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Alexander McQueen, dress, Spring/Summer 2001. The Voss collection wos oocloimed for Mol s, Siding b lnoball Bl Phodnann)
evoking beauty, horror, and madness. Photograph courlesy Alexander McGlepen ; ; e




nothic. . ..

with a strange
history, evoking images of death,
destruction, and decay. It is not just
a word that describes something (such
as a Gothic cathedral); it is almost
inevitably o term of abuse, implying that
scmerhing is glc:c:my, barbarous, and
macabre. From its origins in the gothic
novel of terror to ifs contemporary
manifestations in art and cinema, “the
Gothic” is a style that embraces
the dark side. Several recent exhibitions
have explored gothic themes in art, and
many bocks ﬁcwa addressed gothic
literature, music, film, and architecture,
as well as the goth subculture. But this is
the first exhibition devoted to the gothic
shyle in fashion.

Although - popularly associated with
black-clad teenagers and rock musicians,
the gothic has also been an important,
recurring theme in confemporar,i: high
fashion. The imagery of death and
decay, the power of horror, and the
erofic macabre are perversely attractive
to many designers. John Galliano, for
example, has described the “"Gothic
gid" as "edgy and cool, vampy and
mysterious.” Alexonder McQueen, Rick
Owens, Yohji Yamamoto, and Ricardo
Tischi of Givenchy have also created
what could be described as gothic
fashion. Ann  Demeulemeester may
reject the gothic label, associating it
with the ubiquitous skull accessory, but
Owens pmuﬁ@ recalls that he once was
a goth, just as Vivienne Westwood
was a punk.

The appeal of gothic fashion draws on
deep cultural roots. As the scholar
Cﬂrﬁerine Spooner puts it: “Within
gothic discourse, the clothes are the
life. . .Surely, therefore, within the world
of fashion, it is this enduring potency
of gothic images for imaginafive
sell-identification that leads to their
perennial revival.”

Contemporary goths appreciate the morbid
allure and doustrophobic corseiry of the
Victorion mourning dress, Circa 1880, from the
collection of Evan Michelson. Photograph MFIT,

Just as the “barbarian” Goths were
perceived by the Romans as the antithesis
of classical civilization, so the medieval
Gothic come to be seen os modernity's
Cther, its “dark side.” With the rise of
the Enlightenment, the entire medieval
period was refrospectively envisioned
as the Dark Ages, characterized by
superstition and sorcery, and ever since
the appearance of fﬁe gothic novel
in the eighteenth century, gothic style
has been associated wiﬁ‘u sublime
themes of terror and the supernatural.

The Gothic has long attracted cultural
outsiders, from the homosexual cesthete
Horace Walpole, author of the first
othic novel, The Castle of Otranfo, to the
Eﬂbilués of teday’s Vampire Balls.
The perversely seductive image of the
vampire evolved alongside the Satanic
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Cnn.fempomry goh'-‘ s'ym'es run the gamut from
Victorian,/romantic, such as this dress by
Kambriel, to futuristic cybergoth. Photogroph
Maodya Lev, countesy Kambriel

figure of the dandy. In fact, if the devil
is the Prince of Darkness, then the Black
Prince of Elegance is the dandy

vampire aristocrat.

Black has long been suggestive of death
and evil, as well as mystery, elegance, and
ercticism. The seductive danger of black
made it the gothic color par excellence.
Thus, the Victorian cult of mourning
mandated headtotoe black, inspiring
members of the goth subculture—and
contributing fo the image of the femme
fatale and the vamp.

According to the scholar Chris Baldick,
a g:}rhic work "should combine a learhul
sense of inheritance in time with o
claustrophobic sense of enclosure in
spc:ce...lc:-ﬂfrc.duce an impression of
sickening descent into disintegration.”

Rick Cwens, jocket, pants, hat, and boots,
Fall 2008, Photograph Dan lecca, courtesy
Rick Owens.

Some of the fashions on display in
Gothic: Dark Glamour allude to decay
and destruction, while others suggest
mental states, such as fear or passion.
Veiling, masking, and corsetry, displayed
on a platform surrounded by a groveyard
fence, evoke a sense of claustrophobia.

The mise-en-scéne for Gothic: Dark
Glamour was inspired by the iconography
of the gothic. For example, a Ruined
Castle, which is often symbolic of the
human mind ["psychology in stone,” as
it were), is the poradigmatic gothic
sefting. Likewise, o Haounted Palace
recalls Edgar Allan Poe’s architectural
metapher for a disturbed mind.

Rubber curtains mark the boundaries of
a laboratory, where fashion “monsters”
are created, and in a section on Strange

Ricardo Tischi for Givenchy, avening dress,
Houte Couture Fall/Winter 2006, Tischi is
known for his gothic glameur. Photagraph
courtesy Givenchy

Beauty, fashions are characterized by
unconventional shopes and strange
sources of imagery, such as the image
of bleod in water from Japanese horror
movies that inspired Rodarte’s gothic
evening dress.

The association of fashion and death
is central to gothic style, but death is
also allied to lashion in genen:ﬂ.
“Fashion must die and die quickly, in
order that it can begin to live,” declared
Gabrielle “Coco” Chanel. “One must
forgive fashion everything, because it
dies so young,” joked her friend, the
poet Jean Cocleau.

“Fashion mocks death,” countered
the philosopher Walter Benjomin. By
celebrating novelty and artificiality,
fashion promises seasonal renewal and

Rodarte, The Fall/MWinter 2008/07 was inspired
by Jopanese horror films. Photogroph Dan leces,
courlesy Rodarte

eternal youth. Yet although fashion is
the motﬂarn. measure of time, it exists
outside the organic cycle of birth, death,
and decay. According to Benjamin, the
essence of fashion isgfetishism, because
it is based on the sex appeal of the
inorganic. As a result, he argues, the living
person becomes a kind of mannequin,
“a gaily decked-out corpse.”

Unlike the living and dyin? body,
i

fashion iz neither dead nor alive. like
the vampire, fashion is vndead.
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