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DESIGN RATIONALE 

The Exterior: The exterior design of this dissertation is inspired by the Alexander 
McQueen ‘Spray Paint Dress’ in his NO.13, Spring/Summer (1999) collection.   During 
Alexander McQueen’s catwalk a   model wearing a simple white dress, was positioned on 
a rotating circle. While robotic arms sprayed her and the dress with black and yellow spray 
paint. This theatrical presentation demonstrate McQueen’s narrative behind his 13th 
show. The concept is described by 54 Susannah Frankel as Mcqueen’s ‘most open tribute 
to the Arts and Crafts Movement, the main protagonists of which interested him 
throughout his career’.  
Frankel describes how a former ballerina, was placed on a disk, between “two metal 
robots hired from a car manufacturing plant”. Frankel describes how the dress is gently 
sprayed by the robots before “the level of menace increased and the model’s pure white 
cotton trapeze dress was sprayed black and yellow as she turned”. 
 I used this concept as the design for presenting my dissertation to emulate the idea that 
fashion crosses over to become an art-form. I Spray painted some white cotton cloth with 
fabric paint, before machine stitching it together. I then attached layers of white netting, 
just as the ballerina had worn for McQueen. The buckle and leather belt were found in 
charity shops, which I cut and glued to hold the dress in place.  
I designed a perspex box to hold the whole design together. I wanted the finished piece 
to feel as if it is being  displayed  in an art museum. The ‘look but don’t touch’ narrative of 
the perspex case has   associations artefacts and objects of art in a traditional museum. I 
also wanted to reference the theory of Immanuel Kant by placing, a small replica of the  
Alexander McQueen Spray Paint Dress, into a display case. Taking the dress and putting it 
behind a glass case, creates a distance between the piece and the observer.  Using Kant’s 
theory of aesthetics, the dress is only judged on what we see as opposed to touch, 
therefore judged for its aesthetics only. The   platform on which the dress and the 
dissertation stands has be cut out and a moving turn table sits underneath to emulate the 
model turning at the McQueen No:13 show. 

The Interior: Inside the outer tube the dissertation as been printed onto a canvas/fabric 
sheet, to emphases the connection to my dissertation question of fashion being consider 
and art form. I decided to design the typographic layout across a long roll. This aspect of 
printing the dissertation onto a long sheet has a similarity  to the way fabric is stored on a 
roll, further linking the idea of fashion and art. 

The   typography:   My headings are set in a display font: Abril Fatface. This typeface has 
the aesthetics of fonts used in the heading of fashion magazines. It is elegant and 
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although quite bold in appearance, the serifs are fine and delicate. The body text is set in 
a san serif face called: BASIC SANS. San serif fonts are often associated with wall text in 
galleries or museums because of the clean simple lines of sans serif fonts, they are do not 
distract from the artefacts or paintings being exhibited. Basic Sans is very legibile but it is 
not as formal as san serif fonts such as Futura for instance.  
I have used paint splatters which I have generated in Photoshop as well as graphic 
devices such as the yellow stitching to reflect sewing and tailoring. 
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ABSTRACT 

“Is fashion art? And who decides? 

 Valerie Steele, (American fashion historian, curator, and director of the Museum at 1

the Fashion Institute of Technology). Interestingly, given the many opinions that have 
been expressed as to whether fashion should be viewed as an ‘art form’,  it is important 
to remember that the question “Who decides if something can be defined as art?” can 
also be applied to the many disciplines of ‘art’ as well. What actually classifies something 
as art? Historically, there have been many theories and much discussion around the 
subject, particularly as art techniques and styles of art have emerged. Movements in art 
disciplines such as the Impressionists created a huge divide amongst art critics at the 
time. More recently, since the Turner Prize was established in 1984 by the Patrons of 
New Art, much controversy has always surrounded the annual installations, 
interpretations and self expressions of the short list from contributing modern artists. 
Many in the mass media still question whether such abstract interpretations should ever 
be recognised as art, pointing instead to traditional art such that by the Old Masters as 
the definition of real art.  Is, then, ‘art’ just a matter of opinion? If this is the case, then 
we must ask the question who should really get to decide if fashion can, or should, also 
be viewed as an art form? 

  1

 Book title: Fashion And Art  

Authors : Valerie Steele  

Essay title: Fashion 

Publisher: Bloomsbury  

Date: 2012

�5



CHAPTER 2 : INTRODUCTION  

Focus of enquiry 
In this essay I plan to explore the historical understanding of fashion through the 

opinions of art critics, fashion curators and, just as importantly, though the opinions of 
some of the fashion industry’s most respected designers themselves. I will set out to 
understand what constitutes the identification of ‘art’, a description which traverses 
many forms.  I am interested in understanding how art is judged from the point of view 
of ‘aesthetics’, in particular via the work of the German philosopher Immanuel Kant. I 
will explore which, if any, theories as to what defines ‘art’ can also be applied to fashion, 
particularly in the collections produced by Alexander McQueen.      

This process will answer my question How have high fashion designers, such as 

Alexander McQueen, challenged the historical understandings of fashion, and have 

thereby crossed over into producing an art form? 

I will investigate the opinions that should be considered across philosophy, art and 
fashion, and explore how these findings can be applied when defining whether high 
fashion should be considered as an art form. My research will follow a timeline across 
the last two centuries, from the establishment of The House of Worth in 1858, by 
Charles Frederick Worth, (the designer who is largely regarded as the founder of Haute 
Couture), to look at whether art movements such as Cubism affected the fashion 
produced at the time, or whether fashion developed its own artistic interpretations 
concurrently.  

My timeline will end at the beginning of the 21st century and consider whether the 
creations of the late Alexander McQueen, who explored self-expression and political 
themes through his work, constitute and therefore can be considered ‘art’. 

My primary research will follow a timeline covering 150 years. I will investigate how 
fashion and art compare and contrast as two separate creative disciplines. I will ask who 
has challenged these ideas and theories. 
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I will then present my own secondary research, and include a series of pie charts to 
identify the opinions of my peers and contemporaries to understand their beliefs as to 
whether fashion can be regarded as an art form today. 

I will be looking at themes, patterns, sources and possible bias, in order to add 
validity and to gather reliable results. 

 My investigations will conclude with my questioning as to where fashion and art 
stand today. This is where I will discuss how fashion collections are displayed in 
museums and galleries such as the V&A and the Metropolitan Museum of Art. I will 
explore the rise of both interest in and accessibility to fashion, through its consumption 
via modern media channels. 

Lastly I will discuss: the strengths and weaknesses of my research, the validity of my 
research tools, and the security of my analysis. 

The relevance of my question: why it is important 
As art and fashion continue to evolve, the topic of what defines ‘art’ becomes ever 

more relevant to my hypothesis.  In addition, as we approach the third decade of the 
21st century, the exchange of imagery through social media such as Instagram means 
that the line between high and popular culture is becoming ever more blurred. As such, 
art and fashion are offered an equal platform on which to be explored and consumed by 
the masses.  

Interestingly, young artists and designers have become rather retrospective, 
revisiting traditions in craftsmanship and combining what they have learned with 
experimentation involving contemporary materials and technologies, along with an 
understanding of the importance in using sustainable materials in their work.  
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From a personal perspective, as an art student who is interested in pursuing a 
career in fashion curation, I feel that my investigation into fashion as an ‘art form’ is both 
important from a personal perspective, and also as a means to try both to understand, 
and perhaps challenge, historical theories. At the time of writing this thesis, the 
upcoming exhibition; ‘Christian Dior: Designer Of Dreams’ (taking place on the 2nd of 
February 2019)  is receiving much attention in the media. News features, television 
programmes and magazine articles  prove the popularity of, and involvement of the 
media in, the world of fashion. In the same way that we have come to expect traditional 
art exhibitions to generate interest in the media, so too, are the finely curated 
exhibitions of fashion being received and viewed as important cultural events. 

My Hypothesis 

From a personal perspective, I believe that fashion is indeed a form of art. This idea 
has been shaped while exploring the work of contemporary designers such as Alexander 
McQueen, and discovering how his thought-provoking fashions challenged the 
traditions of what can be considered an art form. Throughout his catwalk shows, 
McQueen used a combination of both performance art and art installations to 
contextualise the concepts behind his designs. 

What are the restrictions? 
As the arguments in my hypothesis are derived from opinions rather than based on 

actual quantitive data, my conclusions will be derived mainly from what is recognised 
and regarded as art. I will however, include my research into the comparison charts 
found in the book ‘Fashion and Art’ by Efrat Tseëlon. The findings in the charts are a 
good example of how we can compare and contrast the definitions and classifications 
across the ‘categories’ of fashion and art. 
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My aim is to argue that fashion should be regarded as a form of art. Conceptual 
high-end garments staged on theatrical catwalks by designers such as Alexander 
McQueen are, in my opinion, able to communicate a narrative in the same way that the 
works of conceptual artists such as Yves Klein were able to achieve. McQueen used 
materials to explore their relationship with the female form, and as such, this was the 
method by which he chose to express his ideas. Often, his high-end fashion pieces were 
not reviewed by fashion critics for their wearability, but instead for the attention that 
was drawn to the concept behind the collections. In a similar way, art critics might judge 
a piece of modern art being exhibited at the Tate Modern – with a focus on the concept 
in addition to the appearance of the piece. 

What contextual information is important to keep in mind? 

For this study, it is important to bear in mind that my research has been derived 
from the theories of those who work within the creative arts. This may well mean that 
these ideas are rather subjective - formed from creatively biased opinions, and not as 
such, scientific and/or factually based.  

However, my objective throughout this research has been to discover whether what 
is understood to be ‘art’ can be applied to the work of designers such as McQueen, and 
not of course, to the whole industry of fashion per se. I would no more expect art critics 
and theorists to recognise mass produced ‘imagery’ (produced for general consumption) 
as ‘Art’.  I believe that if fashion is a commercial industry, then surely, so too is art?  It is 
how we make the distinctions between the two disciplines that is of most interest to me.  
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CHAPTER 2: LITERATURE REVIEW  

Art & Fashion: Reputation  
Although the original, and perhaps primary, purpose of clothing for our ancestors 

would have been functional, over the next two millennia clothes evolved to become a 
form of self expression, and even a way to show off our financial status. Fashion and art 
have two very different reputations; art is deemed to be more of an academic subject 
and has retained a reputation throughout history for being ‘high culture’, although it 
must also be acknowledged that art is often bought these days purely for its perceived 
value as an investment piece.  

In contrast, fashion is often seen by some as ephemeral and even superficial. 
According to Valerie Steele writing in ‘Fashion and Art’, critics continue to insist that 
“art is art and fashion is an industry”, which is rather at odds with the purely 2

commercial aspect of buying and selling art pieces purely for monetary gain. Steele also 
references a quote from the art critic Michael Boodro, who writes in his 1990s article 
“Art & Fashion” in Artnews, “Art is the creation of individuals burning bright with lofty 

inspiration” while fashion “or the rag trade….comes with no such illusions.”  3

The argument that fashion is not art has been defended by industry experts. In an 
article written in the Guardian, fashion designer and founder of the Fashion & Textile 
Museum in London, Dame Zandra Rhodes, argues; “Fashion is an art form”. 4

 Book Title: Fashion and Art by Adam Geczy and Vicki Karaminas  2

Publisher: Bloomsbury 2012 
Author: Valerie Steele (page 14)

  Article title: “ Art & Fashion : A Fine Romance” 3

 Authors: Micheal Boodro  

 Publisher: Artnews 

 Publication date: (September 1990) 

  Article title: 4

 Is fashion a true art form? 
 Website title: 
 the Guardian 
 URL: 
 https://www.theguardian.com/artanddesign/2003/jul/13/art.artsfeatures1
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While she concedes that fashion may not necessarily be recognised as “fine art”, it 
can, she claims, be described as “decorative or applied art”. It seems that here Rhodes 
suggests that it is the ‘consideration’ given to the piece that should be valued. In this 
way, she further points to the fact that the same amount of artistic expression “goes 

into clothes, a piece of pottery or a painting”. She continues “I don't think the fact 

that these things were designed to be practical distinguishes them from fine art”.   

Rhodes’ own work as a print designer is well regarded. The London fashion week 
online website describes her as having “an affinity for fine fabrics and colour [which] has 5

resulted in a signature aesthetic that is undeniably unique and continues to stand the 

test of time”.  

While Zandra Rhodes’ experience as a fashion designer points to her being well 
placed to give her opinion as to whether fashion is an art form or not, a counter-
argument from the art critic Alice Rawsthorn should be given equal weight.  

Rawsthorn is quite adamant in her opinion and alludes to the fact that even holding 
a discussion on the subject is quite pointless: “Quibbling over whether fashion is more 6

or less important than art is just as pointless as questioning whether or not it is art. Of 

course it's not, it's fashion”. Later in her argument she states; “Unlike art, fashion rarely 

expresses more than the headlines of history”. While Rawsthorn's comments are, 
perhaps, not quite as harsh as those given by Michael Boodro’s description of fashion as 
‘the rag trade’, it is interesting that both the opinions of the art critics are quite adamant 
that fashion is not an art form. 

	  Article title: 5

 London Fashion Week - Zandra Rhodes 
 Website title: 
 Londonfashionweek.co.uk 
 URL: 
 https://londonfashionweek.co.uk/designers_profile.aspx?designerID=311

  Ibid6
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Another art critic, Robert Radford informs us that “Throughout commentaries” it 7

has been shown that “fashion has been represented as art’s “other”. In his citation 
Radford continues to take the same point of view as both Alice Rawsthorn and Michael 
Boodros when he writes “It seems that fashion totally conflicts with concepts of 

permanence, truth and authenticity” . However, further on in his article it is interesting 8

to note that Radford recognises that a different point of view should be considered. He 
writes, “This system of values has recently shifted, now that postmodernity and the 

demonstrations of the New Art History have exposed the insecurity of art's ideas and 

have established a widespread cultural permission to recognise the new authenticity of 

fashion” . 9

The title “New art history”, as defined by the Oxford Reference online, is a theme 10

which embraces various elements including that of “Marxism, semiotics, and 

deconstruction. It is generally used to describe the various approaches to art history as 

an intellectual discipline which developed after the Second World War. ” 11

  Website title: 7

 Tandfonline.com 
 URL: 
 https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.2752/136270498779571103

	  ibid8

  ibid9

  Article title: 10

 New art history - Oxford Reference 
 Website title: 
 Oxfordreference.com 
 URL: 
 http://www.oxfordreference.com/view/10.1093/oi/authority.20110810105459575

	  ibid11

�12

https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.2752/136270498779571103
http://www.oxfordreference.com/view/10.1093/oi/authority.20110810105459575


The observations made by Radford are particularly relevant as we investigate why 
art is traditionally perceived as the more ‘highbrow, distant cousin’ of fashion. If fashion 
is to be understood as an art form then this idea should now be challenged. Neither art 
nor fashion are static, so it is important to understand how both have been viewed over 
time. It is interesting to understand that there are many periods in history where the 
styles and trends of the two disciplines overlap. In addition, it is important to recognise 
how both art and fashion are affected by social, economic and political movements. 

The investigation as to where ‘fashion begins’ is widely agreed to be with the birth 
of Haute Couture in Paris, with the establishment of The House Of Worth. This was the 
fashion house that was founded by Charles Frederic Worth and partners in 1858.  

Worth, an Englishman who moved to Paris under France’s then-ruler Napoleon III, 
was known for his extravagant yet intricate designs. Just as a well established fine artist 
might have gained respect at the time, Worth gained an equal amount of respect from 
his elite clientele (including the Empress Eugénie, wife of Napoleon III). Worth 
demanded to be seen as an ‘artist’, and insisted that his creative talent was as valuable 
as those of traditional artists. Worth claimed he drew much of his artistic inspiration 
from his former visits to the National Gallery in London, with particular inspiration being 
taken from the Old Masters such as van Dyke (The Old Masters were European artists, 12

mostly painters, working between the Renaissance and 1800).  

Over time, Worth’s dress designs began to be recognised as ‘art’: they were 
‘signed’ with a House of Worth label, which was hand sewn into the dress to further 
emulate art, in the way that an artist’s signature has always been used to validate and 
authenticate the artist’s work.  Today, Worth’s designs are featured in exhibitions and 
displayed in art museums.  

	 Article title: 12

	 Old Masters | Artsy 

	 Website title: 
	 Artsy.net 

	 URL: 
	 https://www.artsy.net/gene/old-masters
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Pamela Golbin, curator at the Musée de la Mode et du Textile claims that 
“Fashion, like all other arts, has its place within museum galleries”  She claims; “There 13

is no contradiction between fashion as an industry and art. Worth presented himself as 

an artist, and from the beginning in France the couture was considered an art, and also 

an industry.” She goes on to say. 
At the same time as the rise of the House of Worth, in the mid- to late- 19th century 

the Impressionist movement was emerging, and challenging art traditions in France. 14

Artists such as Claude Monet, Édouard Manet, and Paul Seurat experimented with new 
techniques, often working ‘En plein air’ to capture the momentary and transient effects 
that light had on their subjects.  

During the mid- 19th century, other movements were also emerging. In England, 
William Morris, a textile designer, poet, novelist, and Socialist activist, was initiating the 
Arts & Crafts movement, a movement which extolled the quality of good design. Morris 
believed that even everyday objects should be aesthetically pleasing. Morris’ textile 
designs and motifs were largely informed by the beauty of nature. His thoughts on the 
commercial aspect of fashion at the time can be understood in a quote from his essay 
‘Art and Socialism’, “a strange monster born of the vacancy of the lives of rich people 15

and the eagerness of commerce”. 

Morris enlisted the help of  
Dante Gabriel Rossetti, Ford Madox Brown and Edward Burne-Jones as artist-

designers, with the key principle of raising design to the level of art.  

   Pamela Goblin, interviewed by the author, 201013

  Article title: 14

 Impressionism – Art Term | Tate 
 Website title: 
 Tate 
 URL: 
 https://www.tate.org.uk/art/art-terms/i/impressionism

  Article title: 15

 William Morris - Art and Socialism 
 Website title: 
 Marxists.org 
 URL: 
 https://www.marxists.org/archive/morris/works/1884/as/as.htm
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Morris believed in creating beautifully made clothes that were accessible to 
everyone in their simplicity. Valerie Steele informs us in her essay ‘Fashion’ that Morris 
preferred to ‘dress his wife in loose, vaguely medieval garments”. Another of Morris’ 16

famous quotes confirms his thoughts on form and function: “Have nothing in your 17

house that you do not know to be useful, or believe to be beautiful.” 

Steele also references a quote from Oscar Wilde, the 19th century playwright, poet 
and critic, (whom she describes as “perhaps the most famous advocate of aesthetic 

dress”), when he depicts fashion as “a form of ugliness so intolerable that we have to 18

alter it every six months”.  

In contrast, fashion houses in Paris, in the early 20th  century continued the 
traditions first set by the House of Worth, claiming to be producing gowns that were as 
artistic as the art produced by painters. French fashion designer Paul Poiret was one of 
the influential designers who allied themselves to the avant-garde movement of the 
early 20th century. 

  Book Title: Fashion and Art by Adam Geczy and Vicki Karaminas  16

 Publisher: Bloomsbury 2012 
 Author: Valerie Steele 

  Article title: 17

 William Morris Quotes - BrainyQuote 

 Website title: 

 BrainyQuote 

 URL: 

 https://www.brainyquote.com/authors/william_morris

 Author 18

 Kimberly A Smith 

 Year published: 

 2004 

 Book title: 

 [Rezension von:] Stern, Radu: Against fashion
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According to the Tate Museum, ‘Avant-garde ... first appeared with reference to 19

art in France in the first half of the nineteenth century, and is usually credited to the 

influential thinker Henri de Saint-Simon, one of the forerunners of Socialism. He believed 

in the social power of the arts and saw artists, alongside scientists and industrialists, as 

the leaders of a new society.’  

Poiret had in fact worked briefly at the House Of Worth, before founding his own 
couture house. He, like Worth before him, claimed to be an artist, which is illustrated in 
his statement “Ladies come to me for a gown as they go to a distinguished painter to 20

get their portraits put onto canvas. I am an artist not a dressmaker.” (1918) If fashion 
designers such as Worth and Poiret declared themselves to be artists, it is important to 
investigate the theories on which the understanding of what makes something ‘art’ is 
based.   

  Article title: 19

 Avant-garde – Art Term | Tate 

 Website title: 

 Tate 

 URL: 

 https://www.tate.org.uk/art/art-terms/a/avant-garde

    Article title: 20

 “Poiret Here To Tell Of His Art” 

 Publisher: New York Times, September 1918 quoted in  

 Nancy Troy, Couture Culture: A Study in Modern Art and Fashion (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 2003) 
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The philosophy of Art and its relevance to fashion. 

From as far back as the founding of Greek Philosophy in the 6th century BC, 

defining what art actually is has been a divisive and controversial subject. 

According to the Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy website, ‘ Plato, the famous 21

Greek philosopher, holds an opinion in both the ‘Republic’ and elsewhere that “the arts 

are representational...and imitations of, and hence inferior to, what is most real, 

the non-physical unchanging Forms”. If this idea that art is created to produce 

expressions or imitations of real form remained true, then perhaps it would be 

difficult to apply this theory to modern art forms, which have expanded to 

include many different disciplines, ideas and concepts.  

 Looking to the 18th century, the German philosopher Immanuel Kant’s work 

on Aesthetics gives another perspective on how art should be judged.  

The Internet Encyclopaedia of Philosophy informs us under the title “Fine Art and 

Genius” that “ Kant argues that art can be tasteful (that is, agree with aesthetic 22

judgment) and yet be 'soulless' - lacking that certain something that would make 

it more than just an artificial version of a beautiful natural object.”  

 Here Kant seems to hold with the idea that Plato first talked about; that art 

can be viewed as just a representation of real form. However, Kant also raises the 

question “How is it possible to make art?”   This idea is interesting if we are to 

discover whether the same theory of aesthetics, as applied to art, could also be 

applied to fashion. 

  Article title: 21

 The Definition of Art (Stanford Encyclopaedia of Philosophy) 
 Website title: 
 Plato.stanford.edu 
 URL: 
 https://plato.stanford.edu/entries/art-definition/#TraDef

  Article title: 22

 Kant, Immanuel: Aesthetics | Internet Encyclopaedia of Philosophy 
 Website title: 
 Iep.utm.edu 
 URL: 
 https://www.iep.utm.edu/kantaest/#SH2d
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  Kant also introduces the notion of genius. In its study of Kant the Internet 

Encyclopaedia of Philosophy discusses Kant’s idea that “Fine art seems to 

'borrow' its beauty or sublimity from nature” . This is a theory that William 23

Morris would come to acknowledge through his designs in the 19th and 20th 

Century.  

 Kant also looks at the idea of the separation of function from form. He 

advises that when we view nature “it is seen as if purposeful, designed, or a 

product of an intelligence”. The study into Kant goes on to expresses “So, in 

order to understand how art is possible, we have to first understand what art is, 

and what art production is, vis-á-vis natural objects and natural ‘production’ .  24

Kant sees the production of art as separate from the construction of something 

for a practical purpose, such as a pot or a chair. Kant uses nature to explain how a 

work of art cannot be considered in the same way: “[A] flower doesn't have an 

idea of opening prior to opening - the flower doesn't have a mind or a will to 

have or execute ideas with” . 25

  ibid 23

  ibid 24

  ibid 25
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 This observation of Kant’s theories on fine art is further explained with the 

quote, “Arts are subdivided into mechanical and aesthetic. The former are those 

which, although not handicrafts, never-the-less are controlled by some definite 

concept of a purpose to be produced. The latter are those wherein the 

immediate object is merely pleasure itself.”  

 The piece concludes with the idea that Kant is able to distinguish between 

“agreeable and fine art” with the rationale “The former produces pleasure 

through sensation alone, the latter through various types of cognitions .” 26

This idea that Kant seems to be conveying; that an art form should be judged for 

its aesthetic appeal and not its function, could therefore be applied to the art 

movement Cubism, which began in the early 20th century. On the Tate Museum 

website, Cubism is described as being a ‘revolutionary new approach to 

representing reality’ .  27

 Artists such as Pablo Picasso and Georges Braque introduced the 

technique of bringing together different views of subject matter together in the 

same picture. The result was paintings that appeared to be both abstracted and 

fragmented. According to the description given by the Tate, it is difficult to know 

if Kant would have viewed the work of the Cubists as ‘aesthetically pleasing’ or 

not. However, the relationship and/or influence that Cubism had on fashion at the 

this time is worth some investigation.  

 26

ibid

      27

Article title: Cubism – Art Term | Tate 
Website title: Tate 
URL: https://www.tate.org.uk/art/art-terms/c/cubism 
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In 1998/99 an exhibition named  ‘Cubism and Fashion’ was curated by Richard 

Martin and held at the Metropolitan Museum of Art. Writing in her article 

‘Aesthetics: Fashion and Aesthetics - A Fraught Relationship’, Dr Llewellyn Negrin 

(Researcher and lecturer at the University of Tasmania) writes that the curator 

Richard Martin’s focus was “the formal analysis of fashion design during the 

1910s and 1920s ”, and discovering that “the abstract forms of Cubism, which 28

flattered the picture plane and abandoned one point perspective, were a primary 

influence on fashion at the time”.  

 Negrin further observes that the language used by Martin suggests that 

fashion at the time of Cubism appeared as “two-dimensional canvases rather than 

garments clothing three-dimensional bodies.” Martin’s description of the 

garments in the exhibition notes: “The flat overlaps that replaced the 

architectonics in wardrobe established planes in uncertain relationships. ”  29

 28

Negrin, L, Aesthetics 
Fashion and Aesthetics - a fraught relationship,  
Fashion and Art, by Berg, A Geczy and V Karaminas (ed), London, UK, pp. 43-54. 

  ibid 29
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He explores the fact that costumes such as those designed by Vionnet, Chanel 

and others at the time, included ‘segments’ that “form the garment, are ALL of 

equal importance, causing the eye to flicker among the various fragments”. 

Martin decides that “References here could also be applied to the same 

indeterminacy of forms that Cubism fostered in painting, sculpture and collage.” 

He notes that “with Cubism, fashion was no longer accountable to the body ”.  30

His descriptions seem not unlike that of an art critic, as the terminology he uses 

could be used to describe a painting. This then may be another example of how 

fashion has been viewed as an art form. 
Although the question as to whether fashion is actually an art form has long been 

debated in the fields of art and fashion, there have also been some successful 
collaborations between artists and fashion designers. Collaborations of such a kind may 
well be a key ingredient towards blurring the lines between the two disciplines. 

Elsa Schiaparelli, an Italian fashion designer, and her collaboration with the Spanish 
artist Salvador Dalí are a good example of this. Although Schiaparelli was a recognised 
artist herself, she was also renowned as being one of the most outstanding figures in 
fashion between World War 1 and World War 2.  

Schiaparelli’s designs were heavily influenced by the Surrealists (a group of artists 
that aimed to change the human experience of art, by introducing a more imaginative 
aesthetic to their work). One of these, Salvador Dalí, came to the attention of both the 
general public and art critics because of his eccentric behaviour, as well as his paintings.  

  ibid 30
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The collaboration between Dalí and Schiaparelli produced the famous ‘Lobster 

Dress’. In 1937, Schiaparelli asked Dalí to draw a lobster for a dress she was designing. 
The lobster was iconic and had featured in many of Dalí pieces. To Dalí the lobster had 
sexual connotations: “Like lobsters, young girls have a delightful exterior. Like 31

lobsters, they turn red when you get them ready to eat”.  

The white dress designed by Elsa Schiaparelli held traditions linked to marriage and 
purity. The appearance of the virginal white dress was juxtaposed with an overtly sexual 
perspective of the lobster. Schiaparelli rawly interrogates the notion of good taste. It is 
said of Schiaparelli that “Far from simply adapting a few ideas from the Surrealists into 32

her work, she maintains a veritable dialogue with them and builds bridges between art 
and fashion.” 

Another example of a collaboration between art and fashion was the ‘Mondrian 
Dress’. This was actually produced by the fashion designer Yves Saint Laurent in 1965, 
long after the death of Piet Mondrian in 1944.  

Mondrian, a Dutch painter of the 20th century, was considered one of the greatest 
artists of his time, while Yves Saint Laurent, a French fashion designer, was widely 
considered to be an ‘artist’ by his peers, not only because his high quality garments 
were inspired by art, but also because of his considerations of the social and aesthetic 
developments during his era, the 1970s.  

The Mondrian Dress incorporated bold colours and geometric patterns, creating an 
abstract design derived from Piet Mondrian’s painting. It was an A-Line cocktail dress, 
and it captured the public imagination, thereby brokering a new role of art in fashion. 

  Article title: 31

 The Lobster Dress by Schiaparelli | Icon-Icon 

 Website title: 
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 URL: 
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One of the most recent collaborations was in 2013 between the design house of 

Alexander McQueen and the conceptual artist Damien Hirst to celebrate the 10th 
anniversary of McQueen's iconic skull scarf.  

The collaboration was described by Ella Alexander in an article for Vogue online as 
being focused on the “dark beauty that both names are known for”.  As the 33

collaboration was after McQueens death  The  designers at the ‘House of McQueen’ 
took their inspiration from Hirst’s ‘Entomology’ series. The work produced as the result 
of the collaboration is described on Damian Hirst’s website as “seamlessly playing on 34

the shared aesthetic vision of Hirst and McQueen, in which an interest in symmetrical 

design is combined with strong references to the natural world.”  

Art & Fashion : Fashion As Art  

  Author 33

 Ella Alexander 
 Article title: 
 First Look: Damien Hirst For Alexander McQueen 
 Website title: 
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Alexander McQueen’s use of incorporating performance art and installations in his 
catwalk shows blurred lines between art and fashion even further. "He can be 35

considered no less than an artist whose medium of expression was fashion” observed 
Thomas Campbell, director of the Met Museum until 2017. Campbell also curated the 
exhibition ‘Savage Beauty’ held at the Met in 2011, a year after McQueen’s death in 
2010.  

Andrew Bolton, curator of both the Met and the V&A says of McQueen: 
“His fashions were an outlet for his emotions, an expression of the deepest, often 

darkest, aspects of his imagination. He was a true romantic in the Byronic sense of the 

word – he channelled the sublime.”  

McQueen was a fashion designer, based in London. Before his career in high 
fashion McQueen had trained as a traditional tailor. He went on to found his own label in 
1992, and then became the chief designer at Givenchy between 1996 and 2001.   
McQueen is well regarded for his artistry.  His 1999 Spring/Summer collection No.13 
was inspired by both the Arts & Crafts movement and new technology. One of the most 
iconic technology-inspired images from the catwalk show is of a triangular shaped dress 
which was held up by a buckle belt: both the model and the dress where placed on a 
pivoting turntable while paint was sprayed from two mechanical robots. The model used 
performance art to give the illusion that she was afraid of the robotic spray paint 
machine. “It was so terrifying because of the idea of the robotic figures that seemed 36

to be menacing her,” claims Valerie Steele, director and chief curator of The Museum at 
the Fashion Institute of Technology. “In fact, it was quite a dangerous situation!” she 
continues in an interview she gave with Allure magazine. 

   Article title: 35
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Because Alexander McQueen took risks with his work, his narratives could 
sometimes be seen as highly political. McQueen used fashion to self express.  A 
particularly controversial collection was his Autumn/Winter 1995 show, entitled 
‘Highland Rape’. The collection and in particularly the catwalk show received mixed 
reviews in the media, who wrongly assumed the theme referenced physical rape. The 
real theme behind McQueen’s ‘ripped tartan gowns’ add footnote written by BLOGGER 
Jake Hall at in this collection was his Scottish heritage and the “ethnic cleansing”  37

executed by the British forces in the Scottish Highlands during the18th and 19th 
century. The media’s misunderstanding of the true message that McQueen was trying to 
convey through his work unfortunately drew ‘claims of misogyny’. (Quote from: 38

Antonia Molloy, writing for the independent on line). 
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CHAPTER 3: FINDINGS  

Primary Research 
Throughout my primary research, I have looked at the opinions, ideas and theories 

of academics and fashion designers, as well as traditional artists. These range from 

Immanuel Kant, the18th century philosopher, to art historians such Anne Hollander in 

the 21st century. I have also considered the views of modern design critics such as Alice 

Rawsthorn, curators of fashion such as Andrew Bolton and Richard Michael, as well as 

looking into the ideas of designers such as Zandra Rhodes with regards to their views on 

whether fashion is ‘art’. Throughout my research, it has also been interesting to discover 

if opinions on this subject differ, depending on whether they are given by those with a 

background in fashion, art or academia, and what influence this has had on their 

opinions. 
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The art historian Anne Hollander is of the view that fashion is indeed an art form; 

“Dress is a form of visual art, a creation of images with visible as its medium.” 39

Although Hollander’s BA Degree was in the history of art, her professional life as a writer 

has been very much directed towards fashion. Her website biography describes her 40

specialist area of interest as “art and dress and the relation between them”. Her idea, 

that fashion should be seen as art, does seem to require that a garment should be 

judged ‘aside’ from its relationship with the body.  

In the same way, the philosopher Kant suggests that to successfully view an object 

for its aesthetic appeal, it is necessary to separate the object from its function. 

Furthermore Kant suggests that we should use only our senses of sight and hearing to 

‘objectively’ make our judgement on aesthetics.  

This view, of function being a distraction from form, is not shared by the designer 

Zandra Rhodes, who is of the opinion that functionality should not prohibit us from 

regarding an object as art. Rhodes’ point of view is derived from her experience as a 

hands-on creative. In addition, as a designer of textiles and patterns, it would not be 

surprising to learn that Zandra Rhodes also regards herself as an ‘artist’. Her book “The 

Art of Zandra Rhodes” describes her designs as art  41

  Anne Hollander , seeing through clothes (Berkley: University of California Pree,1993)39

  Article title: 40

 BIOGRAPHY 
 Website title: 
 Anne Hollander 
 URL: 
 http://www.anne-hollander.com/?page_id=33

 Book Title: The Art of Zandra Rhodes  41

Author:  
by Zandra Rhodes (Author, Illustrator), Anne Knight (Author) 
Publisher: Michael O'Mara Books Ltd; New edition edition (10 March 1995)

�27

http://www.anne-hollander.com/?page_id=33
https://www.amazon.co.uk/Zandra-Rhodes/e/B001HOJZ1I/ref=dp_byline_cont_book_1
https://www.amazon.co.uk/s/ref=dp_byline_sr_book_2?ie=UTF8&text=Anne+Knight&search-alias=books-uk&field-author=Anne+Knight&sort=relevancerank


As I have discovered in my research, even as far back as the 19th century such 

designers have often regarded themselves as artists, Charles Frederick Worth being a 

good example of this. However, given that at the time of the House of Worth, there was 

a rise in mass production of ready-to-wear garments, it is worth considering that Worth 

himself might have felt it important to distance himself from the ‘industry’ of fashion. 

Being recognised as an artist would have enabled Worth to give his dresses a point of 

difference. In addition, by claiming that his garments were works of art, Worth could 

perhaps also justify his high prices and maintain his elite clientele.  

Collaborations between artists and fashion designers have also blurred the lines 

between the two disciplines. For example, William Morris enlisted the talents of artists 

(and fellow Pre-Raphaelites) such as Dante Gabriel Rossetti to contribute to his designs, 

and later, in the 20th century, Yves Saint Laurent used the art of abstract artists such as 

Piet Mondrian as his inspiration.  

Both these examples of collaboration show us that it is sometimes difficult to 

measure where art ends, and fashion begins. The cocktail dresses that were the result of 

Yves Saint Laurent’s tribute to the abstract tradition were tailored as simple oblongs of 

fabric, encouraging the eye to focus more on the aspect of art, than the body wearing 

the dress. In this way the Mondrian dresses are a good example of seeing fashion as art.  
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The collaboration of of Elsa Schiaparelli and artist Salvador Dalí resulted in the 

Lobster dress. Although Schiaparelli’s dress was more tailored to fit the curves of the 

female form than Saint Laurent’s A-line cocktail dresses, her use of the art motif painted 

by Dalí can be viewed as another way of fashion being used as an artist’s canvas. The 

Lobster dress was used as a way of evidencing a concept, in this case the Surrealist 

theme. Schiaparelli was described as “that Italian artist who makes clothes”  by Gabriel 42

(Coco) Chanel. Chanel seems to allude to the fact that an artist is someone who only 

‘makes’ clothes as opposed to ‘designing’ them. 

Another aspect of how fashion is - and is not - seen as art, can be explored in the 

way collections are displayed in art museums, and the language that curators such as 

Richard Martin and Andrew Bolton use to describe the fashion collections they are 

curating.  

 Article title: 42

Coco Chanel rivalry with Elsa Schiaparelli | Little Black Dress 
Website title: 
Littleblackdress.co.uk 
URL: 
https://www.littleblackdress.co.uk/life-of-chanel/cocos-great-fashion-rivalry.html 

�29



Martin writes retrospectively about Cubism and its effect on fashion; “With Cubism, 

fashion was no longer accountable to the body” (page 49 Aesthetics, Fashion and Art 43

book). This perspective is not shared by the academic, author and researcher Llewellyn 

Negrin, who argues in her essay in Fashion and Art that “Martin neglects to 44

acknowledge that no matter how much the fashion designer may seek to escape or 

transcend the physical constraints of the body, ultimately fashion remains grounded by 

the body”.  

Negrin’s opinion is a counter argument to those of Anne Hollander and Richard 

Martin, in that she does not think it possible to disembody a piece of fashion from the 

body that wears it. Perhaps, because the job of the art curator is to understand how 

best to display the object of art, whether that be a sculpture, a pot, or in this case a 

fashion collection, the original function of the item is of less importance when it is being 

displayed for its aesthetics.  

 Book Title: Fashion And Art Edited by Adam Geczy and Vick Karaminas 43

Publisher : Bloomsbury 2012 
Author: Llewellyn Negrin 

  Book title: Fashion and Art by Adam Geczy and Vicki Karaminas  44

 Author:  Llewellyn Negrin 

 Publisher: Bloomsbury 2012
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Andrew Bolton curated the Alexander McQueen exhibition “Savage Beauty” at the 

Met, and tells Isabella Burley on the fashion website ‘AnOther’ that he began his 45

exploration by “looking at a tattoo on the designer’s upper right arm”. In the interview 

Bolton explains that “Savage Beauty” was a rather untraditional retrospective, and was 

based on “McQueen’s engagement with romanticism”. Rather than the focus being on 

the garments, Bolton is interested in looking at the way McQueen used his work to 

express his ideas, just as a conceptual artist might. Bolton explains how important it was 

to “examine the artistry of the fashions and the complexities of his runway 

presentations ”. Although Bolton does not confirm as to whether he considers the 46

designs of Alexander McQueen to actually be ‘art’ he does describe McQueen’s work as 

“artistry ”. Bolton’s comments offer us some insight into how he feels we should 47

understand the fashion designed by McQueen. 

   Article title: 45
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SECONDARY RESEARCH: SELF-INITATED 

Part 1 

For my secondary, self-initiated informal research, I decided to ask my Instagram 

followers a question in order to discover the opinions of people in my age group (18-25).  

The question I set was: “Do you think fashion can ever be regarded as an art form?” A 

total of 15 people responded. Out of these 15, 100%  were students (and in all 

probability aged around 18-25 years old).  

The question was designed so that contributors could either press a simple ‘YES’ or 

‘NO’ to answer. I found that 100% of the students voted ‘YES’. Interestingly, over half of 

those who voted could be judged as academic students  (8/15) studying subjects 

outside of the ‘creative arts’ – for example dentistry. (Academic subjects such as; math, 

science, english, geography, history e.c.t) The rest (7/15) were students studying ‘within’ 

the arts (Arts such as; performing arts, graphic design, photography, fashion e.c.t).  

Below is a chart which illustrates my findings:  

 

I then asked the same 15 voters to elaborate on their answers. Below are their 

responses: 
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Strengths  

One of the strengths of my secondary research is that though using social media as 

my platform for enquiry, I have have been able to target my research towards the 

opinions from a specific age group (18-25).  

My aim was to gather the points of view of young people who are yet to be 

employed in the workforce. I hoped they would be open to challenging and debating 

theories. I wanted to gather the general sense of opinions of my peers in an informal 

setting, as opposed to a more formal and academic platform.  My primary research 

already contains many examples of opinions from experienced ‘professionals’ and 

renowned academics.  

Gathering both qualitative and quantitive data allowed my findings to be both 

numerical as well as subjective. Answers were substantiated with the voters giving the 

reasons why they believed fashion was/wasn't an art form. This data accompanied the 

development of my research, meaning that it was more in-depth.  

An interesting aspect of my findings was that there were slightly more academic 

students that voted ‘yes’ as opposed to art students, meaning that a student’s area of 

study did not bias their opinions.  
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The reason I selected Instagram as a platform to gather data was because it is one 

of the most popular social media apps used by my peer group, in order to share and 

discuss ideas and visuals. I was also aware that Instagram offered me the opportunity to 

gain opinions quickly, as young people tend to be in constant communication via social 

media.  All of the academic and creative students came from a cross-section of students 

and non-students that follow me. It was interesting to find that I did not get any 

responses to my question from young people who were not students. 

Weaknesses 

One of the weaknesses in my research is that the question is subjective, and it is 

personal opinions rather than facts that I had to consider. In addition, the simplicity of 

my question means that the term ‘fashion’ could be used as description (ie something is 

fashionable). I found that people were describing the ‘application’ and ‘selection’ of 

garments as the definition of fashion, rather than looking at a particular designer or 

garment. Fashionable clothing can be seen as being artistic; for example, one 

contributor who is a student in dentistry offers the opinion that ‘art’ is a form of “styling 

an outfit”  or “choosing the shape of your earrings”.  48

  (Primary research) 48
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If I was to carry out this research again, I would be more specific about what I 

meant by the term ‘fashion’, as this would help to achieve a more precise consideration 

in the responses to my questionnaire. However, it is interesting to understand different 

perspectives as to what is considered ‘fashion’ from a broad selection of students. 

Part 2 

I then decided to post four images of what could be considered both ‘fashion’ and/

or ‘art’. This was answered, in the first instance, by a simple YES/NO question only.   

Below are the results:  

Image 1 

�38



Image 2 
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Image 3 
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Image 4 
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Image 1 Results  
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Image 2 Results 
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Image 3 Results  

�44



Image 4 Results 
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Interestingly, image number 1 was voted as being (slightly) more art than fashion. 

One graphic design and media student, Izzy Mooney (aged 20) states that “Image 4 49

looks more like a piece of clothing that could be worn outside the catwalk. Whereas, 

with image number 1, you're drawn to the image of the face rather than the fact it is 

clothing being word [sic] by a model, but they are both expressive”.  

  A fashion (photography) student, Jacob Sztor, makes a similar observation about 

image 1: “The level of creativity and effort that goes in[to] a high fashion runway piece 

takes months and months. Some runway pieces like the one you showed (Image 1) with 

the beige suite [sic], has literal art infused into the piece itself to make it more of a 

couture high fashion item. Trying to separate the difference between art and fashion is 

impossible because there would be no fashion if it wasn't for art and art plays such a big 

role of inspiration when it comes to fashion.”  

Strengths  

One of the strengths of this research is that the images were all viewed through the 

same medium of digital photography. In addition, opinions were instantaneous and 

based on what they saw. 

 (Primary research)49
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Weaknesses 

The weaknesses of this type of research is that, even though all the images being 

considered are photographs, there are subtle references (in both of the shots of 

garments) that indicate that the garments are being worn on a catwalk. This may well 

have biased the answer as to whether the garment could be viewed as art.  It would 

perhaps have been better if all of the objects (the garments and also the boot) were 

presented for analysis as cut-outs on clean white backgrounds. In this way the eye is 

encouraged to focus on the object and not be distracted by the background. 

Chapter 4: CONCLUSION  

 While I feel I have explored opinions from across a broad spectrum of voices 

there are, of course, those whose opinions I have not been able to include. Fashion 

designers such as Karl Lagerfeld and Marc Jacobs are of a similar view that fashion and 

art are two separate things. However, I have come to understand that it is with avant-

garde designers such as Alexander McQueen that the lines between fashion and art can 

be regarded as seamless.  
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 Without doubt McQueen’s designs, along with his legendary catwalk events, 

show him to be a creative genius and that his fashion garments are works of art. 

However, the understanding of what constitutes something as ‘art’ covers many 

spectrums; from the detailed and life-like oil paintings of the Dutch Old Masters (whose 

paintings might perhaps fit Plato’s understanding of art being ‘just’ an imitation of real 

life), to Picasso’s Cubist constructions that introduced a new way to both observe a 

subject matter, and also construct a painting. If the patterns applied by Mandarin in his 

NeoPlasticism work  are judged to be art, then we should surely consider the designs 50

created by Zandra Rhodes such as ‘Top Brass’   with the same critical eye?  51

Over the last two centuries the expansion of art has grown to encompass many 

disciplines, so to apply a singular definition of what is art can be problematic. Art can be 

immersive, it can be illustrative, it can inform and question. Today, art can even be a 

sentiment written in pink LED lights at a train station, as in Tracy Emin’s provocative light 

installation ‘I want my time with you’ (2018).   52
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My original question was to understand How high fashion designers such as Alexander 

McQueen have challenged the historical understanding of fashion, (and have thereby 

crossed over into producing an art form), with the ‘How’ in my question being the 

operative word. 

 My conclusion is that designers such as McQueen have used their platform in 

fashion to explore themes and express political opinions, and not purely to sell clothes. 

But this standpoint alone does not necessarily afford them the status of ‘artist’. The 

construction of garments as thematic displays of creativity can also be judged as art 

without understanding any political message in the designer’s theme.  

 It is widely regarded that Alexander McQueen’s early work (and indeed even his 

MA graduation collection) demonstrates his talents "The presentation showed 53

remarkable polish; but, then, the ambitious McQueen was already remarkably 

experienced:". Before becoming a fashion designer, McQueen trained in Savile Row as a 

tailor. In just the same way that an artist sets out to perfect his or her craft in order to 

apply their art, so too did McQueen understand the importance of good tailoring as the 

very foundation of a garment.  

 Article title: 53
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 It is also in the ‘construction’ of his catwalk shows that McQueen is remembered 

for his artistic genius. His collections were launched each season with theatrical displays 

and installations that, even on their own, could be considered works of art. In this way 

McQueen had the ability to transcend the historical understanding of fashion. On the 

catwalk, McQueen used his models as part of his art. This is evidenced in the way he 

sculpted and shaped their hair to echo the themes of the collection, and the way that he 

directed the models to walk his catwalks.  McQueen used his models, not just as bodies, 

but as performers, moving in ways that interpreted and realised the spirit of his ideas.  

 Today, several years after his death, videos of McQueen’s shows, along with 

thousands of images of his clothes, are available to watch via phones and computer 

screens throughout the world. This then, is the era of accessibility, where the wider 

viewing public are invited to critique the images of art and fashion, through its 

circulation via platforms such as Pinterest.   

 However, whereas modern art is often seen as a rather complex subject to 

understand or interpret (certainly, by the untrained eye), an idea confirmed by Marion 

Boddy-Evans (at the website ‘ThoughtCo’) The most common argument against modern 

art is that it doesn't look like reality, that it's not a literal representation of what we see”. 

Fashion on the other hand appears to be more easily understood “Clothes create a 

wordless means of communication that we all understand,” is a point of view held by 

fashion designer Katherine Hamnett. It is consumed today via the plethora of media 

channels distributing imagery to an audience thirsty for new ideas and originality. It can 

be interpreted and discussed by anyone with access to a screen, and it is  
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not surprising that everyone who has a screen is afforded an opinion.  

  

To go back to the question asked by Valerie Steele “Is fashion art? And who decides?” 

at the beginning of this hypothesis, I feel that this question is still very much open. My 
personal opinion is that yes, fashion should be seen as an art form - but perhaps not all 
fashion. Fashion houses such as Gucci, although they produce garments which may well 
become collectors’ items in the future, are at the moment no more than giant 
enterprises. In other words, they feed the appetite of their consumers across the planet, 
as opposed to trying to create garments that are works of art. 

Fashion exhibitions held at art museums, such as “Savage Beauty”, and the forthcoming 
retrospective of Christian Dior at the V&A, are now a popular way for fashion to be 
viewed within the context of a gallery, disembodied and displayed as artwork. This way 
of observing fashion offers the opportunity for clothes to be considered for their 
aesthetic appeal; a close-up and detailed investigation of design and construction.  

This is in much the same way as visitors to a traditional art gallery might regard the 
paintings of artists such as Claude Monet, and compare the style of the Impressionists’ 
work, to that of Cubists, such as Picasso. There should always be a certain amount of 
subjectivity to be considered when understanding others’ opinions of what constitutes 
‘art’.  
 If the quote, (credited to 19th century author Margaret Wolfe Hungerford), 
“beauty is in the eye of the beholder” is to be observed, then so too should we allow 
the opinion that high fashion, such as that created by Alexander McQueen, should 
absolutely be considered an art form. 
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