 2012, 

p.18) argued that ‘Balenciaga and other great designers “let the cloth 

speak-in the same way that Morris Louis let the paint speak”’. Both are 

outlets for creative expression, but the only difference is the canvas. 

 

I see very little difference in visiting an art gallery and viewing a work of art, 

or going to a museum to view a fashion collection. Often, the collection is 

well lit, behind glass with a small information plaque. It is as if they have 
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been purposely displayed in much the same way one would look at fine 

ceramics or sculpture; allowing you to move about to see the object from 

different views, but not to get too close or touch it, to keep the aura of the 

‘unobtainable’. Barnard (2007, p.85) also argues ‘The display of fashion 

items in glass cases for example lends them to an air of permanence and 

suggests they are worth keeping for longer than a season’. This suggests 

that fashion need not always be portrayed as seasonal and disposable, and 

that such permanence adds to the idea that quality, especially couture 

fashion is capable of being considered in the same context as art. 

 

Balenciaga: Shaping Fashion, V&A 

 

Using positionality (a self reflexive approach) within this chapter will allow 

me to give my own perspective on the blurring lines between fashion and 

art. Cooke (2005, p. 22) states ‘Other people help you know. Not just in 

your research subjects. But those you mention in acknowledgements.’  

 

Having recently attended the fashion exhibition Balenciaga, Shaping Fashion 

at the V&A museum, I am reminded that many of the items on show are 

displayed as if they are an artwork or a sculpture. Svendsen (2006, p. 107) 

argues that ‘Some examples of fashion have been absolutely on a par with 

contemporary art. I cannot see that Balenciaga’s creations in the 1950’s 

were any inferior to spatial experiments being explored in sculpture at the 

time’. 

 

The sculptural qualities of many of the designs I saw veered away from 

accentuating the typical hour-glass shape that designers such as Yves Saint 

Laurent were producing in the 1950s. 
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Figure 4 Henry Moore, Helmet Head and Shoulders, 1952 

 

 

 

Figure 5 Balenciaga, Envelope dress, V&A, 2017 

Figure 6 Balenciaga, Evening dress and cape, V&A, 2017 
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The historical, artistic and theoretical context of the Balenciaga exhibition 

was Balenciaga’s career as fashion designer as well as his influence on other 

contemporary designers. The collections were well lit, behind glass and 

presented in both a historical and thematic narrative. Some of the designs 

were on revolving turntables which gave certain garments greater 

importance. For example, an evening gown made from red silk taffeta 

revolved next to a toile version of it.  

 

Positioned alongside the dressed mannequins were toiles, fabric swatches 

and open sketchbooks of initial designs, as well as x-ray images of the 

dresses themselves. There were also both projections and films showing the 

construction of the garments. This gave the collection a relatable quality to 

me as a designer, but the fact the garments were behind glass gave the 

collection a sense of formality and ‘aura’ as already discussed. This 

exhibition shows how Balenciaga influenced many other contemporary 

designers to create cutting-edge designs. Schiaparelli (The V&A, 2017) 

states ‘Balenciaga is the only designer who dares to do what he wants’. I 

noticed that Gareth Pugh (a present-day established fashion designer) in a 

filmed interview in the V&A gallery mentioned he had been inspired by the 

iconic Puff Dress by Balenciaga. This goes to show how influential 

Balenciaga has been to modern designers. 
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Figure 7 - Toile of an evening dress, Balenciaga, V&A 2017 

Figure 8 – An evening dress, Balenciaga, V&A 2017 

 

Vreeland (2012, p.18) argues, ‘Balenciaga’s dress was certainly created as 

fashion. Yet by entering into a museum collection and being on display 

there, the dress inevitably acquired more art-like qualities’. Viewing clothes 

in a museum setting that had initially been made to be worn, alters their 

meaning and encourages a more historical and aesthetic consideration. 

When I look at the collections, I am prompted with an eagerness to find out 

the narrative behind the collection. The information plaques and display 

inform and help me to draw my own conclusions, in much the same way as I 

seek out information on works of art in a museum or gallery. 

 

Fashion items can be treasured and passed down through the generations as 

heirlooms. They however, also act as a historical record of times past. Mida 

and Kim (2015) explain ‘Dress historian Linda Baumgarten highlights the 

value of “listening to clothes” […] to better understand their history and 

context’. Because something has a primary utilitarian function, it does not 

mean it cannot simultaneously be considered in the same context as art.   
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Fashion has become associated with short-lived trends. Something that was 

“In” this year will likely be short lived. While most people consider fashion 

to be ephemeral, museums, art historians and critics etc., may well take a 

contra view and appreciate the inherent beauty and skill of, for example a 

Balenciaga gown. 

 

 Steele (cited in Geczy and Karaminas 2012, p.14) on the other hand states 

‘Fashion has generally been viewed as a commodity, whereas art is 

associated with a high aesthetic realm’. This is too simplistic a view, 

because really good fashion endures, and may even become much 

appreciated art. However, this is much more likely in the case of an iconic 

fashion item than mass produced cheap fashion. Rhodes suggests (cited in 

Geczy and	  Karaminas 2012, p.208) ‘Fashion can tell you what people wore at 

a certain period just as pottery can tell you what their tea parties were 

like.’ This demonstrates the practice of exhibiting fashion can place it in a 

historical context, cementing it within a particular era.  

 

Remaining in the context of museums, controversy still surrounds the 

question of whether fashion can be viewed on a par with art. For example 

‘Rhodes (cited in Barnard 2007, p.86) uses the idea of ‘artistic expression’, 

‘beauty’, ‘museums’ and ‘practicality’ to argue that fashion is a ‘true art 

form’. However Vreeland (citied in Barnard 2007, p.86) states that ‘Fashion 

is not art and argues that art is extraordinary and that fashion is not’. I 

disagree with the latter as fashion has the ability to transcend the ordinary 

into something that evokes excitement. Vreeland’s point of view could be 

seen as undermining the skill of a designer in comparison to that of an artist. 

Both work equally hard to achieve their vision but one is using a canvas and 

the other is translating onto cloth or other material through the use and 

manipulation of surface design. To the observer it might also be seen as 

both sides having a vested interest in preserving their respective territories. 

 

 

Fashion worn on the body can have strong connotations with vanity and I 

speculate that this may be another reason the art world is not as accepting 
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of fashion, and sees it as a separate species. Vreeland (cited in Geczy and 

Karaminas 2012, p.14) states that ‘The low self-esteem in which fashion has 

been held, is almost certainly related to the fact that clothing is worn on 

the body, causing it to be identified with the physical and sexual’. 

 

However, I believe fashion when exhibited in a museum takes on a different 

perspective, for example garments are usually shown as static, at least 

semi-permanent and not featured on a live person. Thus they are in relative 

isolation, very like traditional work of art. When the fashions are exhibited 

in museums they become sought after by collectors which in turn can 

elevate their value. Sturkin and Cartright (2009) argue that the fact 

museums collect art ‘…creates a financial context in which work is expected 

to appreciate in value over time’. Fashion exhibited in museums could 

expect to increase in value in the same way art increases in capital value. 

This would also have an impact on the aesthetic value of the piece. Being 

displayed in a museum, would show that the piece has been ‘accepted’ 

within the Canon, raising the profile of the designer in much the same way 

that it can raise the profile of an artist. 

 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Chapter 2 

Fashion designers who consider themselves artists 
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Hussein Chalayan (cited in Svendsen 2006, p.92) sees himself as an artist 

and has claimed with some justification that many of his creations ‘…would 

do better on a museum wall than on the human body’. Many of his pieces 

have cultural significance, such as in his Spring/Summer 2012 collection: 

‘One Hundred and Eleven’ which showed robotic dresses transforming from 

1900 to the year 2007 over a matter of minutes. I suggest that his creations 

belong less to fashion than to pure art. 

   

 
Figure 9 One Hundred and Eleven Hessian Chalayan, 2012 

 

Jacques Faith (citied in Geczy and Karaminas 2012, p.17) is a post-war 

fashion designer who also saw his work as art. He once confidently said 

‘Fashion is an art, art is creative, and men are the creators’. While this 

quote in modern context would be seen as chauvinistic it does point out 

that he believed fashion to be creative and factually, is art. 

 

Although Zandra Rhodes (Vanity Fair, 2015) calls herself a designer, she 

argues ‘I think that to do textiles, it takes as much effort as doing a painting, 

therefore I think it qualifies just as much to be a work of art’. In fact, 

perhaps it is Zandra Rhodes’ training as an artist that has led to her artistic 
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prints on her dresses. Her opinion shows she acknowledges the artistic effort 

it takes to create fashion collections. 

Fashion designers who consider themselves fashion designers 
 

Miuccia Prada is not a fan of artists collaborating with fashion designers and 

believes the two disciplines are separate entities. Referring to her 

collaboration with artist Damien Hirst, she was quoted in The Independent 

(2012) as saying ‘Damien is a friend of mine… I said, “Listen, I don’t want to 

do a bag.” So I did a bag that was so repulsive!’ In my view, Prada is saying 

emphatically that artists should remain artists and let fashion designers 

design fashion. 

 

However, art movements have undoubtedly inspired fashion and 

appropriation offers innovation. Famously, Dali and Schiaparelli (Martin, 

1982 p.114) were successful in a collaboration creating ‘a cape which the 

tears were real and the dress on which the tears were fictive.’ These 

collaborations bring out the best of both artist and designer with the result 

that it takes the art to a new level. 

 

Despite creating some flamboyant fashion, Martin Margiela (cited by 

Svendesen, 2006, p.92) ‘…insists that fashion is a craft, not an art’. Many of 

his designs lend themselves to an air of performance and seem as if they are 

inspired by sculpture. One could argue that Michelangelo used 

craftsmanship to create the statue of David, which is definitely considered 

art, so fashion can be both art and craft, working in harmony.  

 

Karl Lagerfeld (YouTube, 2012) once said that ‘If you were a fashion 

designer who considered yourself an artist you are second rate’. From my 

perspective, this simply is not the case as inspiration can come from so 

many sources. The two career paths do not have to be mutually exclusive. 
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Figure 10– Chanel advert, 125 Magazine, 2009 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Chapter 3: Performance Art 
 
Alexander McQueen 
 

Alexander McQueen is an example of an influential designer who changed 

the way we look at fashion. Many of his shows have been seen as 
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performance art with an element of shock. Howell (1999, p.124) argues that 

‘The primary actions (of performance art) are stillness, repetition and 

inconsistency’. McQueen’s catwalk shows typically contain an element of 

stillness, repeated movements by the model and a desire to create 

unpredictable results, thus provoking an emotional response from the 

audience. Bolton (2011 p.12) states ‘McQueen’s runway shows, which 

suggested avant-guard installation and performance art provoked powerful 

visceral emotions’. Thus McQueen intends a strong emotional reaction from 

his audience. Farthing (ed, 2010, p.512) states ‘‘Performance Art’ came to 

be used to describe artworks in which artists use their body, as a medium in 

performing actions which may incorporate music, song and dance’. This can 

be equally said of McQueen’s fashion shows. 

 

Geczy and Karaminas (2012) argue ‘Performance art came into its own […] 

ignoring the painted and sculpted art object. It challenged the authority of 

the art gallery by rethinking bounded categories such as craft and art’. Thus 

performance art allows a much wider palette which can and does extend to 

a fashion runway show such as Alexander McQueen. 

 

In McQueen’s ‘Dress No. 13, Spring/Summer 1999’ at New York’s 

Metropolitan Museum, the finale featured model and ballerina Shalom 

Harlow walking onto a turntable set in the catwalk between two robots, 

wearing a white-layered dress. After a small performance interacting with 

the robots, the robots began to repeatedly spray-paint the dress, creating a 

unique pattern. McQueen (citied in Bolten and Koda 2011, p.216) explains 

that ‘The finale of this collection was inspired by an installation by artist 

Rebecca Horn of two shotguns firing blood-red paint at each other’. This 

illustrates direct inspiration from the art world.  
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Figure 11 Rebecca Horn, High Noon, 1991 

The ‘painting’ or pattern that is produced on the dress by the robots is one-

off, or unique, in much the same way as an original work of art is. Despite 

the technology being programmed to perform the same tasks over and over 

again, the addition the ballet dancer spinning at the centre, produces the 

effect of a random pattern on her dress. The end product is a unique article. 

 

‘Dress No.13’ by Alexander McQueen also conjures up images of Jackson 

Pollock’s ‘action paintings’. Farthing (ed, 2010 p.458) which involve 

‘dripping, pouring and at times throwing the paint over its self’. Both 

involve the seemingly uncontrolled application of paint in different ways to 

produce art with a meaning deeper than it might otherwise suggest. Pollock 

(cited in Karmel, 1999) was interviewed saying ‘The unconscious is a very 

important side of modern art and I think the unconscious does mean a lot in 

looking at paintings’. While Pollock created his paintings in reaction to his 

inner consciousness, the resultant paintings could also be considered as a 

view into the workings of his mind. McQueen on the other hand, uses 

programmed robots (i.e. from the conscious technical mind) and a ballet 

dancer performance. His canvas is a dress. Both, in their different way, I 

consider to be art.  
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Figure 12 Jackson Pollock Blue Polls No 11, 1952 

 
Alexander McQueen’s ‘Dress No 13’ was also on display in the exhibition: 

‘Savage Beauty’ at the Metropolitan Museum in New York in August 2011 and 

made a huge impact on audiences. Bolton (from The First Monday In May, 

2016) explains, ‘Savage Beauty was the turning point in terms of how art 

critics viewed fashion. For the first time they did begin to see it as an art 

form’. This marks a historical reference point in history for the way we 

collectively perceive fashion on the catwalk and in galleries.  

 

 
Figure 13 Savage Beauty, Metropolitan Museum of Art, 1999 

McQueen (Bolton and Koda 2011) once said ‘I don’t want to do a cocktail 

party. I’d rather people left my shows and vomited. I prefer extreme 

reactions’. You could equally attribute this quote to many contemporary 
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artists such as Damien Hirst or Tracey Emin who are known for their 

controversial works of art that shock the public. The difference is that 

McQueen is a fashion designer; however he is speaking the ‘language’ of an 

artist. McQueen appears to want his audience to be emotionally invested in 

his work, and to look for deeper meanings behind it, even if it ends up 

repulsing them. This is often true of performance art which quite often can 

be contentious and intended as such. 

 

This search for an emotional connection to his work makes it comparable to 

other more traditional works of art. In addition, Bolton (citied in Bolton and 

Koda 2011, p.17) says that ‘Alexander - both the man and the artist - has 

been the subject of much mythologizing’. It appears that Bolton is seeing 

McQueen as an artist rather than just another fashion designer, and that his 

work, far from being run-of-the-mill fashion, or even couture, is being 

discussed in such a way that elevates it to ‘art’. 

 

 
Figure 14 Savage Beauty, Metropolitan Museum, 2011 
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Viktor & Rolf 

 

Viktor & Rolf are also good examples of designers who exploit performance 

art during their catwalk shows. Steel (2012, p.23) argues that ‘Although 

most runway shows are straightforward, […] those by Viktor & Rolf have 

looked a great deal like performance art involving unorthodox sites, 

ritualized acts, video projections, […] and avant–garde music’.  

 

Findings from Style Park website (2008) tell us ‘Viktor & Rolf see their roots 

in the world of art and that’s where they want to return’. This comment 

leads us to believe that Viktor & Rolf consider themselves first and foremost 

artists with an artistic background, but they choose fashion as their 

preferred outlet for their creations. 

 
Figure 15 Wearable Art, Viktor & Rolf 2015 

 

A key example of strong performance art is Viktor & Rolf’s ‘Wearable art’ 

collection in 2015. Viktor & Rolf have taken the merger of fashion and art 

and created a pastiche, with runway models wearing deconstructed 

artworks in gilded frames and giving the illusion of holy relics. In a surprising 
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move Viktor & Rolf then appear as themselves removing the ‘artworks’ from 

the models and hanging them up on a white wall, often associated with a 

gallery space. The use of performance here enables the viewer to consider 

what art is and what fashion is in a more light hearted way. Vener (Vogue, 

2015) states that ‘Viktor & Rolf hint that art can be worn and exhibited’. 

Coming from such a prestigious fashion magazine, this only confirms fashion 

can be considered as art.  

 

Interestingly, since the catwalk show, their press release (Viktor & Rolf 

2015) states. ‘Recognizing the artistry behind their collection, renowned art 

collector Han Nefkens and longstanding collaborator of Viktor & Rolf 

acquired an Haute Couture art piece after the collection was shown in Paris 

on July 8th 2015’. While the collection is clearly unsuitable for everyday use, 

the fact that Han Nefkens bought one of the fashion items, one can assume 

he considered it art, and that it had investment value. 

 

In Viktor & Rolf’s exhibition The House of Viktor & Rolf, which I visited in 

2008, showed lots of dolls wearing garments. Here the use of positionality is 

relevant. One particular garment from the collection ‘Bedtime Story’ (2005-

2006) consisted of a doll with her hair fanned out on a pillow. This was 

suspended upright to the back of the doll’s neck and lit by spotlights. The 

doll’s face almost becomes part of the pillow. This reminded me of Steven 

Taylor Woodrow’s 1991 performance art ‘Going Bye-Byes’. In this 

performance, live faces were shown motionless framed by the pillows on 

hospital beds, creating a disturbing, discombobulating feeling. Victor & 

Rolf’s ‘Bedtime Story’ unleashed a similar unnerving thought owing to its 

creepy theatrical design. I can see influences of performance art merging 

with fashion in both productions, an example of crossover. 
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Figure 16 (left): Steven Taylor Woodrow's 'Going Bye-Byes', 1991 

Figure 17 (right) Viktor & Rolf’s Hana doll from Bedtime Story, 2008 

 

Chapter 4: Survey Responses 

 
I conducted an online survey with the aim of investigating the subject of 

fashion and art further in regards to performance art. 

 

Viktor & Rolf 

 

I asked respondents to watch Viktor & Rolf’s ‘Wearable Art’ collection. 

Eleven responses were received. Among the questions I asked was ‘What do 

you think of Viktor and Rolf’s fashion shows?’ 82 percent responded by 

saying they saw it as ‘performance art.’ This was the highest score. 44 

percent said it was ‘wearable art’ and 33 percent said it was ‘fashion’. This 

shows that despite creating fashion much of Viktor & Rolf’s output is being 

perceived as performance art. 
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Alexander McQueen 

 

When I asked what people thought of Alexander McQueen’s general 

collections, 64 percent saw it as ‘fashion’ and 55 percent viewed is as ‘art’. 

I was surprised that only 33 percent admitted it evoked an emotional 

reaction. 

 

Chapter 5: Collaboration 
 

As the lines between art and fashion continue to blur, it should not be 

forgotten that collaboration in one form or another had its roots in decades 

past. One famous example is ‘The Teardrop’ dress (1938), previously 

mentioned, which was designed by Schiaparelli and surrealist artist Salvador 

Dali. Martin (1987 p. 217) argues ‘Surrealism also shared an interest in the 

nature of clothing and in the characteristics of fashion’. This shows a 

historical crossover between Surrealism and fashion. 

 

For the dress, Dali’s design provided surrealist tears, suggestive of ripped 

flesh, which were a common theme in his paintings. Two paintings, 

Necrophiliac Springtime and Holding in their arms the skins of an Orchestra 

(both 1936) were the inspiration behind the dress. In Dali’s painting 

(Schiaparelli website, 2017) Holding in their arms the skins of an Orchestra 

(1936) it shows ‘Women whose bodies and clothes appear melted so that it 

is impossible to differentiate between their skinned flesh and the rips in the 

fabric of their dresses’. 

 



	  
	  

25	  
	  

 
 

Figure 18 Schiaparelli Tear Dress, 1938 Schiaparelli  

 

 
 

Figure 19 The three young surrealist woman holding in their arms the skins of an 
orchestra, Salvador Dali, 1936 

	  
The torn style in the ‘Teardrop dress’ was appropriated many times in 

mainstream fashion and inspired future trends such as Punk. Martin (1987 

p.136) states ‘The Dali-Schiaparelli gesture is extended in torn garments of 

the 1970s and 1980s punk and in high design in Rei Kawakubo’s  Lace 

Sweater (1982)’. The act of collaboration illustrates that artists and 

designers have common language that they share which in turn has the 

ability to set trends among couture and the high street.  
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Fashion designers and artists continue to collaborate to this day. One 

example of this being Damien Hirst and Alexander McQueen’s collaboration 

in 2013 creating a scarf with butterfly and insect shapes positioned into 

skull motifs. 

 

 
Figure 20 Damien Hirst and Alexander McQueen 2013 

 
I believe the crossover between fashion and art is apparent and something 

to be celebrated. The subject will continue to give rise to healthy discourse. 

Art should be appropriated and utilised in many different genres including 

fashion. Shusterman (cited in  Geczy and Karaminas, 2012, p.51) argues that 

‘We need to recall wider notions of aesthetic experience and value so as to 

renew art’s energies and find new directions for progress beyond the 

traditional modern confines of compartmentalised fine art’. 

 

Art is, and will continue to converge with fashion. I believe this to be an 

integral part of the continual development of art. Townsend (cited in Geczy 

and Karaminas 2012, p.51) argues ‘…that it would be mistaken to dismiss 

the increasing convergence of fashion with art simply as a cynical 

promotional exercise, nevertheless it would be equally as naive to separate 

it from these commercial interests’. Inevitably fashion designers employ 

collaborations for promotion, but this also lends itself to innovation, 

creating new and exciting ideas instead of producing similar items year on 

year. 



	  
	  

27	  
	  

 

In conclusion I believe that fashion can undoubtedly be viewed in the same 

context as art due to the similarities that they both share. Blechman 

(Artspace, 2013) argues ‘There is no doubt that fashion demands a rightful 

place in the museum, and should be valued for its contribution to our visual 

culture.’ It is an important debate which I feel is integral in its material 

worth. Whatever happens the in the Art and Fashion world the show must go 

on. 

 

[4987 words] 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



	  
	  

28	  
	  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



	  
	  

29	  
	  

Bibliography 
 

ARTS SPACE, 2013. Is Art fashion? Addressing the ongoing debate. [viewed 

19th November] Available from:  

https://www.artspace.com/magazine/interviews_features/on_trend/is_fas

hion_art-5946 

 

BARNARD, M., 2007. Fashion Theory A Reader. London and New York: 

Routledge 

 

BBC RADIO 4. 2015. Alexander McQueen Savage Beauty [digital image] 

[viewed 5th November]. Available from: 

https://ichef.bbci.co.uk/images/ic/1200x675/p02lx9l8.jpg 

 

BERGER, J., 1972. Ways of Seeing. London: British Broadcasting Corporation 

 

BENJAMIN, W., 2002. Illuminations. United States: Random House  

 

BORNSTEIN, G., 2001. Material Modernism The Politics of the Page. 

Cambridge: Cambridge University Press 

 

BOLTON, A., and H. KODA, 2011. Alexander McQueen Savage Beauty. New 

York: The Metropolitan Museum of Art 

 

BOURDIEU, P., 1984. A Social Critique of the Judgement of Taste. 8th ed. 

Translated from the [French] by Richard NICE. United States of America: 

Routledge & Kegan Paul Ltd 

 

COOK, I. et al. 2006.Cultural Geography: A Critical Dictionary of Key 

Concepts. London: I.B Tauris 

 

The Concise Oxford Dictionary. 9th ed. New York: Oxford University Press 

Inc 

 



	  
	  

30	  
	  

CLARK, J. et al. 2011. Hussein Chalayan. New York: Rizzoli International  

Publications, Inc 

 

CNN, 2013. ‘Mona Lisa’ of Kitch, worlds most reproduced painting sells for 

$1.5m. [viewed 2nd January 2018] Available from:  

http://edition.cnn.com/2013/03/19/world/europe/kitsch-mona-lisa-

auction-tretchikoff/index.html 

 

EVANS, C., 2007. Fashion at the Edge. 2nd ed. Italy: Yale University Press 

 

EVANS, C., and S. FRANKEL, 2008. The House of Viktor and Rolf. London: 

Merrell Publishers Limited 

 

FARTHING, S., 2010. Art The Whole Story. London: Thames and Hudson 

 

The  First Monday in May, 2016 [film] Directed Andrew ROSSI. USA: Magnolia 

Pictures 

 

GECZY, A., and V. KARAMINAS, 2012. Fashion and Art. London: Berg 

 

GOODFELLOW, P., 2009. Place Vendome. 125 magazine. P.52-53 

 

THE INDEPENDENT, 2015. Is Miuccia Prada the most powerful and 

influential designer in fashion? [viewed 18  November 2017] Available from: 

http://www.independent.co.uk/life-style/fashion/features/is-miuccia-

prada-the-most-powerful-and-influential-designer-in-fashion-a6683801.html 

 

KARMEL, P., 1999. Jackson Pollock Interviews, Articles and Reviews. New 

York: MoMA 

 

LAMONBY-PENNIE, A., 2017. Authenticity, Value and the Cultural Canon. 

PowerPoint presentation, Southampton Solent University, Southampton 

 



	  
	  

31	  
	  

LOSCIALPO, F., 2017. Exhibition Evaluation-Guidelines. Southampton Solent 

University, Southampton. 

 

LOWRY, G., 2002. Jackson Pollock. Museum of Modern Art: New York 

 

HORN, R., 2017. Rebecca Horn: Body, Art, Performance and installations. 

[digital image] [viewed 28 Dec 2017] 

http://www.marthagarzon.com/contemporary_art/2012/07/rebecca-horn-

body-art-performance-installations/ 

 

MARTIN, R., 1987. Fashion and Surrealism. Paris: Rizzoli International 

Publications, Inc.  

 

MIDA, I., and A. KIM, 2015. The Dress Detective. New York and  

London: Bloomsbury 

 

POLLOCK, J., 1952. Blue Poles [digital image] [viewed 01 January 2018] 

Available from: https://www.jackson-pollock.org/blue-poles.jsp# 

 

SHIAPARELLI, 2017.  Schiaparelli Tear Dress. [viewed 14 Dec 2017]. Available 

from: http://www.schiaparelli.com/en/maison-schiaparelli/schiaparelli-

and-the-artists/salvador-dali/schiaparelli-tear-dress/ 

 

STURKEN, M., and L. CARTWRIGHT, 2001. Practices of Looking. Oxford: 

Oxford University Press 

 

SVENDSEN, L., 2006. Fashion A Philosophy. London: Reaktion Books LTD 

 

TATE, 2017. Henry Moore’s Sculptures. [digital image] [viewed 24 Dec 2917] 

Available from: http://www.tate.org.uk/art/artists/henry-moore-om-ch-

1659/henry-moores-sculptures 

 

YOUTUBE, 2015. Fashion is literally Art [viewed 8th November 2017]. 

Available from: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=qVsphwuA4MM 



	  
	  

32	  
	  

 

YOUTUBE, 2012. Valerie Steele. Is Fashion Art? [Viewed 2012] Available 

from: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=weB-SQ-XP-c 

 

YOUTUBE, 2011. Video Alexander McQueen Savage Beauty. The Metropolitan 

Museum [viewed 20th October 2017]. Available from: 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=P13oZsD-t4s 

 

VOGUE, 2015. Wearable Art [digital image] [viewed 16th November 2017]. 

Available from: https://www.vogue.com/fashion-shows/fall-2015-

couture/viktor-rolf/slideshow/collection#20 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



	  
	  

33	  
	  

 

Appendix 1: Survey Monkey results 
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Viktor & Rolf: Wearable Art performance 
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Alexander McQueen collections 

 


