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INTRODUCTION:

Creative Inspiration through Draping

Where does creative inspiration come from? How does it arise in designers and how is it expressed in their work? Advanced Creative Draping explores how fashion and costume designers’ imaginations can be stimulated in the exercise of their craft—specifically, through the hands-on practice of draping.

The goal is to design from a conceptual base, drawing from your own ground of aesthetic experience to produce clothes that are rich, meaningful, and artfully made. Creative draping nurtures originality and enables an individual signature style to develop.

The draping approaches presented here are intended to stimulate creative inspiration and generate design concepts while also providing instruction in a variety of specific techniques and skills for realizing those ideas. In the first seven chapters of this book, different draping techniques will be systematically explored through visual examples, studies, exercises, and projects. The final two chapters, “Draping for Costume Design” and “Draping the Heirloom Design,” draw on all of these methods.

The insights of our community of designers are included in stories and quotations. We build on a wealth of experience. Clothing design and construction have evolved over centuries, and many designs and techniques used long ago are still valid.

Research informs creativity. Use of cultural and historical references gives us a sense of how the old interacts with the new, enabling us to forge new territory. Deepening awareness of one’s own context is also research; it illuminates the way you, personally, fit into the creative progression of your design path.

Understanding ergonomics, the study of fit and movement, is an essential element of high-quality design. Included here are sections on fitting and self-assessment. Couture-quality workmanship takes much experience to master, but an understanding and appreciation of the depth of skill involved in superior craftsmanship is a good beginning.
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Because draping is intuitive, the designer’s personal aesthetic emerges organically.



Projects here present theories and principles of advanced construction such as advanced tailoring techniques, draping with textural embellishments, and the use of support understructures. An understanding of these will help you translate your drapes into working patterns and finished apparel of quality. While some of the exercises are intended to be followed closely, others are simply guideposts to help you while doing an original design project in parallel.

Eye, hand, and heart

Mastering the designer’s essential skill of draping requires schooling your eye to recognize balance and good composition, training your hand to dexterity in cutting, pinning and combining complex curves, and using your heart to strengthen individual expression.

Developing what is often called a “good eye” in design takes practice, study, and analytical skills. Thoughtful and critical observation can cultivate a discerning eye and a refined taste level. Draping has the great advantage of giving immediate visual feedback, as the contours of a garment can be seen taking shape during the process.

Training the “hand” can be compared to practicing a musical instrument. The aim is to reach the point where technical skills become so natural that their importance recedes, and creative, subconscious decision-making emerges.

For a contemporary designer, finding the “heart” of your creativity is of utmost importance. To work successfully in this highly competitive field, a designer must have a unique, individual style. New fashion students may feel they must define their personal style right away, but it can take time and patience to develop. The freedom that draping allows nurtures this process in a natural, organic way.
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Madame Alix Grès was formally trained as a sculptor. She opened her first couture house in Paris in 1932, applying sculpting techniques to her fabric forms. Her signature pleated goddess gowns were all done by hand, typically on live models, draping the cloth so the body shaped the dress. Here, a dress for Images de France in 1942 is being draped with silk jersey. This drape was lightly held together by a few pins, then vanished like a dream after being captured in this photograph.



The skill of draping is invaluable for discovering this personal aesthetic, as refining a drape and arriving at a balance is a very personal process. Working hands-on with fabrics to convey an emotion, mood, or concept allows your personal style to take flight, expressing itself in a continuous stream of decisions about proportion, scale, and volume. Observing the subtleties of line, shape, and silhouette strengthens visualization skills.

Draping intuitively, and developing the ability to lose yourself in a creative flow is essential to accessing the deepest well of inspiration, helping you as a designer to find your own voice.

Draping with muslin

A simple length of natural muslin, the most humble but fundamental of tools, is our blank canvas, our starting point. A swirling collage of inspirations comes into focus, an idea begins to crystallize, and as the draping begins, a concept becomes physical.

The designers’ medium is textiles, but while draping, muslin is our medium. There is a purity to muslin that allows for a focus and concentration on the forms, shapes, and silhouettes being created, the lines and curves being defined.

The simplicity of that blank canvas—the beginning of the muslin drape—is the moment of creative inception.


We are designing when we start to create a shape, and everything is important; we need to find the balance. It is not just technique; there have to be reasons to make a seam here or there. The seam of the shoulder—if it’s a little up or down, or out a bit further, this means she is stronger, or softer; the look is changed right away. It’s about imagination, sensation, desire, how a woman feels in that dress. Imagine everything. Signify something.

Bastide Rey, modéliste, former head of atelier for Alexander McQueen, Dior, and Lanvin, currently with Elber Albaz. Interview with the author, 2017.





Stages of Creative Draping

Creative draping and design can be nurtured. Muslin is the blank canvas, and draping refines shape and silhouette. Color creates the emotional tenor, while textures, treatments, and ornamentation add emotional impact and refine the energy of the design.

Find your focus

Identify an inspiration

The very first step in design is the inspiration. The designer must discover something they want or feel compelled to communicate, and then articulate that through their design work.

Inspiration can come from something as simple and universal as a beautiful sunset. Feel free to move beyond the familiar and consider natural and unnatural forms in architecture, travel, personal interests, spiritual beliefs, photography, packaging design, cultural influences, even found objects.

Many designers begin by creating an inspiration journal or mood board of ideas they are exploring. The inspiration can be visual images or text. Since the quest for inspiration is about evoking a mood or tone, find reference images that render some essence of that feeling.

Inspiration at the simplest level is just noticing things that attract you, personally. Give physical form to that attraction by creating an assemblage of fabrics, bits of vintage clothing or trims, photos, and artifacts such as pieces of jewelry and tools.
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Alexander McQueen, Savage Beauty collection, 2011. McQueen drew riches of inspiration from a broad spectrum, his profound symbolism painting emotional landscapes of great intensity and depth, his juxtapositions of color and texture giving the punctuation to his design.



It can be helpful to add written words or descriptive phrases to your inspiration board. Words are powerful—they can spark creativity and also help to define the mood, tone, and the visual style of your work. Your inspiration board can also be very helpful in creating a guardrail that will keep you on track during the creative process. Sometimes when you are deep into the design or construction of a collection, ideas start overflowing. That is when it is good to have a reminder of what you were trying to achieve in the first place. Going back to the board helps keep you stay focused.
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The Dark Radiance inspiration board is a fall/winter color palette, with jewel tones and metallic, bronzed finishes.



• Dark Radiance is connecting to the cosmic, space exploration of the galaxies.

• The darkness implies the vastness,.

• “The wildness of the night, with the sweetness of the heart” (from the Chinese mystical text the I Ching).

• Passionate, romantic love, glamorous nights, mirrors and neon, rich Baroque embellishments.

• Los Angeles and Las Vegas.

Define your visual style

Now that you have your inspiration, how you will express it? Consider what you want your visual style to be: formal, and orderly? Wild and disordered?

If the fashion industry can be likened to a conversation, each designer must offer his or her own, unique point of view in order to be part of it. When you speak, you must know what to say, and how to infuse your voice with emotion and color, punctuation and depth.

Many acclaimed designers tell stories through their collections. Note how the two verbal descriptions (below) create very specific, graphic visions of what those stories will be.


That’s my thing, making cocoons. Very severe and gray and soundproofed cocoons.

Rick Owens, on commissioning a matte-black Airstream trailer for his road trips through Southern California, quoted in the L.A. Times, July 20, 2015




They were lost and now they were on their way. It feels like they were walking forever on those highways. And the clothes are tripping and falling and fainting, and I think that’s a beautiful mood.

Haider Ackermann on Fashionisers.com, describing “handsome women” and the mood and tone of his Spring/Summer 2014 collection



Incorporate research

Incorporating research into your work means finding connections to the past, then using your own experience to enrich those connections to create something truly new for today’s world. Designers must be up to date. View collections, observe street style, research how other designers are expressing similar ideas to yours, Stay informed about technology: its influence on fashion is woven into every aspect of a designer’s world. Cutting-edge technologies may be incorporated as tools in a designer’s skill set. Social media is powerful, making it easy to connect, promote, advertise, and sell to new markets globally.
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Ikebana: The Japanese spiritual practice of flower arranging according to the principles of Heaven, Earth, and Human. The Ikebana inspiration board is a spring/summer color palette.



• Ikebana: a garden both in flower and in decay.

• Butterflies, flowers, the patterns of nature, delicate, airy.

• The life force of the bloom, the lushness of the peony and the delicate edges of the iris.

• The fragility of life; impermanence.

• The poignant beauty of flower petals becoming thin and papery, then turning to dust.


Designer’s Aims and Aspirations




• Find your focus: Identify your inspiration; determine your visual style.

• Incorporate research: Find the connective tissue between past and present, cultural and historical, and be aware of your own personal context.

• Recognize the principles of good design: Keep in mind that design principles transcend fashion and apply to all disciplines.

• Establish your ergonomics: Ask yourself whether your style of fit and movement is classic, romantic, or non-traditional.

• Acknowledge the ethics of slow fashion: Consult your conscience regarding carbon footprint; aspire to integrity.

• Apply quality of craftsmanship: Know your craft; be familiar with the essential skills of couture.



Find the connective tissue between past and present

The more you know about what has gone before, the easier you will find it to build on it. Knowledge of fashion history is essential.

Wisdom is transmitted and valued in fashion, just as in other creative fields. Whether it be an artisan passing on the secrets of a craft, a chef the techniques of the kitchen, or a teacher the principles and practices of a particular subject, all embody and nourish inspiration. They communicate the authenticity of something that works.

This wisdom is not static. We can absorb the essence of an experience, embrace the living quality that is still there, and decide where and how we can apply those principles again, enriching them with the freshness of today. The goal is to internalize the research, then create the new. The capacity to adapt and innovate is the essence of informed creativity.
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The color palette of the Earth’s Heritage collage is seasonless, and the fabric swatches on the board are all of natural fibers.



• Earth's Heritage is a mystical oasis, centered around the ancient “Rhythm of Nature” diagram.

• Highlights the beauty of nature; the primitive.

• My design inspiration draws on timeless silhouettes; ancient nomads and Biblical times.

• Heirloom-quality, artisanal craftsmanship, hand-worked details.

• The Earth’s elements, glaciers, gemstones, shells.


Key to Classic Research Methods




• Search by source: internet, library books and periodicals, cultural observation.

• Make a historical timeline.

• Write definitions.

• Classify: How has this thing or concept mainly been used?

• Recognize parts and label them.

• Experiential: What is it like?

• Compare and contrast: How are things the same? How are they different?

• Summarize: Venn diagrams.

• Teach it! You will learn more if you start teaching more.



For the designer, research is more than reading about the past; images are central to receive, absorb, bounce your own ideas against while you construct new meaning. This dynamic is thousands of years old, taking the form of “schools” of art that still thrive today. Be aware of your contemporaries; is someone else is saying the same thing as you? How are they expressing it? Emotion and memory are research as well—such as when you feel the sweetness of a Victorian puffed sleeve, or the tough protectiveness of a heavy leather motorcycle jacket.

We research to learn from the past, but we also borrow directly from it. The trench coat was invented many years ago, but is timeless. This familiar historical reference creates prejudicial bias. I like a trench coat—it makes me feel like Sherlock Holmes or Columbo. So, when I design a new one, I will research its history, list its design elements, and the fabrics from which it has traditionally been made. I will include elements to connect the trench coat to its past, yet feel modern.

As another example of prejudicial bias, imagine a collection referencing a cinematic mood – the romance of old-fashioned Hollywood glamour, a reimagined 1940s’ vibe that gives women an aura of mystery, makes them feel attractive, and slightly dangerous or daring. The familiarity of that reference adds a level of comfort and makes it easier for someone to fantasize a positive experience of that era and hence, buy into that collection.

Cultural appropriation or appreciation?

In fashion design, we are all influenced by what has gone before, Historical or cultural cross-pollination enriches fashion, enabling the designer to go beyond the boundaries of a single tradition. However, care must be taken to clearly acknowledge the references, reinterpret respectfully, and offer our own contemporary version. Research is critical to determining the difference between cultural appropriation vs. appreciation, as it can be confusing.

An example is the Chinese cheongsam, a close-fitting, high-necked dress popularized in Shanghai in the 1920s. It was descended from the fitted robes worn by men in the years of Manchu rule, beginning in 1644. At the beginning of the Republican period, in 1912, Manchu style was adopted by women as a form of liberation from their traditional roles. Then, as Chinese women looked to Western fashion in the 1930s, they transformed the cheongsam from a long jacket worn with trousers to a close-fitting high-collared dress worn with stockings and heels, combining the sensibilities of both cultures. So, when a woman, Chinese or Western, wears a modern cheongsam, is that cultural appropriation or appreciation?

Tribalism can be very divisive to our global culture. However, a respectful and authentic interpretation that expresses something new, enriches whatever cultures that inspired it.
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Contemporary Sami dress. The cultural crisis of the Sami is not having a structure to support their original identity. Their challenge: to hold onto their values while adapting to urban life.



Tuomas Merikoski

Self Awareness

Research includes cultivating an awareness of personal context. A designer who creates by drawing from their own heritage, as Finnish designer Tuomas Merikoski has done, offers riches of depth and authenticity to their statement. He has worked for Givenchy and Louis Vuitton, but with AALTO, his own brand, he takes inspiration from his Sami background, the Laplanders of northern Scandinavia, and this is clearly reflected in his color balance, line, silhouette, and attitude.


My collections are the link between two worlds; the original Sami identity and a new one that reflects their evolving culture and style as it intertwines with the modern world.

Tuomas Merikoski
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AALTO, by Tuomas Merikoski, Fall/Winter 2016. Note how the graphic color-blocking echoes that of the Sami design.
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Hellsinki Collection by Tuomas Merikoski, AALTO, Fall/Winter 2016. The low-slung belt echoes the low-belted structure of the Sami coat.
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Forest green coat and hat, AALTO, by Tuomas Merikoski, Fall/Winter 2015. The height and proportion echo the look of the traditional Sami hat.



Taking self-knowledge further, consider whether you aspire to be original or avant-garde, whether you are making a socio-political statement about society, or about reality, or if you want to use fashion as your art.

What is originality?

“Original” fashion designs are those that are very different from anything seen before. To create original work, the designer must research what has gone before with an inquiring mind and a sense of curiosity, gained a deep understanding of the material, and critically assessed what they have seen. They can then create a new iteration, one informed by their own personal experience. Design that integrates original concepts into a familiar structure is certainly original.

The jumpsuit worn by David Bowie is clearly a highly original piece, because it pushed the boundaries of fashion at the time. The silhouette is distinctive and the fabric innovative, making it visually compelling in a way that original art must be.
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David Bowie wearing a jumpsuit by Kansai Yamamoto, 1973.



What is avant-garde?

Avant-garde is the extension of originality from the individual to the group. It arises from people that are the most advanced in any field, whose works are daring, characterized by unorthodox, experimental methods and aesthetic innovation, or which connect with forward thinking in technology, philosophy, psychology etc. It offers new, radical material informed by a questioning of society and culture.

Avant-garde movements are groups of people building on one another’s ideas and creativity. Iris van Herpen is an avant-garde designer because not only is her work very forward-thinking and groundbreaking in design, but her work is collaborative with others in the forefront of various technologies and in the scientific field.

In our modern era, and in most cultures worldwide, clothing inherently incorporates a sense of fashion, and to be fashionable in our modern sense means wearing clothes that are just right for the time and the place—aligning with the spirit of the age. Because the fashion industry is so focused on the zeitgeist, it is often in the most innovative, experimental, avant-garde looks that a designer can stand out with and be recognized for their own unique style.
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Iris van Herpen: feather dress, 2013 “Wilderness Embodied” collection, a collaboration with several architects and artists using three-dimensional printing and laser cutting.



Paul Poiret was considered avant-garde, part of an early twentieth-century artistic and cultural movement that encompassed illustration, architecture, interior, and furniture design. The diverse members of this movement, including the legendary Erté (Romain de Tirtoff), inspired each other and pushed each other toward new ground.

It is a matter of debate whether Poiret or his contemporary Madeleine Vionnet first dressed women without corsets, but both were avant-garde. Poiret’s designs were so shocking that women literally fainted on the streets when his models appeared in his latest creations.

In 1912 the avant-garde group to which Poiret belonged created the Gazette du Bon Ton, a publication that featured Art Nouveau concepts, and the style known as Orientalism, employing many of the most famous Art Deco artists and illustrators of the day. Rather than simply drawing models in clothes, these artists went in a new direction, depicting them in various dramatic and narrative situations.
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Paul Poiret, Les Modes, 1912.



Fashion as a socio-political statement

Fashion has long been an instrument of change because it can create images and attitudes that shift consciousness. It has galvanized numerous social or political movements

In 1968–69 the Beatles went from young men in black suits to superstars wearing pink and orange faux-military jackets, practicing transcendental meditation, and being photographed with the guru Maharishi Mahesh Yogi. These images attuned mass consciousness towards counter-culture values such as the embracing of Eastern religions, and the “Make Love Not War” movement.
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The Beatles’ Sgt. Pepper's Lonely Hearts Club Band album cover. Images can change consciousness.



In the 1970s, Punk emerged. This socio-political movement was energized by fashion and music, namely the radical designs of Vivienne Westwood and Malcolm McLaren, made in their provocative and edgy boutique, SEX, on Kings Road in London.

Images have the power to shift our perception of reality, to uplift us, or to spur us into action. Fashion is a powerful medium with which to express a message.

Is fashion art?

If fashion shares the avant-garde with art, then is fashion itself art? The infusion of art into clothing—painted leathers, or intricately beaded fabrics—has been universal in indigenous cultures throughout human history. High craft—exhibiting beauty, meaning, and originality in clothing—is seen in historical clothing in museums worldwide.

It is an interesting debate to consider what truly brings clothing into the realm of art. Designers such as Paco Rabanne and Courrèges in the 1960s, and into the following decades, Jean-Paul Gaultier, Viktor & Rolf, Hussein Chalayan, Alexander McQueen, and currently, Libertine and Christelle Kocher are clearly exploring artistic, conceptual themes beyond making decorative or practical clothing.
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Janelle Monae at the 2019 Met Gala wearing Christian Siriano’s “Blinking Eye” dress. If your design makes the person who wears it a work of art, perhaps that makes you both artists.



Two of the most successful designers of our times, Rei Kawakubo and Karl Lagerfeld, both claim that their work was not “art.” Kawakubo’s designs with their compelling shapes and and visceral imagery resonate deeply. Lagerfeld’s use of color and innovative materials in his embellishment combined with the highest possible level of craftsmanship, surely transcends the nature of craft and takes some of his pieces into art.

Perhaps the women who wear the fashion garments are the art themselves: Countess Greffulhe, who presided over the chicest Parisian salons during the belle époque; the iconic artist Frieda Kahlo; the fashion editor Anna Piaggi, a colorful, unique fixture in fashion circles for decades; the singers Bjork and Lady Gaga, who have continuously pushed boundaries combining their music with art and fashion.


It’s marvelous to appreciate paintings but [...] why not create a whole esthetic ambience? Be your own living work of art?

Truman Capote, interviewed by Gloria Steinem, 1967




The Ten Principles of Good Design




1. Form Follows Function

Have clarity on where the design will be worn, and why.

2. Awareness of Historical or Cultural Context

Are these design references recreating the design in a new way?

3. Ergonomics

Design for optimal efficiency in fit and movement

4. Visual Interest:

Is it a new and contemporary shape, proportion, and balance?

5. Visual Harmony

Repeated shapes, design forms such as tucks, darts, gathers, and detailing need to agree in style and proportion, mood, and tone.

6. Visual Energy

Identify focal points. Be deliberate with visual repetition and contrast in pattern, texture, and details. Be decisive on tone, whether magnetic or dynamic.

7. Textural Interest

Remember “form follows function” with ornamentation. Use it for a reason.

8. Emphasis

Be clear on the main point of the design.

9. Color

Be familiar with basic color theory and what your choices are communicating.

10. Depth of Content

Good design elements should communicate an emotional impact or philosophical stance.



Recognize the principles of good design

There are specific design principles that have been distilled over time and apply to all disciplines. Analyzing composition, color balance, or textural interest in areas such as cuisine, architecture, or graphics will help you to assess what good design actually is, and learn how to recognize it in your own work and that of others.


Cut in dressmaking is like grammar in a language. A good design should be like a well-made sentence, and it should express one idea at a time.

Charles James
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An example of excellence in graphic design, this logo developed by Carm Goode in the 1980s is still used today. It functions both as a logo in isolation and as an exploration of superimposition.



Establish your ergonomics


Ergonomics: methods of design that optimize human well-being and overall system performance.

International Ergonomics Association Executive Council, August 2000



In fashion, ergonomics relates to fit and movement, and how clothing affects the attitude, psychological outlook, and emotional tenor created by the wearing of that design. The ergonomics, or “system performance,” of a garment is the extent to which the garment is draped with a sensitivity to human shape and musculature, and how it exhibits an understanding of the body and its physical needs.

In the study of historical clothing, you can see the ever-changing ergonomics of fashion—for instance, the evolution from loosely fitting togas and tunics to centuries of tightly fitted bodices. Ergonomics shifted in the early twentieth century with the corset-less revolution, and Christian Dior established a totally different silhouette and fit again when his New Look premiered in 1947. The emergence of the Japanese designers Issey Miyake, Rei Kawakubo, and Kansai Yamamoto in 1980s Paris heralded an era of avant garde ergonomics. The silhouettes were new and unusual shapes, the fit oversized with large shoulder pads.
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Traditional fit in a classic coat, this Chanel Haute Couture Spring/Summer 2017 exhibits a high level of formality.



Flawless fit is essential to high-quality fashion, but first the designer must be clear on what kind of ergonomics he or she wants to create, and then understand how that style of fit relates to the body in garment designs—whether it be classic, romantic, avant-garde, or non-traditional.
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Gareth Pugh’s ergonomics are in a romantic, nontraditional mode, as opposed to a classical style, here highlighting the sense of the body in motion. ready-to-wear Fall/Winter, 2011.



Acknowledge the ethics of slow fashion

Consult your conscience regarding your carbon footprint, and aspire to integrity in your actions. Fashion is one of the world’s most polluting and exploitative industries, so today’s fashion designers must have a sense of their own “butterfly effect,” an understanding of the sociological and environmental impact of their products.

It is essential to cultivate a global perspective, to understand how your work fits into the fashion industry. Your daily decisions concerning fabric sourcing and garment production will have far-reaching consequences for the environment, the well-being of factory workers, and the long-term sustainability of the fibers and processes that go into the garment’s creation.

A growing “slow fashion” movement has emerged to address these ethical concerns. While fast fashion is based on high speed, planned obsolescence, and trend-driven, disposable, low-quality clothing from supply chains that are environmentally draining, slow fashion encourages traceability and transparency during the entire life cycle of the garment. It promotes the philosophy that making deliberate, thoughtful garment choices, rather than decisions based on convenience, can change the world and the clothing industry for the better.
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Worldwide damage caused by industrial systems, including those of the fashion industry, have contributed greatly to global warming and disasters such as this river being destroyed by algae blooms.



Slow fashion aims for long-term sustainability; its goals and objectives to have minimal impact on the planet, with a return to artisanal, crafted products that are created with attention to fair working practices. It is to uphold appropriate pricing, to trade in fine-quality products and to promote integrity in all phases of production practices. Simply stated, the philosophy is “produce less, create more.”

To implement sustainable, slow-fashion principles, a designer must learn what questions to ask of fabric suppliers and garment contractors before committing to using any materials or labor. For example:

1. what makes this fabric ethical and eco-friendly? Is it organic, renewable, recyclable, biodegradable, compostable?

2. How is the fabric dyed and finished? What chemicals are used in the process?

3. How many times is it shipped from one plant to another?

4. For contracted garment production, where are the garments cut and sewn? Do the mills have fair-trade pay, child labor laws, and safe working conditions?

5. What is the shipping footprint?

6. As a garment manufacturer, do you invest in community development in the areas where you produce?

Today’s fashion industry must be about quality, not quantity. As designers we must promote respect for the integrity of fine materials, such as organic cotton, which is certainly more costly than that produced with standard methods, but can be used with pride in having made a choice for fair trade labor and for our planet.

Creating marketable fashion that is 100% sustainable is challenging, The process includes constantly reviewing materials and labor resources, but is also in the realm of public education. It is up to the designer and the fashion firms to present high-quality clothing at reasonable prices so that the public can more easily understand how their purchasing power can help the environment. Consumers need to understand that the better choice is in purchasing just one jacket of high quality which will last for years, rather than five that will go into landfill after a few washings.


[image: Illustration]

These cotton voiles from the US textile firm Organic Cotton Plus have all been dyed with 100% natural dyes, using materials such as cherry plum, indigo, iron vinegar, and common guava.



There are many successful, responsible fashion brands that aspire to sustainability in the manufacturing of their garments. Some may be by using only fair trade-certified products, upholding standards of animal welfare, or avoiding dangerous chemicals. Others are experimenting with design processes such as zero-waste pattern cutting, or are implementing another major aspiration in slow fashion, that of recycling or repurposing previously worn clothing and materials.


[image: Illustration]

Natalie Chanin: Liminal Collection, palm watercolor reverse appliqué.



One such exemplary firm is Natalie Chanin’s groundbreaking company Alabama Chanin. In 2000, she began by creating clothing from recycled cotton jersey T-shirts, sewn together in a unique and beautiful way using a combination of patchwork and reverse appliqué (see above). Based on a cottage-industry business model, she used her available local labor source, generations of hand-stitchers in Florence, Alabama. While most of Alabama Chanin’s techniques are those of the Depression-era South, others have been practiced by generations of sewers.
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Couture-quality workmanship in embroidery by Lesage.




The Ten Essentials of Couture




1. Quality of design

The work must start with a solid foundation, a strong design that is timeless, appropriate for the culture, and for the client, see The Ten Principles of Good Design (here).

2. Draping, marking, and patterning

Advanced draping, marking, truing, and pattern drafting techniques will ensure that integrity of the design is upheld, the emotional content delivered, and all practical aspects of fit and function are covered.

3. Use of the toile for flawless fit

The muslin “toile,” or fitting sample is a very important step. Accommodations can be made on this muslin for physical imbalances to achieve an exact fit as well as fine tune proportion and shape.

4. Choosing the highest-quality fabric and trims

Learn to appreciate high-quality textiles.

5. Support system for the fabric (the Three “S’s”) Have a plan so that a high quality fabric may exhibit its finest assets.

• Surface Integrity: most fabrics will benefit from “flat lining” or “underlining.”

• Support structure: engineer the appropriate plan to anchor the fabric in place.

• Stability: identify areas of a design where the fabric needs to be controlled through support elements.

6. Unassailable quality of workmanship

The proper stitching style will determine what areas will be done by hand and what by machine, and whether the work will be done with a firm or light touch.

Utilize advanced construction techniques as needed to uphold design integrity.

7. Expert pressing

Expert pressing is key to couture. Each seam must be underpressed during the sewing process so that the final press is ever so slight. Overpressing can fatally damage fabric.

8. Impeccable ornamentation and embellishment

Any three-dimensional elements must be done for a reason and applied with the highest level of craftsmanship.

9. Aspirational construction

• Be up to date with technology, advances in machinery, and new construction and handwork techniques.

• Experiment with your own new ideas.

10. Finishing touches

Final details will define the emphasis and flow. The twist of the bow or lift of a hem must be done with an eye for the energetic configuration of the client and dress foremost in the mind’s eye.



Apply quality of craftsmanship

From the hand-stitched garments of indigenous tribes to the couture salons, it is important at whatever level we are working to take pride in using craftsmanship of the highest quality possible. Of course it is difficult to be an expert in all areas of craft, but as fashion and costume designers, we can strive to know as much as possible. The key is to know how a particular art feels, rather than to master all the skills involved. To be able to recognize and feel the quality of couture, the excellence in embroidery, or the perfect press of an organza hem—that is our aspiration. It will put us in a position to inspire, direct, and then trust the expert craftspeople who make clothes of high value and quality.


Know your craft, learn your trade!

This is the constant refrain from Rita Watnick of Lily et Cie to students and her secret to success from working in the fashion industry for decades.
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Coco Chanel adjusting a sleeve before a fashion show, 1962. The designer who knows her craft has ultimate control.
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Karl Lagerfeld’s knowledge and experience with the artisans at Lemarié brought the brilliance of his embellished designs to full fruition.





Draping Today’s Heirloom Designs

Heirloom quality falls into its own special category. It can combine simple hand-stitching with the most complex of techniques. It is different from couture in that it is not necessarily made by a syndicated couture house, and it has deeper significance than decorative beauty. Heirloom-quality clothing is coveted and collectible because it embodies a sense of authenticity and conveys a story or sacred quality.

Typically, a family heirloom is a precious artifact that is passed down from generation to generation: perhaps a special piece of crystal, an embroidered linen tablecloth, a valuable necklace, or a book. Often an heirloom will come with a story about how it was acquired, memories of which grandmother wore it on her wedding day, or details of a journey it took during its early life.

An heirloom piece of clothing is therefore one that is meant to last indefinitely, possibly to be passed on from generation to generation. It is clothing that is thoughtfully and beautifully made, with the deliberate intention that it last a very long time. As consumers become more conscious of quality and sustainability, they will seek these authentic garments that will endure, serve their lifestyle in many different ways, and become part of their own personal heirloom collections.
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This silk christening gown has
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