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Abstract 
Museums have been collecting and presenting contemporary fashion couture since 

late twentieth century. Nowadays, museums turn to fashion exhibitions with increased 
frequency, relying on its magnetic attractiveness to draw in the crowd.	Exhibiting fashion 
within the museum’s scope has created unconventional scene. The most visited exhibition 
in the Victoria and Albert Museum history, Alexander McQueen: Savage Beauty 
exhibition had brought new visitors, media exposure and commercial interest. However, 
the cooperation between museums and commerce is often debatable because of its 
commerciality, its legitimacy and institution autonomy. This thesis takes Alexander 
McQueen’s retrospective exhibition, Savage Beauty as a case study to examine the 
corporate sponsorship and to analyze whether or not the museum has turned into a 
promotional venue for commercial entities.  

 
This research is comprised of an analysis of the three core facets of the fashion 

exhibition: the museums, the corporate sponsorship, and the exhibition curatorship. First, 
in order to analyze how the museum has become an attractive venue for the fashion 
industry to showcase their design, this thesis demonstrate the process of legitimization 
and power-knowledge displayed with Tony Bennett’s exhibitionary complex and Pierre 
Bourdieu’s Distinction. Secondly, since the focus of the museum has shifted to be more 
democratization and popularization, this thesis investigates the corporate sponsorship to 
interpret several issues revolving around institutional ethics, as well as the museum’s 
autonomy. Finally, by analyzing exhibition discourse, the visitors’ reviews as well as the 
history of fashion exhibition, this research explicates the influence of exhibiting fashion 
in the museum field.  

 
This research adopts a qualitative research approach, applying multiple data 

collection methods: discourse analysis, fieldwork and semi-structure interviews to the 
visitors, to develop a thorough interpretive analysis. Research finding suggested that the 
V&A had emphasized Alexander McQueen’s artistry, exhibit-worthiness and legitimacy 
through convincing aspects and there was no hint of commercialism within the 
exhibition. The sponsors have long history supporting McQueen. However, the 
corporate sponsorship indeed brings wider recognition, and long-lasting influence 
through the aesthetic appropriation as well as the interchangeability between cultural 
capital, economic capital and social capital of the museum and the corporations. 

 
Keywords: Museum, Fashion, Fashion Exhibition, Alexander McQueen, Victoria and 
Albert Museum, Curatorship, Democratization, Corporate Sponsorship 
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中文摘要 
近年來，在博物館裡展出名設計師時尚展覽的現象越來越普遍，高度商業化的時尚產業越界

進入到過去只展示高尚文化的藝術殿堂。2015年展於維多利亞亞伯特博物館舉辦驚世駭俗的英國

時尚設計師亞歷山大麥昆回顧展 Alexander McQueen ：Savage Beauty，打破了博物館最高參觀人

次的紀錄，帶來了的可觀的經濟收益，然而博物館與商業品牌之間的贊助合作模式，也凸顯在博

物館中展出時裝的合理性的爭議。博物館為時裝品牌冠上藝術品的美名，增加文化價值，然而，

博物館是否淪為時尚產業的宣傳平台？ 

本研究旨在藉由近期的博物館營運發展新趨勢來檢視時尚與博物館之間的論述形構。本論文

針對時尚展覽的中的博物館、企業、與展覽策劃三個面向討論。首先，藉由 Tony Bennett的展覽

複合體與 Pierre Bourdieu的品味秀異討論博物館的正當性、博物館化與品味建立的能力。第二，

到了 1960年代，博物館為追求更多的參觀者而迎合大眾品味，成為更文化民主化的文化單位。然

而這種為求生存、商業化的經營方式推使博物館與企業共謀，接受企業贊助，本研究採用

Bourdieu的場域理論與企業贊助的論述，檢視當藝術場域被外部影響，在立場偏頗的情況下，是

否還能維持策展的自主性以及教育功能？最後，分析展覽的論述生產與意義建構，並透過追溯時

尚策展流變，檢視博物館從過去收藏具歷史重要性與時代價值的服裝與織品，到近代品牌時裝展

示於藝術場域，挑戰博物館的框架，揭示背後權力知識的關係，重新定義博物館的教育與娛樂功

能。 

本研究透過田野調查、質性訪談與論述分析，以倫敦維多利亞亞伯特博物館舉辦的 Alexander 

McQueen ：Savage Beauty為案例，分析展覽論述，探究消費性的時尚商品在博物館的場域裡展出

的正當性與企業贊助之疑慮，梳理該展覽於時尚展覽史中的定位，加以解析當代時尚設計於博物

館展出的現象。 

 

 

關鍵字：博物館、時尚、時尚展覽、亞歷山大麥昆、維多利亞亞伯特博物館、策展實務、民主

化、企業贊助 
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Chapter I INTRODUCTION 

1-1 Research Background 

This research probes into the controversy raised upon the phenomenon of 

exhibiting fashion couture within the field of museums. On a general outlook, fashion 

seems to reshape museums with a more inviting, alluring image.Some blockbuster 

fashion exhibitions, for example, Alexander McQueen: Savage Beauty exhibition even 

attracts more than 500,000 visitors. Therefore, to accommodate the public’s zealous 

demand, museums made the unprecedented decision to extend the exhibition for weeks, 

on off days or throughout nights. Fashion exhibitions even have the potential to be on 

the top 10 most visited exhibitions in “art” museum history.  

 

On a general outlook, not only does the fashion exhibition attract new visitors, 

including the non-museum goer, it also reaches broader audiences from different ages and 

social backgrounds, encouraging the attainment of museum membership. 

The glamour of fashion houses and artist designers attract celebrities as well as the 

public to pay tribute to the grand show. It links museums with popular culture and the 

media world. Fashion also makes museums newsworthy and intriguing. Fashion seems 

to reshape museums with a more inviting, alluring image and increases museums’ 

accessibility to the general public. Based on public interest, fashion seems to ignite 

curiosity and fulfill the museum’s objective of democratization. 

 

On the other hand, museums, the legitimate cultural institutes, endow displayed 

fashion with cultural credibility, offer the entry to high art temple, add symbolic value to 

fashion, and reestablish the connotation of fashion design. More or less, exhibiting 

fashion in the field of museum shifts the heated debate on whether or not fashion is art. 
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Moreover, no matter admitted or not, the museum is involved in the fashion branding 

system by becoming a medium for the promotion of fashion design as a commodity. 

Fashion corporations get to present their own history and dress archives in a less 

commercial way. 

 

After the 1970s, more and more fashion exhibitions were dedicated to the designers 

from the fashion house as an expression of their creative talent and a commercial potential 

to attract broader visitors. Fashion exhibitions converge the needs from both designer 

brands and museums.  

 

This phenomenon indicates a desire for the museum to be compatible and appealing 

to contemporary society. Due to budget cuts in the 1990s, museums learned from 

commercial entities, gradually modifying their operation strategies to guarantee the 

public’s acknowledgement and financial income (Rectanus, 2002). By teaming up with 

the fashion industry, museums attract more visitors and have brought in millions in 

corporate sponsorship money. 

 

However, as positive as this partnership may seem, the commercial element of the 

designer’s brand haute couture has made it a controversial issue in the field of art museum. 

Several issues revolving around institutional ethics have been severely debated and 

criticized. Some exhibitions lacked historical and contextual information, rendering a 

branding, advertising approach. It is suspicious how much the curatorial integrity, and the 

exhibition content are compromised after taking sponsorship money from the fashion 

house. While the obscure line between a carrier of popular culture or an ephemeral 

commodity remains unclear, fashion’s low status as a design within academia fuels art 

critique’s debate of its exhibit-worthiness. 
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The phenomenon of exhibiting contemporary fashion was led by traditional art and 

design museums, such as the Victoria and Albert Museum and the Metropolitan Museum 

of Art, rather than the specialized fashion museums. In order to understand the significant 

issues of fashion exhibitions in the field of museums, it is crucial to start by investigating 

their history in order to further understand the presence of fashion in museums. 

 

Browsing through the museum’s early collections of dress and couture, this thesis 

emphasizes the curatorial approach of several historically important fashion exhibitions, 

surveying the controversy and boundary breaking exhibitions. 

 

Of all the museums that exhibit fashion design, this thesis focuses more on the 

Victoria and Albert Museum (the V&A), the world’s leading art and design museum. The 

V&A has collected both textiles and dresses since its earliest days. Additionally, the V&A 

was the museum that started the contemporary fashion exhibition. It’s complete past and 

sophisticated experiences in curating exhibitions helps when thoroughly sorting out 

exhibition history. My research investigates the elements on how the V&A held 

Alexander McQueen: Savage Beauty exhibition, one of the most popular exhibitions in 

fashion history. 
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1-2 Research Objectives 

n Research Motivation 

 This research probes into one of the most visited fashion exhibitions in history: 

Alexander McQueen: Savage Beauty exhibition in the Victoria and Albert Museum in 

London from March 14th to August 2nd, 2015.  

 

There are several aspects as to why Alexander McQueen: Savage Beauty exhibition 

is an ideal research case. First, on the museum level, the Victoria and Albert Museum is 

one of the earliest and leading art and design museums in the world. The V&A has 

collected costumes since its beginning in 1852 and has held several groundbreaking 

contemporary fashion exhibitions. 

 

Alexander McQueen: Savage Beauty exhibition was held in the Metropolitan 

Museum of Art (the Met) for the first time in 2011. Savage Beauty is also one of the most 

popular exhibitions in both museums’ history. The same exhibition that was held in the 

Met offers a comparison to the case in the V&A the art and design museum. Both 

museums also held the earliest contemporary fashion exhibition at the end of the 20th 

century. Taking Alexander McQueen: Savage Beauty exhibition as a case study helps 

examine its pivotal position in the fashion exhibitions’ history in a comprehensive way. 

 

Secondly, on the iconic British designer himself, Alexander McQueen is the 

collective memory of British people. More recognized as an artist than a designer, 

McQueen was best known for his theatrical catwalk show and for stunning the world with 

his genius-like creativity. Drawing inspiration from history, literature, play, music, dance, 

and his Scottish heritage. He constantly pushed the boundaries and challenged the 
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limitations of fashion and runway shows. He also influenced the fashion industry, its 

aesthetics, and its reflection upon the society. 

In McQueen’s aesthetic, he saw beauty in the contradiction. His collections often 

reflected paradoxical relationships such as life and death, lightness and darkness, 

melancholy and beauty. The way he combined the polarized oppositions is like when 

fashion meets museum; the exhibition Savage Beauty blends fashion and art, provokes 

analysis as well as the reflections of its visitors. Lastly, on the exhibition itself, it adopts 

the theatrical setting from McQueen’s runway. However entertaining it is, Savage 

Beauty’s elaborate designer’s philosophy and its inspiration from art history. It possesses 

both the entertaining and the educational functions the museum seeks. 

 

The boiling social media, news, and magazine discussion, even before the exhibition 

began, were overwhelming. When the exhibition was first held in 2011 in the 

Metropolitan Museum of Art (the Met )in New York, people signed a petition, demanding 

that Savage Beauty should come home to London where McQueen was cultivated. 

The past research on Alexander McQueen and Alexander McQueen: Savage Beauty 

exhibition are mainly focused on the exhibition’s content and Alexander McQueen’s 

aesthetics, yet often neglect to weigh in on the curatorial thesis, installation techniques 

and on its overall influence on the museum, the visitors and fashion exhibition history.  

 

Personally, I admire Alexander McQueen as a controversial rule breaker. He 

exceeded the boundaries of the imagination and manifested the wonders of his wildest 

dreams. Therefore, as the museum decided to hold his retrospective, monumental 

exhibition, he and his work could return back to the center of the spotlight in almost every 

media as if he were alive again. Although the exhibition was first held in the Met for the 

first time in 2011, Savage Beauty in the V&A in 2015 was truly a homecoming. I was 
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really thrilled in the first place, but couldn’t help but wonder if the exhibition was 

sincerely a tribute to Alexander McQueen? How much of this exhibition was a desperate 

move to advertise and revive Alexander McQueen the company? Why was this exhibition 

held in the museum instead of anywhere else? What is the role of the museum in a fashion 

exhibition? 

 

n Research Questions 

 Fashion exhibition study is a relatively new discipline. There has been a 

deficiency in critical evaluation and a clear context in fashion exhibition with a focus on 

corporate sponsorship. The target is to examine and interpret the discourse formation 

through the struggle of the V&A and corporate sponsorship and pinpoint this exhibition 

in fashion exhibition history. Summarizing the controversies, I mentioned above, there 

are three core issues revolved around the legitimacy of fashion exhibition in this research.  

1. Why does the museum exhibit fashion design? What is the museum’s role in 

exhibiting fashion design? Does the museum consider fashion as art? Is fashion 

exhibition a pursuit of democratization?  

2. How does the museum construct the exhibition discourse and discursive practices? 

What is the poetics and the politics of the display? How is the fashion exhibition 

different from the runway show? 

3. How does the corporate sponsorship execute in this case? How does the corporate 

sponsorship influence the discursive formation in the museum? What is the influence 

of the corporate sponsorship? 

4. What does the audiences comment and responses? How does the visitors perceive 

the exhibition, the museum and the brand? 
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Chapter II LITERATURE REVIEW 
	
	

Fashion exhibition −− Alexander McQueen: Savage Beauty exhibition is the 

collaboration of the British fashion house and the art and design Victoria and Albert 

Museum. This research is comprised of an analysis of the three core facets of the fashion 

exhibition: the museums, the corporations, and the exhibition curatorship. The research 

aim is to interpret the discourse formation in Alexander McQueen: Savage Beauty 

exhibition through the struggle of the V&A and Alexander McQueen’s corporate 

sponsorship, pinpointing this retrospective exhibition of Alexander McQueen in the 

context of fashion exhibition history. 

 

This research takes Alexander McQueen: Savage Beauty exhibition as a case study, 

seeks to examine the museum’s role in exhibiting fashion design in a pursuit of 

democratization. This research also investigates how corporate sponsorship influences 

the discursive formation in the museum and sheds light on the interrelationship between 

fashion exhibitions, fashion corporations and museums. At last, this research investigates 

on the exhibiting technique and its discourse formation to evaluates how an exhibition is 

constructed and what are the meaning implies. 

 

2-1 A Brief History of Fashion Exhibition 

 

In this section, the history of collecting and exhibiting fashion couture in the museum 

will be classified into four types: dress museology, fashion museology, the specialized 

fashion museums, and the corporate’s fashion museums. The concept of dress 
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museuology and fashion museology is introduced by	Marie Riegels Melchior, the author 

of Fashion and Museums, and the assistant curator in Designmuseum Denmark (2014). 

The first two types are focusing on the fashion exhibition in public art museums: the 

Victoria and Albert Museum and the Costume Institute of the Metropolitan Museum of 

Art. Not only because these two museums are related to my case, but also because they 

are the trendsetter for the fashion curatorship.  

 

 

n Dress Museology: Dress Collection and Exhibitions 

The public art museums have shown interest in collecting textile and dress since its 

establishment in the 19th century (Taylor, 1998). Their interest was mainly on the textiles. 

Low in the status of the decorative art, the dresses were only collected because of the 

crafting techniques and the extraordinary fabric they were made of. The male dominated 

museum curators of that time didn’t figure the importance of collecting historical dresses.  

 It was not until the 20th century that the discipline of dress studies became firmly 

established (Taylor, 1998; Melchior, 2014). This phase demonstrates a transition of “the 

object- centered methods of the curators/collector” to “academic social/economic history 

and cultural theory approaches” (Taylor, 1998). Take the Victoria and Albert Museum, 

one of the earliest public art and design museums as an example, the garments were 

acquired early at 1840s; however, late until 1960s the cotemporary 20th century fashion 

collection began to expend. The V&A also pioneered at appointing the professional 

female textile and dress curators in the 1950s (Taylor, 1998). In 1937, New York, the 

Museum of Costume Art was founded upon the couture of theater designers. In facts, the 

rest of the museums of the time were reluctant to collecting contemporary fashionable 

dresses. However, the Museum of Costume Art adopted a very different approach; it 

strengthens its connection with fashion industries (Koda & Glasscock, 2014; Clark & de 
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la Haye, 2014). Later until 1946, the Metropolitan Museum of Art finally allowed the 

Museum of Costume Art to merge with the museum, became the Costume Institute of the 

Metropolitan Museum of Art (Koda & Glasscock, 2014). At this time, some other 

museums began to establish costume department, specializing collecting, preserving, 

researching and exhibiting dress, i.e. ‘costume’ (Melchior, 2014). 

 

Museums’ interest were shifted from the textiles and the crafting techniques to the 

tailoring, the style and the substance that reflect ”the aesthetics and the design”, and 

further the costume of cultural, social and historical importance (Melchior, 2014). The 

clothes were often displayed in the historically correct dressing and settings, emphasis on 

the factual portrayal and research. Marie Riegels Melchior specified that the begin of 

museums’ dress collections is dominated by “dress museology “, that is to say,” the focus 

was less on ‘fashion’ than on ‘dress,’ or what would then be called ‘costume’ in English- 

speaking contexts”(2014).   

 

 Regarding the curatorial thesis, the exhibitions of clothing at this period of time tend 

organized chronologically and arrange in historical scene to present the past way of living. 

According to Valerie Steele, the former Director and Chief curator at the Museum of FIT, 

the first popular fashion history exhibition was at the International Exhibition of Paris 

in 1900 in the context of ‘industry’. Displayed in the Palais du Costume, a museum of, it 

includes over 30 rooms exhibiting the history of fashion from Roman era to contemporary. 

The exhibits were mostly the reproduced garments in the waxed life-sized mannequins. 

(Steele, 2008; Clark & de la Haye, 2014).  

 

In short, Dress museology is an object-based approach, examining the materials of 

the fabric; researching the cutting and the tailoring techniques as well as investigating the 
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cultural and social meaning imbedded in historical artifacts. Dress museology presents 

the dress history with an emphasis on the factual details and knowledge of the dresses. 

The role of museum and the curator serve as a conservator. It is a research-based study 

with the objective to collect and display the past way of living, dressing in a historically 

correct context. It focuses more on the analysis documentation, and presentation of each 

single piece of costume. 

 

 In 1940, the Museum of Costume Art organized A Designer’s Exhibition of 

Costume and Millinery exhibition in Rockefeller Center. The American fashion 

designers were encouraged to choose the artifacts from the Metropolitan Museum of Art 

as inspirations and create garments for the exhibition, demonstrating how design insights 

could be drawn from museum art collections (Martin, 1998; Clark & de la Haye, 2014). 

It bridged and enforced the connection between traditional concept of art and how it 

influences fashion. This gesture implied the evolution of the installation style during 

1950s-1960s, shifting from ‘sedated’ ‘white wall’ and ‘blank-faced mannequins’ to more 

‘lifelike figures’ ‘posing in front of paintings featuring related dress’ (Koda & Glasscock, 

2014). Harold Koda, the former curator in chef of the Costume Institute and Jessica 

Glasscock, the research associate of the Institute explained that the costume studies and 

fashion history were not assimilated into museum until post-war era (2014). 

 

 The first contemporary fashion exhibition ever held in the V&A was British Can 

Make It in 1946. This exhibition was phenomenal in several aspects; the up to date 

fashions were exhibited within the national museum; moreover, it was incorporated with 

visual and textual mix-media presentations features “6,000 items from 1,300 companies, 

400 of whom were designers “-- within 20 galleries. The multi-sensory experience 

featuring the background music, the perfume fragrance and the touch that British Can 
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Make It exhibition provided were unprecedented experience-focus exhibition of the time 

(Clark & de la Haye, 2014). And this exhibition technique is closer to “fashion museology” 

which will be clarified in the following section.  

 

 

n Fashion museology: after 1970s 

 After 1970, the fashion exhibitions adopt the theatrical approach that was 

motivated by the commercial runway shows and department store window decorations. 

The focus is less object-based but more on creating a dramatic experience utilizing the 

curator’s imagination. This concept is what Melchior called ”fashion museology” (2014). 

 

The reasons why it is commonly referred 1970s as a turning point in fashion 

exhibition history is account to several points as listed,  

(1) The economic recession in the 1970s led the Thatcher government to reduce the 

cultural budget for national museums. With the pressure to earn from external 

funding, the museum was seeking sources of funding. 

(2) Museums were undergoing an evolutionary era, shifting toward a more socially 

inclusive and visitor-oriented to embed in the public’s life and attract more 

visitors in order to fulfill their mission as “museums for everyone.” 

(3) The growing importance people place on leisure life enables more and more 

institutes compete to gain the interest of the visitors and the tourists. Museums 

were inclining to be more entertaining, less didactic. 

(4)  Most prominently, it was in 1971 that the groundbreaking Fashion, an 

Anthology by Cecil Beaton exhibition that shifted toward fashion museology 

and inspired Diana Vreeland 
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The political, socio-economic background of 1960s-1970s has rendered museums a 

substantial. Internally, the objectives of the museum has gone from more elitistic to more 

populist. The operational structure has turn more business-like, and mission-oriented. 

This climate facilitated the emergence of contemporary fashion exhibition as well as 

adapted new curatorial techniques.  

 

The groundbreaking exhibition that started the trend was held in 1971. Fashion, an 

Anthology by Cecil Beaton exhibition is a landmark exhibition of the famous portrait 

photographer Cecil Beaton’s selections of fashionable dresses and costume from the royal 

family, the aristocrats, theater stars, and fashionable women. Beaton’s exhibition was only 

the second exhibition on modern dress at the V&A, following the museum’s 1946 Britain 

Can Make It exhibition on British wartime utility clothing.  

 

Sir John Pope-Hennessey, director of the V&A, stresses that Beaton’s selection is 

the criteria of the museum that everything in the exhibition must be a work of art 

(Adburgham, 2014). His statement was intended to endow a non-museum curator with 

the power and credibility to select the exhibit-worthy artwork. The V&A museum 

considered Beaton's taste of the style as an art form, worthy to be collected and displayed; 

moreover, everything in the exhibition will become part of the museum's permanent 

collection. This gesture can also be marked as a beginning of the museum’s opening up 

to the specialist with the talent and vision to create a popular show. However, it can also 

be regarded as a sign of diminishing museums’ autonomy. 

 

Sir Cecil Beaton was a British fashion, portrait, and wartime photographer who has 

worked more than half a century in the photography. He selected several historical dress 

and also contemporary couture. He traveled around the world to collect his desirable 
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pieces, including Queen Mary’s toque, a 1950s Dior dress from the Duchess of Windsor. 

And Diana Vreeland dedicated a 1930s Chanel evening trouser. He had acquired clothes 

belongs to royal family or famous people such as Gertrude Stein, Princess Radziwill, 

Sacheverell Sitwell. The origin of the dress made the exhibition an elitist focus (Clark & 

de la Haye, 2014). 

 

Accomplished with the best shop window display artist Michael Haynes, Cecil 

Beaton introduces “new standard of display techniques similar to contemporary fashion 

boutique decorations” (Melchior, 2014). Moreover, to create a multisensory experience, 

the modern-looking mannequins were sprayed with the perfumes from the selected 

fashion houses. In this exhibition, displaying the glamour of contemporary fashion design 

in a sensorial, emotional, fantastical way is an exhilarating new approach.  

 

Apart from the exhibition installation, Judith Clark, a curator with a reputation for 

an unconventional approach to exhibiting, commented: “it was the first time that a fashion 

exhibition was so current in Britain that it featured dresses seen in the latest edition of the 

magazine” (Foreman, 2014). She continued “The exhibition broadened the belief.  

Museums needed to embrace a different type of object—fashion—and question its 

validity” (Foreman, 2014). It is widely acknowledged that Fashion, an Anthology by 

Cecil Beaton exhibition propelled the significant shift in musicological perception of 

attitude toward modern and contemporary fashion. Here I also agree with Amy de la 

Haye ,Judith Clark and several other curators on dividing fashion curatorship with 

Fashion, an Anthology by Cecil Beaton exhibition in 1971.  

 

 The trendsetter of this new approach can be attributed to the legendary Diana 

Vreeland, the former editor of Vogue and Harper Bazaar, who created and shaped the role 
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of fashion editor. She was appointed as special Consultant for the Costume Institute of 

the Met since 1972. Her curatorial style continues her fashion magazine editorial language: 

audacious, dramatic and flamboyant. She demonstrated the power of spectacle could not 

only put contemporary fashion on the map of the museum, but also bring the historical 

dress back to life. Her eye-catching selections and combination successfully attract large 

amount of new visitors. “Diana Vreeland’s influence on contemporary curators has been 

profound, and her legacy has provided them with greater freedom in their approach to the 

display of fashion, thereby far better ‘involving’ another protagonist, the visitor.” 

(Monti,2013). Hailed as “Fashion’s Godmother,” Diana Vreeland’s experience in the 

fashion and popular culture had made her mastered the power of glamour and allure. 

Moreover, she offered a fresh new perspective on the display of dress, focusing on the 

visual and sensual splendor of the couture. She created fantasies to fashion with a taste 

for the extraordinary and extreme. 

 

Her first exhibition The World of Balenciaga in 1973 created a sensory experience 

similar to Fashion, an Anthology by Cecil Beaton exhibition. They “both are highly 

staged and imaginative shows rather than representations of past histories” (Melchior, 

2014). Vreeland was influenced by the Beaton exhibition after attending to his exhibition 

in V&A. They shared the similar preference in featuring contemporary couture in the 

fashion exhibition as well as the philosophy in curatorship and showmanship: scenic 

setting of the exhibiting rooms, dramatic gestured mannequin, the fragrance that create a 

vivid experience. In both cases of Beaton Cecil and Diana Vreeland, museums borrow 

their gaze and knowledge of visitors’ taste, connecting museum with popular culture and 

the media. They both enlightened us with a new way of exercising curatorship: a personal 

imagination and full of personality and vision of their own. Therefore, a creative 

exhibition can be seen as curator’s piece of work. In fashion museology, the curator can 
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be a defining role in the fashion exhibition. 

 

 Vreeland continued to exercise her vision of exhibiting at the Costume Institute of 

the Metropolitan Museum of Arts through 1972 to 1984. The historical fashion exhibition 

was made intriguing, rigorous and popular by Vreeland, however, at the cost of correct 

knowledge and was heavily criticized by scholars and art critics. The Manchu Dragon: 

Costumes of the Ch’ing Dynasty, 1644–1912 exhibition was held in 1980. This historical 

exhibition was heavily criticized for its incorrect references. Her fantasy of orientalism 

was astray too much from the historical facts. In the result, the subject of the exhibition 

shifted from the historical dress to her own view of the exoticism (Vänskä & Clark, 2017). 

Moreover, the use of Yves Saint Laurent’s perfume Opium and referred it as the essence 

of China was considered too commercialized and impartial. 

  

Another debatable exhibition is the 1984, Man and the Horse: An Illustrated 

History of Equestrian Apparel. It was questionable because the Polo Ralph Lauren 

donated US$ 350,000 and their logo was brashly shown on all exhibition material. 

Another major unprecedented exhibition is her last exhibition Yves Saint Laurent . It 

was the first exhibition dedicated to a living designer. Both exhibitions had been 

criticized for overtly commercialized and resembling an advertisement. The brash 

commercial involvement rendered the museum's integrity questionable. The museum's 

reliance on external funding sources makes it susceptible to the goals of the funders. 

The borderline between commerce and culture has become obscure. In short, the 

popularity of fashion exhibitions featuring contemporary couture from fashion house 

brought museums into the interest of commercial sponsors. And it inevitably raised the 

skeptics and controversy. 
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 Diana Vreeland's vision was ahead of her time. Her storytelling spectatorship was 

visually captivating. Her cinematic style effectively transformed the historical garments 

into the ones with personalities. To maximized the allure, she often compromised the 

historical accuracy by insisting, “Everything must look ‘Now’” and also being criticized 

for “always exaggerating” on her theatrical and dramatic approach. She often 

decontextualized the couture and the setting to achieved her desired looks, rendering the 

exhibitions a mass entertainment and have little intellectual value. Vreeland replied to 

criticism with “the public isn’t interested in accuracy – they want spectacle.”, “I don’t 

want to be educated, I want to be drowned in beauty! “ (Steele, 2008) 

 

Diana’s influence on fashion museology was prominent, albeit the criticism. First of 

all, Cecil Beaton and Vreeland were the first to consider the preference of the audience at 

the time when the museum were beginning to become more democratic. Their 

showmanship successfully entices new visitors from different generations including non-

museum goers. This "new curatorial freedom" enable the curator to exercise their 

creativity, free the exhibition from the object-based setting (Monti, 2013). If the 

curatorship was only confined to object-based practice, sticking to the dress history, the 

couture may have very limited presentation. Vreeland's visually captivating scenography 

is more on creating a narrative to engage the visitors' emotion. In this case, the exhibition 

elaborates curator's personal vision. The exhibits-- the fashion design serving as the 

materials to communicate to the audience. Gabriele Monti stated in his article After Diana 

Vreeland: The Discipline of Fashion Curating as a Personal Grammar " I consider 

fashion curating to be a personal grammar because the process of selection that relies on 

intuition” (2013). Creatively engage the garments become the mainstream curatorial 

techniques thereafter. Curator's decision stands a defining role in fashion museology. 
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Curators as the designers of the exhibition was a major paradigm shift that Diana Vreeland 

casted. Museums reoriented more than a place of knowledge and high art, museums are 

also a place of entertainment, recreation and even-- commerce. 

 

To sum up, compare to the object-based Dress museology, Fashion museology is 

focusing on providing an image-based visual narrative and even a sensual experience with 

a purpose to captivate wide range of audience profile. It is more visitor-oriented and 

commercialized with the involvement with the fashion house. It is largely relying on 

curator’s personal imagination and storytelling skill. The exhibition, therefore become 

more like curator’s personal creation.  

 

 

As the museums were more embracing to cultural sponsorship form business entities, 

there are several controversial issues from past fashion exhibitions in art museums. For 

example, the first exhibition of a single, living designer, Yves Saint Laurent, in the Met 

in 1983, was curated by Diana Vreeland but her following exhibitions lacked historical 

and contextual information and had too little intellectual contribution. Another example 

of an exhibition was subject to a designer’s financial ‘donation’ or interference was the 

scheduled 1999 Chanel exhibition in the Met. It was postponed and subsequently 

canceled because Karl Lagerfeld imposed too much interference with curatorial 

independence (Steele, 2008). 

In 2000, the notorious Giorgio Armani exhibition in the Solomon R. Guggenheim 

Museum rose the question on whether the ‘museum is for rent, or for sale’, rendering a 

shameless branding, advertising approach (Potvin, 2012). Not only because of the 

shocking fact that the company donated 15 million to the Guggenheim Museum, but also  

the exhibition resembling a solo advertisement. The exhibition dedicated to a single brand 
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was a controversy at this time. Fifteen years later, the single designer exhibition has 

become very common and frequent. The donation was less investigated and less 

questioned. 

  

It is suspicious how much curatorial integrity, as well as the exhibition’s content, is 

compromised after taking sponsorship money from the fashion sector. The complication 

emerges when the sponsor interferes with the content of the exhibition as the museum 

hires the curator from commercial entities or co-curate with the designers from the fashion 

sector.  

It is hard to detect the blunt commercial attempt in the exhibition’s content since the 

exhibition barely addressed its audience on behalf of the fashion sector in the captions 

and panels. However, the power-relation of the fashion house and the V&A can be 

inspected in the museum catalogue and the overall statistics.  

 

 

Here is a form of some notable exhibitions throughout fashion museology history, 

with the help of some information retrieved from Valerie Steele’s Museum Quality: The 

Rise of the Fashion Exhibition published in Fashion Theory journal (2008). 

 

Table 2-1-1: Notable Fashion Exhibitions 

Year Museum & 

Curator 

Exhibition Notes 

1971 The V&A- Cecil 

Beaton 

Fashion: An Anthology 

by Cecil Beaton 

l New curatorial techniques apart from 

the historical oriented ones. 

1984 The Costume 

Institute of the 

Met- Diana 

Vreeland 

Man and the Horse: An 

Illustrated History of 

Equestrian Apparel 

 

l Donation of US$ 350,000, Ralph 

Lauren can put his logo on all 

exhibition material.  

l The exhibition had been criticized for 
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resembling an advertisement 

1980 The Costume 

Institute of the 

Met- Diana 

Vreeland 

The Manchu Dragon: 

Costumes of the Ch’ing 

Dynasty, 1644–1912 

l An example of historical inaccuracy: 

Featuring Yves Saint Laurent’s new 

perfume Opium and describe as 

“capturing the essence of 

China”(Steele, 2008). However, it is 

only a representation of common 

Westerner’ \Vreeland’s imagination. 

l The use of Yves Saint Laurent’s 

perfume Opium was considered too 

commercialized. 

1983 The Costume 

Institute of the 

Met- Diana 

Vreeland 

Yves Saint Laurent l First major museum show devoted to 

a living designer 

l Closely ties to the economic interests 

of the particular designer 

1987 The Museum at 

the FIT -Richard 

Martin & 

Harold Koda 

Fashion and Surrealism l The focus is modern fashion rather 

than the traditional curatorial interest 

in historic dress 

1992 

 

The Museum at 

the FIT -Richard 

Martin & 

Harold Koda 

Gianni Versace l The first Versace exhibition with 

many more followed 

1999 The Costume 

Institute of the 

Met 

Chanel l Postponed and canceled  

l Karl Lagerfeld’s persistent curatorial 

interference. 

l Chanel canceled its planned us$1.5 

million donation 

2000 The Solomon R. 

Guggenheim 

Museum 

Giorgio Armani l US$ 15 million donation 

l It has been speculated the exhibition 

was contingent on the designer’s 

financial support 

l Museum emphasize” the museum 

approached to Armani rather than the 

other way around” 

l Sponsored by InStyle Magazine 

2004 The V&A Vivienne Westwood: A 

Retrospective 

l In the museum narrative, the V&A 

emphasized on the similar aspects as 
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 my research case. Focusing on the 

tradition tailoring and how much she 

invested herself in studying the 

paintings and historical couture in the 

V&A. 

2005 The Costume 

Institute of the 

Met 

Chanel l Chanel Inc. funded the exhibition 

l Featuring the works of Karl Lagerfeld, 

mixed in with the historical pieces by 

Gabrielle coco Chanel 

 

n The Specialized Fashion Museums 

In the first two sections, many public museums of art, design, and history have 

costumes collections and exhibitions, however specialized museums, appeared from 

1960s on, have a more monolistic orientations toward collecting and exhibiting fashion 

design. The specialized fashion museums are usually formed by private collections. The 

other examples are Fashion Museum in Bath, England, the Museo de la Moda in Santiago; 

and the ModeMuseum in Antwerp, Belgium ;the Musée de la Mode et du Textile at the 

Louvre, and the Musée Galliera, both in Paris; the Fashion and Textile Museum in London, 

and so on. 

  Some private collections were merged into costume departments within the 

established museums. For example, the Costume Institute becomes a department of the 

Metropolitan Museum of Art in 1946 in New York. The Museum at the Fashion Institute 

of Technology (FIT) was originally an educational program, “Design Laboratory” of FIT, 

founded in 1915 from the long-term loan of the Brooklyn Museum of Art. Ultimately, 

“Design Laboratory” grew into two separate collections, one remained in the Brooklyn 

Museum, and the other becomes a specialized fashion museum: the Museum at FIT. Here 

is a form of the major specialized museum, the information obtained from each Museum’s 

official sites: 
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Table 2-1-2: The Form of The Major Specialized Museums 

Founde

d 

Specialized Fashion 

Museum 

Collections Owners 

1963 

2007 

The Museum of 

Costume 

The Fashion Museum, 

Bath 

1000,000 objects shown 

different aspects of the 

fashion history. 

Founded by Doris Langley Moore. 

Now owned by Bath and North East 

Somerset Council and is managed by 

the Heritage Services section. 

1977  Musée Galliera, 

Paris (Palais Galliera, 

Musée de la Mode de 

la Ville de Paris) 

70,000 French fashion 

design and costume from 

the 18th century to the 

present day. 

The City of Paris 

1997 Musée de la Mode et 

du Textile at the 

Louvre 

 It is now a department 

of the Musée des Arts 

Décoratifs, Paris. 

 81,000 pieces from 

the French 

Regency period to the 

present  

The City of Paris 

2002 the ModeMuseum in 

Antwerp 

Belgium contemporary 

fashion 

The museum's first director was 

Linda Loppa who was also the 

founder and the director of the 

Fashion school of the Royal Academy 

of Fine Arts (Antwerp). 

2003 the Fashion and 

Textile Museum, 

London 

Collect contemporary 

fashion from 1947 to the 

present day.  

 

Founded by Zandra Rhodes, British 

fashion designer 

Operated by Newham College 

2006 The Museo de la 

Moda, Santiago 

Expanded from 1950-

1960s coutures and 

decorative arts. 

Overall 10,000 gatments 

from 17th C to present 

days 

Founded by Jorge Yarur Bascuñan, 

the descendant of Palestinian textile 

merchants. Dedicated his inherited 

family manson into a modern 

museum. 
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n The Corporate’s Fashion Museum 

 The fashion museums of the fashion houses usually dedicated to collect and exhibit 

the works their prestigious fashion designers. It can be seen as a corporate art intervention. 

This type of fashion museum also takes over the function of forming a discourse by 

exhibiting their own fashion design history and narrative.  

 One of the example in this category is Gucci Museum. Gucci Museum is not only in 

control of their own discourse formation but also display the history of their products 

since its earliest 19TH century luxurious luggage. It also exhibits contemporary art and 

they also have their own café and bookstore. Gucci Museum curates and demonstrates 

not only its own culture but also intends to be a lifestyle influencer.  

 

Figure 2-1-3: The Corporate’s Museums 

Founded The Corporate’s 

Museum 

Fashion Designer & 

Fashion House 

Information  

1950 Armani Silos Giorgio Armani Silos is Giorgio Armani’s own contemporary 

exhibition space and museum, displaying 

approximately 600 pieces of his last 40-years 

works. 

1988 The Christian 

Dior Museum, 

Granville 

Christian Dior 

Dior,LVHM 

Funded by the LVMH company, the town of 

Granville, the regional acquisition fund, the 

childhood home, Villa "Les Rhumbs", of the 

famous couturier, Christian Dior were able to 

turn into a museum, regularly holding Dior 

fashion exhibition.  The collections of the 

museum belong to the town of Granville. The 

collection also features items of the fashion 

house's other famous designers, such as Yves 

Saint Lauren John Galliano. 

1995 Museo 

Ferragamo, 

Salvatore 

Ferragamo 

Salvatore Ferragamo  

 

The museum accommodates 10,000 shoes 

models created by Ferragamo from the 1920 

on until his death in 1960. 
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Museum 

 Florence 

2002 Fondation Pierre 

Bergé-Yves Saint 

Laurent, Paris 

Yves Saint Laurent  When St Laurent announced his retirement, 

he started a foundation with the name of his 

business partner and himself. The foundation 

not only collection his own work but also 

display the works from contemporary artists 

who were inspired by the designer and his 

life. 

2011 Gucci Museo, 

Gucci Museum, 

Florence 

 

Guccio Gucci The Museum thematically and 

chronologically presents Guccio Gucci 90 

years history of multiple design disciplines 

from leather bags, sport and travel equipment 

to garments and jewelry. The Museum also 

exhibit contemporary art including sculpture, 

photography and conceptual art. 

2011 Cristóbal 

Balenciaga 

Museoa, 

Balenciaga 

Museum, Getaria 

Cristóbal Balenciaga 

 

The Museum was established in 2011 in the 

Basque fishing village Getaria, Balenciaga’s 

birth place featuring the designs of his 60 

years of 20th century. 

	
	
	

2-2 Museum’s Discursive Formation and Legitimacy 

 

Museums are seen as one of the key institutions of “the development and circulation 

of new disciplines, and the discursive formation”(Bennett, 1988:73). In order to analyze 

how a museum is an attractive venue for the fashion industry to showcase their designs, 

this chapter browses through museums’ formation to induct museums’ function as a 

legitimate venue for cultural activities. Museums are seen as an authoritative definer of 

culture and value. 
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In order to analyze the operation of a museum’s cultural functions, specifically on 

its authority and credibility to the public, this chapter probes into Tony Bennett’s concept 

of Exhibitionary complex. How does the museum construct its value, ideology and its 

semiology socially and politically? In the 18th century, the museum was established as a 

treasure palace to glorify the ruler, the royalty and the churches “Whereas the 

iconographic program of royal collections served to validate the splendor and the power 

of the prince, thus placing the visitor in a relationship of vassalage to a superior power” 

(Bennett, 1992:30). The exclusive access enforces a privileged status to the displayed as 

well as the viewer. The royal collections directly create a disparity in power with their 

viewers by creating a sense of inferiority. Meanwhile, the display of power makes the 

exhibits aristocratic and elitist, further strengthening the selected certain culture towards 

the preference of hegemony. 

 

The public museums in the 19th century further institutionalized the power of 

display through the space, the discipline and the participants. Gradually open to 

unclassified public, the museum draws the inquisitive visitors to its cabinet of curiosities. 

The complex network of disciplinary and power relations was theorized as an interaction 

between the space the the gaze of the visitors in Foucauldian approach (Bennett, 1988). 

“Within the panoptican style of transparent architecture of museums, the relations of 

space and vision are organized not merely to allow a clear inspection of the objects 

exhibited but also to allow the visitors to be the objects of each other’s inspection” 

(Foucault, 1977; Bennett, 1995; Lai, 2004). The museums with the high culture it exhibits 

have become a site the government assigned to civilize the population (Bennett, 1995).  

 

On forming the knowledge and power relations, “the habits, objects, manners and 

beliefs of the subordinate classes—was targeted as an object of government, as something 
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in need of both transformation and regulation” (Bennett, 1995:19). Therefore, the 

exhibitionary complex is considered as rhetorical strategies of power of the museum and 

exhibition to regulate the social behavior of the citizen and inculcate ideas, attitudes, and 

culture, enabling them to monitor themselves. The selected culture is fashioned as a 

vehicle for exercising new forms of power and for governing the citizens. The museum, 

an institution of high-culture, served as a site for the development and circulation of new 

disciplines and their discursive formations.  

 

Politically, the public museum is a mean to deploy the power and consolidate the 

statehood. “The public museum inscribes the visitor in a new relation to power in 

addressing him or her as “a citizen and therefore a shareholder in the state” (Bennett, 

1992:30). It “helps bind a community into a civic body by providing it a universal base 

of knowledge… preserves communities’ official memory” (Duncan, 1995: 8). By 

entitling the citizen the right to participate and giving the viewer a sense of community, 

the public museum continues to uphold this sense of power over the viewer. 

  

Culturally, museums are assigned the mission to collect, to preserve, to maintain, to 

research, to exhibit, to regulate and to educate. Museums aim to reach the whole 

population and can be defined as a democratic, cultural right that all citizens are 

empowered to access. “The museum …constructs man in a relation of both subjects and 

object to the knowledge it organizes” (Bennett, 1995:8). As a ‘pedagogic authority’, 

museums create cultural needs as well as a value system by “consecrating certain works 

of art” and “imposing a cultural, arbitrary judgment” (Bourdieu & Darbel, 1991:109). 

With the ability to legitimate and authorize, museums make the chosen collections and 

the regulations they deem sensible for the visitors. Therefore, it can be said that “To 

control a museum means precisely to control the representation of a community” (Duncan, 
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1995: 8). It is a way to shape the knowledge, mold the society and construct the episteme 

of the time.  

 

The museum experience sanctifies the displayed collections and legitimizes the 

ideology it imparts. As Foucault argues, power and knowledge are mutually intertwined 

(1977). Power is involved with the formation of the knowledge, the ‘truth’. The curator 

of the museum, who represents the nation, holds the power. Even though the openness 

and the accessibility of the museum may seem democratic, the curator is the presiding 

force of the cultural monarchy in the field of knowledge. The museum still resembles the 

hierarchical structure of the monarch (Barrett, 2012). The elitist nature of the museum is 

very contradictory to its educational function that helps accumulate cultural capital and 

facilitates social fluidity.  

 

Knowledge empowers both the receivers and the demonstrator. Even more so in 

simultaneously ordering objects for public inspection and ordering the public that 

inspected, the museum is the institute that serves as a governmental function, an 

articulation of power and knowledge, and a field for circulation of disciplines, in order to 

train the citizen physically, psychologically and intellectually (Bennett, 1995). 

 However, Tony Bennett more or less neglects the individual difference when they 

act under the influence of the institutional apparatus. The public is not unanimous in their 

actions toward the museum experience. The difference of the individual perception and 

the struggle of the social groups determine one’s ability to apprehend museum narratives.  

 

 

The two key aspects, legitimacy and the publicness discussed in this section further 

empower museum in the field of commercialization in the later years. Public museums 
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have the ability to maintain the displayed objects’ importance as well as consecrate the 

objects. Therefore, the museum has become a venue for the commercial entitles to 

transform their production with cultural values. 

	
	

2-2-1 Distinction, Cultural Capital and the Changing Museology 

As I point out in chapter 2-2, the Foucauldian approach analyzes the power of the 

museum from the politically-driven aspect that can be summarized by the following 

sentence: the government disciplines the state with its dominance through representation 

in museums. Public museum, serving as an authoritative curatorial instrument, facilitates 

the construction of the citizen with its openness and the accessibility (Hooper-Greenhill, 

1992). However, as Chia-ling Lai’s global museum research pointed out that Hooper-

Greenhill “oversimplifies the complicated power structure of the modern state and its 

relation to museum curators. Indeed, the modern state could be a result more of the 

struggle of social groups than of an established almighty power.” (Lai, 2004). It neglects 

the possibility that the audience can also influence the shaping of the museum. Here are 

several concepts I left unexplored; whether the museum reaches its intended purpose or 

not is highly dependent on its audience’ response. In fact, whether the visitors identify 

with the museum’s legitimacy, or respond to a museum’s publicity is related to their 

objective of visiting the museum in the first place. Every individual and the social groups 

react differently to the museum experience. In this section, the Sociologist Pierre 

Bourdieu’s approach uses the symbolic distinction in the society to evaluate the process 

of distinction making which can also apply to the development of the authoritative 

institutions’ legitimized culture.  

 

Pierre Bourdieu theorized that a person’s lifestyle is related to an accumulated 
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habitus. Habitus is not fully an individualistic practice. Our judgments, actions and value 

system are influenced by society and are also shared by people from similar social 

conditions (Warquant, 2005). The habitus “follow the unchosen principle of all choices,” 

function systematically and is “orchestrated without being the product of the organizing 

activity of a conductor” (Bourdieu, 1980; Wacquant 2005). The habitus operates either 

consciously or unconsciously as the determinant of the behavior. Ultimately, the different 

habitus is the signature of different social classes and it is a feature used to distinguish 

themselves. 

 

The formation and differentiation of classes is relevant to cultural institutions such 

as museums, galleries, and opera houses. Museums are used as a site that can demonstrate 

the tastes of different social groups. The formation of bourgeoisie is highly relevant to the 

museum’s classification. In the cultural field, “different classes and different class 

fractions are engaged in a series of struggles with each other to increase the volume of 

the cultural capital they possess and to increase the valuation placed on the particular 

forms of this capital” (Lury, 1996). Engaging in cultural activities is an opportunity to 

cultivate a subset of cultural knowledge that can be attributed to the visitors’ “art 

competence.” 

 

A person's art competence can be defined by how well they can use the knowledge 

given to them in appropriating a given piece of art. To put it simply, the viewer is able to 

comprehend the piece of art through their prior knowledge and the standards of art set in 

the society at the time in which they live (Bourdieu & Johnson, 1993). The cultural 

knowledge, which resides within us, is the embodied form of cultural capital. It is the 

‘long-lasting dispositions of mind and body’ cultivated by the educational institutions 

including museums and galleries (Hooper-Greenhill, 1992; Bourdieu & Johnson, 1993). 
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Bourdieu believes that the artistic competence and cultural needs are created by the 

education of the pedagogic authority. “The authorities invested with the power to impose 

a cultural arbitrary, a certain demarcation between what is worthy or unworthy” (Bourdieu 

& Darbel, 1991). Metaphorically speaking, as the value setter, museums create the rules 

of the game as well as the leverage to win. Meanwhile, with more participants engaged 

in this game, museums get to remain its privileged position.  

 

    “The work of art considered as a symbolic good (and not as an economic asset, which 

it may also be) only exists as such for a person who has the means to appropriate it, or in 

other words, to decipher it”(Bourdieu & Johnson, 1993). Visiting museums requires the 

predetermined ability to comprehend the cultural code in order to decipher the work that 

is perceived. According to Bourdieu, although the work of art is the product of historical 

action, it remains irreducible” (1984). Therefore, in theory, everyone can appropriate the 

cultural capital in the museum. However, it requires more than just the presupposed 

disposition (for example, the social class, the gender), the appropriation tends to be more 

exclusive to the ones with more cultural capital. 

 

Bourdieu considers that power of cultural capital is relational. To observe the fluidity 

of power in the social changing process and development, it is crucial to look into the 

interplay of the field and agent. According to Bourdieu’s Field theory, “A field is a field 

of forces within which agents occupy positions that statistically determine the positions 

they take with respect to the field, these determine the positions they take with respect to 

the field, these positions-takings being aimed either at conserving or transforming the 

structure of relations of forces that is constitutive of the field” (Bourdieu, 2005). These 

positions agents occupied in the field are determined by their habitus, which can be 
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inferred from personal history, preferences and dispositions placed in the surroundings of 

social reality.  

 

Each position carries with it different dispositions, likely to be predetermined by the 

potential action for the agents. All positions depend on their agents, that is to say, their 

occupants’ practices and their potential situation. The positions of the agents also 

influence the structure of a field. In order to understand how humans behave, it is 

important to understand in which kind of power relations they take part and between 

which fields. Therefore, the field is a fluid concept, carried out by the interrelationships 

of the positions. 

 

“The field is a network of objective relations (of domination or subordination, of 

complementarity or antagonism, etc) between positions” (Bourdieu, 1996). The positions 

and the postures are defined relationally in the system of objective relations. Each field is 

autonomous and operates by its own rules and power relations. We are regulated by the 

rule, in Bourdieu’s terms is doxa. We redefine, strengthen, struggle over better positions 

in the given fields by making use of doxa. 

 

 “Capital, which, in its objectified or embodied forms, takes time to accumulate and 

which, as a potential capacity to produce profits and to reproduce itself in identical or 

expanded form…”(Bourdieu, 1986). Because of the different capitals, that is to say, power, 

each field possesses, people within or outside the field compete with each other for the 

capital and the resources. 

 

“Since the information presented by the works exhibited exceeds the deciphering 

capabilities of the beholder, he perceives them as devoid of signification – or, to be more 

 



	

31	

precise, of structuration and organization – because he cannot ‘decode’ them, i.e. reduce 

them to an intelligible form” (Bourdieu, 1993). When the exhibited artwork exceeds their 

deciphering capabilities, the visitors may lose their interest in participating.  

 

This can explain a research on visitors’ pattern made by the V&A in 2001, right at 

the same year when national museums were made free to everyone in UK. According to 

the report, the gender and the social class are not the main factors when predicting the 

museum participation. The educational level is indeed the defining cause. The educated 

people are the high- propensity visitors. Only the ones with the artistic competence are 

likely the museumgoer. 

 

“Since the levels of ‘reading’ designate hierarchies of readers, it is necessary and 

sufficient to change the hierarchy of readings in order to overturn the hierarchy of 

readers”(Bourdieu, 1984). Rather than offering equal opportunities, museums could turn 

out to be exclusive arenas, increasing social distinction instead.  

 

 Thus, in order to avoid the failure of decoding, museums need to lower the 

readabilities of their exhibits, to increase their relations with the museumgoers or to raise 

the visitor’s level of perception through effective exhibition introduction and education.  

This leads to a transformation in the museum’s objective: to present the everyday 

life and popular culture that is already familiar and more accessible to the general public 

since the target group is the working class. The working class’ appreciation of art is based 

on a separation between what appeals to their senses or reason, and what they find to be 

altogether uninteresting. Thus, art is appraised largely on a 'functionalist' basis where the 

piece of work must hold some value in what can be interesting or what can be used to 
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educate. The art piece is difficult to relate to by the non-specialists in this field because 

of its move away from the more relatable narrative and descriptive faculties (Bourdieu& 

Johnson, 1993).  

In this way, ‘museums betray their true function’ and falls into ‘Cultural Proselytism’. 

The museum set an invisible barrier by increasing the sense of belonging in people with 

more cultural capital, reinforcing cultural exclusion (Bourdieu & Darbel, 1991; Bourdieu, 

1993). On manifesting the cultural diffusion of the institutions, the intellectuals and artists 

concern for their cultural distinction, which is ‘the only objective basis of their rarity’. 

This distinctive power tends to decline when more people are able to appropriate it. 

Accordingly, they hesitate to go for popularization and have democratized the culture to 

risk being vulgarized in order to win a wider market by widening their audience (Bourdieu, 

1984).  

 

Under this transformation, museums ought to clarify their mission statements in the 

first place before they formulate their managerial strategies and operational plans. 

Museums were shifting from being exclusive, elitist and socially divisive to visitors-

oriented, accessible, and socially inclusive. While previously, museums used to only 

represent the upper class of society and culture; there has been a categorical change in the 

scope of museum's displays. They have expanded into a vast range of collections and 

exhibitions that go so far as to cater to popular culture and the pasts of those among the 

lower levels of social hierarchy. In doing this, museums have forced their way into greater 

accessibility by focusing more on the masses and rejecting the exclusivity of the past. 

 

“There is no standard for defining true knowledge and great art, there can be no 

legitimate means for differentiating between cultures and belief system; for evaluating 
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them in relation to each other and ordering them hierarchically”(Ross, 2004). Culture is 

not an absolute term. Different ways of interpretation and redefinition are the driving 

forces for democratization within the museum world in the postmodern era. 

 

 

2-3 Museum, Art and Fashion 

The nature of the museum has changed several times throughout history. Since the 

1960s, the role of the contemporary museum in relation to its public, “There is pressure 

for museums to become more accessible and representative of multicultural 

society”(Rose, 2004). The definition of ‘Culture/cultures’ has become more inclusive. 

The democratization in the museum field has become the center of the discussion.  

 

According to Kevin Moore, the author of Museums and Popular Culture, “There has 

been a move to democratize museums, both in terms of how they interpret high culture 

and to broaden the subject both in terms of how they interpret high culture and to broaden 

the subject matter to include the culture and history of all members of society” (1997). 

The public museum has the duty to respond to their citizen and become more inclusive in 

terms of the collection and the wider audience. The museums increasingly become more 

inclusive to the popular culture and everyday life to draw the interest of the visitors while 

seeking to strike a balance in maintaining the fundamental purpose of the museum with 

civilizing, educational, and entertaining value. The tendency towards democratization of 

the museum’s policy raises an intriguing question as Kevin Moore mentions, “Do people 

specifically need museums in order to benefit in some way from an understanding of 

popular culture, or, indeed any other subject?” (1997). To compete with other exhibiting, 

presenting venues, the museum ought to earn a best channel to interpret, represent the 
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popular culture (Moore, 1997).  

The magnetic feature of popular culture such as fashion is a preferred strategy to 

enact the New Museology paradigm because the visitors can easily relate to the dress and 

modern fashion since it doesn’t require much predetermined knowledge and cultural 

capital; everyone can easily engage with dress (Vergo, 1989; Melchior, 2014). However, 

the materialistic, marketing, merchandising, and advertising aspects of the fashion 

industry and fashion design often outplay the aesthetics, artistic, and crafty elements of 

fashion design; thus, challenging the traditional museum’s functions.  

 

Whether fashion is art or not is often debatable. From the traditional and common 

viewpoint, art is eternal and often irreplaceable. Fashion by nature is superficial, transient 

and materialistic; it has difficulty being legitimately deemed to be art. “Art is typically 

private, the creation of an individual. Fashion is public, a collaboration between designer, 

manufacturer and wearer and then wearer and viewer” (Boodro, 1990:127). Michael 

Boodro, the editor in chief of ELLE with a proficiency in art history bluntly states that, 

“Art is art. Fashion is an industry” (Boodro, 1990:120). This statement brings out the core 

controversy that will be discussed in the next paragraph. 

 

What happens when the two fields of commercial entities−− fashion industry and 

cultural institution—museums meet? In order to examine how two disciplines encounter 

and interact, it is crucial to observe the fluidity of power in the social changing process 

and development. French sociologist Pierre Bourdieu considers that power is relational. 

 

Unlike Foucault, who views power as omnipresent, ubiquitous and pervasive, 

Bourdieu believes power is symbolically manifested through cultures and constantly re-

legitimized through the interplay of people as free agents and the structure of social 
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environment.  

 As the agents compete for the economic or cultural goods, they have ‘symbolic 

struggles to appropriate distinctive signs…’ (Bourdieu, 1986). The symbolic struggle is 

fairly different but structurally similar in the cultural field and the commercial field.  

 

    In the cultural field, the cultural products function as cultural capital in an 

‘objectified’ or ‘internalized’ way. This unevenly distributed cultural capital ‘presupposed’ 

the dispositions and competences of the beholder (Bourdieu, 1984). People from different 

social positions perceive the work of art differently because of the different cultural 

capital they have. That is to say, the cultural product yields a symbolic profit in distinction 

and in legitimacy.  

    Some institutions, such as museums, are entitled with more credibility and this 

serves as symbolic power. “By designating and consecrating certain works of art or 

certain places (the museum as well as the church) as worthy of being visited, the 

authorities invest with the power to impose a cultural arbitrary, in other words, in this 

specific case, a certain demarcation between what is worthy or unworthy of 

admiration”(Bourdieu & Darbel, 1991). Museums stand in a relatively higher position in 

the cultural field and have the power to distribute the symbolic power, and at the same 

time, struggle to strengthen itself. 

 

The fashion field is a commercial field. In the fashion field, the producer and the 

consumers are the active agents engaged in the interaction in the symbolic level. The 

consumers are those who watch the runway shows, magazine readers, and buyers. These 

consumers demonstrate their individuality and their taste through their choice in 

consumption. Their choices follow the ‘logic of practice’ which acts according to their 

habitus, the system of disposition (Bourdieu, 1986). Their background, upbringing, and 
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level of education influence their preferences in their consumption.  

 

The practice of consuming is a struggle over social positioning. By consuming a 

particular range of products, for example, choosing personalized, customized goods over 

function or practical products, the consumers display their individuality and lifestyle, 

struggling to establish distinction. The production and distribution of these goods comes 

from the method that brings about the belief in their value which stems from the rarity 

and individuality of the items that creates ‘distinction’. Distinction is a representation of 

a legitimate idea of social class that is in effect only because of the fight to appropriate 

these distinctive signs within the goods themselves, creating a more natural form of 

individuality. 

 

Therefore, when fashion couture tries to enter a cultural field such as the museums 

and the galleries, they seek to gain cultural credibility. Consequently, the fashion design 

can be recognized as cultural product so as to gain symbolic value over other fashion 

brands, besides it may increase the consumers’ willingness to spend more on their 

products. The pursuit of distinction is a fierce competition between taste and the 

consumption. 

 

Museums also profit from exhibiting contemporary fashion. Museums gain more 

media exposure through fashion and the glamour of haute couture brushes of the 

antiquarian aura of museums. The popularity of fashion exhibitions can be seen as a 

manifestation of museums’ democratization. However, among the museum’s attempt to 

democratize to include fashion exhibitions, there are some inevitable controversies that 

turn this cooperation between art and commerce into suspicion.  
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2-3-1 Corporate Sponsorship 

 

The museum’s operational strategies are highly interwoven among political and 

economic policy. During the 1970s, Euro-American countries were undergoing economic 

recession; the economic intervention policies were malfunctioning. This led to the 

promotion of a free market economy, cutting down on the governmental intervention. 

This Neoliberalism had been adopted by the Conservative Party since 1979 and was 

succeeded by the Labour Party from 1997 to 2010 and by the governmental policy on 

public sectors, as well. The public sectors managed to survive the massively minimized 

funding by undergoing a form of internal institutional reformation and by searching for 

an external source of funding. 

 

The economic and political impact had made the government reduce the funding; 

consequently, museums needed to find new sources of income to survive. It exposed the 

public museums ‘to the multiple pressures and effects of consumer markets’ (Ross, 2004). 

 

Museums have to make themselves desirable, worthy of people’s time and 

attendance in order to compete with other institutions, other museums, commercial 

entities, theme parks, other leisure activities, and facilities for audience and profit (Tzeng, 

1999; Ross, 2004; Rectanus, 2002). Museums have become a hybrid space, opening 

restaurants, bookstore, shops and cafés to create leisure areas. By integrating public and 

social space, museums are closer to people’s lives. Moreover, as a cultural production site, 

museums as well as their exhibitions serve as an image-maker and an active attractor for 

cultural tourism, inviting the cultural tourists to engage and interact with cultural 

destinations and events. 
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The government demands quantified performance appraisals on several aspects as 

the standard for distributing their funding budget. Therefore, on the operating strategies, 

museums learn from other commercial entities, gradually modifying their operations to 

survive. For example, museums hire professional managers from the business circles, 

attracting donors, loaning collection and curating travailing exhibitions, attracting new 

audiences, branding museums, developing retail space or carrying out marketing research 

(Kotler, N. G., Kotler, P., & Kotler, W. I, 2008). 

 

These managerial and economic changes in the objectives of the museum have led 

to the transformation in power structure within the museum. In the past, the researchers 

who were in charge of the collections from different disciplines were high and mighty. 

Now that museums have shifted toward a visitors-oriented outlook, the educational sector, 

the fundraising sector and the curators have risen in the museum’s power-relation 

hierarchy (Chu, 2011).  

 

More and more specialists outside of art history background, for example, 

fundraisers, accountants, marketing specialists were hired as the museums adopt the 

business structure (Alexander, 1999). As described in Museum Marketing and Strategies, 

the hierarchical sequence of the traditional museum was; from the top to the bottom are 

the director, the curators, frontline staff, then the visitors, members, donors and the 

community. However, when the museum strategic plan is to satisfy the visitors, the focus 

contrasts. The hierarchical structure shifted and the mass, the visitors, members, donors 

and the community now dominate on the top of consumer-centered museums, the director 

becomes the least influential (Kotler, N. G., Kotler, P., & Kotler, W. I, 2008). Yet, the 

example of Thomas Hoving serving the Metropolitan Museum from 1966-1977 can 
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disapprove with "the director being least influential" part. The director is the link between 

the world of art and commerce (Wu, 2003). His business background equipped him with 

the entrepreneurial measures. He was also hiring expert from business background, 

exercising their experience in marketing and promoting. For example: Dianna Vreeland 

was appointed as special Consultant for the Costume Institute of the Met since 1972. She 

helped Hoving transformed the Met into "a magnificent mansion providing a never-

ending succession of blockbuster shows" which generate handsome income and the 

expansion of new wings (Wu, 2003). Although the climate of entrepreneurial 

management and commercialism was less audacious in the UK, the similar trend was 

thriving.   

 

According to Chin-tao WU, the author of Privatising Culture: Corporate Art 

Intervention since the 1980s, the Thatcher government gave a specific definition to 

sponsorship: "A commercial undertaking, a payment by a business to an arts organization 

for the purpose of promoting the business name, products or services." (2003)  

How does associate with "art" beneficial to the corporate? While innovation, 

creativity and artistry are considered to be progressive in this competitive society, the 

corporate wish to be associate with this distinct image by promoting art. Corporations see 

museums as promotional venue for their images and products. It is more effective than 

advertising because the audience is less resistant to the less commercial venue like 

museums (Rectanus, 2002). Moreover, the connection and the projection of cultural 

capital enable a corporate to achieve a privilege status, to acquire more public approval 

and cultural credibility. In doing so, it sets up a path to more opportunities and 

recognitions; intimately to interexchange into economic value. That is to say, the 

corporate investment in sponsorship is not to directly sell their product and service, but 

to brand their image with the art institution (Rectanus, 2002). They can increase their 
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benign and friendly association with art events through the media coverage, to 

camouflage themselves with as Chin-tao WU so precisely put itￚￚ"humanist" portrait 

(2003). “As a result of [museum’s] privileged status in cultural representation and 

mediation, it has become an attractive venue for sponsorships that reinforce the 

institutional convergence of museum, sponsor, and public cultural policy” (Rectanus, 

2002). With the pressure to be coerced to trigger the interest of the citizens and therefore 

increase their income, museums have become vulnerable targets for commercial 

corporations.  

 

According to Mark W. Rectanus, the professor specialized in the impact of 

globalization on contemporary museum, as the corporations develop their own forms and 

strategies of cultural politics to expand their influences, the nonprofit institutions 

increasingly adopt corporate strategies in order to guarantee the public’s 

acknowledgement and financial income (2002). Although commercial and nonprofit 

institutions have very different orientations and are situated in different positions within 

the cultural marketplace, they both seek to survive and revive by creating legitimacy, 

realizing economic success, and generating a resonance within the audiences they choose 

to address (Rectanus, 2002). With the same interests, the two seemingly divergent 

institutions have found their common ground and have begun collaboration into 

‘partnerships’ —cultural sponsorship. 

In Rectanus’ book, Culture Incorporated: Museums, Artists, and Corporate, he 

translated and summarized the Bruhn and Dahlhoff ‘s criteria: the cultural sponsorship is 

based on whether the cultural activities’ correspond to the corporation’s target market; 

whether the event can raise media coverage and attention; and whether the individual is 

promotable (Bruhn & Dahfhoff, 1989). The cultural sponsorship can be evaluated by their 

capability to engage the audience, customers while attracting the positive media coverage 
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(Rectanus, 2012). However, the danger of commercialization of museums is that they turn 

into a promotional venue for commercial entities. The functional boundaries of nonprofit 

institutes and the corporations are becoming obscure.  

 

Holding various exhibitions, especially the blockbuster exhibition, is also the 

museums’ strategy to gain media visibility, draw visitors and charge for admission. A 

museum manager commented on how museums have changed their practices, “You can 

raise visitor numbers by different exhibitions, but then you become a populist, you know, 

your aims and your mission is changing−−you are not there to educate, you’re there to 

get bums on seats and this is one of the ways it’s changing…” (Ross, 2004). However, 

when catering to the public’s preferences, “[museum workers] have strayed away, I think, 

from their initial aim and mission, and they’re just following the crowd… we’ll have this 

really popular exhibition and we’ll have it so that it doesn’t really educate people but it 

excites them…” (Ross, 2004). The balance between education and entertainment is easily 

lost when it comes to gain benefits at the immediate present. Museum’s fundamental 

mission can be compromised. It may lead to a legitimacy crisis. Museum’s professional 

judgments can be taken over by the marketing consideration. When museums lose their 

credibility in selecting the exhibit worthy collections, they lose their authority in cultural 

institutions.  

 

2-4 The Poetics and the Politics of Exhibitions 

 

This thesis probes into the phenomenon of the fashion industry entering into the field 

of the museum by analyzing the exhibition discourse and discursive practices. The 

museum is a powerful instrument to impose a cultural value to the exhibits. People from 
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different hierarchical status regard museum experience as an elevation of social 

distinction. Therefore, exhibiting within the context of the museum has already laid 

certain implication; it increases the cultural legitimacy as well as the cultural credibility 

and ultimately enhances public approval toward the subjects. With the need to engage 

more audience and relieve the financial pressure, museums seek for partnerships with the 

commercial entities. Accordingly, the exhibition cannot simply be regard as a transparent, 

open display, but rather a representation intentionally controlled by the concerned agents. 

 

I’ll discuss how the exhibits, the exhibition and the museum create meanings through 

the display of the objects, and further, delve into the purpose of exhibiting that involves 

the relationship of knowledge and power. “The value of objects resides in the meaning 

that they are given, they way they are encoded” (Lidchi, 1997). The manner in which the 

object is meaningfully portrayed constructs the viewer's way of thinking. To analyze how 

meaning is produced in the exhibition setting, “The poetics and the politics of exhibiting 

cultures” is an adequate approach for comprising the representation devices and 

techniques as well as the discourse formation. Lidchi analyzes the exhibition display 

mainly from two scales: the poetic of exhibiting is the “international articulation and 

production of meaning” which scrutinize the fashioning and the depicting of the exhibits 

within the exhibition; the politic of exhibiting, Lidchi defines as “the role of exhibitions/ 

museums in the production of social knowledge” (1997). Lidchi slightly inclined to 

separate the poetic and the politics to specify the different methods they applied, however, 

they often interinfluence each other. For example, even though an exhibition is curated 

by the independent curator, instead of the museum’s stuff, as long as the museum remain 

its autonomy on making decision, its significance permeates the exhibition design. In the 

fashion exhibition, the trace of museums and fashion corporation tends to be more evident 

since their motivation stands in the dual ends of the spectrum.  
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The poetic of exhibiting is “the practice of producing meaning through the internal 

ordering and conjugation of the separate but related components” (Lidchi, 1997:168). 

Exhibition creates the meanings by composing the signs and symbols intended to create 

implications. It views the way that the meaning is produced within the context of museum 

semiotically. Although Henrietta Lidchi places the main emphasis on the exhibition of 

ethnography and other cultures, the approaches to scrutinize the meaning production 

mechanism can still be widely applied to other type of exhibitions and representations. 

Here I classified the methods to produce a particular way of viewing that Lidchi addresses 

into three dimensions: the selection and classification, the display techniques, and the 

naturalization attempt.  

 

The exhibition is usually a condense version of an extensive database. On the 

account of the objects, the selections attempt to encapsulate the essence of a “diversity of 

existence in miniature—a ‘microcosm’” (Lidchi, 1997: 159). However, in the limited 

exhibition space, the intricacy of the subject and the exhibits can rarely be fully illustrated. 

Besides, the attainable exhibits for the curator sometimes can be heterogeneous, 

uncoordinated. Therefore, selecting the essence to represent the partial “reality” is a 

deliberated act that creates an implication on the audience.  

 

There are several different methods of display, and each of them create atmosphere 

that render different perception. On display cases, open display, reconstructions, and 

simulacra (Lidchi, 1997:172). For instance, the glass cases, “establish distance by placing 

the object in a more sterile and ordered environment” (Lidchi, 1997: 173). The viewers 

become alert about the fact that they are the observer of the “dislocate and re-

contextualized” object (Lidchi, 1997: 173). However, while the object is in open displays, 
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the non-blocking presence blends in its context and conceals the fact that it is being 

represented by the cultural producers (Lidchi, 1997:173). The reconstructions are the 

constitutions of “partially authentic” artifacts and the scene to present the context of the 

display. The simulacra is the artificial creations to “fill the gap” of the context (Lidchi, 

1997: 174, Rose, 2006:176). 

 

“The fixity of an object’s physical presence cannot deliver guarantees at the level of 

meaning” (Lidchi, 1997: 162). The physical presences of the exhibits have a limitation 

on explicating the implications. Therefore, the narrative techniques such as introduction 

panels, label texts and captions serve as an auxiliary to introduce diverse concepts, and to 

generate a meaningful pathway through the exhibition. Expectedly, these introductory 

texts bridge the gap of perception due to the uneven cultural capital they possess. 

 

 Our perception toward these curatorial practices is usually factual than 

interpretative. “All texts involve an economy of meaning: foregrounding certain 

interpretations and excluding others… direct the reader towards a preferred reading” 

(Lidchi, 1997: 166). The process is more than just unveiling the implication and induces 

certain perception—it is the dual process of decoding and encoding. Other than this, the 

spatial arrangement and the classification molds and frames the audience’s 

comprehension toward the structure and rationale of understanding. The choices on the 

objects and the representation are “in part ‘repressive,’ in the sense that they direct the 

visitor towards certain interpretations and understandings, opening certain doors to 

meaning but inevitably closing off others” (Lidchi, 1997: 159).  

 

The objective of these exhibition techniques is an attempt of “naturalization.” It 

arranges and displays the objects as if it naturally fit into the context and “speak for itself, 
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represent themselves” (Lidchi, 1997). It makes what is heavily signified be regarded as a 

signify (Lidchi, 1997:174). In Barthes’ theory, their naturalizing attempt to justify the 

intention and varnish the hidden motive creates a “myth” that “de-politicize speech” 

(Barthes, 1972: 142 ,Lidchi, 1997). Myth is highly strategic techniques to naturalize the 

exhibition setting and to gloss over the traces of deliberate actions that present the 

displayed in a certain way. Therefore, Lidchi states that the purpose of exhibition 

technique is “to persuade, to render ‘natural’ or ‘innocent’ what is profoundly ‘constructed’ 

and ‘motivated’”, so as to convince the audience, achieve the motive and attain the 

symbolic power more effectively (Lidchi, 1997). 

 

The influence of the museum is infiltrate in the exhibition practices. The politics of 

exhibiting is a tool for producing knowledge and can be seen as the embodiments of 

museum’s ideology and beliefs. The knowledge and the information the exhibitions 

demonstrate cannot be merely interpret as “knowledge” because “all knowledge operates 

as a historically situated and social practice: all knowledge is power/ knowledge” 

(Foucault, 1972; Lidchi, 1997:185). Knowledge is not simply the meanings and reality. 

Discourse defines the structure of knowledge production. It influences people’s way of 

thinking and the way “how ideas are put into practice and used to regulate the conduct of 

others” (Hall, 1997: 44). All practices have discursive aspect. Certain discourse is more 

dominant than others not only because they are constituted in specific context in the 

authoritative institutions, but also because they claim their knowledge is true (Foucault, 

1972, Ross, 2004). 

The poetic and the politic of exhibition construct the knowledge of their subjects. 

By analyzing the discourse and discursive formations through the practice of museum, 

the role of museums and the perspectives they stand become more explicit.   
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Chapter III Methodology 

3-1 Research Subject 

1. Alexander McQueen: Savage Beauty 

 

Running from march 4th to August 2nd 2015 in Victoria and Albert Museum, London, 

Alexander McQueen: Savage Beauty exhibition is a retrospective exhibition featuring 

the late designer’s fashion design since its earliest Central Saint Martins postgraduate 

collection to his posthumous autumn/ winter 2010 collection. This exhibition was first 

staged at The Metropolitan Museum of Art in New York in May 4th to July 31st, 2011. 

The original curator Andrew Bolton thematized McQueen’s work into seven themes, 

presenting McQueen’s aesthetic and philosophy in an analytical categorization.   

 

The V&A curator Claire Wilcox, with 66 additional pieces, divided into 10 theme 

rooms: London, A Romantic Mind, A Gothic Mind, Romantic Primitivism, Romantic 

Nationalism, Cabinet of Curiosities, Romantic Exoticism, Voss, Romantic 

Naturalism, and Plato's Atlantis. The V&A portrayed Alexander McQueen’s identity 

mostly through his work and his explanations on his philosophy. The first room is a 

projection of McQueen’s face, gradually transfiguring into a skull, shifting between life 

and death, it symbolizes the paradoxical elements in his aesthetics and a metamorphosis 

for the audience as well. Each room, from the walls, the ceiling, to the ground is 

meticulously staged to relive McQueen’s spirit as shown on these images below, retrieved 

from the V&A’s website(http://www.vam.ac.uk/).( Figure 3-1-1 to 3-1-4)  

To fully represent his theatrical, provocative, and dramatic catwalk design, the 

exhibition adopts tech-heavy multimedia installation, including a room-size screen 

featuring his catwalk videos, rotating mannequins, holograms, a one-way mirror, 

 



	

47	

soundtracks with McQueen’s vocal remix audio animated with 240 ensembles and 

accessories. The tech-heavy and highly thematic approach brings out the emotional depth 

and the aura of McQueen’s catwalk shows. 

 

The fashion exhibition dedicated to contemporary hero-artist was once 

controversial in the field of museum. The exhibitions of clothing in the exhibition tend 

to be “antiquarian in their approach and chronological in their organization” (Steele, 

2008). It was Diana Vreeland, the famous magazine editor and columnist, and the 

special consultant to the Costume Institute, who first initiated the ground breaking 

theatrical curatorial approach. However mesmerizing it is, this spectacle-like curatorial 

approach was often criticized as historical inaccuracy, or commercial advertisement in 

the past when Vreeland first adopted it (Steele, 2008). Even though the public responds 

Figure 3-1-1 London. © Victoria and Albert Museum  

Figure 3-1-3 A Gothic Mind. © Victoria and Albert Museum 

 
Figure 3-1-4 Cabinet of Curiosities. © V&A Museum 

 

Figure 3-1-2 Romantic Primitivism. © V&A Museum 
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more to the spectacle, the content shouldn't have to make a compromise with 

institutional ethics. 

 

When Diana Vreeland was in charge, Harold Koda, the junior assistant of that time 

was under the influence of the imaginative and dramatic approach. He once commented 

on the curatorial approach of that time, “she was perfect for the museum— the way 

costumes were being shown needed a little bit of shaking up “(Hyland, 2015). Harold 

Koda himself went far more beyond the bar of exhibiting the historic dress, began to 

exhibit modern fashion (Steele, 2008). Andrew Bolton worked closely with Harold Koda 

ever since 2002, including Alexander McQueen: Savage Beauty exhibition. His curating 

style is close to the theatric approach just as his mentors. With larger exhibit rooms and 

featuring 66 more pieces, Savage Beauty in the V&A is more exquisite, decorative and 

theatrical under Claire Wilcox’s guidance, hoping to bring the visitors back to the magic 

of McQueen’s runway show once again. Fashion and its immersive experience often be 

criticized as “a form of entertainment” that attract the crowd and doesn’t necessarily 

contribute to the educational function of the museum (Anderson, 2000). Notwithstanding, 

regarding to the museum's function in their attempt to popularize, the fallacy of 

entertainment and education bifurcation is not necessarily opposite each other and will be 

further discussed in the following chapters. 

 

2. Victoria and Albert Museum 

Victoria and Albert Museum was named after Queen Victoria and Prince Albert, was 

founded in 1852, one year after the great success of the Great Exhibition. Often 

considered as the result of imperialism, the V&A and its name gives an impression of a 

treasure house collecting the dominant high culture and art. However, since the beginning, 

the V&A has already gone on an alternative pathway of museums of that time. The V&A’s 
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places its emphasis on collecting, metalwork, furniture and textiles and also the ceramics 

of East Asia.  

 

The primary principle was to make the work of art available to all, to educate the 

working class and to inspire British designers and manufacturers. According to the Brief 

History of the V&A from their website, Sir Henry Cole, the key figure of the development 

of the Great Exhibition, the first V&A director, aimed at building V&A a “schoolroom 

for everyone” did show interest in the design of dress fabric and collecting textile. 

Although Victoria and Albert Museum, the world’s leading museum of art and design, 

has collected both textiles and dress since its earliest days. The textiles, as the basis of 

dress collection, can only enter the museum with unique quality of fabric and the 

representation of crafting technique (Melchior, 2014). As for the dress, according to 

V&A’s Furnitures, Textiles & Fashion Department’s introduction, “For many years 

garments were only acquired if they were made of significant textiles, as fashion had a 

low status within the decorative arts” (the V&A).  Fashion was less worthy of preserving 

than the furniture, metalwork, ceramics and sculpture to the curators’ judgments at that 

time. To be specific, according to the V&A, ” The history of dress figured nowhere in the 

hierarchy of arts when [the V&A] was founded. It was not until well into the 20th century 

that the discipline of dress studies became firmly established and not until 1957 that the 

first curator for fashion was appointed.” It is evident that fashion is not art in a museum’s 

context. However, with more visitors are respond enthusiastically to fashion and more 

scholars engage in this discipline, fashion is gain more legitimacy as a study and 

museum’s subject.  

 

 In the V&A, only in the later 1970s did the collecting of contemporary fashion and 

accessories come to be seen as a major responsibility of the Department. The trend of 
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exhibiting modern dress started with Fashion, an Anthology by Cecil Beaton exhibition 

in 1971. This exhibition was only the second exhibition on modern dress at the V&A. It 

followed the museum’s 1946 Britain Can Make It exhibition on British wartime utility 

clothing. Fashion, an Anthology by Cecil Beaton exhibition is considered as an universal 

groundbreaking shift in fashion curatorship among museums in many aspects (Clark & 

De la Haye, 2014). In 1999, Claire Wilcox, the Senior Curator of Fashion and also the 

curator of Alexander McQueen: Savage Beauty exhibition, initiated Fashion in Motion 

exhibition, live runway shows on site in the V&A galleries. These avant-garde 

breakthroughs on the boundary of fashion and museum can be seen as strategies to the 

international trendsetter on exhibition display from the 1970s on (Melchior, 2014). This 

research will investigate on museum's role in exhibiting fashion design with an extensive 

observation on V&A’s fashion exhibition history. 

 

 

3. Alexander McQueen: British Rebel Fashion Designer 

Alexander “Lee” McQueen CBE, stood at the helm of British Fashion for 15 years, 

yet he remains something of a paradox. ”He was a working-class boy with haunt couture 

sensibility, an iconoclast with a reverence for tradition”(Fox, 2012). His extraordinary 

career started from a humble beginning as an apprentice on Savile Row to the creative 

directors of his own global brand. His is a story of hard work, ambition and preternatural 

talent. He is quite experienced at generating controversy as an art of self-promotion; 

turning the result of publicity to his advantage wherever he could. 

 

For McQueen, his craft was always about much more than clothes; it was about 

conveying a message. He would never fail to imbue his work with a psychological 

relevance. McQueen’s fashion shows had always been more of a dramatic performance 
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than a runway parade. Alexander McQueen, an articulate storyteller, always started every 

collection with an idea or a concept for the runway presentation, to “make sure the works 

are not reduced to piece of clothing that have no context” (Kroening, 2012). His 

collections often reflected paradoxical relationships such as life and death, lightness and 

darkness, melancholy and beauty. His design has often been commented as a work of art, 

a theatrical performance and a spectacle. Moreover, with heavy references to the historical 

context, art history, literature, play, music, dance and his Scottish heritage, his works are 

highly reflective and goes way beyond shallow entertainment. Claire Wilcox the curator 

composed the exhibition catalogue with 28 essays from fashion commentators, cultural 

scholars and McQueen collaborators delve into the cultural features of his design. These 

aspects of McQueen’s design are worth meditating within the context of museum. 

	
	
	

3-2 Research Methods 

  This research adopts qualitative research approach, investigating late fashion designer, 

Alexander McQueen’s exhibition––Savage Beauty in Victoria & Albert Museum as a 

case study, applying multiple data collection methods–– discourse analysis, fieldwork and 

semi-structure interview. This thesis examines the cases with the research questions and 

motivations raised in chapter I and the theories reviewed in chapter II in order to develop 

a thorough interpretive analysis. 

 

n Discourse Analysis 

Our way of thinking and our knowledge is developed in the social process. How the 

museum officials, the academic journals as well as the media discuss the exhibition can 

influence our perceptions. As Rosalind Gill analyzes, "the constructive use of language" 
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shapes the way we perceive the social event and cultural practices (2000). There are many 

ways of describing the phenomenon of Alexander McQueen: Savage Beauty exhibition. 

It is crucial to be skeptical and look into the intention of the reason why the discourses 

were organized to persuade and guide our thinking. Discourse analysis is an approach to 

skeptically examine the texts with the context of valid data, read between lines, explore 

the possible motives, and offer an interpretation to the intention. 

The objectives of this research attempt to understand the cultural construction of the 

cultural construction of the phenomenon of exhibiting fashion in the museum through the 

case of Alexander McQueen: Savage Beauty exhibition. The discourse analysis is to look 

into the exhibition- related document and investigate the meanings that people assign to 

them, exploring hidden motives and detecting the power/knowledge displayed in these 

materials. 

 

Documents about Alexander McQueen: Savage Beauty exhibition both in the V&A 

and in the Met and the designer will be collected from three major ends ––official sources, 

academic journals and the media. 

 

l Official sources: the V&A official website, exhibition catalogue, museum 

publications, exhibition flyers, the exhibition introduction and panels in the 

exhibition rooms and the curatorial thesis (Appendixes A). 

l Academic journals: the journals that explore the critical issues related to Savage 

Beauty.  

l The media: local and international online coverage of the two exhibitions, 

including the Met’s exhibition. For example, The Guardian, BBC, Telegraph, 

Economist; and the fashion magazine including Vogue, Fashionista, ELLE and 

so on. 
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Table 3-1 The Document 

 Source Source & Publisher Type 

1 The Victoria and Albert 

Museum exhibition Website 

http://www.vam.ac.uk/content/exhibitions/exhibition-

alexander-mcqueen-savage-beauty/about-the-exhibition/ 

Official 

source 

2 The exhibition catalogue 

Alexander McQueen 

Claire Wilcox, V&A Publishing Official 

source 

 Alexander McQueen: 

savage beauty 

Bolton, A. (2011). Metropolitan Museum of Art. Official 

source 

 Alexander McQueen 

 

V&A Magazine 36 Spring 2015 

 

 

3 Press release 

Alexander McQueen: 

Savage Beauty 

http://www.vam.ac.uk/__data/assets/pdf_file/0007/25315

9/Savage-Beauty-Press-Release.pdf 

Official 

source 

 Press release Exhibition 

Outline 

http://www.vam.ac.uk/__data/assets/pdf_file/0017/25316

0/Savage-Beauty_Exhibition-Outline.pdf 

Official 

source 

 Press release Timeline http://www.vam.ac.uk/__data/assets/pdf_file/0005/25315

7/Savage-Beauty-Timeline.pdf 

Official 

source 

 Press release Events http://www.vam.ac.uk/__data/assets/pdf_file/0006/25315

8/Savage-Beauty-Related-Events.pdf 

Official 

source 

 Press release Curator 

Biography 

http://www.vam.ac.uk/__data/assets/pdf_file/0018/25316

1/Savage-Beauty-Claire-Wilcox-Biography.pdf 

Official 

source 

 Exhibition Flyer The V&A Official 

source 

 Exhibition Panels Appendixes A Exhibition Panels Official 

source 

 Exhibition Map and Poster Figure 5-1-1 and Figure 5-1-2 Official 

source 

 Alexander McQueen: 

Savage Beauty 

Valerie Steele (2013) Fashion Theory, 17:4, 419-430 Acade

mic 

journal 

 SAVAGE BEAUTY: The 

performance fashion of 

Alexander McQueen. 

Julius, Corinne.(2015)  Craft Arts International. 2015, 

Issue 94, p72-75 

 

Acade

mic 

journal 

 The cultural tourism 

potential of a fashion-

related exhibition – the case 

Dan Jason Calinao & Hui-Wen Lin (2017) Journal of 

Heritage Tourism, 12:2, 204-217 

Acade

mic 

journal 
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of Alexander McQueen: 

Savage Beauty at the 

Victoria and Albert 

Museum, 

  Exhibiting Fashion: Before 

and After   

    1971. 

Clark, J., De La Haye, A., & Horsley, J(2014)..  Acade

mic 

journal 

 No Sponsorship 

Controversy For McQueen? 

Cash, S. (2011 July 29). 

http://www.artinamericamagazine.com/news-

features/news/metropolitan-alexander-mcqueen-

sponsorship/ 

The 

Media 

 Alexander McQueen's 

Savage Beauty: the best- 

dressed haunted house you 

will ever visit. 

Cartner-Morley, J. (2015. March 12) 

https://www.theguardian.com/artanddesign/2015/mar/12/

alexander-mcqueen-grab-attendees-v-and-a-victoria-

albert 

The 

Media 

 Alexander McQueen: 

Savage Beauty review – 

superficially  

magnificent 

Cooke, R. (2015 March 15). 

https://www.theguardian.com/fashion/2015/mar/15/alexa

nder-mcqueen-savage-beauty-v-and-a-review-observer-

awe-and-unease 

The 

Media 

 Alexander McQueen’s 

Menswear Show is a Thing  

of Savage Beauty. 

Cochrane, L. (2015 November 11). 

https://www.theguardian.com/fashion/2015/jan/11/alexan

der-mcqueen-punk-pinstripe-savage-beauty 

The 

Media 

 BEST PRACTICE: Why the 

V&A’s Savage Beauty was 

the  

arts sponsorship of the year. 

Clarke, R. (2016. April 5) 

https://albrightthinking.com/2016/04/05/why-the-vas-

savage-beauty-was-the-arts-sponsorship-of-the-year/ 

The 

Media 

 Long live Alexander 

McQueen: the designer's 

friends pay  

tribute as London gears up 

for Savage Beauty at V&A. 

Dacre, K. (2015. March 6) 

http://www.standard.co.uk/lifestyle/design/long-live-

alexander-mcqueen-the-designers-friends-pay-tribute-as-

london-gears-up-for-savage-beauty-10090202.html 

 

The 

Media 

 Millions more people now 

visiting UK galleries and  

museums, research shows. 

Dawood, S. (2016. March 8) 

https://www.designweek.co.uk/issues/7-13-march-

2016/millions-more-people-now-visiting-uk-galleries-

and-museums-research-shows/ 

The 

Media 

 Vogue On: Alexander 

McQueen. 

Fox, C. (2012). Quadrille Publishing Ltd The 

Media 

  Alexander McQueen: Gleason, K. (2012). Race Point Pub. The 
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Evolution.  Media 

 Alexander McQueen: 

Savage Beauty opens at 

London's  

V&A. 

Howarth, D. (2015 March 12) 

https://www.dezeen.com/2015/03/12/alexander-

mcqueen-s avage-beauty-fashion-exhibition-london-va-

museum/ 

The 

Media 

 Harold Koda on Talking 

Back to Diana Vreeland. 

Hyland, V (2015, Apil 9). The Cut. 

http://nymag.com/thecut/2015/03/harold-koda-on-

talking-back-to-diana-vreeland.html  

The 

Media 

 Suzy Menkes: Alexander 

McQueen Savage Beauty 

Review. 

Menkes, S. (2015 May 16). 

http://www.vogue.co.uk/gallery/suzy-menkes-on-

alexander-mcqueen-savage-beauty 

The 

Media 

 When Fashion Sponsorship 

Works 

Johnson, R. M. (2014 October 20) 

http://poeticsofdesign.blogspot.tw/2014/10/when-

fashion-sponsorship-works.html 

The 

Media 

 Fall Ready to Wear: 

Alexander McQueen. 

Mower, S. (2008. February 29) 

http://www.vogue.com/fashion-shows/fall-2008-ready-

to-wear/alexander-mcqueen 

The 

Media 

 Andrew Bolton: the man at 

the Met. 

Porter, C. (2016. April 30) 

https://www.ft.com/content/d5ec8f46-c12d-11e5-9fdb-

87b8d15baec2 

The 

Media 

 Behind the scenes at the 

V&A’s Alexander McQueen 

show. 

Thorpe, V. (2015. March 8) 

https://www.theguardian.com/fashion/2015/mar/08/alexa

nder-mcqueen-victoria-albert-museum-behind-the-scenes 

 

The 

Media 

 Alexander McQueen: 

Savage Beauty  

is most popular show in the 

V&A’s history. 

The Guardian Press Association (2015. August 3) 

https://www.theguardian.com/fashion/2015/aug/03/alexa

nder-mcqueen-show-savage-beauty-most-popular-

victoria-and-albert-history 

The 

Media 

  Alexander McQueen: The 

Life and the Legacy 

Watt, J. (2012).. Harper Design. 

 

The 

Media 

 Now You Know: The Secret 

Behind Some of Alexander  

McQueen's Most Fantastic 

Works. 

Wilson, E (2015. March 18) 

http://www.instyle.com/news/now-you-know-secret-

behind-some-alexander-mcqueens-most-fantastic-works 

 

The 

Media 
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n Fieldwork  

Field Observation was conducted on-site during the end of July for six times to 

engage in the exhibition, visitors’ reaction, engagement and interpretation to the 

exhibition. I observed the exhibition and visitors on the following aspects: 

 

1. 10 theme rooms: the outline, the texts, labels, panels, the atmospheres, the 

lightning, the background music, the mannequins’ gesture, color, texture, the 

multimedia installations. 

2. Visitors: visitors’ ages, gender, outfit, behavior, reaction, engagement and 

interpretation and comments on the exhibition.  

 

 

n Semi-structure interviews  

Semi-structure interviews were conducted to acquire in-depth information from 15 

visitors in order to understand the personal information, opinions about V&A and the 

exhibition and Alexander McQueen. The reason I didn’t interview the museum staff or 

the curator is because the media coverage is heavily involved in the fashion industry. 

Therefore, analyzing the message such as the curatorial philosophy, the budget, the 

original expectation, the struggles the museum’s staff revealed to the media is more 

crucial to the study.  

 

 

Table 3-2 The Interviewee Background 

 Date Nationality Occupation Gender  Age  Relation to fashion 
industry 

1 7/24 Liverpool, 
UK 

Student female 20 Interested in fashion and 
art 
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2 7/24 Liverpool, 
UK 

Researcher  female 24 Fashion communication 
and promotion 

3 7/24 London, UK Client Support 
Director 

female 58 Was brought up on 
King’s Road in Chelsea, 
London 
Saw a lot of fashion 
there 
Have always been 
interested in fashion.   

4 7/27 Toronto, 
Canada 

Anthropologist female 35 Is fascinated by 
McQueen’s bold type of 
fashion 

5 7/27 London, UK Teacher  female 61 Interested in art and 
fashion 

6 7/27 London, UK Teacher  female 58 Interested in fashion  
7 7/28 London, UK English tutor  female 53  Interested in art and 

fashion 
8 7/28 London, UK Office 

Manager 
female 58 Interested in fashion in 

general 
9 7/29 Derby, UK Student  female 18 Study fashion in the 

university. Came with 
her family. Second visit. 

10 7/29 Stamford, 
UK 

Student  female 17 Interested in fashion  

11 7/29 Birmingham, 
UK 

Retired female 69 Interest in fashion. 

12 7/29 Birmingham, 
UK 

Dress designer female 53 A friend suggested it and 
she is interested in 
fashion.   

13 7/30 North of 
England  

Photographer  female 42 Interested in McQueen’s 
fashion 

14 7/30 London, UK Student female 16 Was working on fashion 
related project before 

15 7/30 London, UK Student female 16 Was working on fashion 
related project before 
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The questions to the visitors are as follow. The new questions emerged during the 

conversation are not listed here.  

 

Table 3-3 Semi-Structure Interview Questions 

Visitor’s personal information 

1. Where are you from? Do you mind telling me your occupation and age? 

(optional) 

2. Why do you attend this exhibition? Is it because of your interest in art or 

fashion? Or Alexander McQueen especially? Or simply visiting the V&A? Or 

any other reason? 

3. What is your relation to fashion industry? Do you read fashion magazine 

often? Watch runway show online? Or you work or study in fashion related 

industry or school? 

About the museum 

1.   Do you visit museums on regular basis? Which museum do you normally pay 

a visit to? Have you visited other fashion exhibitions before? For example? 

2. How do you think about museums exhibiting fashion culture? Is it suitable 

for the museum’s educational aim? Or is it related to promotional culture? 

What’s your view on an ideal fashion exhibition in the museum? (Should it be 

more like the runway show or exhibiting design history? Or more like art master 

exhibition?)  

About the exhibition 

1. Did ‘Savage Beauty’ help you understand contemporary fashion or simply 

Alexander McQueen better? What is the major surprise you find from your 

exhibition visiting today? 
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2. According to your opinion, is there any special meanings of exhibiting 

Alexander McQueen in London, especially in V&A? 

Legitimacy 

1. From your viewpoints, do you consider fashion design as art? Do you think 

V&A try to justify McQueen’s work as art? Do you agree? 

2. Are you familiar with Alexander McQueen’s work before? Do you like the way 

V&A shape the image of Alexander McQueen and his work? 

3. After attending this exhibition, do you love the brand Alexander McQueen 

more? Does the exhibition make you want to purchase their design? Did you 

shop in the museum store?   
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Chapter IV  Victoria and Albert Museum & 

Savage Beauty 
	

4-1 A Brief History of Fashion Exhibition in the V&A 

  

 This chapter will review several past crucial exhibitions in Victoria and Albert 

Museum in order to observe the phenomenon of exhibiting fashion. By examining their 

overall museological presentation style and curatorial language, we will be able to get a 

general picture of the gradual progress of the V&A's attitude toward fashion. 

 Table 4-1-4 is a list of past fashion exhibitions in the V&A. Although this is not a 

complete index of all, there is a detectable pattern in the exhibitions they tend to hold: 

 First, as most of the fashion exhibition, the V&A's topic of the exhibitions are 

usually theme-like, which may enable a better flexibility and a larger range for the 

selections of exhibits. According to the list below, the V&A tend to hold more thematic 

topics than the exhibition upon a single brand or designer. Often times, exhibitions 

dedicated to single designer/ brand have more pre-existing potential visitors, the media 

visibility and the popularity. However, they require more legitimacy and the connection 

to the museum; or else they tend to trigger more suspicion and controversy involving 

commercial interest. The V&A 's exhibitions focus on diverse cultural theme rather than 

simply performing as a media for the fashion brand. 

 

 The recurrent topics can be summed up as 5 types: 

 (1) British nationalism : There are several exhibitions celebrating the talent of 

British fashion designersￚￚ for example, British Fashion Designer exhibition in 1979, 
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Vivienne Westwood: 34 Years in Fashion A Restrospective exhibition in 2004, 

Alexander McQueen: Savage Beauty exhibition in 2015. These exhibitions focus on 

how they drew inspiration from British cultures and the charisma of the city. Their 

craftsmanship and ingenuity have been regarded as British heritage. These exhibitions 

can reach the effect of empowering the relationship between fashion and national 

identity. 

 

 (2) Historical time frame: Typical historical dress and costume exhibitions that 

narrow the range into a specific time frame. It was the most original exhibition style 

regarding to dress history. The curators had to creatively engaged the exhibits in hoping 

to cast away the aura of antiquarianism. For example, despite the conventional 

chronological method, the curator Amy de la Haye exercised thematic approach in The 

Cutting Age: Fifty years of British Fashion 1947-1997 exhibition. Moreover, the 

garments lay reachable but not allow to be touched behind the fence rather than the 

glass. This approach attracted a lot of visitors; meanwhile, caused controversies. 

 

 (3) Single designer/brands: The V&A has been holding exhibitions dedicated to 

single designer every two to four years. These exhibitions are mostly travelling 

exhibitions and often very popular. The selected designers, more or less had 

incorporated with the V&A several times, or they had took inspirations from the V&A's 

achieves. For example, Gianni Versace, Vivienne Westwood and Alexander McQueen 

were frequent visitors to the archive. Alexander McQueen's design were exhibited 

several times in June 1999 Fashion in Motion show, Radical Fashion exhibition in 

2001 and had co-created several looks in David Bowie is...exhibition. 

  

 (4) Fashion Items：These exhibitions categorically narrowed down to show the 
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evolution of these fashion items, present the culturally significant pieces and showing 

the transformation. There had been several topics regarding hats, wedding dresses, 

shoes, and underwear. 

 

 (5)Subculture/ Street fashion:  subculture and street fashion had prominent 

influence on the mainstream cultures especially during 1940s to 1980s. Therefore, 

against the criticism of that time, the V&A held several related themes and deem equal 

importance.   

 

Here is a list of virtually all main fashion exhibitions in the V&A. 

Table 4-1-1 List of fashion Exhibitions in the V&A 

Time Exhibition Curator 

1960 A Lady of Fashion: Heather Firband   

1971 Fashion: An Anthology by Cecil Beaton Cecil Beaton 

1974 The Fabric of Pop Michael Regan 

1979 The museum finally include "dress" in the name of the Textile Department. 

1979 British Fashion Designer  

1987 Ferragamo: The Art of the Shoe 1927-1960 Valerie Mends 

1988 Fashion & Surrealism Valerie Mends 

1994 Street Style: from Sidewalk to Catwalk, 1940-

tomorrow 

Amy de la Haye 

1997 The Cutting Age: Fifty years of British Fashion 

1947-1997 

First thematical approach 

Amy de la Haye 

1998 One Women's Wardrobe Amy de la Haye 

1999 started Fashion in Motion(live catwalk show) Claire Wilcox 

2001 Radical Fashion Claire Wilcox  

Co-created with 11 leading 

fashion designers worldwide 

2002 The Art & Craft of Gianni Versace Claire Wilcox 

2004 Vivienne Westwood: 34 Years in Fashion A 

Retrospective 

Claire Wilcox 
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2004 Black British Carol Tulloch and Shaun Cole 

2005 Spectres: When Fashion Turn Back Judith Clark 

2005 Style and Splendour: Queen Maud's Wardrobe 

1896-1938 

 

 Anna Piaggi: Fashion-ology Judith Clark 

2006 Sixties' Fashion  

2007 The Golden Age of Couture: Paris and London 

1947-1957 

 

2009 Hat: An Anthology Co-curated by Stephen Jones 

2011 Yohji Yamamoto Ligaya Salazar 

2012 Ballgowns: British Glamour Since 1950  

2013 David Bowie is... Not a fashion exhibition 

however, several looks were co-

created by famous designers 

such as Kansai Yamamoto, 

Alexander McQueen, and Mr. 

Fish 

2013 Club to Catwalk: London Fashion in 1980s  

2014 The Glamour of Italian Fashion 1945-2014  

2014 Wedding Dresses 1775-2014  

2015 Shoes: Pleasure and Pain  

2015 Alexander McQueen: Savage Beauty  

2016 Undressed: A Brief History of Underwear Edwina Ehrman,and research 

assistant, Susanna Cordner 

2017 Balenciaga: Shaping Fashion  

 

 Although Victoria and Albert Museum has collected both textiles and dress since 

its earliest days of its foundation in 1852. The main interest of collecting was on the 

tapestries and the printed textiles. The textiles, as the basis of dress collection, can only 

enter the museum with unique quality of fabric and the representation of crafting 

technique (Melchior, 2014). Meanwhile, the museum was very male-dominated 

institution at that time. The dress and couture were at rather lower status than the 

textiles and fabrics in their viewpoints. It was not until their early mid 1950s with the 

employment of female curators in the museum's textile department increased, their 
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interest in dress and fashion textile influenced the museum collection policy (Taylor, 

2004). It was until 1979 that the V&A finally included "dress" in the name of the Textile 

Department. 

 

 According to Amy de la Haye, an independent former curator at the V&A during 

1991-1999, the V&A were just started to "engaged seriously with fashion as a 

musicological medium " in 1969-1971 and their policy were tightly stick to the quality 

of the textile and rather than the design, the cutting and the tailoring aspects of modern 

fashion (2006). However, Fashion: An Anthology by Cecil Beaton exhibition in 1971 

had streaked a landmark in the history of fashion museology. 

 

 Fashion: An Anthology by Cecil Beaton exhibition was the second exhibition of 

modern fashion in the V&A. The catalyst for the ground-breaking modern fashion 

exhibition trend were not only credit to the genius and unconventional mind outside the 

museum system like Cecil Beaton and Diana Vreeland, but also to the support of their 

enthusiastic directors, Sir John Pope-Hennessy and Philippe de Montebello. Musuem 

official's attitude is the key in the direction of the policy. For example, Sir Pope-

Hennessy was very surprised about how come there is no one came up with the idea of 

collecting and exhibiting the dress with the same principle of taste of painting and other 

artifacts until Cecil Beaton made the proposal of forming an exhibition based on his arty 

taste of couture(De la Haye, 2006:130). Sir Pope-Hennessy insisted that in order to 

avoid the visitors from misleading the objective, the exhibition should try not to include 

too many worn dresses from the celebrity. The museum insisted that these fashionable 

dresses ought to be present as fine art, bring out their ingenuity and quality. Although 

this exhibition was nothing representative in terms of the V&A's original dress 

museology, it still sticks to their design-centric mission. 
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 Four year later, The Fabric of Pop is an exhibition of pop art and contemporary 

textile design. It was a breakthrough for the V&A to exhibit popular culture and 

exhibition with less historical background. It can be regard as a sign for the museum to 

widen its collecting and exhibiting policies to include street fashion, popular culture and 

everyday life. As specified in the title, the exhibition focused on the fabrics and the 

textile of these humorous design of commercialism and mass production. It was 

extraordinarily unconventional for a national museum, a high art palace to include 

popular culture as if the museum was losing the power of distinction. The interest of 

capturing the trending cultural phenomenon is a sign of the shifting museology. 

Museum’s another street fashion exhibition was Street Style: from Sidewalk to 

Catwalk, 1940-tomorrow exhibition in 1994, featuring representative street style, 

subculture anti-fashion looks as well as demonstrating how mainstream fashion were 

inspired by them. According to Lou Taylor in Establishing Dress History, this exhibition 

" set out to prove that sub-cultural dress has exerted major cultural and stylistic 

influences on mainstream fashion designers " was succeeding in widening the V&A's 

visitor profile (2004). Hosting exhibitions as such demonstrated the V&A's innovative 

attitude, willing to challenge the status quo within the cultural institutes and was able to 

value any alternative design that echo the ethos of the time. 

 Fashion in Motion exhibition, initiated by Claire Wilcox in 1999, is a series of 

live catwalk shows holding in the V&A’s Raphael Gallery, modelling among the 

artifacts. Fashion in Motion show selectively features a few world’s iconic fashion 

designers including Alexander McQueen, Christian Lacroix, Gareth Pugh , Vivienne 

Westwood, and Yohji Yamamoto .  

 The difference between Fashion in Motion and other fashion shows during the 

fashion week is that Fashion in Motion provide a chance to present past collections as a 
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retrospective; however, the other fashion shows normally only serve as a debut for their 

latest collections. Moreover, Fashion in Motion brings the runway show to wider 

audience, enabling general public with the chance to see the usually exclusive fashion 

show.   

 

 The museum also held several exhibitions dedicated to single designers. The Art & 

Craft of Gianni Versace exhibition in 2002 was the largest ever in the V&A's history at 

that time, featuring 130 pieces, spanning over 30 years of his design. Versace 

retrospective exhibition was by far a more debatable one because of its celebrity appeal, 

sensational advertisement and high profile among the media (Cartner-Morley, 2002). 

Also it was during a time of huge wave of criticism over fashion foundation 

sponsorship; for example, in 2002 Giorgio Armani funded their own exhibition in 

Guggenheim museum. Claire Wilcox, the curator clarified that they paid huge amount to 

hold the exhibition. The only sponsorship is from the Friends of the V&A, a charity 

established to support the V&A. The support from Versace was the full access to their 

archive(Cartner-Morley, 2002). Inevitably, featuring many garments worn by the 

celebrities attracted criticisms. Claire Wilcox justified against the common perception 

with elaborations about design techniques and their historical reference. There is also a 

section encouraged the visitors to touch and study the dress. She clarified that "We 

wouldn't be doing this if I didn't believe that Gianni Versace was a hugely significant 

designer"(Cartner-Morley, 2002). The Art & Craft of Gianni Versace exhibition aimed 

at showing his innovative experimentation on different fabrics and materials, 

spectacular tailoring skill and his reference in classical art and architecture. Claire 

Wilcox also stressed that Gianni Versace is secretly a frequent visitor to the V&A, 

drawing inspiration from their archive (Cartner-Morley, 2002). We can infer that the 

V&A has been very selective on their exhibitions based on their principle of a design-
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focus and appreciation for fine craftsmanship and strived to engage the public and 

present with more educational orientation.  

 

 Overall, there are a few points can be roughly inferred from reviewing Victoria and 

Albert Museum's fashion exhibition history:  

 The V&A had been very persisting on their design-focus policy and had been very 

selective on their topics and the ways of presentation. The V&A evaluates the target's 

exhibit-worthiness, art and historical reference, their tailoring techniques and 

craftmanship, and their connection with the museum. With these criteria as a moral 

compass, the V&A wouldn't avoid to exhibit the controversial brands and topics.  

 Every two to three years, they held a blockbuster mega fashion exhibition. Based 

on the frequency, we can observe that the V&A is not on the policy of constantly 

holding one. To generate income, occasional blockbuster exhibitions are efficient; 

however, it raised questions about the objectives of the museum and hazarded the 

balance with the less visitor-oriented academic exhibitions.  

 Moreover, the V&A is gradually democratized. It actively engages the public with 

interactive methods, interactive workshops and more amiable themes. Also, the V&A 

has been very innovative on incorporating new installations, experimenting on new 

concepts and breaking through current status quo.   

 

 

4-2 Background Information about Savage Beauty exhibition 

According to the Met museum’s press release, Alexander McQueen: Savage 

Beauty exhibition attracted 661509 visitors, ranked the 8th in the top ten most visited 

exhibitions of the Met in its 141-year history (The Met Press, 2011). Savage Beauty, a 

 



	

68	

fashion exhibition forms an interesting comparison along with the rest of top ten 

blockbuster exhibitions including Treasures of Tutankhamun (1978), Mona Lisa 

(1963), and Picasso (2010) in The Metropolitan Museum of Art (The Met Press, 2011). 

To accommodate the zealous visitors, the Met extended the exhibition for one week 

include Monday, early mornings and late hours through midnight when the Museum 

was normally closed. Moreover, The Metropolitan Museum of Art attained 23,000 new 

memberships during its run, which is more than doubled of last year’s new membership. 

And more than 100,000 copies of exhibition catalogues were sold (to the date August 

8th)(The Met Press, 2011). The popular merchandise of Alexander McQueen includes 

armadillo shoe, tartan purses were constantly sold out and restocked as well.  

 

The statistics from the V&A are equally astonishing. From May 14th to August 

2nd, more than 493,042 people from 87 countries visited the exhibition and 18,000 new 

membership were added. For the final two-week, Savage Beauty was the first exhibition 

opened throughout the night for the first time in the V&A’s history. 84,000 people 

purchased the tickets ahead of the opening. There were 3.5 million people visited 

Alexander McQueen: Savage Beauty exhibition’s online museum as well. 80,000 

exhibition catalogues were sold. The popular Alexander McQueen product such as silk 

scarf and postcards were sold 2000 meters and 540,000 pieces respectively. The 

popularity and commercial elements will be investigated in the following chapters. 

 

As one of the most popular exhibitions in both museums’ histories, the same 

exhibition that was held in Met offered more dimension on examining the case. Both 

museums also held the earliest contemporary fashion exhibition at the end of the 20th 

century. Taking Alexander McQueen: Savage Beauty exhibition as a case study helps 

examine its pivotal position in the fashion exhibitions’ history in a comprehensive way.  
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Five years after its debut in Metropolitan Museum of Art in New York, Alexander 

McQueen: Savage Beauty exhibition in Victoria and Albert Museum was a grand 

homecoming for British people. London is the place where Lee Alexander McQueen 

was born, educated, and the place from which he drew his inspiration. It is sensible that 

there is an emotion boiling due to the fact that London was unable to be the first place 

to hold Alexander McQueen’s retrospective exhibition. Through several aspects, we are 

able to detect the obvious sentiment toward seeing Alexander McQueen: Savage 

Beauty exhibition traveled back to London. There were several petitions appealed to 

bring the exhibition to its homeland. People were drawn toward the exhibition with 

complicate emotion involving reminiscing the late designer, celebrating of the collective 

memory, showing patriotic pride, and enjoying a cultural feast.  

 

  In the three-year planning and preparing, the museum putting so much effort 

into Alexander McQueen: Savage Beauty exhibition, which is bigger than any fashion 

exhibition ever held in the museum’s history. The budget was 3 million pounds, which 

is, according to Tim Reeve, the V&A’s deputy director, “way more than this museum 

has ever spent on a show before.” “Show like this do not come very often. This will 

never be seen again” (The Guardian Press Association, 2015). Kate Bethune, the 

museum’s senior researcher also said that in terms of the materials used, this is the 

biggest, most varied show in the V&A (2015). She also emphasizes that the show was 

mostly a “recreation” of the original Met exhibition in 2011. The V&A version was a 

third bigger, added 66 additional items and some of them had never been displayed 

(Thorpe, 2015). There are also some never-on-displayed work and early pieces 

borrowed from private owners who were willing to increase the abundance of the 

exhibition in the V&A.  
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The reason the exhibition is so impactful in London is the nostalgic, reminiscent 

emotion created by its location for the local people. “London’s where I was brought up. 

It’s where my heart is and where I get my inspiration” (McQueen, appendix A). The 

panel on the first theme room can be more than a clear demonstration of McQueen’s 

origin. It is London that makes the cradle of the “enfant terrible”, harboring the spine-

tingling aura in McQueen’s design. One of the most important innovations the V&A’s 

Claire Wilcox adds is a new theme room, London, featuring the early graduate 

collections, which helps make a more complete narrative. In order to cultivate and 

display such deep, evoking feelings, the V&A included 30 new London-focused items. 

McQueen's close friends Annabelle Neilson, Katy England and Kate Moss were the 

donators of these newly added, poignant additions to the exhibition. 

 

The exhibition in the V&A also sparks other exhibitions including Nick 

Waplington/ Alexander McQueen: Working Process, the photography of McQueen’s last 

show displayed in Tate Britain. McQueen: Backstage—The Early shows by Gary 

Wallis, another series of McQueen’s backstage photography including some unseen 

archive were also exhibited at the Proud Gallery in Chelsea. 

 

Compared to the Met's version of Savage Beauty, the V&A's was able to have 4 

more rooms and could present 66 more exhibits. Moreover, the V&A's exhibition was 

much more aesthetically ingenuitive and in general more theatrical and creative. 

 

Usually for the international traveling exhibition, “once the dominant museums 

had set the rules of the game, their lesser counterparts tended to follow” (Lai, 2004). 

The first museum that curates the international traveling exhibition, attains the leading 
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status and generates more symbolic power among the art museums around the world. 

The V&A was largely following the Met’s design, however, the attempt to surpass the 

Met is evident. All the additional changes to the Andrew Bolton’s original curation can 

be seen as an act to counteract the dominant position of the U.S. museum, the Met, who 

sets the rules and models for Alexander McQueen: Savage Beauty exhibition as a 

possibly global mobilized International Travelling Exhibition(ITE) (Bourdieu, 1993; 

Lai, 2004). 

 

Before we delved into the exhibition in the V&A, it is crucial to examine the 

original curator Andrew Bolton’s curatorial thesis to have a proper understanding of the 

reasoning behind the setting as well as the logic behind why and how he decided on the 

categorical tone. 

 The Met’s show was curated by Andrew Bolton, with the support of curator in 

charge, Harold Koda. Andrew Bolton who had worked in the V&A for nine years before 

being brought into the Met by Koda in 2002.  

As discussed in chapter 3-1 research target, Andrew Bolton' curating style is close 

to theatrical approach just as his mentors, Harold Koda, who was also under Diana 

Vreeland’s influence. “Vreeland set the tone for eccentricity at the institute which 

Bolton continues to essay in his own English way today ”(Porter, 2016). Andrew 

Bolton’s show at the Met are known for their “whimsy and theatricality” (Trebay, 2015). 

He believed that the curator’s work is to create a storyline among the garments, which 

cast a spell on these static lifeless mannequins. Bolton once said, “If you can’t make 

that stimulating and seductive, then you’ve lost the visitor. And failed at the job” 

(Trebay, 2015). Drawing visitors into the museum with grand fashion spectacle is a 

trend that museums had growing to adopt it. 
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Here is a comparison list between the two exhibitions. Some of the official 

statistics were retrieved from the V&A and the Met’s websites 

(http://www.vam.ac.uk/content/exhibitions/exhibition-alexander-mcqueen-savage-

beauty/video-savage-beauty-in-numbers/ and 

http://www.metmuseum.org/press/news/2011/mcqueen-attendance). 

 

Table 4-2-1 A Comparison between two Alexander McQueen: Savage Beauty  

 Metropolitan Museum of Art Victoria and Albert Museum 

Time May 4 to August 7,2011 March 14 to 2 August 2, 2015 

Extended time l Extended one week 

l Offered a special attending 

hour for Members everyday at 

8:30 a.m. 

l Open late through midnight on 

the last weekend  

l Open museum on Mondays 

when the museum was 

ordinarily closed and ticketed 

$50  

l Opened the museum overnight in 

the last two weekends from 10 

pm to 5:30 am for the first time 

for an exhibition.  

l The overnight openings sold 

15,000 more tickets. 

Curator and  

staff 

Andrew Bolton 

l With the support of curator in 

charge, Harold Koda. 

Clair Wilcox 

l Creative director  

l Sam Gainsbury (designs the 

cabinet of curiosity): his 

production company, Gainsbury 

and Whiting has worked with 

McQueen on many runway 

shows.  

l Kate Bethune, senior researcher  

Alleged budget  l Reeve said Savage Beauty was 

delivered on a £3m budget which 

is “way more than this museum 

has ever spent on a show 

before”(Drain, 2015). 

Attendance 661,509 493,043  
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Popularity Rank 

in the museum’s 

history 

l Alexander McQueen: Savage 

Beauty exhibition ranks as the 

8th most popular exhibition in 

its 141-year history  

l Alexander McQueen: Savage 

Beauty exhibition ranked the 

most popular exhibit ever at the 

Victoria & Albert Museum 

l The first around-the-clock 

exhibition in the V&A’s history. 

Tickets  l 84,000 tickets purchased ahead of 

the opening, breaking museum’s 

record for advance sales 

l Visitors from 87 countries 

Membership l More than 23,000 new 

Members 

l More than double last year’s 

comparable numbers 

 

Catalogue l The exhibition catalogue has 

sold well over 100,000 copies 

to date through the Met’s 

bookstores and website, as well 

as through other outlets, with 

distribution by Yale University 

Press.  

 

l 80,000 copies were sold, and get 

UK’s top ten non-fiction best 

sellers chart. 

Online museum  3.5 million visits 

Gift shop l Popular McQueen merchandise 

in the Met Shops, including 

armadillo shoe ornaments, 

crystal skull paperweights, and 

tartan purses, sold out several 

times and were repeatedly 

reordered.  

l 2000 meters silk scarves 

l 540,000 postcards 

Sponsorship Alexander McQueen: Savage Beauty 

is made possible by Alexander 

McQueen™. Additional support is 

provided in partnership with 

American Express and Condé Nast. 

 

Alexander McQueen: Savage Beauty is 

made possible by Alexander 

McQueen™. 

The show is being sponsored by 

Swarovski and American Express. 
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Archive l Featured 100 ensembles and 

over 70 accessories  

l Primarily from the Alexander 

McQueen 

Archive in London, Givenchy 

Archive in Paris and private 

collections, including the 

Isabella Blow collection (now 

owned by Daphne Guinness) 

l A third bigger than Savage 

Beauty in the Met. 

l 240 outfits, 66 additional new 

inclusion of early experimental 

design 

l Most of the clothes have come 

from the McQueen archive, but a 

quarter has been borrowed from 

private owners. 

 

Essentially, Alexander McQueen: Savage Beauty exhibition is almost an 

International Travelling Exhibition. The curation and the major arrangement remained 

the same as Andrew Bolton created. It is crucial to look into his vision first before 

delving into the V&A Claire Wilcox’s revision. 

Usually a retrospective exhibition in an art museum is generally typified by 

chronological sequencing that is similar to a painter’s or artist’s retrospective narratives. 

Alexander McQueen: Savage Beauty exhibition is instead designed to be organized 

thematically as most single fashion designer retrospective did (Steele, 2008). 

Bolton talked about his thoughts on McQueen's design in The First Monday of 

May, a documentary film about Met gala event, “it is rare to find someone so creative 

that they can change the way you look at the art form, but McQueen definitely did.” 

Andrew Bolton said in one interview, “But the show was never meant to be a 

retrospective. It was important for me to engage with him as a man, who had so many 

lives and so many demons, and whose work was always very autobiographical” 

(Tomkins, 2013). McQueen himself also stated that “My collections have always been 

autobiographical……and coming to terms with the person I am—it was like exorcising 

my ghosts in the collections” (Bolton, 2011:16). McQueen had imbued himself in his 

work, they reflected what he was thinking or feeling at that time (Dacre, 2015). Bolton 

felt McQueen’s works are the powerful display that shows his characteristics. However, 
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there is a limitation to this approach and it became the target of criticism both in this 

Met exhibition and in the V&A one. 

 

There are descriptive panels and captions in each theme rooms offering the 

concepts in his design but the milestones and the turning point in his life were rarely 

mentioned. When the visitors presumed this as a retrospective exhibition, they not only 

wanted to see his work but also were triggered to learn about his stories. However, 

Bolton’s desired path only fulfilled the entertaining function while fashion critics and 

the audience craved for more informative display. Bolton wanted people “to experience 

my show as an audience would experience a McQueen runway show, and I think we 

achieved that”(Tomkins, 2013). He aimed at carrying out the emotional depth in 

McQueen’s shows, arousing the audience’s sensitivity to feelings and provokes the 

emotions through restaging McQueen’s runway shows in the museum setting. 

 

 McQueen considered the emotional outburst an aesthetic experience, be it 

fascination or revolt, inspiration or terror. In Bolton’s interpretation, McQueen was 

carrying on the legacies of the Romantic Movement that had made its appearance 

towards the end of the 18th century. Therefore, in deciding the narrative of the 

exhibition, Bolton generally set “Romanticism” as the major tone, and thematized the 

main characteristics in McQueen’s collections as the axis of the exhibition, divided into 

7 theme rooms: The Romantic Mind, Romantic Gothic, Cabinet of Curosities, 

Romantic Nationalism, Romantic Exoticism, Romantic Primitivism, Romantic 

Naturalism. The Voss is one-way mirror design in Romantic Exoticism, the Kate 

Moss’s spinning hologram, and the Plato Atlantis scene in Romantic Naturalism are 

restaged resembling to McQueen’s runway show. Through the enthralling installations, 

Andrew Bolton has brought the showmanship in fashion exhibition to the next level. 
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These categorizations have set the skeleton for the V&A’s show.  

 

 Creating museum exhibition catalogs is a good chance to make up for a scholarly 

deficiency, lack of space, and attention span on site at the exhibition; however, it only 

functions as intended if the visitors purchase the catalog.	Of the over 600,000 people 

that attended the exhibition, over 100,000 catalogs were sold. Therefore, only one in six 

people attain the Met catalogue. In the catalogue, Andrew Bolton’s preface focus on the 

concepts in his works and also justified on his curatorial arrangements (Bolton, 2011). 

Susannah Frankel’s introduction focus on his life story and the readers get to learn about 

Lee Alexander McQueen himself, instead of a far-reaching name Alexander McQueen. 

In an interview with Sarah Burton, McQueen's protégé and the creative design director 

of his company; she revealed what Alexander McQueen was like at work and described 

his progression between styles(Bolton, 2011). These informative articles compensate the 

shortage of the onsite exhibition. However, the catalogue was still overly simplified and 

depends too much on the designer’s fragemented quotes, which provide limited 

perspectives. 

 

	

4-3 Alexander McQueen: Savage Beauty 

The case of exhibiting Alexander McQueen’s work in the museum sphere is peculiar 

and yet a good fit because the characteristics reflected in his work is both ’sabotage and 

tradition’ describe by his Isabelle Blow, his influencer and best friend (Wilcox, 2015). 

Claire Wilcox commented in the museum catalogue as she reflected upon McQueen’s 

design. In his first partook in the live fashion runway, Fashion in Motion exhibition in 

the V&A, McQueen still showed disrespect to the authority, “to the museum world, it is 

somewhat alarming” (Wilcox, 2015). His unconventional theme and techniques often 
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challenges people’s perspective. as early as his second catwalk show in the V&A in 2001, 

he had shown his considerable popularity in the museum. 

 

The V&A director Martin Roth said during a preview of the exhibition "When I saw 

that exhibition for the very first time four years ago, my very first idea was that 'he has to 

come home'"(Howarth, 2015). The homecoming plan was assigned to Claire Wilcox, the 

curator of Alexander McQueen: Savage Beauty exhibition. She has been the Senior 

Curator of Fashion at the V&A since 2004 , also a professor in London College of Fashion. 

It is not her first time astonishing the world with avant-garde exhibitions. She has initiated 

a series of live runway shows, Fashion in Motion, in the museum galleries since 1999. 

She has curated many cutting-edge exhibitions at the V&A including Radical Fashion in 

2001, Vivienne Westwood in 2004, The Golden Age of Couture: Paris and London 

1947-1957 in 2007 and From Club to Catwalk: London Fashion in the 1980s in 2013. 

 

In Alexander McQueen: Savage Beauty exhibition, Claire Wilcox placed much 

emphasis on his connection with Victoria and Albert Museum in the exhibition panels 

and description labels. McQueen and his family had been visiting the V&A since he was 

a child. He had lingered among the fashion achieve since his early age. McQueen once 

said, “The collections at the V&A never fail to intrigue and inspire me. The nation is 

privileged to have access to such a resource” (Wilcox, 2015). Claire Wilcox 

acknowledged that McQueen was “extremely knowledgeable” about fashion history, 

especially 19th century tailoring when they met in the V&A. Alexander McQueen’s 

collections strongly based on the knowledge of tailoring and constructing with some 

inspiration he drew from the Museum’s archive (Dacre,2015). 
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Compared to Bolton’s approach, Claire Wilcox gave a slightly different arrangement 

to the theme rooms, she changed the name of Romantic Mind into Savage Mind(Room 

2) and also added three more themes: London(Room1), VOSS(Room 8) and Plato’s 

Atlantis(Room 10). Moreover, her curatorial design is even more decorative. 

London(Room 1), Romantic Primitivism(Room 4), Romantic Naturalism(Room 5) 

were completely different from the ones in the Met. The exhibition has taken over three 

of the V&A’s galleries. There was larger space to renovate and accommodate more 

exhibits.  

Figure 4-3-1 Victoria and Albert Museum Spring/ Summer 2015 Map 

 There are several contrasting differences between exhibiting fashion in the museum 

and presenting fashion on a runway. Alexander McQueen's runway shows were known 

for their showmanship and theatrical effects. How does displaying fashion design on 

lifeless, static mannequins behind the glass and boundary achieve the depth of experience 

that was inherited in McQueen's design? In terms of the display methods, museums with 

their "aura of antiquarianism" and their lifeless mannequins are not an ideal venue for 

fashion design. The conservation and presentation restrictions give limitations to the 

performance of the costume. However, the main attraction to be exhibited in the museum 

is its sense of immortality. The special exhibition may reinvent the spotlight back to the 
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designer. And these characteristics are lacking in a fast-paced fashion industry. 

 

Museums are usually seen as a heterotopia that seals its collection in an eternal status 

(Foucault & Miskowiec,1986). This is a most attractive factor for the quick-to-expired 

fashion industry. Time and attention is so easily lost in the fierce competition and time-

sensitive industry. Past collections were often being regarded as outdated. Museum is able 

to capture and conserve the transient nature of fashion. Being the permanent collections 

in the museum give the design a sense of timelessness. Moreover, when the museum holds 

the exhibitions with these couture, the design has the power to resurrect and return to the 

center of attention. It not only brings the collections to a wider and more diverse audience, 

but also give the audience the chance to scrutinize the detail that may be lost in the 

movement in the runway show. In Alexander McQueen’s case, the V&A readdress its 

existence and once again brought it to the daylight of the public. 

 

To fully represent his theatrical, provocative, and dramatic catwalk design, the 

exhibition adopts tech-heavy multimedia installation, including a room-size screen 

featuring his catwalk videos, rotating mannequins, holograms, a one-way mirror, 

soundtracks with McQueen’s vocal remix audio animated with 240 ensembles and 

accessories. In terms of the exhibition panels, each room quotes McQueen’s words and 

follows describes the theme. Every two clothes were installed a label of his quotes or 

descriptions on his design philosophy. On the label, the information card includes: items, 

name of the collection, season, material, courtesy of which private owner. The visitors 

were not allowed to take pictures in the exhibition; therefore, I retrieved some photos 

from the V&A website and the media to help with the analysis.  
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n London (Room 1) 

Photo 4-3-2: London(Left) ©Victoria and Albert Museum, London 

Retrieved from(2016/12/24):http://www.vam.ac.uk/content/exhibitions/exhibition-alexander-mcqueen-

savage-beauty/about-the-exhibition/ 

Figure 4-3-3: London(Right), the general introduction © Naomi Martin 

Retrieved from(2016/12/24): http://naomimartin.co.uk/portfolio/savage-beauty/ 

 

London(Room1): Room Description 

Upon entering the dimly lit foyer, the audience immediately faces the looming image 

of a head holographically projected onto the wall in front of them. The visitors watched 

McQueen’s face eerily and slowly morphs into the image of a skull and back again. The 

projection symbolized the contradictions inherent in his persona, his collections. It also 

predisposed that the paradoxical relationships such as savage and beauty, life and death 

are coexisted in his collections. The interplay of these oppositional qualities creates 

powerful emotions just as McQueen once said “I find beauty in the grotesque, like most 

artists. I have to force people to look at things.” The introduction panel also specified 

“Alexander McQueen’s dazzling creativity was expressed through the technical artistry 

of his designs and the dramatic intensity of his fashion show. His dark imagining elicited 

an uneasy pleasure that merge wonder and terror, incredulity and revulsion” (Appendix 

A. Alexander McQueen: Savage Beauty) Through these avant-garde installations, the 

V&A hoped to evoke a metamorphosis for the audience as well. 
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Each room, from the walls, the ceiling, to the ground is meticulously staged to relive 

McQueen’s spirit in his design. London is iconized as a concrete room with an industrial 

appeal that somewhat resembled to the Bluebird garage on King’s Road where his first 

professional catwalk show –– Nihilism took place. In his early time, McQueen had limited 

budget and his runway shows were usually in industrial location. The regular metallic 

beats were pounding the same frequency as thrilling heartbeats, which endowed an 

expectant atmosphere. The heavy drum beads resembling to impending catwalk steps, 

symbolizing Alexander McQueen’s design heavily pounding upon London Fashion 

landscape. Fragments of Alexander McQueen's voice were processed and remixed. Words 

were juxtaposed with one another, rendering them slightly audible. This grunge room in 

the obscured, dull lighting had a wall-sized screen as a backdrop. The screen flickered his 

controversial runway moments in his early years–– for example displaying his design in 

a pregnant skinhead model, showing live worms in a transparent top. The video clips of 

McQueen’s early runway shows included the infamous Autumn/Winter 1994 Banshee, 

Autumn/Winter 1995 Highland Rape, Spring/Summer 1996 The Hunger.  

 

London (Room1): Exhibits 

There were 10 mannequins veiled in metal-strapped masks. Their skin was made in 

ragged paper texture to reflect his experimental early collections. These include several 

skirts, jackets and Bumster trousers from the first two to three runway shows: 

Spring/Summer 1995 The Birds, Fall/Winter 1995 Highland Rape, Spring/Summer 1996, 

The Hunger. In terms of the correlation with the theme: London. These are all from the 

collections before he was appointed the head designer at Givenchy in 1996. There was a 

strong emotion boiling in “the slashed and distressed fabrics of his early years” (Wilcox, 

2015). These early collections reflect the major recurrent theme: the toughness in the 

fragility, the rebellious in the tenderness. The romantic soft lace skirt elegantly tailored in 

 



	

82	

the beastly torn style, the decadent golden and silver splashed stained skirts and yet still 

imposing a majestic vigor. It was Alexander McQueen‘s official declaration as a fashion 

rebels. As the V&A quoted in the exhibition panel, “there was so much repression in 

London Fashion. It had to be livened up”(Appendix A London room1). 

Spring/Summer 1995 The Birds was inspired by the theatric in Alfred Hitchcock’s 

movie; McQueen also studied M.C. Escher’s bird illustrations. His clean tailoring cutting 

creates a contrast to the disordered frock of birds’ pattern. Autumn/Winter 1995 Highland 

Rape was McQueen’s fifth collection, also one of the most infamous collections. He 

creates fierce but battered designs with his family tartan. “Any Scot, any member of the 

Scottish diaspora such as McQueen, has an awareness—albeit in degrees – of Scotland’s 

troubled past” (Watt, 2012). The word ’Rape’ refers to a strong political statement—“the 

rape of the culture”(Watt, 2012). Moreover, it can be seen as a protest to the over-

romanticized tartan image that Vivienne Westwood so glamorizes.  

 

This room tells the story of McQueen’s background. Alexander McQueen born from 

a working class family in the East End London, acquire proficient tailoring training from 

working as a Savile Row apprentice and become a fashion designer through his education 

in Central Saint Martin MA courses. Claire Wilcox once said in the article: Long live 

Alexander McQueen: the designer's friends pay tribute as London gears up for Savage 

Beauty at V&A, “ 

 

What means the most to me is that the V&A is hosting this show and that it’s  

taking place in London. I associate McQueen with London: with its streets,  

with its history, with its museums, with its clubs. I think he felt rooted in the  

city. It’s an extraordinary privilege to be bringing this show home.”  

                                                   (Dacre,2015) 
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The V&A tried to exemplify his ties with London through the following methods: 

specifically displaying his early debuts in London fashion weeks in the 90s ; utilizing the 

descriptions between mannequins to tell the audience that McQueen had often visited the 

V&A’s historical dress achieve ever since his years as a student. The exhibition panel 

quoted McQueen on how he drew inspiration from multiethnic London to develop his 

iconic Bumster trouser. “You take inspiration from the street, with the trousers so low. 

You don’t have to go to India, you can find it in the places like Bethnal Green or down 

Brick Lane. It’s everywhere” (Appendix A London Room1 ). 

 

n Savage Mind(Room 2) 

Figure 4-3-4: Savage Mind (Left)©Victoria and Albert Museum, London 
Retrievedfrom(2016/12/24):http://www.vam.ac.uk/content/exhibitions/exhibition-alexander-mcqueen-
savage-beauty/abou t-the-exhibition/ 
Figure 4-3-5: Savage Mind (Right)©Victoria and Albert Museum, London 
Retrieved from (2016/12/24): http://www.vam.ac.uk/content/exhibitions/exhibition-alexander-mcqueen-
savage-beauty/abou t-the-exhibition/ 

 

Savage Mind (Room2): Room Description 

This room adopted the same theme as London, only brighter and larger. The 

mannequins looked like the sketchy ones in designer’s working studio. The office-like 

setting with dismal fluorescent light created a workshop atmosphere. There is no 

complete set of garments in this room; the jackets, trousers and skirts were displayed 
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separately in each mannequin, rendering a scene of the works in progress. At the same 

time, the visitors were easier to focus on the silhouette, the basic structure and the tailoring 

technique on each piece. 

 

 The epic and tragic music stroke a massive difference from the former room. The 

clean silhouettes of the garments were printed on the wall through the sharp light. The 

mannequins arranged alone the wall. In this way, the audience were allowed to focus on 

each one and to inspect clearly. The visitors indeed automatically stood in line to observe 

closely and to read the labels.  

 

Savage Mind(Room2): Exhibits 

His signature silhouette emerged as early as his MA graduate collections, Jack the 

Ripper Stalk his victims, continue to evolve through his runways, Spring/Summer 1994 

Nihilism, Autumn/ Winter 1996 Highland Rape, Autumn/ Winter 1996-97 Dante, Spring/ 

Summer 1998 Untitled, Autumn/ Winter 1997-98 It’s a Jungle Out There, Autumn/Winter 

1998-1999 Joan, Spring/ Summer 1999 No.13.  

 

Jack the Ripper Stalk his Victims set McQueen’s reputation as Fashion rebel. It’s 

distinctive storyline drew reference from 19th Victorian times when the prostitutes would 

give the locks of their hairs to their lovers. He sealed his own hair in the layers in this 

cherry silk coat. It is also the collection that Isabella Blow discovered his talent, promoted 

and led McQueen into the fashion world that relied heavily on the connections with 

people (Gleason, 2012). However, the influential people and friendship in Alexander 

McQueen’s life was neglected in the exhibition narratives. The visitors can only have 

very limited ideas about his relation with other people and the time he lived.  
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The curator selected the pieces that emphasize the fundamental approach in his 

tailoring skill, the cutting and the construction. The exhibition panel described “He was 

such an assured designer that his forms and silhouettes were established from his earliest 

collections, and remained relatively consistent throughout his career “(Appendix A. 

Savage Mind Room 2). The curator Claire Wilcox comments on this room, “He brought 

tailoring back in. If you look on any fashion website or at any collection now, tailoring is 

strong. It's a strong British tradition and I hugely respect his contribution for tailoring 

alone"(Howarth, 2005). Even though this exhibition is not chronological, the audience 

can detect the originality, development and transformation in McQueen’s design on the 

basis of the London(Room 1) and Savage Mind(Room2). McQueen once said that 

everything he did was based on tailoring. His design later continued to adopt these 

silhouettes. In the later theme rooms, the fundamental tailoring craftsmanship recurrently 

applies as well as refines in his later collection.  

 

 

n Romantic Gothic (Room 3) 
 

Figure 4-3-6: Romantic Gothic(Left) © Victoria and Albert Museum, London 
Retrieved from (2016/12/24): http://www.vam.ac.uk/content/exhibitions/exhibition-alexander-mcqueen-
savage-beauty/abou t-the-exhibition/ 
Figure 4-3-7: Romantic Gothic (Right)© EPA 

Retrieved from(2016/12/24): http://www.dailymail.co.uk/femail/article-2991460/Bumsters-spectacular-

gowns-dramatic-tailoring-highlights-Alexander-McQueen-retrospective-arrives-V-A.html 
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Figure 4-3-8: Romantic Gothic (Left)© 2015 TEATIME IN WONDERLAND 

Retrieved from(2016/12/24): https://teatimeinwonderland.fr/2015/03/13/alexander-mcqueen-savage-

beauty/ 

Figure 4-3-9: a silk cape from Autumn/Winter 2002-03 supercalifragilisticexpialidocious.(Right) 

Photograph by Dan Howarth ©Dezeen 

 

Romantic Gothic (Room3): Room Description 

Alexander McQueen heavily drew references form the history, particularly from 19th 

century Victorian Gothic. Many of his collections including his graduate collection, Jack 

the Ripper Stalk His Victims demonstrate the interplay between horror and romance just 

as the black and gold is the theme in this room. From the ceiling to the wall and floor, are 

covered all black in different materials. The wall is paved with the stained splattered 

mirror with golden frame. The rust on the mirror walls created a disturbing atmosphere 

as if something is lurking from the dark mirror, creeping between the dark mannequins. 

The background music is the thrilling beasty howling as if unknown creatures rustling in 

misty forest. However, the tension was thereafter relieved while interlacing with the 

melody of musical box. This scenario was resonant with this grandiose treasure box 

installation with golden and white dress in it. It is a delicate, well-craft golden display 
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case in one side of the room, while the other three sides of mannequins with dark garments 

arrayed against the wall.  

 The layouts in Romantic Gothic(Room 3) invokes several interpretations. First, the 

most fascinated part in this dimly lit room is the sealed glass case which framed with gold, 

glowing among the dark surroundings. It gave an impression that the pieces in the glass 

case are well protected, too fragile to exposed to the beasty mannequins around. The 

golden case serves as an unreachable sanctuary in McQueen’s mind, symbolizing his 

unapologetic romanticism and uncompromised idealism. 

 

Romantic Gothic (Room3): Exhibits 

Every dress in the golden case is from his posthumous collection Fall/Winter 2010-

11, unofficially called Angels and Demons. It is inspired by Old Master and Byzantine art 

(Gleason, 2012). Sarah Burton, McQueen’s successor, “He was looking at the art of the 

Dark Ages, but finding light and beauty in it” (Popsugar Fashion News, 2010). The digital 

printing of religious painting from Hieronymus Bosch, Sandro Botticelli, Jean Fouguet, 

Hugo van der Goes were cut and handcraft by Alexander McQueen. Each mannequin 

except the middle one has a golden feather mohawk hairstyle, exactly the same as the 

runway show. The middle mannequin is “a spectacular jacket of gold feathers with a high 

stand-up collar worn over an embroidered tulle skirt.” stands out among them all, forming 

a centerpiece to the eyes (Gleason, 2012). The craft display case and the craved framed 

mirrors on the wall all demonstrate a delicate craftsmanship. Sarah Burton said that it 

echoed his posthumous collection, about returning, “back to the handcraft he love” 

(Popsugar Fashion News, 2010). Other than the physical interpretation, McQueen’s status 

of mind and aesthetics can be seen in this room combining the seemingly contradictory 

elements. McQueen once said, “People often find my things sometimes aggressive. But I 

don’t see it as aggressive. I see it as romantic dealing with the dark side of my 
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personality”(Appendix A. Romantic Gothics Room3). The tension of his emotional 

distress after the death of the two most important people had reach the boiling point. It 

surfaced on his posthumous collection. He took his life when the collection, 16 pieces 

had been 80 percent finished. “McQueen’s collections often reflect the paradoxical 

relationship such as life and death, lightness and darkness, melancholy and beauty” 

(Appendix A. Romantic Gothics Room3). In the Gothic Mind, the beauty and the beast 

is not necessarily formed in an oppositional status.  

 

The rest of the pieces are all black gowns covered in leather malicious-looking masks. 

The exhibition panel describes that “the shadowy fancies” in the “The fall of the house of 

the Usher by Edgar Allan Poe can best represent the fascination in the grotesque and the 

darker tension in the romanticism throughout his collections. I generally summarize the 

selected dark pieces in two aspects. 

 

First is the dark and romantic co-existence. There was one-piece of the design that 

captured our attention with its constant movement. It is the highwayman outfit in 

Alexander McQueen’s Autumn/Winter 2002-03 supercalifragilisticexpialidocious with 

the tricorn hat designed by Philip Treacy (Figure 4-3-9). In McQueen’s word,“This 

collection was inspired by Tim Burton. It started off dark and then got more romantic as 

it went along” (The Met’s website). The exhibition inserts a wind installation to fully 

represent the runway show as the model walked in a billowing silk parachute cape and 

shiny pants in fur” (Gleason, 2012).  

 

Second, according to McQueen, “I think there has to be an underlying sexuality. 

There has to be a perverseness to the clothes. There is a hidden agenda in the fragility of 

romance. It's like a Story of O. I am not big on women looking naive. There has to be a 
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sinister aspect, whether it's melancholy of sadomasochist. I think everyone has a deep 

sexuality, and sometimes it's good to use a little of it and sometimes a lot of it, like a 

masquerade” (Appendix A. Romantic Gothics Room3). It is similar to what Sigmund 

Freud said, “I am interested only in the basement of the human being.” There has to be 

an unexplored side in human behavior, and McQueen believes it has a great deal to do 

with sexuality. McQueen’s design and runway show has long been sensual and sometime 

outrageous. He constant challenged the people’s idea of what beauty is and pushed the 

limit. The tangled belts, and the guilty pleasure in the sadomasochistic dress aim to 

compel the unfettered emotions and aesthetical enlightenment from human suffering.  

 

 

n Romantic Primitivism (Room 4) 

Figure 4-3-10: Romantic Primitivism(Left) © Victoria and Albert Museum, London 
Retrieved from (2016/12/24): http://www.vam.ac.uk/content/exhibitions/exhibition-alexander-mcqueen-
savage-beauty/abou t-the-exhibition/ 
Figure 4-3-11: Romantic Primitivism (Right)© Victoria and Albert Museum, London 
Retrieved from (2016/12/24): http://www.vam.ac.uk/content/exhibitions/exhibition-alexander-mcqueen-
savage-beauty/abou t-the-exhibition/ 
 

 

Romantic Primitivism (Room4): Room Description 

Romantic Primitivism is the most innovative and gruesome room in the exhibition. 

From the wall to the ceiling, this oval room is a catacomb inlayed in human skulls and 
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bones. Six delicately bone-embedded wall displayed 5 mannequins and the exhibition 

panel, creating guardians or figures in savage worship. The ceiling was embedded an oval 

hemisphere screen, playing his fashion video of a women in a flowy dress, floating along 

the current of the ocean. The room is basked in the flickers of different shades of oceanic 

blue, rendering a phantomlike atmosphere.  

 

Romantic Primitivism (Room4): Exhibits 

McQueen constant reflected on the relationship between nature and man, the 

predator and the prey, civilized and barbaric. The materials he used to create the garment 

are all fetched from the nature, for example, the pony-skin leather, animal tusk, horns, 

mud, latex, fur, hairs. “McQueen’s narrative glorified the state of nature”. It was evident 

in the design in this room (Appendix A. Romantic Primitivism Room 4). The natural, pre-

historical garments standing on the piles of human skulls while the human drifting feely 

in the devouring ocean. McQueen sees beauty everywhere in our life. This room showed 

his capability to transform the very common natural materials into design of originality.  

 

n Romantic Nationalism (Room 5) 

Figure 4-3-12: Romantic Nationalism © Victoria and Albert Museum, London 
Retrieved from (2016/12/24): http://www.vam.ac.uk/content/exhibitions/exhibition-alexander-mcqueen-
savage-beauty/abou t-the-exhibition/ 
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Figure 4-3-13: Romantic Nationalism © Victoria and Albert Museum, London 
Retrieved from (2016/12/24): http://www.vam.ac.uk/content/exhibitions/exhibition-alexander-mcqueen-
savage-beauty/abou t-the-exhibition/ 

 

Romantic Nationalism (Room5): Room Description & Exhibits 

Romantic Primitivism and the adjoined Romantic Nationalism form a contrast 

between the unruly and the civilized. The exhibition narrative forms a sharp contrast to 

the barbaric catacomb. Romantic Nationalism demonstrates his deep interest in the 

history of his Scottish origin and England. 

McQueen’s Scottish root is most palpable in two collections: Autumn/ Winter 1995-

96 Highland Rape and Widows of Culloden Autumn/ Winter 2006-07. The two collections 

referred to two outrages, post-1745 Jacobite Rebellion and the 19th century Highland 

Clearance. In Highland Rape, McQueen’s victim-like design denounce England ‘s 

brutality toward Scotland, while in Widows of Culloden, his elegant couture 

commemorated the heroic, warrior spirit. McQueen’s proud signature clan tartan were 

used in the show.  

Romantic Nationalism adopts an imperial design. The gown, which symbolized as 

the queen stand high at the end of the room. The two sides each posed four opposing 

pieces from Widows of Culloden Autumn/ Winter 2006-07 and The Girl who Lived in the 

Tree Autumn/ Winter 2008-09. It’s opposition not only shown in the formality but also in 
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the ideology. When staging the Scottish-inspired gowns and the British-Indian gown in 

front of each other, the irony in between become manifest. 

The Girl who Lived in the Tree is about the transformation of a princesses into a 

queen. McQueen described where he got his inspiration, "I've got a 600-year-old elm tree 

in my garden," he said, "and I made up this story of a girl who lives in it and comes out 

of the darkness to meet a prince and become a queen" (Mower, 2008). The image of 

Queen of England, the Duke of Wellington, Indian Empire along with the inspiration from 

McQueen’s Indian trip were made into this “glorification of the British Empire” 

(Mower,2008; Gleason, 2012). 

 

The dignified and yet sorrowful background music building up the intensity emotion 

as the audience approaching the crimson empire dress at the end of the room. Finally, the 

emotion erupts and an awe-inspiring gasp left from the audience’ chest.  

 

 

n Cabinet of Curiosities(Room 6) 

Figure 4-3-14: Cabinet of Curiosities(Left) © Victoria and Albert Museum, London 
Retrieved from (2016/12/24): http://www.vam.ac.uk/content/exhibitions/exhibition-alexander-mcqueen-
savage-beauty/abou t-the-exhibition/ 
Figure 4-3-15: Cabinet of Curiosities(Right) © Victoria and Albert Museum, London 
Retrieved from (2016/12/24): http://www.vam.ac.uk/content/exhibitions/exhibition-alexander-mcqueen-
savage-beauty/abou t-the-exhibition/ 
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Cabinet of Curiosities (Room 6): Room Description & Exhibits 

Cabinet of Curiosities features more than 100 couture and accessories. They 

occupied the four walls of shelves in the heightened square room. The displayed includes 

the collaboration design from the milliner Philip Treacy and the jeweller Shaun Leane. 

The dress from No.13 Spring/ Summer 1999 which was spray-painted by the robots on 

the spot of the show, slowing rotating in the center. There are 27 screens playing the 

footages of McQueen’s runway shows. The background music is a series of musical box 

melody, a girls’ whisper, and the animals’ breath. Cabinet of Curiosities look like a 

universe contains Alexander McQueen’s wildest imagination.  

 

The exhibition label specifies the information about each piece as well as the runway 

show, including the location they took place. However, there were several major flaws in 

the arrangement in this room. First, the display shelves go up to the ceiling; therefore, the 

audience have problem checking out the display near the top of the shelf. Second, this 

room is rather small compare to other exhibition room, the audience mounted and stuck 

in this room. They had difficulties either in lining up, sitting on the benched in the middle 

of the room or circling to read the introduction or watch the catwalk films from each 

screen.  

Figure 4-3-16 Kate Moss Hologram ©Eliza Williams 

Retrieved from (2016/12/24): https://www.creativereview.co.uk/how-we-made-alexander-mcqueens-kate-

moss-hologram/ 
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 The attached room is a hologram, a pyramid construct with the projectors and the 

mirrors, restaging the epic final scene from Widows of Culloden Autumn/ Winter 2006-07. 

In the pyramid, Kate Moss unfolded from a glowing shape, metamorphose to a shadow 

in a chiffon dress, slowing swirl into disappearance in the dismal background music. It is 

the most touching scene in the exhibition. The weight of the emotion was building up in 

Handel’s Sarabande in D minor and breaking down on the verge of Kate Moss’s ethereal 

disappearance. This exhibition relived McQueen’s work once more. Several audiences 

burst into tear as if it epitomized the disappearance of Alexander McQueen. 

 

n Romantic Exoticism (Room 7) 

Figure 4-3-17: Romantic Exoticism © Victoria and Albert Museum, London 
Retrieved from (2016/12/24): http://www.vam.ac.uk/content/exhibitions/exhibition-alexander-mcqueen-
savage-beauty/abou t-the-exhibition/ 

Figure 4-3-18: Romantic Exoticism © AFP photographed by Leon Neal 

Figure 4-3-19: Romantic Exoticism © Victoria and Albert Museum, London 
Retrieved from (2016/12/24): http://www.vam.ac.uk/content/exhibitions/exhibition-alexander-mcqueen-
savage-beauty/abou t-the-exhibition/ 
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Romantic Exoticism (Room 7): Room Description 

  McQueen said, “I get more inspiration from the personality of a region than the 

actual ethnic origin. I think it is more important for the evolution of any design…. I will 

explore their craft, patterns and materials and interpret them in my own way” (Appendix 

A. Romantic Exoticism Room 7). The name and the exhibition panel of Romantic 

Exoticism specify that this is a collection of McQueen’s imagination and interpretation. 

In this room, the floor is glossy as a mirror bedazzling the reflections of every mannequins.  

Eight mannequins were installed in wall niches paved with three-side mirrors that formed 

a kaleidoscope. There are several kimono-inspired skirts embroidered with Japanese 

tattoo, American football style fused with Japanese print. The images of the garments 

reflect in the mirrors from all angles as them slowly rotated to the musical box melodies. 

The audience has every chance to inspect the detail, the tailoring the embroideries.  

 

Romantic Exoticism (Room 7): Exhibits 

 The displayed pieces are all from It’s Only a Game Spring/Summer 2005. The 

runway’s storyline is a chess game of the East (Japan) versus the West (America). 36 

models served as the chess, moving on the stage just as in the scene in Harry Potter and 

the Philosopher’s Stone. They followed the instructions, gliding on the stage to the new 

position, and confronting each other. These designs inspired by different cultures, 

different places where McQueen had traveled to. It showing McQueen’s tailoring was 

inspired, enriched and integrated with other culture’s pattern and cutting. 
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n VOSS (Room 8)  

 

Figure 4-3-20: VOSS(left) © Victoria and Albert Museum, London 
Retrieved from (2016/12/24): http://www.vam.ac.uk/content/exhibitions/exhibition-alexander-mcqueen-
savage-beauty/abou t-the-exhibition/ 
Figure 4-3-21: VOSS(right) © Victoria and Albert Museum, London 
Retrieved from (2016/12/24): http://www.vam.ac.uk/content/exhibitions/exhibition-alexander-mcqueen-
savage-beauty/abou t-the-exhibition/ 

 

VOSS (Room 8): Room Description & Exhibit 

Voss located in the end of Romantic Exoticism, is a simplified version of McQueen’s 

Spring/ Summer 2001 VOSS runway presentation. The Voss show has been remarked as 

McQueen’s most legendary and memorable presentation. The installation is based on 

Joel-Peter Witkin’s photography Sanitarium (1983). Big two-way mirror box with 

reflective walls, the journalists, the press, and the audiences were forced to only face-to-

face stare at their reflections in the mirror because the show was an hour late. Then the 

lights on, the model in exotic dresses came in, and the audience can finally see through 

the asylum box. There is a smaller opaque box in the middle of the asylum. Models 

dressed in razor clam shelf dress, eagles headpiece, feather, seaweed and exotic costume, 

clawing on the wall as if they were trapped in the mental hospital. At the climax of the 

show, the opaque box fell opened and shattered to the ground, the moths fly out, revealing 

the naked Michelle Olley masked in a breathing tube, lying on a sofa. 

 

 



	

97	

 The staging of Voss in the exhibition is exactly the smaller version, with four static 

mannequins. At first, the audiences can only see their own reflection on the mirror box. 

Then following the sound of a heart monitor, the box lit up, the screen started to play the 

footage of the Voss show. It conveys a provocative message, “It was about trying to trap 

something that wasn’t conventionally beautiful to show that beauty comes from within” 

(Appendix A. VOSS Room 8). McQueen wanted the audience to think about the 

stereotype idea of beauty through gazing at our reflection, looking at the models trapped 

in a mirror box, tortured by their own images and rethinking the definition of beauty. 

McQueen revealed later to a journalist, “Ha ! I was really pleased about that. I was looking 

at it on the monitor, watching everyone trying not to look at themselves. It was a great 

thing to do in the fashion industry—turn it back on them!” (Watt, 2012). McQueen wanted 

the audience to turn their gaze form others to themselves, forcing them to always judging 

and evaluating themselves first before turning the gaze on the others.  

 

 

n Romantic Naturalism (Room 9) 

Figure 4-3-22: Romantic Naturalism © Victoria and Albert Museum, London 
Retrieved from (2016/12/24): http://www.vam.ac.uk/content/exhibitions/exhibition-alexander-mcqueen-
savage-beauty/abou t-the-exhibition/ 
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Romantic Naturalism (Room 9): Room Description & Exhibit 

Romantic Naturalism is covered in floral hand painted wallpaper, presenting the 

work evidently inspired by nature. “Nature is the greatest, or at least the most enduring, 

influence upon Alexander McQueen” (Appendix A. Romantic Naturalism Room 9). 

Claire Wilcox said, "There are many garments that are not made of textiles at all, they are 

made of shells or glass or leather or metal. His imagination was not restricted by the fact 

that textile is the material normally used to make clothes with" (Howarth, 2015). There 

are several garments from Widows of Culloden Autumn/Winter 2006-07, La Dame Bleue 

Spring/ Summer 2008 , Sarabande Spring/Summer 2007. The razor clam shell dress, 

feather-covered gown, the floral dresses were kept like specimen in the display cases. The 

most eye-catching piece is the dresses in Romantic Gothic are a dress cladded completely 

in flowers, with ” high Edwardian neck and structured shoulders”(Gleason, 2012). In the 

runway show this dress were made with real frozen flowers, they melt and fall on the 

runway as the model walked. What interests McQueen more is the flowers are destined 

to perish. The message Alexander McQueen conveyed here is “Things rot. I used flowers 

because they die. My mood was darkly romantic at that time” (Appendix A. Romantic 

Naturalism Room 9). The exhibition ingeniously uses glass cases to keep the dresses alive. 

The sound of nature, the vibrant chirpy birds give this gallery a peaceful tranquil energy. 

The glass cases further strengthen the stillness and the timelessness of the dresses. 
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n Plato’s Atlantis (Room 10) 

Figure 4-3-23: Plato’s Atlantis © Victoria and Albert Museum, London 
Retrieved from (2016/12/24): http://www.vam.ac.uk/content/exhibitions/exhibition-alexander-mcqueen-
savage-beauty/abou t-the-exhibition/ 

Plato’s Atlantis (Room 10): Room Description & Exhibit 

In this last room, the room size screenplay the same sensory fashion video from his 

last show Spring/ Summer 2010 Plato’s Atlantis. Futuristic silver mannequins covered in 

his digital printed dress with reptilian skin and in Armadillo boots. Alexander McQueen 

tells a prophet: in the future, the ice cap will melt, the sea level will rise, human beings 

must evolve to live under the water once again (Appendix A. Plato’s Atlantis Room 10). 

The concept is inspired by Charles Darwin’s On the Origins of the Species (1859). 

McQueen accentuates human’s devolution in its evolution. Plato’s Atlantis show was 

about the rebirth of man into a half-human half-sea creatures form, with clothes taking 

inspiration from the sea and the reptilian skin. Human beings will go back to where the 

life begins. It was also the first online live fashion show ever in the history, streamed in 

Nick Knight’s SHOW studio and even crashed the website. 

 Walking through the tech-heavy exhibition was a highly sensory experience. The 

profoundness of the emotion and reflection were strengthening through these multimedia 

installations. The incorporation of his runway shows, his audio passages, the ambience 

that composed in a good fit with the theme and the garments. The sense of lost lingered 

as if once the audience walked out of the exhibition. We lost Lee Alexander McQueen for 

good. 
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Chapter V ART & COMMERCE: ANALYZING 

SAVAGE BEAUTY 
	
	

5-1 Analyzing Legitimacy & Corporate Sponsorship 

 

After the 1970s, more and more fashion exhibitions were dedicated to the designers 

from the fashion sector as an expression of their creative talent and a commercial potential 

to attract broader visitors. Fashion exhibitions converge at the need from both designer 

brand and museum.  

 

 How did the Victoria and Albert Museum, one of the earlier museums in the world 

that held exhibitions for contemporary designers, see this partnership? Here is an 

interview with Valerie Mendes, Chief Curator of the Textile and Dress Collection of late 

twentieth century: 

“While we have a pathway largely determined by the policies and thrust 

of an enormous and wide-ranging Decorative Arts Museum, we are 

inevitably influenced by the developments and innovations in the world of 

academe and the ever-changing face of the international fashion industry 

and fashion press. We are not afraid of welcoming in and learning from 

commercial concerns” (Anderson, 2000). 

 

       As the public art and design museum with a leading costume collections, the 

V&A bears pressure from various directions such as the cultural policies, the other 

museums’ competitions, the academic progress and also the trend of exhibitions. To 
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remain its competitiveness among the cultural institute, the trendsetter position of the 

exhibition and advanced curatorial techniques, the V&A ought to evaluate prudently; 

meanwhile, remain opened to new phenomena and bravely face criticisms they may 

encounter. 

 

Exhibiting fashion within the museum’s scope has created unconventional scene: 

take Alexander McQueen: Savage Beauty exhibition in the Victoria and Albert Museum 

for an example, people lining up among the sculptures in the museum hallway; however, 

with no much major interest to study the old master paintings and sculptures. Another 

evident phenomenon is the most visited exhibition in the Metropolitan Museum of Art is 

China: Through the Looking Glass, a fashion exhibition. Fashion is more appealing than 

art and cultural heritage in a museum field. I considered the pull and the mediation 

between democratic museum approach and the commercialization agenda from the 

fashion industry in a more Foucauldian perspective, involving negotiation, concession 

and power interplay between the powerful and the subordinate under the circumstances 

that the integrity of the museum is maintained and the need of the fashion industry is met. 

It is “a process marked by both ‘resistance’ and ‘incorporation’” (Storey, 2009: 81). In 

the following passages, the intricate and complex interrelationship between art, 

commerce and cultural sponsorship will be discussed separately in the V&A museum and 

in the corporates’ perspective. 

 

Owing to the change of trends in museum funding and a more democratic and visitor-

oriented approach, exhibiting fashion design has become a crucial approach in the 

museum. However, it raises a question: Who is actually telling the story? 

 

 We ought to be critical about the representation since all discourses are presented 
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with intention under the surface. The idea of aesthetic, the knowledge of art is often 

cultivated in the museum. Regardless of the preconception people may hold toward the 

exhibit, the museum still holds a powerful interpreting authority. “Exhibitions are kinds 

of collective rituals, enacted to assert and perpetuate power; and they are based on objects 

and knowledge” (Hooper-Greenhill, 1999:38). The ideology it wishes to express can be 

installed in the exhibition content, the exhibition catalogue and every detail regarding to 

the subject matter by the museum’s professional. When the exhibition involved corporate 

sponsorship, the museum integrity may be trade for publicity or even curatorial 

intervention (Moore, 1994:17). The content of the exhibition may be inserting the 

ideology that the corporations wish to address to the general public if the museum 

compromises. 

 

1. The V&A’s Perspectives on exhibiting Alexander McQueen: Savage Beauty  

 According to my analysis, the V&A’s discourse formation strategies emphasize 

Alexander McQueen’s artistry, exhibit-worthiness and legitimacy in the museum on these 

three sources: McQueen’s art history references, McQueen’s relation to the V&A, and 

McQueen’s identity as a British cultural legacy. 

 

 The V&A museum portrayed Alexander McQueen’s identity mostly through his 

work and his explanations on his philosophy. Almost every two mannequins comes with 

a label and a caption describing the items, name of the collection, the textile and material, 

courtesy of the person who lent this piece and the quotation from McQueen on his design 

aesthetic about the emblem or the theme. The captions specify McQueen’s references to 

cinema, literature, painting, music, dance, theatre, history and his own Scottish heritage. 

Even more, the 28 essays from expert fashion commentators, cultural scholars and 

McQueen collaborators in the exhibition catalogue explore more on Alexander 
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McQueen’s reference to the art history and the literary field.  

In Bourdieu’s definition of high culture and popular culture, the way Alexander 

McQueen: Savage Beauty exhibition fit the profiles of both. It was presented in not only 

a” performance”, but also triggered “contemplation” (Storey, 2009). Overall, the visitors 

I interviewed were very impressed how theatrical his design can be. Some of them were 

intrigued by his storytelling style. The most representative room in the exhibition is VOSS. 

It forced the viewers to look at themselves in the two-way mirror glass, reflect upon their 

own appearance before they observe and judge the trapped mannequins and the trapped 

models in the fashion video in the background. Alexander McQueen aims at challenge 

the convention aesthetics, introducing people to see the beauty in the macabre theme. 

Both entertaining and thought-provoking, Savage Beauty exhibition exemplifies that an 

entertaining theatrical exhibition can also offer transformative and reflective experience. 

 

About the exhibition catalogue, it is an almost 350 pages book features 28 essays 

from fashion expert, McQueen’s collaborators and cultural scholar (Claire, 2015). The 28 

essays belongs to 6 different themes, including A Sense of Place, Artistry, Sensibility, 

Viscera, Spectacle, Imagination. The V&A’s catalogue is hugely different from the Met’s 

catalogue which composed mainly plain photography and McQueen’s quotes. Before 

delving into the fashion commentators’ part, we begin with the curators’ words on the 

introduction. 

 

The original curator Andrew Bolton depicts Alexander McQueen through the small 

stories on his interactions between McQueen’s team, Trino Vercade, his business partner, 

Sam Gainsbury, his show producer, Sarah Bolton, his protégé. They work closely with 

Bolton on representing McQueen’s work in the Met which set the skeleton for the 

exhibition in the V&A. Bolton also took his chance on clarifying the criticism on his 
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exhibition. He pointed out that through working with McQueen’s original team, “the 

rawness and the freshness of their memories would enhance the integrity and authenticity 

of the exhibition” (Claire, 2015). He tried to avoid the divergence from the original 

designs and came up with the structure through the conversation with McQueen’s team 

and his own experience of McQueen’s runway show Spring/ Summer 1999 No.13 (Claire, 

2015). In my opinion, these statements further strengthen the authenticity of the 

exhibition and clear some doubt about his decision on thematic rather than chronological 

approach. Meanwhile, by explaining his motive and justify his approach, it reduces the 

similar criticism that may target on the Savage Beauty in the V&A.  

He chose only the iconic pieces that can best set off his artistic originality. Bolton said, 

“It proves to be the decisive factor in establishing the designer’s reputation as an 

artist”(Claire, 2015). Even though Alexander McQueen’s work was a work of art has been 

an unanimous agreement among the reviewers, critics and the audience, as we can see, 

through this intricate selection on the exhibits can also influence how the visitors perceive 

his work. I will further review the audience and the media’s comment in chapter 5-2. 

 

 

The second part in the introduction section is Claire Wilcox’s Edward Scissorhands. 

I simplified her passage into two points: the connection with the V&A and his artistry and 

craftsmanship. In my interpretation, Claire Wilcox narrated McQueen as a successful 

example of the transformative power of the museum education. She recalled that 

McQueen and his family had been frequent visitors in the V&A ever since he was a child. 

After he became a fashion designer, he constant revisited the fashion archives to learn the 

cutting and the structure of the historian dresses (Wilcox, 2015). McQueen once said, 

“The collections at the V&A never fail to intrigue and inspire me. The nation is privileged 

to have access to such a resources ” (Wilcox, 2015). Claire Wilcox later brought about 
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McQueen’s inspiring story as a working-class boy rising against his background, doing 

what he really desires to achieve in life. In my interpretation, this implies that the museum 

experience and the knowledge he attained from visiting the V&A had been a channel to 

accumulate his cultural capital and transform his position in the social hierarchy. 

Alexander McQueen’s life story is an example of the social mobility. 

 

According to museum catalogue, his designs had been featured in the V&A several 

times in the past as well. In 1999, Claire Wilcox launched live runway shows, Fashion 

in Motions in the museum galleries. Alexander McQueen is the second designer ever 

participated in Fashion in Motion, his Spring/Summer 1999 No.13 collection walked 

among the museum hallways and galleries, posing around the sculptures. Two years later, 

he and Shaun Leane, the jeweler, took part in Fashion in Motion again in 2001 with 

selected pieces from his 7 collections. In 2001, Radical Fashion exhibition invites 11 

avant-garde designers to work with, including Alexander McQueen, Rei Kawakubo and 

Issey Miyake and so on (Wilcox, 2015). In my opinion, Claire Wilcox listed the past 

experience of working with Alexander McQueen and exhibiting his design implies a 

message: the V&A is a place that McQueen had worked with several times, where else 

can be more qualified than the V&A to hold his retrospective homecoming exhibition? 

 

Claire Wilcox also demonstrated her admiration on ‘his prowess with scissors’, his 

tailoring technique craftsmanship with several stories (2015). She said, nearly very of his 

collection contain a reference to 19th century dresses. (2015) His innovation is based on 

tradition, and develops with the inspiration he drew from various fields. Claire Wilcox 

therefore invites 28 experts from various background including historians, curators, 

academics and writers to analyze those McQueen’s inspiration. In my opinion, this is a 

far more concrete strategy to demonstrate the artistry and these articles go a great length 
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to study McQueen’s design. It sets the V&A’s catalogue apart from the Met’s catalogue. 

 

 The V&A indicates the bond with British cultural icon, McQueen to further declare 

the legitimacy to hold McQueen’s first exhibition in Europe. “London’s where I was 

brought up. It’s where my heart is and where I get my inspiration.” (McQueen) The panel 

on the first theme room can be more than a clear demonstration of McQueen’s origin, it 

can also be seen as a move to gain symbolic power over the other domestic art and design 

museums as well as an act to counteract the dominant position of the U.S. museum, the 

Met. 

 

Other than the exhibition captions and panels, Martin Roth, the director of the V&A 

accentuates McQueen’s bond with London and the V&A,” McQueen was born, raised 

and worked in London, and he saw the city as both his home and the place from which 

he drew his inspiration, he forged a special relationship with the V&A, and from his days 

as a student in Central Saint Martins, he regularly visited the Museum’s rich textile and 

fashion archives and galleries, now his own astonishing creations inspire those who 

follow in his footsteps”(Wilcox, 2015). McQueen can be a powerful example for 

Museum’s collections and educational function benefits its citizen and sparks the creative 

potential of its visitor and the heritage passes on “(Roth in Wilcox, 2015). According to 

my field observation, there were almost 2-3 people in the audience per theme room that 

were taking notes. Some were discussing the tailoring. None of them see the exhibition 

as an inappropriate exhibit in the art and design museum field. I will further lay out the 

audience reviews in chapter 5-2. 

 

Nowadays the mobility of exhibitions as well as the borrowed exhibits is seen as a 

solution to solve the budget issue. Alexander McQueen: Savage Beauty exhibition is not 
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officially specified as a traveling exhibition; however, it can be seen as one. It has a 

guideline deciding the skeleton and content of the exhibition but allowed some changes 

in adapting to different sites. After exhibiting in the Metropolitan Museum of Art, it 

increased additional benefit to the exhibition in several aspects. It has accumulated a 

generous amount of publicity from the media and celebrity. Online discussion mostly 

were full of good reputations and fulfilling experience. The sensational statistics that the 

Met had achieved raises the visitors’ curiosity and increases the visitors’ mobility to travel 

to see the exhibition that so many people were lining up to get in. The blockbuster 

exhibition, covered by mass media enticement is a pilgrimage for the fashion-goer, a 

collective memory for the British people. With the halo effect and co-branding benefit 

from the media hype and publicity before, it certain increase the expectation of the V&A’s 

homecoming show. “Through their multi-destination travels, these exhibitions (ITEs) link 

heritages and museums with cross-border visitors.”(Lai, 2004)  

In its 23-week run, it attracted 493,043 visitors from 87 countries, bringing both the 

V&A and the fashion house to a higher visibility then they had ever imagined before. In 

Dan Jason Calinao and Hui-Wen Lin’s study on The cultural tourism potential of a 

fashion-related exhibition-the case of Alexander McQueen: Savage Beauty at the Victoria 

and Albert Exhibition, they concluded that the glamour of a fashion-related exhibition 

“may fuel visitor interest not only for those who have not been to the V&A, but also 

repeat visitors” (2017) ; moreover they concluded the fashion-related exhibition can also 

benefit the cultural development of their location by drawing in cultural tourists. (Calinao 

& Lin, 2017). Although there is no research yet to examine the actual influence of fashion 

exhibitions on local cultural development, according the report, compare to 2014, the 

visitors to UK increased by 3.2% and “London’s institutions alone saw 65 million visitors 

in 2015, a 1.6% increase on the year before” (Dawood, 2016). With around 500,000 

visitors, Alexander McQueen: Savage Beauty exhibition can be the potential appeal to 
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the growth. 

 

Moreover, another strategy to increase the visitors and the revenue they brought is 

to hold an inclusive point of view in the entertaining and educational function propel 

museums open its door to popular culture and everyday life, using these exhibitions to 

attract the crowd. Here I observe and analyze the exhibitions arrangement in the summer, 

the most popular time of the year. 

The V&A purposefully arrange the more appealing exhibition for the general public 

in the summer vacation section. In 2015 Spring/ Summer, the V&A arranged three fashion 

exhibitions altogether, two of them (Shoes: Pleasure and Pain and Alexander McQueen: 

Savage Beauty) charged tickets, and What is Luxury? was free entrance. (Figure 5-1-1) 

As shown on the map, the museum arranged the two exhibitions that charged tickets with 

museum shops next to it. It can be seen as an attempt to monetize from the exhibitions 

because the visitors love to buy souvenir from their cultural experience. 

Figure 5-1-1 Victoria and Albert Museum Spring/ Summer 2015 Map 

Two to three fashion and popular culture exhibitions hold at the overlap period of 

time during summertime. The diversity of fashion themes, ranging from the conceptual, 
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experimental exhibitions, the artists-designer exhibition to the object-based fashion items 

exhibition attract broader visitors’ profiles. The strategy is to accompany the blockbuster 

fashion exhibition or popular culture related with more historic- oriented ones. The other 

exhibitions about history, illustrations, graphic design, photography, historical artifact, 

and painting from different cultures are arranged at the other less popular months.  

 

The arrangement of the more appealing exhibitions at the most popular time of the 

year serve as an attraction to more visitors, more tickets purchased. Tim Reeve, the deputy 

director pointed out that “the museum’s less sexy collections will get a benefit from that. 

Many people who came to see the Alexander McQueen or the David Bowie show had 

never come to the V&A before. Many become members to get in and then they stayed” 

(The Guardian Press Association, 2015). The V&A’s strategy is when the tickets sold out, 

the visitors can choose to purchase the membership to attend to exhibition and also enjoy 

other benefit. The purpose is to promote and cultivate a museum-going habit and to 

develop connections with new visitors. In general, the V&A juxtaposes the different types 

of the exhibitions with the popular ones, try to promote culture and other less intrigued 

exhibition to general public who may require more interests and cultural capital to partake. 

With a doubt, the V&A preserve popular time of a year for blockbuster exhibition can be 

considered as a measure to balance the budget. (Table 5-1-1) 

Besides, another pressure for the V&A to appeal more interesting during the summer 

time is because the V&A has to compete with other cultural institutions, leisure activities 

as well as other cultural foundations of fashion industry. Fashion couture and highly as a 

more intriguing topic and shed a more glamorous impression, increase museum’s image 

in terms of creativity and diversity. It can also be seen as a demonstration of museum’s 

effort to gain a more ingenious image, brushing of its old and stale aura and broaden its 

influence in multi-disciplinary field. It increases its distinctive image and personality 

 



	

110	

through displaying various exhibitions that outshines other cultural institutes. On one 

hand, the V&A strengthens its privilege status in high culture realm; on the other hand, 

the V&A also presents popular culture and connects to everyday. In my opinion, the V&A 

attempts to present itself in an unique image, qualifying in displaying various disciplines. 

 

Table 5-1-1: Popular Culture & Fashion Exhibition during the summer vacation/ travel 

section in the recent 5 years 

2013 10 July 2013 - 16 February 2014 Club to Catwalk: London Fashion in the 1980s 

23 March – 11 August 2013 David Bowie is   

2014 3 May 2014 – 15 March 2015 Wedding Dresses 1775–2014 

 

5 April - 27 July 2014 The Glamour of Italian Fashion 1945 - 2014 

2015 13 June 2015 – 31 January 2016 Shoes: Pleasure and Pain 

25 April – 27 September 2015 

 

What is Luxury? 

14 March – 2 August 2015 Alexander McQueen: Savage Beauty 

 

2016 16 April 2016 –  12 March 2017 Undressed: A Brief History of Underwear 

10 September 2016- 26 February 

2017 

You Say You Want a Revolution? Records and Rebels 

1966 - 1970 

13 May – 1 October 2017 Pink Floyd: Their Mortal Remains 

 

 

2. Corporate Sponsorship’s Engagement in Museum and Exhibition Display 

Fashion exhibitions have functioned as cultural phenomena in the museum world. 

After the 1970s, more and more fashion exhibitions were dedicated to the designers from 

the fashion house for an admiration of their creative talent and their commercial potential 

to attract broader visitors. Fashion exhibitions converge on the need from both the 

designer brand and the museum. However, the tie to commercial interest have always 

been the core of the controversy. Why is public museum an attractive venue for fashion 
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corporations to exhibit their design? Why don’t they simply exhibit in department stores 

or their own fashion museums? A major reason has to do with the different position the 

museums occupied in the cultural marketplace (Rectanus, 2002). The legitimacy and the 

cultural credibility of the public museum has can hardly be found in somewhere else. To 

share and to be recognized as a cultural work has been fashion corporations’ target in the 

pursuit of cultural capital and a more artistic image. 

 

 In my categorization, fashion corporations enter the cultural field, infiltrate into 

cultural institutes through three major methods. 

(1) Collaborate exhibitions with cultural institutes such as museums and galleries. (As in 

Alexander McQueen fashion corporation cooperate with the V&A in Alexander 

McQueen: Savage Beauty. I will specify in this passage.) 

 

(2) Sponsor the cultural institutes. (As in Swarovski sponsor Alexander McQueen: 

Savage Beauty’s case. I will specify in this passage.) 

 

(3) Establish their own art foundation or museum, collecting and exhibiting contemporary 

art to demonstrate their taste and influence with corporate art collection. These fashion 

brands establish foundations, serving the same functions as the museum, including having 

their curators, touring exhibitions, collecting and commissioning contemporary art and 

also collaborate with public museums and galleries. The great wealth of fashion brands 

has allowed them to establish extraordinary collections. The motivations range from 

personal interest to “invest their brands with cultural capital and creative heritage” (Grassi, 

A., Swindells, S., & Wigley, S.). The fashion brands exemplified as modern Medici 

Family, housing their private art. Art is used as a marketing strategy. It is fashion brands’ 

strategy on regaining the lost exclusivity since the brand has expanded too much on many 
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types of products (Grassi, A., Swindells, S., & Wigley, S.) (See the Figure 4-1-3). The 

most prominent example falls in this category is Prada Foundation. It has not only 

dedicated to preserving and commissioning contemporary art and culture, but also hold 

exhibitions, shows, promote cultural programs, film festivals, design projects and talks. 

Prada Foundation is still constant expanding and opening new foundation in different 

cities in Italy. 

 

The main target of the discussion in this research case is type (1) and (2). I will 

further explicate in the following section.  

 

 In this part, I include three corporations, Alexander McQueen, Swarovski, and 

American Express. Each of them engaged in different forms of the corporate sponsorship. 

According to Chin-tao Wu in Privatising Culture: Corporate Art Intervention since 1980s, 

there are two cases of corporate sponsorship: (1)first is the companies' products and 

service have direct and corresponding link between sponsored events, the sponsored 

events can turn out to be a sales promotion. (2003) The company Alexander McQueen 

and Swarovski fall into this category. (2)The second type exists without direct connection, 

however, association with art can improve corporate image. American Express’ 

sponsorship is the second type. Their motivation, involvement and influence will be 

further explored in the following sections. 

 

The suspicion usually surrounds if the museum content has been compromised or 

not. In Alexander McQueen: Savage Beauty, the most obvious involvement is that most 

of the exhibits were from Alexander McQueen archive. There is a wall at the end of the 

room acknowledge that “This exhibition is made possible with the cooperation of 

ALEXANDER MCQUEEN, in partnership with SWAROVSKI, supported by 
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AMERICAN EXPRESS, with thanks to M.A.C. and technical partner is SAMSUNG.” 

The corporations’ logos were only showing here and on the posters(Figure 5-1-2). Other 

than this there were no other sign of readdressing their involvement in the exhibition 

narratives.  

Figure 5-1-2: Exhibition Poster © Victoria and Albert Museum, London 

 

n Sponsorship and Exhibition: Alexander McQueen 

 

From my observation, in the museum narrative had remained focus on Alexander 

McQueen as a designer instead of a company. The display installations and techniques 

were nothing like a boutique’s layout. The only two place mentioned Alexander McQueen 

as a company were the labels of the mannequin that mark the courtesy of the owner of 

the collection as well as the final board before the exit, it marked: Alexander McQueen: 

Savage Beauty is made possible by Alexander McQueen™. In the museum catalogue, 
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Alexander McQueen’s former CEO Jonathan Akeroyd occupied the second page, later to 

the sponsor Swarovski’s note. The CEO of Alexander McQueen, Jonathan Akeroyd stated 

in the exhibition catalogue of Met, ”As a house, Alexander McQueen has always 

emphasized the importance of imagination and free expression−−we truly appreciate this 

recognition of the cultural impact of Lee’s inspired designs and his contribution to the 

fashion community.” In the Met catalogue, Jonathan pulled the audience back to focus on 

the contribution of the fashion house. However, it is hard to detect the blunt commercial 

attempt in the exhibition content since the exhibition barely addressed to its audience on 

behalf of the fashion house in the captions and panels. 

   

At the end of the exhibition, just outside of the final Plato’s Atlantis room, there is 

an exhibition shop. Most of the products were specifically made for the exhibition; for 

example, the postcards, the pins for DIY tailoring, bags and t-shirts with exclusive 

McQueen’s iconic skull illustration with the word “V&A” hidden in it. Fashion-related 

books, books about Alexander McQueen and the V&A’s past exhibition catalogues were 

featured in the shop too. The postcards was sold 540,000 pieces. The exhibition catalogue 

hits the UK's top-ten non-fiction bestsellers, becoming the V&A’s most successful 

publication of all time, selling 80,000 copies.  

The corporate sponsorship also promoted an illustration competition among 

undergraduates from Central Saint Martins, Chelsea College of Arts, London College of 

Communication and London College of Fashion to celebrate the homecoming exhibition. 

The selected illustration will be mass printed and be sold in the V&A shop. The V&A 

also launched a hashtag campaign, #SavageBeautyIllustrated for the competition on the 

social media as a mean to gain publicity as well as promote the cultural status of these art 

and design school, and include them in the museum field.  
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However, there are still several products of the brand that were available at the 

souvenir shop. There are two products that were originally Alexander McQueen 

company’s bestselling: the armadillo shoe and the silk scarves. Nearly 1800 meters of 

Alexander McQueen limited-edition silk scarves were sold. There was also the print of 

McQueen’s work taken by the photographer Ann Ray, selling for 660 GBP.  

 

Seeing this rare opportunity, the visitors naturally wanted to bring home some 

memorabilia. The brand and the museum shop were taking the advantage of the visitors’ 

common mindset: buying the souvenir to commemorate the exhibition.  

 

n Sponsorship and Exhibition: Swarovski 

Alexander McQueen: Savage Beauty exhibition was in partnership with Swarovski 

and American Express. Rebecca May Johnson, who went to the press briefing for the 

exhibition opening, couldn’t help but notice how well the partnership work. She 

comments, “Importantly, both of these relationships are characterized by brand alignment, 

mutual respect, depth, longevity and authenticity”(2014). Both Swarovski and American 

Express have worked with Alexander McQueen for more than a decade. Both of them 

admired Alexander McQueen’s talent and saw eye to eye on innovation and revolutionary 

breakthrough. The following detail is going to show why is their collaboration convincing. 

 

 Most notably, Swarovski and Alexander McQueen: Savage Beauty (2015) won 

the UK Sponsorship Awards 2016 over Arts & Cultural Sponsorship (The UK 

Sponsorship Awards, 2016). The UK sponsorship Awards contains 30 categories in all 

areas, including Arts & Cultural Sponsorships, Entertainment & Event Sponsorship, 

Education & Learning Sponsorship, Sustainability Sponsorship and the list goes on (The 

UK Sponsorship Awards, 2016). To win the award, the partnership cannot simply be an 
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exchange of money. According to The UK Sponsorship Award Website, the criteria also 

include the “relevance, rationale, maximum use of all opportunities, creative thinking, 

outcomes and benefits to both parties.” The judges are the experts from different 

sponsorship occupation include “brands, consultancies, rights holders, representatives 

from governing bodies, the media and research specialists” (2016).The judging process 

is a transparent two-week round table discussion, finalized with secret ballot on each 

category.  

There are several national Sponsorship Awards from each country and according to 

a judge of these awards, “The Sponsorship Awards” are the Oscar of the UK’s sponsorship 

industry (Clarke, 2016). It is a competition for commercial marketing, judging the 

creativity, innovation of the ideas in their execution.  

The key factor to why Swarovski and Alexander McQueen: Savage Beauty 

exhibition won the Sponsorship Award lies in their decade-long collaboration with 

Alexander McQueen ever since his Spring/ Summer 1999 No.13 runway. The first piece 

they worked together was this crystal mesh-draping top. (Figure 5-1-3) 

Figure 5-1-3: First collaboration design with Swarovski	© Chris Moore 

Figure 5-1-4: Swarovski promotional poster © Swarovski. Retrieved from: 

https://editorialist.com/news/savage-beauty-alexander-mcqueen-exhibit-va-swarovski 
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 Alexander McQueen completely transform the material Swarovski offered, 

increases its value with his ingenious creativity in the most dynamic and remarkable way. 

In an interview, Nadja Swarovski, the member of the Swarovski executive board, points 

out the exchange of interest in the corporate sponsorship when Swarovski support 

McQueen on his fashion shows.  

She revealed that she was wondering what is Swarovski look like from the outside 

world. Swarovski used to work with Coco Chanel, Christian Dior, and Elsa Schiaparelli. 

She decided that she wanted to adopt her grandfather’s approach. She started to think 

“Who would be the Dior equivalent to me in 1997?” (Wilson, 2015). Later in 1998, 

Alexander McQueen along with his team and designers Philip Treacy and jeweler Shaun 

Leane were introduce to Nadja through Isabella Blow, McQueen’s collaborator (Wilson, 

2015). Nadja Swarovski said, “He was one of the first designers to use our new crystal 

mesh fabric, creating a Hooded Mesh Top for his No 13 show (spring/summer 1999) 

which he paired with a long white sheer skirt. After that we couldn’t produce enough — 

everybody wanted to use it (Dacre, 2015). McQueen acknowledge the quality of 

Swarovski’s product with his application, at the same time, Swarovski’s crystal got to be 

features as McQueen’s design in the Savage Beauty exhibition as well. 

  

Brands are drawn to coordinate with fashion brands in the hope of increase the 

attraction of their own products and attract new customers. Nadja Swarovski wanted to 

cooperate with fashion designer, linking the brand with the fashion designer’s creativity, 

utilizing their ingenuity to reshape brand’s image and increase the selling. Moreover, in 

the chance to sponsor museum exhibition and at the same time, being exhibited, it 

increased the cultural credibility of not only their product but also the brand image. 

 

The Sponsorship Awards hold a positive attitude toward reciprocal collaboration and 
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inspiring approach (Clarke, 2016). Crystal has been a frequent material in Alexander 

McQueen’s work; therefore, there is little hindrance to the authenticity of the sponsorship. 

The power relation between sponsor, the fashion brands and the museum can be seen 

in the museum catalogue. The sponsor’s pages are the first article, prior to CEO of 

Alexander McQueen and Director of the V&A. There was some Swarovski crystal on 

sale in the V&A’s shop as well. 

 

In terms of analyzing the success of sponsorship, Rectanus summarized Bruhn and 

Dahlhoff ‘s measuring criteria. The factors includes: (1) More involvement with 

participants and audiences.(2)Attract and engage mass media as a bridge to audiences 

who cannot participate in the event. (3)To involve the corporation’s customers, sales force, 

distributors, or wholesales(2002), However, in Swarovski and the V&A’s case, the 

commerciality is less obvious. Number (3) criterion is not tolerant in the museum setting. 

The involvements and the exchange are mostly on the symbolic level. As for the 

materialize profit, as I mentioned in the previous section, the accumulated power of 

publicity of a touring exhibition is immense. Alexander refer to the blockbuster exhibition 

“Popular exhibitions are easier to finance and their number thus increases as a proportion 

of the total” (Alexander, 1999). Supporting a traveling exhibition prolong the span of the 

sponsorship effect and continue a more stable partnership.  

 

n Sponsorship and Exhibition: American Express 

American Express has been in a long-established relationship with Alexander 

McQueen ever since 1997. American Express supported several Alexander McQueen 

runway shows in the late 1990s in return for the design of several credit card covers. 

American Express also funded the American Express Innovation Award in 2000 London’s 

graduate fashion week and the winner can work in Alexander McQueen’s studio (Johnson, 
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2014). In 2004, with the help from American Express, Alexander McQueen held a 

retrospective show, Black, restaging several of his past runways shows with a duet dance 

by Michael Clark, British dance's true iconoclast and Kate Moss. Black was marking 

McQueen’s grand return to London catwalk after 3 years absence and also celebrate 

American Express’s 5 years of the Black Card. 

 

Lisa Gregg, the vice president of consumer products at American Express mentioned 

American Express establish their partnership with mid to long term goal. “Like in 

personal relationships, you get out of it what you both put in. We were both focused on 

innovation, were both challenge brands and had high demand for quality” (Johnson, 2014). 

The motivation of the partnership is to introduce their brands to new audience and 

different target groups. Lisa Gregg also said that American Express connects their brand 

to the creativity of Alexander McQueen in the hope of having some “brand reappraisal” 

to reshape their image (Johnson, 2014). 

 

In conclusion, the fashion corporations or foundations have several methods to 

increase their commercial and cultural influence. As Chin-tao Wu states, the driven force 

of the corporation is to utilizing their economic capital to seek not only the domination in 

our consumer society, but also to engage in cultural practices with more symbolic 

implications (2003). Chin-Tao Wu argues that the concept of “cultural capital” she 

mentioned refers to ”the forms of ownership and the material appropriation of symbolic 

objects” (2003). Corporate art intervention can be seen as another form of business 

strategy, dedicated to advertise, or insert ideology and gain wider influence in political 

realm and everyday life. The purpose can generally be simplified as strengthen their 

symbolic power and materialized the benefit. By linking the corporation with cultural 

institute, it gains a wider influence in terms of adding value to their image in cultural 
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aspect which can cast positive image and eventually be monetize as profit. 

 

Mark W. Rectanus points out that incorporating with non-profit institution such as 

museums, art galleries improves the corporate image, public reputation and further boost 

the satisfaction and acceptance of the company’s product (2002). The cultural institutes’ 

functions are similar to a filter. When the corporates link their image to the positive image 

of cultural institutes and cultural activities, it tends to alter the corporates’ identity and its 

acceptance. Moreover, both the commercial entities and the cultural institute seek to 

“create legitimacy, cultivating informal relations with policy makers, securing a certain 

degree of institutional stability, realizing economic success and generation a resonance 

within the audiences they choose to address ”(2002). Although these factors enable both 

parties to work on a common ground and the controversy of exhibiting fashion within 

museums is not so much debatable nowadays, there are still suspicions revolve around 

the museum integrity with may threaten its legitimated state. His points of view focus 

more on the interchangeability between social capital, economic capital and cultural 

capital of the corporate or the elite’s personal ends (2002). 

 

The limitation of my research is the inability to acquire the actual figure and terms 

of sponsorship and it is difficult to materialize the profit or the impact of corporate 

sponsorship with these three corporations. However, there are still several ways to 

evaluate the influence. For example, in one article on the Guardian, Lauren Cochrane 

wrote ”Alexander McQueen is always going to get top billing at a London fashion 

event—particular in a year when the brand is celebrated with Savage Beauty, an 

exhibition of designer’s work at the V&A from April”(2015). The exhibition brought 

exposure opportunities which can turn into profit for the brand as well as the fashion 

events. Now that people understand Lee Alexander McQueen’s story, aesthetic and 
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artistry better. The public may acknowledge Alexander McQueen as a museum-approved 

brand, a national pride, an eternal memory. This may trigger more desire to purchase and 

collect his design. Since the center of the attention is on Alexander McQueen the brand, 

the company is likely to acquire better advertisement opportunities, competitive 

collaboration with other business entities, and probably the faster and higher turnover on 

its products. 

Similarly, Swarovski can be seen as a designer-approved brand. There piece had 

been exhibited in an art museum. Its top quality and creative image make the brand more 

competitive in the commercial market. Likewise, American Express delivered an 

outstanding image of a creative company, a selfless supporter of art and design. At the 

end, these innovative corporations’ images bring a far-reaching influence, either on social 

or commercial realm. 

I believe the motivation of corporations engaging in the cultural field may be more 

than the pursue of the capitals. The economic profit may not be the major goal because it 

brings wider, and long-lasting influence through the aesthetic appropriation. There may 

be subtler symbolic exchange in various other aspects.  

 

 

5-2 The Visitors and the Media Review 

 

During the end of July, my field observation was conducted on-site to engage in the 

exhibition, visitors’ reaction, engagement and interpretation to the exhibition. I’ve 

observed the exhibition for six days and I stayed around 4 hours each day in the exhibition, 

specifically on different time zone of each day, I was able to observe visitors’ behaviors 

and have a general outlook. Moreover, I interviewed 15 visitors from various backgrounds. 
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I have collected their thoughts about the exhibition and presented in this chapter along 

with some fashion journalists’ comments. However, the limitation of my qualitative 

research method is the narrow scope of visitors’ profiles, fragmented semi-structure 

interview questions and feedbacks. Therefore, here I incorporated important quantitative 

profile reports from the V&A officials cited by Dan Jason Calinao & Hui-Wen Lin in their 

journal article, such as the visitor’s demographic and visitor’s motivation and review. 

 

Regarding the personal background, only one of them was from oversea, Canada. 

Regarding to a broader scale of demographic from the V&A’s official report from 

Calinao& Lin’s journal, in 414 candidates, there are 19 percent of the visitors came from 

overseas (Calinao &Lin, 2017). I didn’t specify on my interview question about whether 

attending Alexander McQueen: Savage Beauty exhibition is their core plan of their visit 

of London.  

Regarding visiting motivation, almost every of my interviewees didn’t have the habit 

of visiting museums on regular basis; however, all of them had mentioned they were 

interested in fashion and art in general. Therefore, we can induct that even though people 

are interested in art and fashion, they still don’t have enough motivation to visit museums. 

There are five of them have fashion related background; for example, one of my 

interviewee was a researcher in fashion communication and promotion; another four of 

them worked in fashion-related project and the other was studying fashion design. Only 

two of my fifteen interviewees came specifically for Alexander McQueen. As a 

supplementary information regarding the reason for visit, Calinao &Lin summarized their 

report, “More than half of the respondents (57%) visited the V&A for the second time or 

more. A clear reason for visiting is to see a current exhibition, wherein Savage Beauty 

may have been the primary purpose of their visit (80% of 167) as also compared to other 

special exhibitions” (Calinao &Lin, 2017). One of the key factor contribute to Alexander 
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McQueen: Savage Beauty exhibition’s popularity is fashion’s approachability to the 

general public. Fashion is an intrinsic factor in everyday life. The general public don’t 

need much cultural capital to comprehend fashion exhibition. Interviewee #3 commented 

that “People are judged so much by what they wear and there is so much emphasis on 

fashion in just everyday life” (Interviewee#3). Fashion’s influence is far-reaching. She 

also said “Obviously, you turn on the TV and every now and then you’d see a fashion 

show. “(Interviewee#3). People can naturally comment on the fashion exhibit, imagine 

wearing them. She also said that people have intuitive understanding about the quality of 

the garment. She said, ”You may know nothing about fashion, you may know nothing 

about tailoring, and you look at something and say’ that’s incredibly well- 

made’”(Interviewee#3). As I investigated, one of the primary reasons why Alexander 

McQueen: Savage Beauty exhibition and fashion exhibitions in general were so popular 

is because of the innate ability to discuss, to judge and to comprehend the clothing. The 

visitors can be easily motivated to engage in the exhibition with their knowledge and 

personal taste of clothes.  

 

Another driven force to attend to the exhibition is the soaring reputation the publicity 

built for the designer. The fame and brand value create the visitors’ desire to see the 

couture in person. However, owing to the fact that the general public only has rare 

opportunity to see the real design in person, they would seize the opportunities to access 

to the real pieces. After all, not everyone has the privilege to see for themselves other than 

through the usual channel, for instance, the media, the magazine or the catwalk videos. 

Only some guests, fashion bloggers, fashion reporters, celebrities are invited to the 

fashion show and private visits to the headquarters of the brands. The interviewee #3 also 

pointed out the differences between seeing the design through the picture on the Internet 

and seeing on site in the exhibition. Not only the closed-up detail and the texture of the 
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fabrics but also the structure and the silhouette can be more easily observed on site in the 

exhibition. As the interviewee# 3 commented that we do not realize how much time was 

put into the design until we see it with our eyes. Indeed, the visitors were lining up 

patiently in front of each pieces of work to have a chance to study the garments carefully, 

taking times to read the captions and contemplate.  

In the museum catalogue, Jonathan Akeroyd, the former CEO of Alexander 

McQueen further emphasizes the exclusiveness and the rare opportunity to ever see the 

original emblems. Under this circumstance, museum can be seen as a form of media that 

“engage in the complex circulation of visual and textual information involved in the 

contemporary fashion system” (Anderson, 2000). Museums, along with the Internet, 

magazine, became a venue for fashion industry to showcase their product. In this way, 

museums have been involving into fashion branding system. The rare opportunity to pay 

tribute to Alexander McQueen creates a distinction. This motivated the visitors to seize 

the chance and travel across the country to see it. Interviewee#4 paid her visit from 

Toronto for the same reason ”His time has come to an end so this is really the last time to 

see that many[of his design] I think, in one place”(Interviewee#4). In the perspective of 

McQueen’s fan, the rare opportunity and the fear that the exhibition may not be held ever 

again can be the main motivation to attend. 

 

 In general, most interviewees consider the exhibition help them understand 

Alexander McQueen more. The description labels and panels gave details about the 

reference of where he got his inspiration. In respect to the reflections of my interviewees 

who were from different background, interviewee#3 believed the exhibit worthiness lies 

in the fashion history. She acknowledged that she is so interested in art and fashion 

because she grew up in King’s Road in Chelsea, the birthplace to 20th century cultural 

movement. She also considered fashion is influenced by different cultures and 
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perspectives towards life. She said “It is very much part of the heritage.” On the other 

hand, the interviewee#4, who is an anthropologist, was particularly interested in 

McQueen’s historical references. She observed, “He uses historical events in it to give 

fashion this very artistic sense of history, which a lot of people don’t do anymore. I mean, 

history is lost on a lot of people and I suppose because of my occupation as an 

anthropologist, history plays such a large role in what I study, that I’m fascinated by how 

the other people use it” (Interviewee#4). My interviewees had shown different focus in 

McQueen’s work based on their background. The cultural references and significance 

behind the design inspired more discussion addition to the tailor-design aspect. 

 

In my six days of observation, 70- 80 percent of the visitors aged around 30-60 years 

old. They lived in McQueen’s prime time therefore, they have more resonance comparing 

to the younger generation. They discussed about the tailoring, cutting and sewing 

technique that Alexander McQueen applied to his design. Interviewee#4 also mentioned 

that her mother, mother-in-law are all able to sew. Her mother can envision a dress and 

cut out the pattern and make in on her own. People can tailor read the deeper layer in the 

fashion exhibition. They recognize the skill, the cutting and they tend to have deeper 

involvement in the understanding of the talent in Alexander McQueen. Interviewee#5 

was 61 and she realized” that fashion today is very different, but the tailoring is still there” 

(Interviewee#5).  

The dean of the school of Fashion at Parsons, Simon Collins talked about Alexander 

McQueen’s effect on younger designer generation, “I don’t know many of our students 

had chosen fashion because of Lee’s work, but I know most of them wanted to either 

work for him or be him” (Gleason, 2012). Alexander McQueen: Savage Beauty was also 

an inspiration to many people. Interviewee#9 studies fashion in university. This is her 

second time here and she has used him for inspiration on her work. Interviewees#13 don’t 
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really follow fashion but she always loved his work. She considered McQueen as a 

pioneer and innovator. She was expected to be inspired in his exhibition.  

 

Exhibiting a brand in the museum can inflict an artistic aura on the brand image. 

Exhibiting in Victoria and Albert Museum is a less commercial platform for Alexander 

McQueen the brand to elevate its value. In Valerie Steele’s review about Savage Beauty 

exhibition in the Met in 2011, ”there was virtually no criticism of the McQueen 

company’s sponsorship of the exhibition, or their hands-on participation”(2013). It is the 

same result in the V&A’s exhibition that there is almost no controversy in the sponsorship.  

 

 In my interview, all of the interviewees reply positively that they definitely love the 

brand even more after the exhibition. Most people did buy something from the museum 

shop, but mostly on the souvenir like postcards, bags, badges and books. The main 

motivation of their purchase is to remember the exhibition experience. Interviewee#2 said, 

“because you’re not allowed to take photographs, it’s kind of hard for us to remember 

what we’ve seen. So we kind of want to take postcards and they have a pack of 16, so we 

bought those” (Interviewee#2).  

None of my interviewee purchases the two products that were originally Alexander 

McQueen company’s bestselling: the armadillo shoe and the silk scarves. The 

interviewee#3 brought about the wearability issue in his design, “ I sort of think, how 

would I wear that garment? I would have to be a little bit more practical and my lifestyle 

is such that as much as I’d like to buy something, I wouldn’t want to spend that amount 

of money only for it to sit in a wardrobe for one or two occasions” (interviewee#3).  

 

There are also several feedbacks on technical problems in the exhibition. The major 

problem is the labels are not easy to find and difficult to read. According to my interview, 
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there are several interviewees also came up with some technical suggestion on how to 

cope with the description labels beside the mannequins. Interviewee#6 said “Sometimes 

it’s quite difficult to read the information and it’s quite dark, isn’t it. And crowded. So 

when you’re reading, often your silhouette covers the actual words, but visually, it was 

just something stupendous” (Interviewee#6). Corinne Julius, the design critics 

commented on the same issue with the legibility of the labels, especially in Romantic 

Gothic gallery(2015). 

 

Although museum deputy, Tim Reeve mentioned that museum hired managing 

specialists to control the speed of letting people into the exhibition room, allowing around 

20 visitors in every 15 minutes. However, according to my field observation, some 

smaller exhibition rooms were still too crowded. People were lining up around the 

mannequins and were trying to read the labels. Interviewee#5 #11 #12 also commented 

that there were too many people inside the exhibition so people stuck inside, and trying 

very hard to read the description in the low lightning environment. In my opinion, The 

Cabinet of Curiosity was by far the most crowded because there are so many pieces in 

one small square room. People tried to absorb every detail of the design and the runway 

show videos.  

She also suggested that even though the museum wants people to flow through, it 

should still have more seating, to be more elderly-friendly. The exhibition environment 

should be friendlier for people in wheelchairs or maybe older people. 

Interviewee#3 offered suggestions on installing audio guide to better offer 

information to the exhibits. The other exhibition I went at the same summer, Jean Paul 

Gaultier in Grand Palais, Paris, it adopt audio guide technique, the exhibition panels in 

each rooms were wordy but there were less words on labels. The visitors flew more 

fluently in the museum and I personally more satisfied with the amount of information I 
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got with the help of audio guide.  

 

 

In terms of the curatorial thesis, Rachel Cooke, a fashion writer commented harshly 

on the Guardian that there is also “the intense frustration of the show’s curation” (2015). 

Here are some opinions from some of my interviewee. Interviewee#4 agreed the V&A 

had done a good job at “showing different aspects to McQueen’s identity and the work he 

did and where he took his inspiration from” (Interviewee#4). She said Museum did a good 

job on starting the exhibition with his early work, she can observe that his silhouettes and 

structure had remained similar while his design had changed through time. We can infer 

that for a thematic exhibition, to begin with the chronological aspects does give more 

background information.  

 

However, I was a bit disappointed how limited biographical information was 

provided in this retrospective exhibition. We can clearly tell that the exhibition was mostly 

focus on his aesthetic philosophy and the recurring themes in his autobiographical design, 

yet people more or less expected it to be a retrospective show containing more personal 

stories about Lee Alexander McQueen than Alexander McQueen as a designer only. 

There were several pivotal life changing moments that altered his life path; for instance, 

his career began when the stylist Isabella Blow introduced him to the fashion world, her 

suicide, McQueen’s mom’s death, what had working with Givenchy brought him? And 

what had changed after working with Gucci group? What is the cultural meaning these 

designs brought to the society at that time?  

In the V&A officials cited by Dan Jason Calinao & Hui-Wen Lin in their journal 

article, out of 414respondants 80.2% replied “strongly agree” that “the exhibitions met 

my expectations in terms of content” however, there are only 69.5% out of 413 
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respondents” strongly agree” that ”I learnt about Alexander McQueen’s inspirations” 

(Calinao& Lin, 2017). Overall from the V&A’s report 99% of the respondents “agree” 

that “the design of the exhibition created a dramatic and atmospheric experience” and 

“the presentation and the way objects were displayed was exceptionally high quality” 

(Calinao& Lin, 2017). That is to say, the visitors enjoyed the immersive experience that 

the exhibition presented while they still agreed that there is a deficiency of informative 

aspects of this exhibition. Even though the exhibition accentuated on McQueen’s talent 

in storytelling, it offered no explanation about his design process with those stories and 

visions (Julius, 2015). Whereas the museum catalogue includes detailed research on 

various aspect of the designer and his creative process, “explanation seemed to have been 

deemed as detracting from the magical, theatrical experience of the show”(Julius, 2015). 

In terms of the educational and entertaining value of the Alexander McQueen: Savage 

Beauty exhibition, it can be revised upon the way the exhibition was presented as well as 

how the visitors perceived it. The capability of being emotionally immersive and 

culturally informative is not	incompatible. In this case, the visitors as well as the media 

critics were intrigued while at the same time desiring more details and content of the 

designer, the design process. 

 

 Valerie Steele, the director and the chief curator of the Museum of Fashion 

Institute of Technology also commented in her review on the Met’s Savage Beauty 

exhibition that there was a lack of presence of Isabella Blow an important figure in his 

career and his life in the exhibition narratives (Steele, 2013; Julius, 2015). It is a pity that 

4 years later, Savage Beauty exhibition in the V&A still didn’t increase the detail in this 

aspect.  

 

Claire Wilcox brought up a crucial point in her discussion with Suzy Menkes, the 
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International Editor for Vogue: the cultural context in which the designer worked is 

nowhere in the exhibition itself (2015). Menkes even commented” I am not an art critic, 

but I cannot understand why the V&A did not put McQueen into the context of the art 

world of his era”(2015). She went on saying “The frustrating thing about the V&A show 

is that there was every opportunity to chart McQueen's fashion course in the first two 

display areas, before the visual story unfolds with a gilded section labelled Romantic 

Gothic” (2015). Valerie Steele quoted David Hansen, an art critic saw that “the creations 

of Alexander McQueen convey more visual excitement and intellectual sophistication 

than a lot of the contemporary art shown in museums and public galleries” (Steele, 2013). 

Alexander McQueen’s avant-garde aesthetics can also be put into a narrative about his 

collaborations with contemporary artists and visionary photographers, for example, 

Damien Hirst and Nick Knight; or a cross-discipline discussion with other ingenious 

contemporary artists of his time. The possibilities of the narratives and the hunger for 

more information had driven several people to have similar suggestions.  

 

 Rachel Cooke brought up the doubt about the arrangement. She said, “Arranging 

the rooms thematically deprives the show of a narrative” (2015). However, I think that 

arranging his exhibition in chronological order could have been criticized as losing focus 

as well. If only the exhibition could be more informative on his life story. Suzy Menkes 

were even harsher on this point, she believed there is more to demonstrate on his early 

life too “unless something is hidden in the cream-on-stone, rather unreadable captions at 

floor-level” (2015). She brought about another issue with the readability of the labels, 

which I had addressed in the previous paragraph. In this case, in my opinion, the museum 

catalogue can compensate some part of what was lacked on site. Claire Wilcox poured so 

much effort into the exhibition catalogue. Apart from 28 essays and 440 images, sketches 

and researches about his work, Claire Wilcox developed an Encyclopedia of Collections 
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cover every of his runway shows and their references.  

 

Generally, the visitors I interviewed were very satisfied with their experience and 

were very inspired. There is one unanimous comment about Alexander McQueen: all the 

critics and the visitors consider McQueen’s work as art. Interviewee#4 considered 

McQueen’s work as art because the amount of work that he devoted to it as well as his 

reference in paintings and art. In Valerie Steele’ s review on the Savage Beauty exhibition 

in the Met in 2011, she brought up the discussion about whether McQueen is an artist or 

not. She mentioned many reviewers agreed with this comment. Overall, the comments on 

the exhibition from the media were very positive and even emotional at some point. Few 

people criticize on the show. Most of the comments agreed that the exhibition was highly 

thought-provoking and needed time to sit quiet, reflect and mourn for the loss of a fashion 

artist who was always looking beyond fashion and beyond people. 
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Chapter VI CONCUSION 
 

This research probes into the controversy raised upon the phenomenon of exhibiting 

fashion couture within the field of museums. Takes Alexander McQueen’s retrospective 

exhibition, Savage Beauty at the Victoria and Albert Museum, the most visited fashion 

exhibition in the V&A’s history as a case study to examine and interpret the discourse 

formation through the struggle of the V&A and corporate sponsorship and pinpoint this 

exhibition in fashion exhibition history. 

 Fashion exhibition study is a relatively new discipline. Some fashion studies focus 

on the objects, the fabrics, the analysis of the design or the brand and the aesthetics of 

the designers. There has been a deficiency in critical evaluation and a clear context in 

fashion exhibition with a focus on corporate sponsorship. This thesis focus on the 

collaboration between the museum and the corporate. By examining the museum' s 

corporate sponsorship and exhibition formation, this thesis hopes to shed light on the 

interrelationship between the museum and fashion industry. 

 

 

6-1 Museum's role in Exhibiting Fashion Design 

 

How does the corporate sponsorship influence the discursive formation in the 

museum? First, in order to analyze how the museum has become an attractive venue for 

the fashion industry, in this case, how is the V&A an ideal venue for the corporations: 

Alexander McQueen, American Express and Swarovski to collaborate. Firstly, it is vital 

to review museum's role in exhibiting culture. 

 In 19th century, Victoria and Albert Museum, as a public museum, was a mean for 
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the government to institutionalized the power through display and discipline. Politically, 

the public museum is a mean to deploy the power and consolidate the statehood. The 

exclusive access reinforce a privilege status to the exhibits as well as the viewers. 

Meanwhile, it authoritatively strengthened the selected culture and value system to the 

preference of the government and the hegemony.  

 With the pedagogic force derived from state power, the public museum like the V&A 

has the authority to construct value and ideology. The V&A has the power to create 

cultural needs and impose an arbitrary judgment over certain culture and idea.  

the controversy over the fashion exhibition all derive from museum's ability to legitimate, 

to museumificate , to elevate, making the chosen collections sensible and valuable to the 

visitors.  

 

 The work of art, and fashion in this case, can be considered as symbolic good. 

Visiting museum exhibition is a way to consume the cultural good and to increase one's 

cultural capital. Therefore, the museum is a site that demonstrate the taste of different 

social group and promote particular set of value. With its higher rank in art and culture 

field, associating with museum cast elevated image of their individuality and their taste.  

 To see a fashion couture, it is considered rather exclusive because only the media 

and the other fashion-related guest are likely to be invited to the runway show. Therefore, 

visiting fashion exhibition can be a good chance for the visitors to appropriate this 

exclusive symbolic good, and to demonstrate their taste and lifestyle. However, it is 

museum's ability to legitimate the cultural credibility of the exhibits that make exhibiting 

fashion a controversial issue. For fashion is a commercial activity that involve gaining 

more economic capital. By recognizing the cultural value of particular fashion design, it 

closely ties to the economic interests of the particular fashion brand. 
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 There are several motivations for museum to be so enthusiastically engaged in 

fashion exhibitions. To get away with a conventional impression of an antiquarian 

institution, for a leading art and design museum like Victoria and Albert Museum, it is 

crucial to remain its creative, and innovative position in the field of creativity and culture. 

Keeping up with the path of the current hits and move ahead as a trendsetter, museums 

associate with fashion industry, which reflects creativity, avant-garde and everyday life, 

to increase their image as innovative institutes. By doing so, the museum attains better 

performance in competing with other museums, cultural institutes and leisure activities.  

 

 In the field of dress exhibition, the V&A has strived to pioneer in exhibiting 

contemporary garments. The groundbreaking exhibition that started the fashion 

museology was Fashion, an Anthology by Cecil Beaton exhibition in 1971. Fashion 

museology is focusing on providing an image-based visual narrative and even a sensual 

experience with an purpose to captivate wide range of audience profile. It also enables 

the curator to freely infuse their imagination on garment rather than sticking on object-

based methods. The V&A is willing to challenge the status quo and keep up with the ever-

changing contemporary culture. It started to exhibit pop art and street fashion in 1970s, 

shifting from an elitist orientation to a more democratic museum. In 1971, the museum 

started live fashion show Fashion in Motion in hope of overcome the static display 

restriction.  

 To include iconic design that reflect the important trend in fashion history is also 

crucial for the V&A. Often times, exhibitions dedicated to single designer/ brand have 

more pre-existing potential visitors, the visibility and the popularity. However, they 

require more legitimacy and the connection to the museum. Alexander McQueen is an 

iconic figure in British fashion history and trendsetter with the low-slung jeans 

"bumsters", theatric catwalk shows, and extreme silhouette. His connection with the V&A 
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has made it an ideal museum to host his exhibition in the UK. However, the V&A failed 

to be the first to initiate Alexander McQueen's retrospective exhibition. Even so, the V&A 

didn't curate their own version of the retrospective but to adopt Andrew Bolton's one.  

Thomas Campbell, the director of The Metropolitan Museum of Art said, “There are 

any number of fashion designers with the creative distinction to warrant a presentation of 

their work in an art museum. But I can think of few whose careers fit as easily within the 

language and methodologies of art history as that of Alexander McQueen” (Bolton, 2011). 

In Alexander McQueen: Savage Beauty exhibition’s case, the legitimacy issue weren’t 

as controversial as other fashion exhibition in the art museum. There had always been an 

unanimous appraisal of his design as art among visitors and the media. Victoria and Albert 

Museum had built the legitimacy through several effective discourse formations:  

 

(1)The V&A emphasized it as a homecoming exhibition and pinpointed his 

significance as identity as a British cultural legacy. Many people who don’t go to museum 

at all or only knew little about Alexander McQueen were drawn to the exhibition because 

of the cultural importance and its publicity. For the people who live in London, the 

exhibition can also be seen as “a celebration of our status as an incubator for extraordinary 

talent” (Dacre, 2015). The sense of community, the sense of being a Londoner may also 

propel people to visit. There are also more emblems donated by McQueen’s co-workers 

and friends to make the London show grander. Eventually, visitors from 87 countries 

come to the exhibition and made it the most popular exhibition in the V&A’s history.  

 

(2) The V&A went into great lengths, both in the exhibition and in the museum catalogue, 

on specifying his art history references in his design. McQueen’s fashion design was so 

deep rooted in art history, literature, music, and films; for example, Edgar Allan Poe, 

Victorian Gothic, Dante Alighieri, Tum Burton, Hitchcock, Stanley Kubrick, Jan van 

 



	

136	

Eyck and other Flemish painters, war photography from Don McCullin and the list goes 

on. He was also inspired by different culture’s cutting, tailoring and embroidery; for 

example, Japanese kimono, Indian Sari, American football clothing.  

Moreover, as the world’s leading museum of art and design, the V&A was the one 

of the earliest museum that promotes the importance of decorative Art and Craft. The 

V&A’s places its emphasis on the value of craftsmanship. Claire Wilcox especially gave 

high credit to McQueen’s British tradition tailoring expertise. His tailoring techniques 

refer back to 19th Victorian Era. His creativity and innovation was building on the basis 

of tradition. Even his latest, most futurist design, Plato’s Atlantis has a 19thc Victorian 

tailoring skeleton.  

  

(3) Alexander McQueen had been a museum-goer ever since he was a child and 

constantly returned to the V&A to draw inspiration from fashion archives and wide range 

of the V&A’s public collection. The V&A pictured him as a successful model of breaking 

social hierarchy, rising from his humble beginning with the help of museum education.  

 Even though the V&A has been working with McQueen's team and his past 

collaborators to create an authentic and thorough retrospective, there are some feedback 

appealed for improvement on the curatorship and the exhibition technique from the 

visitors and the media review. The media were more critical on the exhibition’s curatorial 

thesis, criticizing on the negligence of the cultural context and the crucial moments in his 

life. There was a lack of information on his biography. Some visitors reflect that the 

description labels beside the mannequins were very difficult to read since the visitor's 

silhouette covers the words when they got closer. The stage lighting effect forwent the 

readability of the description. There was a certain degree of sacrifice the depth of the 

content over the theatrical effect. 
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 The balance between education and entertainment is easily lost when trying to 

accommodate the preference of the public that the museum presumed. Museum’s 

professional judgments can be taken over by the marketing consideration. When 

museums lose sight of their fundamental mission and their credibility, it may lead to a 

legitimacy crisis. From my research, both the visitors and the media were satisfied with 

the theatrical experience while they were demanding to show more stories and more 

information on the designer. When the visitors were so intrigued by the exhibition, they 

thirsted for more in-depth narratives.  

 

 

6-2 Corporate's Influence  

 

 The glamour of Alexander McQueen, the artist designers attract the public to pay 

tribute to the grand show. Fashion design with their pre-exisiting popularity and celebrity 

glamour can easily draw the attention and the interest of the public and the media. The 

great success and the popularity in the Metropolitan Museum of Art had made it even 

more intriguing. Alexander McQueen: Savage Beauty exhibition connected the 

museums with popular culture and the media world, making museums newsworthy and 

captivating. The blockbuster effect of these fashion exhibitions usually brings in new 

visitors, non-museum goers and more museum membership. In Alexander McQueen: 

Savage Beauty's case , from May 14th to August 2nd , more than 493,043 people from 87 

countries visited the exhibition and 18,000 new membership were added. There had been 

a heated discussion among the media broadcast, and it resulted 84,000 people purchased 

the tickets ahead of the opening. The cooperation had significantly increased museum's 

income and media circulation. 
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 Corporations see museums as promotional venue for their images and products. It is 

a chance to represent their own history and achieve in a less commercial way. The 

retrospective exhibition definitely put Alexander McQueen, the brand on the front page 

of the media, regaining media's attention after the death of the designer. It revived the 

public's interest and expectation toward the brand which may in term reflect on the selling. 

More symbolic value was attached to the design since it is a museum-approved designer 

brand. As for the visitor who had attended to the exhibition, even though they didn't 

motivate enough to buy from the brand; however, they reflected that they have more 

knowledge about the designer and love the brand more. Most people did buy something 

from the museum shop, but mostly on the souvenir like postcards, bags, badges and books. 

The main motivation of their purchase is to remember the exhibition experience. Overall, 

the exhibition increases people understanding and recognition toward Alexander 

McQueen.  

 

 Exhibitions definitely increase Alexander McQueen's design's longevity of people's 

interest. With the possibility to continue circulating among major cities around the world, 

Savage Beauty exhibition prolonged the attention that runway show could not provide. 

From runway to museum, the fashion design strips down the calculation of commercial 

potentiality and invites the audience to examine the artistry within.  

Alexander McQueen reshapes museums with a more creative, inviting and alluring 

image and increases museums’ accessibility to the general public. Moreover, the symbolic 

power of Alexander McQueen’s design favors the V&A in the struggle among other 

museums in the field of fashion exhibition as well as the competition with other cultural 

institutions and leisure activities.  

 

In Alexander McQueen: Savage Beauty’s case, Fashion exhibition help draw in the 
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new visitors without sacrificing museum integrity and authenticity. The sponsors, 

Swarovski and American Express had been longstanding partner with Alexander 

McQueen for more than a decade, which make the corporate sponsorship convincing and 

authentic. In partner with such a creative genius increase their corporate image and help 

distinguish their product from the others. Exhibiting McQueen’s work is mutually 

consensus with museum’s standard of art and culture and the corporation’s promotion of 

their image. Their relationship was a reciprocal collaboration with high relevance, depth 

and a consensus goal. There weren’t sense of commercialism in the museum narratives. 

In this case, however, there is very few problems with the V&A’s legitimacy, institution 

autonomy, or museum integrity and credibility. In an article named No Sponsorship 

Controversy For McQueen? Stephanie Cash cited the Met's curator, Andrew Bolton’s 

speculation: "people are tired of that argument." The implied criticism that the museum 

is "selling out" is "frustrating as a curator when the alternative would be not to have the 

show". Bolton admitted that without fashion house’ help it would've been hard to develop 

curatorial thesis and to restage some of McQueen's runway elements. But still, “he 

emphasized that the museum did not give up curatorial autonomy“ (2011). The fashion 

exhibition phenomenon has been more acceptable among the critics and the controversy 

before is less an issue now. 

 I believe Alexander McQueen: Savage Beauty exhibition has brought a brighter 

definition of fashion and art and well-coordinated corporate sponsorship. Alexander 

McQueen: Savage Beauty can be a positive example for the future fashion exhibitions. 
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Appendixes 

A. Exhibition Panels 

 

This exhibition is made possible with the cooperation of ALEXANDER MCQUEEN, in 

partnership with SWAROVSKI, supported by AMERICAN EXPRESS, with thanks to 

M.A.C. and technical partner is SAMSUNG. 

 

The exhibition is based on Alexander McQueen: Savage Beauty, an exhibition organized 

by The Metropolitan Museum of Art in2011. 

 

This exhibition has been made possible by the provision of insurance through the 

Government indemnity Scheme. The V&A would like to than HM Govemant for 

providing Governmant Indemnity and the Departmant for Culture, Media & &soprt and 

Arts Council English for arranging the indemnity. 

 

Alexander McQueen: Savage Beauty 

“I’m a romantic schizophrenic”  Lee Alexander McQueen (1969-2010) 

 

Alexander McQueen's dazzling creativity was expressed through the technical artistry of 

his designs and the dramatic intensity of his fashion shows. Drawing on avant-grade 

installation and performance art, these were also emphatically autobiographical. 

McQueen fearlessly challenged the conventions of fashion. Rare among designers, he saw 

beyond clothing's physical constraints to its conceptual and imaginative possibilities. 

Through his spectacular catwalk presentation McQueen unleashed powerful feeling as a 

source of aesthetic experience. Like an artist of Romantic Movement, unfettered 

 



	

149	

emotionalism sustained his profound appreciation of beauty. Evoking the sensation of 

shock and awe, associated with the sublime, his dark imagining elicited an uneasy 

pleasure that merge wonder and terror, incredulity and revulsion. 

McQueen's romantic sensibility propelled his creativity and advanced his fashion in 

directions both unimagined and unprecedented. His individualistic and defiant vision was 

augmented by an acute sense of time and place, and a preoccupation with the exotic and 

the untamed. Filtered through a powerful modernity, McQueen's work was, above all, 

driven by his fascination with the beauty and savagery of the natural world. 

 

London (Room 1) 

“You take inspiration form the street, with the trousers so low. You don’t have to go to 

India, you can find it in the places like Bethnal Green or down Brick Lane. It’s everywhere.” 

 

London was the epicenter of McQueen's world. The son of a taxi driver, he grew up in 

the East End and left school at 15 to become a tailor's apprentice on Savile Row in Mayfair. 

In 1990he joined the prestigious MA Fashion course at Central Saint Martins. Already a 

highly proficient and inventive tailor, here he learned how to be a fashion designer, 

drawing inspiration from London's history, its club culture, museums and emerging 

BritArt scene.  

 

Working with a small, closely knit team and a very low budget, he produced a series of 

enthralling and provocative shows set in gritty, industrial locations across the capital. 

McQueen's characteristic blend of tradition and subversion was evident from the outset 

with his 'Bumster' trousers, sharp frock coats, corroded fabrics, slashed leather and 

shredded, flesh-revealing lace. He recalled, 'There was so much repression in London 

fashion. It had to be livened up.' 
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Savage Mind (Room 2) 

'You've got to know the rules to break them. That’s what I'm here for, to demolish the rules 

but to keep the tradition.' 

 

Alexander McQueen consistently promoted freedom of thought and expression, and 

championed the authority of the imagination. In this, he was an exemplar of the Romantic 

individual, the hero-artist who staunchly followed the dictates of his inspiration. 

Originality’, he once commented. 

McQueen expressed this originality most fundamentally through his methods of cutting 

and construction. These were both innovatory and revolutionary. He was such an assured 

designer that his forms and silhouettes were established from his earliest collections, and 

remained relatively consistent throughout his career. Referring to his early training on 

Savile Row in London, McQueen said,'Everything I do is based on tailoring'. 

This approach to fashion, however, combined the precision and traditions of tailoring and 

pattern making with the improvisations of draping and dressmaking, an approach that 

became more refined after his tenure as creative director of Givenchy in Paris. It is this 

way of working, at once rigorous and impulsive, disciplined and unconstrained, that 

underlies McQueen's singularity and inimitability. 

 

'I want to be the purveyor of a certain silhouette or a way of cutting, so that when l'm dead 

and gone people will know that the twenty-first century was started by Alexander 

McQueen.' 

 

McQueen’s trouser innovations were not limited to the 'Bumsters'. His knowledge of 

eighteenth- and nineteenth-century tailoring, which he had studied at the V&A, informed 

the 'S-Bend' trousers. When laid flat on the floor, these form a perfect half-circle. On the 
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body, the tensioned fabric curves into the back of the knee. At the front, this creates a 

ruched and draped effect. 

 

McQueen's two-year apprenticeship with military tailor Gives Hawkes and experience at 

theatrical costumiers Berman's & Nathan's imbued much of his tailoring with historicism. 

The elaborately braided coat with its high collar and military frogging evokes the style 

og Les Incroyables, the dandies of post-revolutionary France. The asymmetry gives it 

added swagger. 

 

Romantic Gothic (Room 3) 

 

“People find my thing sometimes aggressive. But I don’t see it as aggressive. I see it as 

romantic, dealing with a dark side of my personality.” 

 

One of the defining features of Alexander McQueen's collections was their historicism. 

While McQueen's historical references were far-reaching, he was particularly inspired by 

the nineteenth century, drawing especially on the Victorian Gothic. 'there's something 

kind of Edgar Allan Poe,' he once observed, 'kind of deep and kind of melancholic about 

my collections.' 

 

Indeed, the 'shadowy fancies' that Poe writes about in The Fall of the House of 

Usher(1839) are often vividly present in McQueen's collections. Like the Victorian 

Gothic, which combines elements of horror and romance, McQueen's collections often 

reflected paradoxical relationships such as life and death, lightness and darkness, 

melancholy and beauty. 
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Romantic Primitivism (Room 4) 

“What I do is look at ancient African tribes and the way they dress. There is a lot of 

tribalism in the collection.” 

Throughout his career, Alexander McQueen frequently returned to the theme of 

primitivism, which drew upon the fantasy of the noble savage living in harmony with the 

natural world. Eshu (Autumn/Winter 2000) was inspired by one of the most well-know 

deities of Yoruba mythology. Using materials such as hair, beads, latex and mud, 

McQueen imbued the garments with fetishistic qualities. It's a Jungle Out There 

(Autumn/Winter 1997) was based on the theme of the Thomson' Gazelle. The collection 

was a meditation on the dynamics of power, in particular the dialectical relationship 

between predator and prey. 

 

McQueen's reflections on primitivism were frequently represented in paradoxical 

combinations, contrasting modern and primitive, civilized and uncivilized. The storyline 

of Irere (Spring/Summer 2003) involved a shipwreck at sea and was peopled with pirates, 

conquistadors and Amazonian Indians. Typically, McQueen's narrative glorified the state 

of nature and tipped the moral balance in favor of the 'natural man' or 'nature’s gentleman', 

unfettered by the artificial constructs of civilization. 

'The whole show feeling was about the Thomson’s Gazelle. As soon as it's born it's dead, 

and that's how I see human life, in the same way. You know, we can all be discarded quite 

easily. You're there, you're gone, it's a jungle out there!' 

 

Romantic Nationalism (Room 5) 

 

“There is a reason I’m patriotic about Scotland because I think it’s been dealt a really 
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hard hand. It’s marketed the world over as haggis and bagpipes. But no one ever put 

anything back into it.” 

Alexander McQueen's collections were fashioned around elaborate narratives that were 

profoundly autobiographical, often reflecting upon his ancestral history, specifically his 

Scottish heritage. Indeed, when he was once asked what his Scottish roots meant to him, 

the designer responded, 'Everything'. McQueen's national pride is most evident here in 

The Windows of Culloden(Autumn/Winter 2006) which was based on the final battle of 

the Jacobite the McQueen tartan, lace and exaggerated silhouettes inspired by Victorian 

styles. A grand collection, it presented a catharsis to the anti-romanticism of his earlier, 

Highland Rape collection of 1995. McQueen's message, however, remained defiantly 

political:' What the British did there was nothing short of genocide.' 

Despite these heartfelt declarations of his Scottish national identity, McQueen also had a 

deep interest in the history of England. This was most apparent, perhaps, in The Girl Who 

Lived in the Tree(Autumn/Winter 20080, a dreamy, quixotic fairy tale inspired by an elm 

tree in the garden of McQueen's country home near Fairlight Cove in East Sussex. 

Influenced by he British Empire, and drawing on a recent trip to India, it was one of 

McQueen's most romantically nationalistic collections, albeit heavily tinged with irony 

and pastiche. 

 

The Cabinet of Curiosities (Room 6) 

“I find beauty in the grotesque, like most artists. I have to force people to look at things.” 

 

The emotional intensity of McQueen's catwalk presentations was frequently the 

consequence of the interplay between victim and aggressor was especially apparent, 

particularly in his accessories. McQueen once remarked,' I like the accessory for its 

sadomasochistic aspect.' 
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This position is strikingly evident in 'Cabinet of Curiosities', which focuses on atavistic 

and fetishistic paraphernalia produces by McQueen in collaboration with a number of 

accessory designers, including the milliner Philip Treacy and the jeweler Shaun Leane. 

The 'Cabinet' also includes showpieces, one-off creations n=made for the catwalk but not 

intended for production. McQueen used all kinds of materials, commissioning skilled 

wood carvers, leather workers, prosthetics, glass specialists, embroiderers and 

plumasssiers to help realize his vision. 

Next room: 

This film was the poignant finale to The Windows of Culloden collection. It featured Kate 

Moss who appeared as an ethereal specter, floating above the catwalk. Rather than being 

rendered digitally, the illusion was created using a nineteenth-century technique called 

'Pepper's Ghost'. which involved projectors and mirrors. At the time of its invention, it 

was believed that real ghosts were being called back from beyond the grave. 

 

 Romantic Exoticism (Room 7) 

“As a designer you go through every nook and cranny to find inspiration. I get more 

inspiration from the personality of a region than the actual ethnic origin. I think it is more 

important for the evolution of any design.” 

 

Alexander McQueen's romantic sensibilities expanded his imaginary horizons not only 

temporally but also spatially. As it had been for artists and writers of the Romantic 

Movement, the lure of the exotic was a central theme in McQueen’s collections. His 

exoticism was wide-ranging. Africa, China, India and Turkey were all places that sparked 

his imagination. Japan was particularly significant, both thematically and stylistically. 

The kimono, especially, was a garment that the designer endlessly reconfigured in his 

collections. 
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Indeed, McQueen's exoticism was often a form of creative translation. Remarking on the 

direction of his fashion, he once commented,'My work will be about taking elements of 

traditional embroidery, filigree ans craftsmanship from countries all over the world. I will 

explore their crafts, patterns and materials and interpret them in my own way.' 

But as with many of his themes, McQueen's exoticism often expressed itself in contrasting 

opposites. This was the case with It’s Only a Game(Spring/Summer 2005), a show staged 

as a chess game inspired by a scene in the film Harry Potter and the Philosopher's 

Stone(2001),which pitched the East(Japan) against the West(America). 

'Fashion can be really racist, looking at the clothes of other cultures as costumes. That's 

mundane and it's old hat. Let's break down some barriers.' 

 

VOSS (Room 8) 

“It’s to do with the politics of the world− the way life it− and the beauty is. ” 

 

VOSS (Spring/Summer 2001), also known as the 'Asylum' show, was staged inside a vast 

two-way mirrored box. The audience was reflected in the glass before the show began 

but, once it started, the trapped models could not see out. 

The collection featured a number of eroticized garments, including a coat and a dress 

appliqued with roundels in the shape of chrysanthemums. A fragile, blood-red glass and 

ostrich feather gown offered a meditation on life's transience, while a thermal image of 

the designer's face was woven into the fabric of a silk coat. 

The finale was inspired by a photograph by Joel-Peter Witkin entitled Sanitarium(1983), 

which depicted a voluptuous woman connected via a breathing tube to a stuffed monkey. 

On McQueen's catwalk, the role was played by the fetish writer Michelle Olley. 

Typical of McQueen's collections, VOSS offtered a commentary on the politics of 
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appearance, upending conventiional ideals of beauty. For McQueen, the body was a site 

for contravention, where normality was questioned, and where the spectacle of 

marginality was embraced and celebrated. 

'It was about trying to trap something that wasn't conventionally beautiful to show that 

beauty comes from within.' 

 

 

Romantic Naturalism (Room 9) 

“I have always loved the mechanics of nature and to a greater or lesser extent my work 

is always informed by that.” 

 

Nature was the greatest, or at least the most enduring, influence upon Alexander 

McQueen. It was also one of the central themes of the Romantic Movement. Many artists 

presented nature itself as a work of art. McQueen both shared and promoted this view in 

his collections, which often included fashions that took their forms and raw materials 

from the natural world. 

 

But for McQueen, as it was the Romantics, nature was also a locus for ideas and concepts. 

In The Window of Culloden(Autumn/Winter 2006), a dress created entirely from 

pheasant feathers imbued the wearer with an avian beauty, while a razor clam shell 

encrusted dress from VOSS(Spring/Summer 2001) formed a brittle carapace. Sarabande 

(Spring/Summer 2007) incorporated both silk and real flowers, which withered as they 

fell onto the catwalk. McQueen said, 'Remember Sam Taylor-Johnson's dying fruit? 

Things rot. I used flowers because they die. My mood was darkly romantic at the time.' 

 

Plato’s Atlantis (Room 10) 
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“Plato’s Atlantis predicted a future in which the ice cap would melt, the waters would rise 

and life o n earth would have to evolve in order to live beneath the sea once more or 

perish. Humanity would go back to the place from whence it came.” 

 

Nature's influence on McQueen's work is most clearly reflect in Plato's Atlantis 

(Spring/Summer 2010), the last fully realized collection the designer showed before his 

death in February 2010. Inspired by Charles Darwin’s On the Origin of Species (1859), it 

presented a narrative that centered not on the revolution of humankind but on its 

devolution. McQueen created complex, digitally engineered prints inspired by sea 

creatures and introduced the towering 'Armadillo' boots. A film featuring model Raquel 

Zommermann appearing to mutate into a semi-aquatic creature formed a graphic 

backdrop. 

 

For the Romantic, nature-starry skies, stormy seas, turbulent waterfalls, vertiginous 

mountains- was the primary vehicle for the Sublime. In Plato's Atlantis, this sublime 

experience of nature was paralleled with and supplanted by that of technology, and the 

extreme space-time compressions produced by the digital age. 

The collection was streamed live over the Internet on Nick Knight’s SHOW studio in an 

attempt to make fashion into an interactive dialogue between creator and consumer. With 

its mixture of technology, craft and showmanship, Plato’s Atlantis offered a potent vision 

of the future of fashion. It was considered to be Alexander McQueen’s greatest 

achievement. 

“There is no way back for me now. I’m going to take you on journeys you’ve never 

dreamed were possible.” 
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B. Interview Transcript 

Interviewee #1 + #2 – 2 Young women from Liverpool 

Where are you from? 

Both: Liverpool. 

So you came here only to see the exhibition? 

#1: Yeah, and some shopping… 

Do you mind telling me your occupation and age? 

#2: I’m a student and I’m 20 years old. 

#1: I’m 24 and I’m a researcher. 

Why do you attend this exhibition?  Is it because you are interested in art, or 

fashion, or Alexander McQueen in particular? 

#2: I study fashion communication and promotion at university, so it’s, like, one of my 

biggest interests.  So, that’s why I came to it. 

#1: I just like fashion and art.  I just wanted to see it because it was… 

So you have a relation to the fashion industry and you are interested in fashion? 

#1: Yeah! 

So do you often read fashion magazines or watch live broadway shows? 

Both: Yeah. 

Do you visit museums on a regular basis? 

Both: No, not really.  Maybe once per year. 

Have you visited other fashion exhibitions before? 

#2: Today or just in general? 

 In general. 

#2: Um, yeah, quite a lot.  We’ve been seeing a lot of exhibitions…  We went to see 

the Paul Smith exhibition in the design museum, Hello My Name is Paul Smith.  That 

was one quite a while ago.  That was the most recent one that we’ve seen. 
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 What do you think about museums exhibiting fashion culture? Is it suitable for a 

museum’s educational or is it related to promotional or, like, commercial? 

#1: I think it’s suited for the more iconic fashion.   

The iconic ones? 

#1: In certain things, yeah… Maybe not all fashion. 

#2: Yeah, I agree. 

As for contemporary fashion, do you think it is suitable? 

Both: Yeah. 

#2: Definitely.  I think we should have more of that. 

You mean including other brand names? 

#2: Yeah. 

According to your opinion, is there any special meaning to exhibiting Alexander 

McQueen in London?  Especially in V&A? 

Both: Because he is from London? 

#2: Yeah, it’s nice that he is from London, since he got to experience that and people from 

London got to have a bit about Alexander McQueen. 

So it’s their shared memory? 

Both: Yeah. 

#2: A shared memory. 

Because this exhibition was held 4 years ago in the Metropolitan Museum of Art in 

New York. 

#2: In New York, yes. 

So this is not the first time it is exhibited. 

#2: Yeah. 

Did Savage Beauty help you understand contemporary fashion or simply Alexander 

McQueen better? 
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#2: Yeah, it did.  It explained what ideas were behind it and where his inspiration came 

from.   

#1: I think it was more just Alexander McQueen.  It was quite specific to him. 

His personal… 

#1: Yeah, like what he was thinking or his thoughts. 

What is the major surprise you found from visiting today, from this exhibition? 

#1: I think it was some of the things that he used in his work.  Like some of the animal 

feathers and the heads of animals.  It was kind of shocking. 

#2: Like the butterfly headdress, you could even see pictures of it on the internet.  When 

you look at it, you don’t realize that they’re actual turkey feathers.  You don’t understand 

that he actually spent time painting them.  You just think that it’s a butterfly…(can’t 

make it out)…and arranged in a certain way.  You don’t realize that so much time was 

put into it. 

Through the exhibition you get to see the real clothes and the real thing other than 

seeing it from the Internet. 

Both: Yeah. 

From your viewpoint do you consider fashion design as art or do you think the 

museum tries to justify McQueen’s work as art? 

#2: I classify it as art, yeah, definitely.   

 All of the designers’ work, generally? 

Both: Yes. 

#2: It’s art, yeah. 

#1: I think it is as well, all fashion is art. 

#2 It’s either art or it’s influenced by a piece of art. 

What about like the Chanel clothes, but not so decorated like Alexander McQueen’s, 

do you think that would be art? 
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#1: Yeah, a piece of art, yeah. 

Were you familiar with Alexander McQueen’s work before?  Do you like the way 

V&A shaped the image of McQueen and his work? 

#2: Yes, especially the 3D pyramids where there was the projection, that was brilliant. (as 

#1 voices her agreement).  There were so many things. 

After attending this exhibition, do you love the brand, Alexander McQueen, more?  

And did the exhibition make you want to purchase their products and did you shop 

at the exhibition? 

#2: Yeah, and because you’re not allowed to take photographs, it’s kind of hard for us to 

remember what we’ve seen.  So we kind of want to take postcards and they have a pack 

of 16, so we bought those. 

#1: So we can remember the designs when we get home. 

That’s pretty much all, thank you so much. 

 

Interviewee #3 – London Art Enthusiast 

 Where are you from? 

#3: I’m from here in England, London. 

 Do you mind telling me your occupation and age? 

#3: Yes, I’m a client support director and I am 58. 

Oh, you look so much younger. 

#3: Thank you. 

Why did you attend this exhibition?  Is it because you are interested in fashion or 

art or Alexander McQueen? 

#3: Well, I think all of that because he is all of that, isn’t he?  He is fashion and he is art.  

Very theatrical.  Yes, of course yes of course because he is Alexander McQueen as well.   

So you came here particularly for the exhibition? 
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#3: Yes.  

What is your relation to the fashion industry?  Do you watch fashion shows online?  

Or… 

#3: No, I don’t actually.  Which was quite interesting because obviously, you turn on the 

tv and every now and then you’d see a fashion show.  But what I think was particularly 

interesting about this is it was more theatre, a catwalk, more than a fashion show.  And 

as he, obviously, progressed, he got much more theatrical.  So yes, my interest is just, I 

like fashion.  I was brought up on King’s Road in Chelsea in the sixties, so I saw a lot 

of fashion there.  And as a result of that, I’ve always been interested in fashion.   

 So you love the performative factor of his fashion show? 

#3: Yes, yes.  I though that was really interesting… and I wasn’t aware of how theatrical 

he was and it’s almost like going to the theatre and watching a story unfold.  It did make 

me think when I was in there that this is something they could put on television, you know?  

And make quite mainstream TV you could put that on because it was very entertaining as 

well.  There are a lot of aesthetics and architecture in there, in the clothing that he has.  

So, yes, that was really interesting to me. 

 Did you think this exhibition is also theatrical, very… hmm, do you think the aspect 

of his fashion show also show in this exhibition… Do you think so? 

#3: Yes, he wasn’t just a fashion designer, was he?  You could see that.  If he had been 

alive now, I could actually see him going into West End and putting on shows.  Because 

there is obviously a story, it is obviously influenced by many different cultures and then 

he brings back and it’s almost a storyboard of his… it is an art form, what he has there.  

Not just a designer and a tailor; he has a hell of a lot more creativity that has come out.  

A lot of imagination.  But what I quite liked was I liked the fact that he was very 

theatrical, but he, at the same time, really made the most of a woman’s figure and so forth.  

You could see that tradition coming through tailoring and his use of materials.  It’s just 

 



	

164	

quite unbelievable.  One thing I would say though, is that you would probably not be a 

vegetarian and want to come to this.  His use of materials is just… 

Then, about the museum.  Do you visit museums often? 

#3: No, not as often as I would like.  The last time I was up here, I was up here for a 

Dior exhibition.   

So you are interested in fashion exhibitions particularly? 

#3: Yes, I think so.  Yes.  I mean I recently just had a new granddaughter so I’m sure 

that I will start coming up to see more exhibitions.  I mean I used to come up… I lived 

a lot closer, I was up here almost every other Sunday.  Being back to the Victorian Albert 

and back to the Natural History Museum, so I do expect that I would start to come up 

much more frequently.  But yes, I quite like the fashion exhibitions. 

 What do you think about museums exhibition fashion?  Do you think it is suitable 

for a museum’s educational purpose? 

#3: Yes, yes, definitely.  Because it’s history in the making, isn’t it, fashion.  Fashion is 

dictated by different cultures and also views on life and (st-….) and things like that also 

comes back in, into fashion.  So yes, it’s very much part of the heritage. 

And he also draws some inspiration from some paintings by some historical artists, 

so do you think that is what makes it suitable to be exhibited? 

#3: Yes.   

Do you think that is an aspect for museums to exhibit his work?  

#3: Oh, yes, yes definitely.  It’s another link to another aspect to what you would expect 

to be put into a museum. But also even more so, when you consider now, people are 

judged so much by what they wear and there is so much emphasis on fashion in just every 

day life.  Even I was looking at these things and I was thinking about the catwalks and 

that people go there that will be bringing out something, and okay it’s not the designer 

that is going to be influenced by what you see on the catwalk.  So no matter where you 
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are in life, particularly for women, yes.  You are very much influenced by fashion.   

According to your opinion, is there any special meaning to exhibiting Alexander 

McQueen in London, especially in V&A?   

#3: Yes, yeah obviously it’s a designer’s textile museum, so it’s really renowned for that.  

So I think this is a good showcase for it.  Equally, an exhibition such as this could travel 

the UK… well even the world.There has influence from a great deal of different cultures, 

so I think going out to the Far East like Japan… Japanese would just go mad for it.  And 

that’s not because of the fact that there is some Japanese influence in there, but because 

the Far East is really… Japan in particular, is really conscious and so forth.  And so to 

me, this is an exhibition that should really travel and not just be in a museum per se.   

It was in the Metropolitan Museum of Art in New York . 

#3: Yes.  I can see that.  I mean I wasn’t aware that that was the case, but I think 

probably the museum setting is quite good actually.  It does make me think of it as being 

history in the making.  I suppose that in these museums, some of these pieces are going 

to be priceless, so you have to think of the security of these things.  Moving them around 

from place to place and having the right environment in which to display them, I think is 

particularly important as well.  So, yes, this is a good venue, definitely. 

Did Savage Beauty help you understand contemporary fashion or simply Alexander 

McQueen better?   

#3: Yeah, I mean, I think it does help to understand contemporary fashion, although what 

I find it quite interesting, because I’ve been around for so long, is some of this stuff is not 

necessarily, terribly new.  Like there were obviously Russian influences there.  He’s 

looking at the dress codes go back to 19thcentury  and Victorian days and bringing that 

forward and making that with a contemporary approach to it.  I think it is really 

interesting.  The thing I also think, though, is that most people, as much as we would 

admire, most people wouldn’t wear that.  Although I think we would all love to at some 
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stage.  There were some dresses in there that I would love to have.  The practicalities 

are not necessarily… don’t come immediately to mind.  Like, ‘oh, I could wear that to 

such-and-such.’  To me it is just fashion, it’s art.  It really is art, the sort of creativity 

that comes through.  These pieces to me, you know, like you buy paintings and you get 

a value on a painting.  But I think dresses and these garments equally have that sort of 

prominence, if you like.  It’s a really interesting approach to it.  And the fact that it’s 

only in recent years that we’ve really… I mean the VNA has always had costumes… but 

I doubt that you will find as many people come to look at costumes, as opposed to an 

exhibition like this.  People like Alexander McQueen, like Stella McCartney, these 

people are a brand and they’re very good at marketing that brand.  It’s very interesting, 

that sort of mix between historical and contemporary; how they’ve managed to bring 

something from the fashion from a hundred years ago and bring that forward.  But also, 

what I think is great there, is he brings that style and that shape, but then adds different 

textures, different materials which gives it that different edge.  And also some of it is a 

bit dark and that’s where the theatrical side comes in.  So you can see, obviously, the 

guy was very creative, but very intelligent and very forward-looking.  Contextually, he 

had loads and loads of ideas in his head.  He had seen something and immediately built 

on it.  Doing this at VNA as well makes it seem much more up to date.  Sometimes 

people can find history to be very old and boring… 

 Yeah, they can see the clothes from the 18th century or something… 

#3: Yeah, you wouldn’t necessarily have that.  This exhibition has been very well 

received, because they’ve opened it up 24/7.  So people can come through in the 

morning.  So, you wouldn’t get that ordinarily.  It’s a good thing to have.  It’s history 

in the making, really.   

 From your viewpoint, do you consider fashion design as art? 

#3: Yes.   
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But how about if they are exhibiting a very practical suit by Chanel, would that be 

a work of art? 

#3: Yes, because if you look at Chanel, you look at the cut.  It’s like any good design, 

you look at the cut, tailoring, attention to detail, the material.  All of these different 

elements that have been brought together in that one garment then yes.  And something 

like a Chanel, when you see someone wearing a Chanel, you know… You may not know 

Chanel, although more often than not you will know Chanel, but you also know that 

automatically, without even thinking, intuitively you know that’s a good garment.  You 

may know nothing about fashion, you may know nothing about tailoring, and you look at 

something and say, ‘that’s incredibly well made and probably very expensive’ and of 

course these things, this is an investment.  If you buy something like a Chanel or even 

an Armani, some of the Armani pieces are very nice, that’s something that you will have 

for years.  They can be contemporary, but at the same time, someone can actually wear 

these things for years and years to come.  So, yes, most definitely. 

So, were you familiar with Alexander McQueen’s work before? 

#3: Yes.  Prior to this exhibition, only because I bought my daughter a couple of 

Alexander McQueen garments when we’ve had special occasions.  He was quite a good 

brand, so he was not necessarily always in the news, but certainly every now and then 

when the cat shows came out, you would hear something about him in the papers or 

something like that.  So, yes.  I was familiar with him prior to this.   

Do you like the way VNA shaped the image of Alexander McQueen and his work in 

this exhibition?   

#3: Yes, very much so.  I think the design and the organization of it is really, really good.  

They’ve made it very fashionable and the lighting was good.  The only thing I would 

say, and I think most people would say this, it would be nice to be able to go in there and 

sit in one room with no people around and just absorb it all.  But yes, I think they’ve 
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exhibited it very well.  Also, there is quite a lot of it.  I wasn’t expecting the collection 

to be as big, so that was also very good.  I think they’ve done a very good job of it.  

And it showcased him very well and the way that he obviously thought and so forth.  I 

think they’ve kept, they’ve maintained that essence.  If Alexander McQueen were here, 

I think he would’ve done it in a very similar way.   

After attending this exhibition, do you love the brand more?  Or would you want 

to purchase their products more?   

#3: Well, Alexander McQueen actually has an outlet store in a place called Weststo in 

Oxford.  A couple of times, I’ve been down there and I must admit a couple of times 

I’ve been very, very tempted, but to spend that sort of money… I sort of think, how would 

I wear that garment?  I would have to be a little bit more practical and my lifestyle is 

such that as much as I’d like to buy something, I wouldn’t want to spend that amount of 

money only for it to sit in a wardrobe for one or two occasions.  So, if there were to be 

more of a day range, if you like, then I might consider that, because I’d get more wear out 

of it.  But, to be honest with you, there is the other side of this which is, it is an 

investment.  Garments like this, invariably, you can sell them again as an investment and 

get money for it.  But I mean, to answer your question, if I had loads of money, I’d 

probably want to buy something in that range.  Because I do very much appreciate what 

it actually is.  And you’re not just buying couture (?), you’re buying something much, 

much more than that.  But, no, I won’t be doing that soon.   

So there is an outlet for Alexander McQueen?   

#3: Yes, it’s in a place called Bristol. 

Where is that? 

#3: It’s in Oxford.  Did you want to write it down? 

No, I’m only going to stay in London.  I’m surprised that they also have an outlet 

like other brands.   
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#3: Yes, yes he has.  And it’s still there because I was down there a couple of months 

ago.  It’s still there.  I mean, it’s not a big, big shop, but yes, they still have lots of things 

in there.  I mean that have Armani down there, they have Hugo Boss.  It’s quite an 

uptown outlet place.  I tend to get many… Oh, and coach loads of Japanese and Chinese 

people go there; it really is very, very popular.  So, yes.  If you’ve got any money, that’s 

the place to go.   

Is there anything you can find in this exhibition that should be improved, other than 

being too crowded? 

#3: I think yes, the sound, the audio.  The audio as you came into the main entrance, 

they had Alexander McQueen talking and the quality of that is not very good.   

Do you think that is done on purpose or…? 

#3: Well, if they did, then I missed the point of it, because I’m one of these people who 

when someone talks, I want to hear what they say.  I think that they had some music 

playing as well and I think it would have been better to put the music more in the 

background and bring him more into the foreground.  Because he was talking about 

design and how he viewed the world.  I think that’s quite important.  So, I think that’s 

the downside to the exhibition.  But I liked the central piece, I thought that was really 

interesting.  I liked that you look at one wall, and then another, and then you look back 

and see something you’d missed, that was really interesting.  That could have been 

bigger because I think it would have been nicer to have had more seating in there so 

people could really appreciate it.  I mean, this is being too pedantic, but it would have 

been nice to have moved around, but it was probably too difficult to do that.   

Oh!  I saw that in Jean Paul Gaultier exhibition in Paris.  The pieces moved 

around as if they were on the runway.   

#3: Oh, right, right.  I particularly liked what almost felt like that music box effect where 

they had the mannequins where they were just turning around.  That was really nice 
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because you can see a lot of these details in the back.  Although for a lot of those, when 

I couldn’t get around to the back, I was interested in the back.  Because I think the back 

is equally as important as the front and sometimes the back is even more important.  You 

know like if you have something very simple, but then when you get to the back, that’s 

where the detail is.  So I think that was something they missed a bit, as in being unable 

to get that detail in the back.  But I’m probably being very pedantic here.  It’s still a 

very good exhibition.   

But I would love to have other kinds of aspects of this exhibition as well.   

#3: Yes, but what I thought was really interesting was his use of different materials.  I 

mean obviously you see leather and things like that, but shells?  And they had those sort 

of like, what we call razor shells, very long shells, and how they put that dress together 

and how anyone can walk in it without those shells crushing… It would have been nice 

to know a little bit about the technology associated with the materials.  I mean, I thought 

the painted goose hair, it was gold, and it was… goose feathers and they painted it… I’d 

really quite like to know about the technology behind things and how they managed to 

put certain materials together.  I think that would’ve been another good aspect, but the 

trouble with that is the more you put in, the longer people are probably going to be in 

there.  And what would have been quite nice actually would have been to have more 

info on the headsets.  So you could click on a number, because sometimes you go to 

some museums and you get a cassette or the audio guide and if they did have that, I didn’t 

see it.  So you then get everyone trying to crowd around the little plaques so you can 

read it.  And again, they could charge for that, ask people to pay for that.  So there are 

a couple of things that you could say yes, they could add to it.  But I don’t think that 

detracted from me enjoying the exhibition.   

You think the description in this exhibition is enough for you to… 

#3: Well, after a while I stopped looking at some of the plaques because it just said what 
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the dress was, like what the material was made of.  And some of the quotes that you 

could see, yes, the quotes were good.  But some of the plaques didn’t tell you any more 

than you could see just by looking at it.  And that’s where I think you could have focused 

more on the technology associated with making these dresses.  Like how many hours 

does a garment cost to make?  What materials were used?  How the materials were 

created?  Because these things are… even wool, there’s this process that they would go 

to to get a certain look to the wool.  But there again, maybe that’s giving away trade 

secrets.  I don’t know, but that would be interesting to me.  But yes, definitely a good 

exhibition.  You’ve been in there, haven’t you?  You’ve done it all? 

Yes, this is my second time visiting.   

#3: Oh, yes.  And the second time, have you seen more?  Because I think that’s another 

thing, you go around once and it’s good because you come around to see something you 

missed last time.   

Yes, the first time, because it’s Friday maybe, there are more people inside.   

#3: Yes.  And well, also, it’s finishing isn’t it?  In the next couple of days.   

The first time I saw it, it was easier for me to read all of the plaques because there 

were less people.   

#3: So this is all for your thesis then, is it?  What is it you’re training to be? 

My graduate school is European Culture and Tourism. 

#3: Oh, that would be really interesting, good for you!   

 

Interviewee #4 – Canadian Anthropologist 

First, where are you from? 

#4: Toronto, Canada. 

So you came here for vacation? 

#4: Yeah, well, family reunion.   

 



	

172	

Do you mind telling me your occupation and age? 

#4: I’m an anthropologist and I’m 35. 

Why did you attend this exhibition? 

#4: Because Alexander McQueen’s clothes are unique in the sense that they, as in the 

exhibition they said, they always tell a story.  The always stand out.  You always 

recognize a Steve McQueen outfit.  And they’re beautiful.  Unfortunately, his time has 

come to an end, so this is really the last time to see that many, I think, in one space.  And 

it’s a nice vacation, too. 

Okay.  So your interest is mainly in Alexander McQueen, or you’re interested in 

art or fashion? 

#4: A little bit of both, I’d say.  It’s kind of a mixture.  He uses historical events in it to 

give fashion this very artistic sense of history, which a lot of people don’t do anymore.  

I mean, history is lost on a lot of people and I suppose because of my occupation as an 

anthropologist, history plays such a large role in what I study, that I’m fascinated by how 

other people use it.   

So, what is your relation to the fashion industry?  Or do you read magazines often 

or something? 

#4: Do I read magazines?  Yeah, I read magazines.  Unfortunately, I don’t read them as 

often as I would like because real life gets in the way and fashion doesn’t play a large role 

in what I do.  I mean, I do research in the Middle East, where fashion is very…  I don’t 

wanna say subdued, but it is to a certain extent.  In public spaces, women tend to wear 

very dark colors and they’re covered.  There isn’t much personal expression being 

shown.  That changes in private spaces, like when you go into, when you’re invited into 

people’s homes, women tend to dress in much brighter clothing.  There is much more 

personal choice being shown.  So, there is that dichotomy going on, but I think I’m 

fascinated in how Steve McQueen, it’s a very bold type of fashion.  I don’t seen Steve 
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wearing blue jeans and a white T-shirt.  On a daily basis, most of us don’t choose to 

show so much vibrant color in our fashion choices.   

J: Do you visit museums on a regular basis?  Or what museums do you usually go to? 

#4: When I travel, yeah.  I try to see a lot of museums.  My favorite in London is the 

British Museum.  I tend to go there every time I’m here because it’s a fascinating 

museum and exhibits.  Even if you’ve gone, there is so much.  I mean you can’t see the 

whole museum in one visit.  It’s too big.  You could go every day for a month and I 

think you would still not cover everything.  This is actually my first time to the V&A.  

It’s just never made it.  There are too many museums in the city.  In Toronto, 

unfortunately, the city I’m from, we don’ have any…  We have what’s called the Royal 

Museum.  It’s not the best museum.  Compared to the British Museum or the Victorian 

and Albert or any of the major European museums, it’s not even close.   

What’s exhibited in your museum? 

#4: Well, in Toronto, we have something called the Art Gallery, the AGO, the Ontario Art 

Gallery.  It’s amazing for Canadian art.  So they have an exhibit right now about native 

art about (?) art from northern Canada.  It’s phenomenal.  I mean, it’s such a unique 

brand of art.  We have something called the Group of Seven which were a bunch of 

painters from the early 20th century?  So we have a lot of that artwork that you can go 

and see.   

 Mainly paintings. 

#4: Mainly paintings, yeah… and sculptures!  With the native art they have a couple of 

totem poles and that kind of stuff.  Some wood carvings and soapstone carvings. 

What do you think about a museum exhibiting fashion culture?  Is it suitable for 

the museum’s educational purpose, or… 

#4: Should the museums do fashion culture?  I think so.  Alexander McQueen has 

definitely proven that it is an art form.  Fashion isn’t just something… to a certain extent, 
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on a daily basis, what we wear is just clothes, but on special occasions and stuff like that, 

we, not just women, men as well, put a lot of effort and a lot of thought into what we wear.  

It’s showing an identity, it’s showing interest in the cultural norms of the times, for sure.   

According to your opinion, is there any special meaning in exhibiting Alexander 

McQueen in London?  Especially in the V&A?  This exhibition was held 4 years 

ago in the Metropolitan Museum of Art in New York, so it is not the first time.   

#4: Which is interesting.  You would think it would have first been at the V&A since 

he’s English.  Well, Scottish-English… Let’s use the term British.  I mean, the Met is 

an amazing museum.  It doesn’t surprise me that they had it first.  But yeah, I think 

there was some cultural significance to bringing it to the V&A because when you talk to 

a lot of Englishmen, who are involved in fashion, they hold Alexander McQueen very 

dear to them.  He’s theirs, you know?  This is home, where he got much of his 

inspiration, where he got his beginnings, so… I mean, he’s loved outside of Britain, but I 

think this is home.  It’s sold out, isn’t it?   

 Yeah, and they opened it until 9. 

#4: So there are a lot of people who want to see it.   

 Did you notice the main group of visitors is 50-60? 

#4: Yeah, there are quite a few white-haired… Yeah, I mean, as somebody who lives in 

the Middle East, I noticed there wasn’t a single… I mean when you’re walking through 

the streets of London, you see a lot of women wearing headscarves.  There wasn’t a 

single woman in there wearing a headscarf.  It was a lot of 50-60 year olds.  I wonder 

sometimes if that has to do with, I mean when I was walking through, I was thinking that 

my mother never taught me to sew.  Like where my mother can sit down and envision 

in her head a dress or a suit she wants to make and she can cut out the pattern on her own 

and fix it to herself.  I wonder if within the 50-60 year old age group, because my mother, 

my mother-in-law, my aunt they’re all able to sew.  I wonder if they recognize the 
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amount of work going into those pieces and if they see the stitching because I look at it 

and I regret not being able to do it myself.  Although, I don’t think I could’ve ever done 

anything to that level.  That’s skill beyond what most people have ever been able to do.  

So maybe it’s that they recognize that type of work more than we do?  I mean, I hate to 

say it, but our generation has lost the ability to do that type of work.  We go to H&M 

and buy a T-shirt; we don’t recognize the work, the skill that goes into it.   

I have never thought of it this way before.  I think maybe it’s McQueen when he 

was famous or… 

#4: That’s true.  You think of when, I mean his first shows were in the 90s.  I mean, 

personally I was 12 years old, so needless to say I wasn’t paying much attention.  That’s 

a good point, they would have been in their 20s and 30s then… 

Maybe.  Okay, then.  Did Savage Beauty help you to understand contemporary 

fashion or simply Alexander McQueen better? 

#4: I think it helps with contemporary fashion as well as just with McQueen.  They’ve 

done a really good job at showing different aspects to McQueen’s identity and the work 

he did and where he took his inspiration from.  I think as a whole it also shows where 

fashion has gone over the last 20 years.  Even with his own work and how things have 

shifted and changed… and also some of it’s secure in the sense that you go back and you 

look at something he created 92.  In 2002 you can still see a hint of it.  And how certain 

things change and other things don’t.  Like his silhouettes tend to stay very similar.  

Even throughout 20 years, he still… yes, he may have added a little more to the hip, but 

the upper body structure is still very similar from where he began.  Which, I think you 

can say for all of fashion.  There are certain things that are always kept simple where 

you may play with another aspect of the body.  You have to keep some part simple, well, 

at least he seems to recognize that.  Not everybody does though.   

From your viewpoint, do you consider fashion design as art or do you think V&A 
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tried to justify McQueen’s work as art? 

#4: I personally think it’s art.  I mean, the amount of skill and the amount of work that 

goes into it… The fact that he is taking art and putting it in his work.  He takes tons of 

religious iconography and paintings and is instilling them in a new way and twisting them 

from what the original was.  It’s something new and inspirational.  I wish all of us could 

do that.  But, I would say V&A hasn’t had to make a stretch to make it art, although I’m 

sure many people disagree with me and many people would think fashion isn’t art.  But 

I’ve always thought there is an artistic… 

 I haven’t met a person that said fashion is not art. 

#4: Well, those are the people who have come to see it, so we probably think a little… 

And he is a… If you’re going to make the argument that fashion is art, he is the one you 

would use to do it.   

Then how about if the exhibition is about a very practical everyday dress.   

#4: It would be interesting.  If you had an exhibition where it’s all blue jeans or ties for 

men and blue jeans or a shirt dress; something that women and men wear to the office on 

a daily basis.  That would be interesting to see what people’s reactions would be.  Is it 

art?  Or do you need something that is exhibitionist for it to be artwork.   

Were you familiar with Alexander McQueen’s work before?  Do you like the way 

V&A shaped the image of McQueen and his work? 

#4: I was familiar with his work prior.  I think they did a very good job, yes.  Also, 

moving along from room to room there was a flow to it.  You didn’t feel that things 

didn’t fit together.  Even the rooms were very different from each other, sometimes.  

But they still seemed to be related to one another, not just because it’s all McQueen 

fashion.  I think you could’ve had other people interspersed and you still would’ve seen 

a relationship between every room and every exhibit.   

 You mean the connection between rooms… 
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#4: The connection between rooms.  Every room was a distinct entity, in the sense that 

they were looking at different aspects of McQueen’s work.  But it was still all related as 

a whole.  In the sense that you could see that one room tied into another and how certain 

things like they were really tight in how nature played a really important role in his work.  

You could kind of see that through every single aspect or every single room.  I mean, 

more so in certain rooms than in other rooms… but even the Tartin (sp?) has a very nature 

oriented aspect to it, in the sense that it does kind of blend into nature when you’re in 

Scotland.   

 After attending this exhibition, do you love the brand Alexander McQueen more?  

Or did this exhibition make you want to purchase their products?  Did you shop in 

the museum? 

#4: Sure!  I mean I love Alexander McQueen clothing.  Unfortunately, it’s not in the 

budget.  I think this is as close to Alexander McQueen as we will get for many of us, 

unfortunately.   

How about shopping in the museum?   

#4: In the museum? Yeah.  As a kid even, I have some from museums to this day.  I 

find every museum’s book shop and gift shop are different.  I think there is always 

certain stuff… like magnets, postcards are always good.  Bookmarks.  I have a friend 

who collects bookmarks from every museum she goes to.  Well, if you’re traveling, you 

can’t always carry big stuff with you, so if it’s a bookmark, you always need one. 

 

Do you think this exhibition has something that could be improved? 

#4: I don’t think so.  I mean they did a good job of starting with his early work, so 

explaining where he came from and his background.  Showing how even the 

simplistic… If you look at his first, his MA work, and it’s so simplistic in the material 

he’s using.  But the design of it and the structure of it is so phenomenally difficult that 
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you can see right away where his career began and how that still played on through all of 

it.  And yes, the designs in the fabric became more intricate, but I think the structures 

remained quite similar to what he used at the beginning of his career.  So I think they 

did a very good job.  I think you could’ve started with the outrageous right at the 

beginning, but I think that could have thrown people off right away, right?  So to start 

so simplistically and work into the more artistic works that he did… that was quite good.   

 

Interviewee #5 + #6 – Two elderly  

Where are you from? 

#5: London. 

#6: Are you doing both of us?  London, yeah. 

Do you mind telling me your occupation and age? 

#6: I’m a teacher and I’m 58. 

#5: I do property management; I’m 61. 

Why did you attend this exhibition?  Are you interested in art or fashion or 

Alexander McQueen? 

#6: I’m an art teacher, but I love fashion.   

#5: I like art and fashion.   

What is your relation to the fashion industry?  Do you read fashion magazines or 

watch shows online? 

#5: Not in particular, I just love fashion and anything about fashion.   

#6: I look at magazines about it, but I don’t look at it, I read them and watch programs all 

the time and shows.  I saw a Dior show once, recently, and it was a DVD and it was 

fantastic.  How they designed the clothes and the overgarments, it’s incredible.   

 Is it like a documentary? 

#5: Yeah, it was a documentary.   
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 Do you visit museums on a regular basis? 

#6: Quite often. 

#5: Yes. 

 What do you think about museums exhibiting fashion culture?  Is it suitable for a 

museum’s educational purpose?  Or what do you think about exhibiting fashion in 

the museum? 

#6: I think this particular show was extremely well done.  I’ve seen several here and for 

me, it was the very best I’ve ever seen.   

Oh, you have seen several fashion exhibitions? 

#6: Different ones, yes.  But this really was the best.  So I think actually the V&A are 

able to do some of the most amazing exhibitions.  Sometimes it’s quite difficult to read 

the information and it’s quite dark, isn’t it.  And crowded.  So when you’re reading, 

often your silhouette covers the actual words, but visually, it was just something 

stupendous.   

#5: It’s like a mixture between art, creativity, tailoring, imagination, dreams… It’s like all 

these things together.  It’s everything, it’s not just fashion.  It’s all those things together, 

you know?  So many different things all together.  The elements.  It’s just brilliant.  

And each room was different, each room was unique!  And sometimes you go to 

exhibitions and it’s good, but all the rooms are the same.  But this time, each room was 

displaying everything in a different way.  You come out and you just feel like you were 

in somebody’s dream.   

#6: It’s dreamlike, yeah.   

According to your opinion, is there any special meaning to exhibiting Alexander 

McQueen in London, especially in the V&A?  I mean this exhibition was held 4 

years ago in New York in the Metropolitan Museum as well, so this is not the first 

time. 
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#5: Yes, because he was British.   

#6: I don’t know what part of London he came from, but he drew his inspiration… He 

said he only wanted to work in the UK and I think that’s why it’s significant he’s been 

exhibiting.  And the V&A is just the best museum.   

#5: It’s fantastic.   

#6: They always have different things on, scheduled.   

Does Savage Beauty help you understand contemporary fashion, or simply 

Alexander McQueen better? 

#5: Yes, I think it does help.  We realize that fashion today is very different, but the 

tailoring is still there.  The original, you know, tailoring, from years ago, he used to make 

it more asymmetrical and more interesting than just a tailored piece.  You could see that 

it was based on that.   

#6: Just the different fabrics and the bones, and the hair, and the metal and the different 

shoes with it, and the headdresses.  That makes it much more contemporary. 

They all have some fundamental elements of tailoring.   

#5: Yes, I think it has to, hasn’t it.   

#6: Yes, as he said, you have to know how to make it originally in order to be able to 

deconstruct it and then develop it in another way.   

 So what’s the major surprise you find from this exhibition? 

#5: For me actually, it was the differences of his costumes, very dark.  It was a very 

romantic and the combination of all of those was so different. 

#6: The lace, the leather, almost the oriental embroidery.  It was very diverse.   

 From your viewpoint do you consider fashion design to be art?  Do you think V&A 

tried to justify McQueen’s work as art? 

#6: Yes, definitely.    

#5: It is art, isn’t it.  It’s art, but it’s on the human body.  Not many people can wear it, 
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but a model would wear it and it’s like living art.   

#6: Yes, and I think that’s what made him so individual because he was able to do that.   

 How about an exhibition exhibiting something they wear every day, but is also 

clothing? 

#6: Yes.   

How about if it’s an exhibition about this… something we wear every day.   

#6: Well, we were saying there wasn’t a great deal that you could wear, today.  But you 

could turn it down, you could take ideas… 

#5: Some of the dresses, some of the long floaty dresses, and maybe some of the tartan 

with the leather and the lace… 

#6: And the animal… The ones with the animals and the butterflies towards the end, in 

that last section.  I’d say these were actually some of the more… well, wearable. 

You mean the last ones? 

#6: Yeah, the last section. 

The Plato’s Atlantics. 

#6: They were like the butterflies… You know, the animal prints and things like that. 

#5: Over short dresses.  They were more visually, able to be worn, you know, everyday.   

Were you familiar with Alexander McQueen’s work before?  Do you like the way 

V&A shaped the image of McQueen and his work?   

Both: A little bit, I wasn’t that familiar with him.   

#6: Apart from the tartan, but I think it certainly made you understand his way of thinking 

and how he wanted to design… almost to shock in a way, some of it.    

#5: We had different sort of experiences, like, some of you wanted to relate to the land 

and views certain things, and for others, it was like devils and black-headed… leather and 

like Satan-masks and it was like all different elements.  Some African beads and animal 

things and… 
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#6: Yeah, it was very different.   

 After attending this exhibition, do you love the brand, Alexander McQueen more?  

Did the exhibition make you want to purchase their product?  Did you shop in the 

museum store? 

#6: I’d love to buy some of his things… can’t afford it.  But yes, it does make you want 

to shop, although I think the shop is very expensive.  I wanted to buy one of the books.  

The paperback was… 26 pounds.  As I said to my friend, you might look at it to begin 

with and put it on your coffee table, and for a while it would be there, but afterwards you 

might not think to look at it.  But yes, some of the things are lovely.  And that’s the 

thing, maybe if some of it was designed for a scarf, or a blouse, or something, but… 

#5: There were a few scarves, not many.   

#6: But there wasn’t a blouse or a lovely coach or something.  There’s nothing like that.  

A couple of T-shirts and scarves.   

#5: It’s quite limited actually.   

There is some scarves, but they are too expensive.   

#5: The shop is very expensive.   

 How do you think this exhibition can be improved, in what way? 

#6: Oh, the writing. 

#5: The lighting.   

#5: And the writing of the… you know, normally it’s in italics, very small, very low.  But 

not just this exhibition, I think it’s other exhibitions they quite often…  They did it at 

Pearl exhibitions, not here…It’s very low, instead of having it higher up where people can 

read… I think the other thing is, they let people come in as groups.  Too many… 

#6: Two hundred. 

#5: But what happens is, everybody starts at the beginning.  If they put a few in from 

that hundred, and then another 10… they can move around.  They don’t have to let 
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everybody in.  And then everybody gets stuck and can’t go anywhere.   

#6: Unless you get around, it’s kind of… 

#5: Maybe more seating, I mean, there were some in the room with the… 

But that one is… very crowded. 

#6: Yes, but there was no other seating.  I mean there you had to kind of look up, but 

yeah.  In some exhibitions you go and they have chairs.  

#5: I think maybe they wanted people to move through and didn’t want…. 

#6: But if I wanted to take my mother, it would be impossible because there is nowhere 

to sit.  They tend to gear it for young people who are very able and who can look around, 

but for those older people that would like to see exhibition might not…  Because it’s 

very dark and it’s small.  It was difficult to, there were so many people, move around.   

So it’s too crowded, and too small, and the writing, and too dark. 

#6: And I do understand they kept it dark …   

#5: So the costumes don’t get ruined by the sunlight.  It’s when it’s very crowded and 

there’s nowhere to sit.  The obviously do it because they want people to flow through; 

they don’t want them to hang around.  But as you said, it’s limited for people in 

wheelchairs or maybe older people… 

#6: Yeah, like my mother could walk, she’s not in a wheelchair.  But she needs 

somewhere to sit.   

#5: It’s not designed for that…  

 I saw people bring the foldable chairs in. 

#6: Yeah, that’s the only way, yeah.  But then again, if people are crowding around, 

there’s nowhere to… 

#5: Yeah, it’s difficult.  But it’s often like that and the show, it’s ending soon.  So 

obviously everybody wants to come out. 
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Interviewee #7 + #8 – Two elderly 

Where are you from? 

#7: London. 

#8: Capetown. 

 You came particularly to visit this exhibition? 

Both: Yes.   

 Do you mind telling me your occupation and age? 

#8: I’m 56 and I’m just an office manager, really. 

#7: I’m 53 and I’m an English tutor. 

 Why have you attended this exhibition?  Are you interested in art, fashion, or 

Alexander McQueen in particular? 

#7: Art and fashion, just generally, yeah.   

#8: Fashion in general, yeah.   

What is your relation to the fashion industry?  Do you read magazines or watch 

shows online? 

#7: Just a general interest, I think. 

#8: Yeah, just a general interest. 

 Then do you visit museums very often, on a regular basis? 

#7: For me, I’d say a couple of times a year maybe, twice a year? 

#8: Yes, for a specific exhibition that would interest me.   

Then have you ever visited other fashion exhibitions before?   

#7: Yeah, other exhibitions.   

#8: Yeah, I’ve come here because here has others. 

How do you think about museums exhibiting fashion?  Do you think it is suitable 

for a museum’s educational purpose? 

Both: Yes. 
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According to your opinion, is there any special meaning to exhibiting Alexander 

McQueen in London, specifically at the V&A? 

#8: Yes, I think there are a couple of special meanings.  Because this is his home, this is 

where he was from and it is a lot of his inspiration.   

#7: Yes. Yes. 

Because this exhibition is not held for the first time, it was held 4 years ago in New 

York. 

#8: New York, yes.  I know.  But for us, it’s special here in London. 

So it’s kind of a homecoming. 

Both: Yeah. 

#7: And particularly he is the first…. the V&A is famous for having fashion exhibitions… 

Textile and dresses… 

#7: Yeah, yeah.   

Did Savage Beauty help you understand contemporary fashion or simply Alexander 

McQueen more? 

#7: I think it did help me understand Alexander McQueen more and where did he get his 

inspiration, that was really interesting.   

There was a lot of details about where he got… 

#7: Yeah, that was very interesting.   

#8: It brings the clothes more alive. 

Because it has to explain the details. 

#8: Yes.   

From your viewpoint, do you consider fashion design to be art?  And do you think 

V&A tried to justify McQueen’s work as art? 

#8: I think it is art anyway, yeah. 

#7: I do, I do. 
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In what way in particular? 

#7: In the way he creates it just like an artist would.   

#8: To me it’s the way he treats his materials. 

#7: And the intricate details.  All the work, the embroidery and the… You know, that’s 

artistry.  It’s secondary that it’s a garment, an item of clothing.   

Were you familiar with Alexander McQueen’s work before?  And do you like the 

way V&A shape McQueen and his work? 

  

#7: I knew of his work, but not in a lot of detail.  But I do think they’ve projected a very 

positive image.   

#8: Well, I only knew of him through my daughter who studied fashion, so to me this was 

an eyeopener.  I hadn’t really seen him before, so I thought it was really interesting.  I 

think it’s been done really well by the V&A.  In a positive light, yeah, definitely.   

Did this exhibition make you love the brand, Alexander McQueen, more?  And did 

this exhibition make you want to shop in his store? 

#8: I really want to go now just to see a bit more.   

#7: yeah, yeah. 

Did you shop in the museum? 

#7: I looked but I didn’t buy.  I think were out of the age range to… to wear.  I can 

appreciate it, but not really…  

How do you think this exhibition can be improved, in what way? 

#7: They were in it all in the building and that was too crowded.  And it was a bit hot 

for me.   

#8: Obviously it’s very difficult, but maybe organizing the space in certain rooms, but the 

way it’s been staged… 

#7: But it’s really tricky, yeah. 
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#8: Yeah, nothing really negative to say.   

Interviewee #9 +# 10 – Teenage sisters 

Where are you from? 

#9: I’m from Derby.   

#10: I’m from Fromsburgh  

And you come particularly for this exhibition? 

Both: Yeah. 

Also, do you live in London, or…  

#9: No, we’re just here for the exhibition. 

Do you mind telling me your occupation and age? 

#9: Yeah.  I’m a student and I’m 18.   

#10: I’m a student and I’m 17. 

Why did you attend this exhibition? 

#9: I study fashion in university.  And I’ve been before, my family wanted to go, so I’ve 

been here.   

So this is not your first time? 

#9: No, it’s the second time I’ve been to the exhibition.   

#10: This is my first time and I just came with my family.   

Oh you’re sisters? 

Both: Yeah. 

Oh, that’s why you look similar.  What is your relation to the fashion industry? 

#9: I’m a student.  

#10: I’m just interested in it.   

Do you read magazines or watch shows online? 

#9: I read magazines.   

Do you visit museums on a regular basis? 
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#10: Quite regularly, yeah. 

Have you visited other fashion exhibitions before? 

#9: Yeah 

#10: Yeah. 

Okay, then.  What do you think about museums exhibiting fashion?  Do you think 

it’s suitable for a museum’s educational purpose? 

#9: Yeah definitely, I think it’s all ages to see fashion.   

According to your opinion, is there any special meaning to exhibiting Alexander 

McQueen in London, especially in V&A?   

#9: Well he is a British designer.  I think it’s important that his work is shown in Britain.  

The V&A folks say much and it’s free at the V&A, so I think that’s good.   

Because this exhibition was not held for the first time, it was held 4 years ago.   

#10: Yeah, in America.   

So, this is kind of a homecoming… 

Both: Yeah. 

Did Savage Beauty help you understand contemporary fashion more? 

#9: Yeah, definitely.   

Do you learn more about Alexander McQueen? 

#9: Yeah, I knew quite a lot about him before from documentaries and things, but I did 

learn new things going to the exhibition.   

From your viewpoint, do you consider fashion design as art? 

Both: Yeah, definitely 

Do you think V&A tried to justify McQueen’s work as art? 

#10: Yeah, I think they do it well by including it in a museum.  The way it’s set up and 

that, I think it is a form of art.   

Do you think fashion design is art?  Like if there is an exhibition about what you 
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wear every day, not so dramatic like McQueen’s work, do you still consider fashion 

as art? 

#9: Yeah, I think it is an art, but I think his work is more obvious that it’s an art form.   

#10: Yeah, I agree. 

Were you familiar with Alexander McQueen’s work before?  And do you like the 

way V&A shaped the image of McQueen and his work? 

#9: Yeah, obviously I’ve watched a lot of programs about him.  I’ve used him for 

inspiration on my work.  And I think the way it’s set up in there is amazing.   

#10: Yeah, I agree. 

After attending this exhibition, do you love the brand Alexander McQueen more?  

Does this exhibition make you want to purchase their designs?  Did you shop in the 

museums store? 

#9: Yeah I bought… 

I bought that one! 

#9: Yeah, it’s just really expensive.   

I agree.  I bought a bag.  So would this exhibition make you want to purchase 

their…  

#9: I wouldn’t wear it personally.  But yeah, if I had that kind of money, I would.   

Do you think there is anything in this exhibition that needs to be improved? 

#9: It was very busy, if it was less busy and people have more time to look around, I think 

that would be better, but apart from that… 

#10: Yeah, I thought it was good.   

Can you read the captions and the descriptions? 

#9: No, we didn’t read the captions.  I did the first time I came in, because it wasn’t as 

busy, but today it was very busy.   
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Interviewee #11+# 12 – Two older women 

Where are you from? 

Both: Birmingham, UK 

#11: I’m retired and I’m 69. 

#12: I’m a dress designer and I’m 53. 

Why did you attend this exhibition? 

#12: A friend suggested it and I’m interested in fashion.   

#11: Yeah, likewise, I have sort of an interest in fashion. 

What is your relation to the fashion industry?  Do you read magazines often or 

watch shows online? 

#12: I read magazines. 

Do you visit museums on a regular basis? Have you been to a fashion exhibition 

before? 

#12: Yes and I taught in fashion design last year and wedding dresses.   

#11: Occasionally.   

What do you think about a museum exhibiting fashion design?  Do you think it’s 

suitable for a museum’s educational purpose? 

#11. I think so. 

#12: Yeah, especially this one.  It has a place in history.   

You mean in the art history? 

#12: Yeah.   

According to your opinion, is there any special meaning in exhibiting Alexander 

McQueen in London, especially in V&A?  Because this exhibition is not being held 

for the first time.  It was held 4 years ago in New York. 

#11: He was raised in London, wasn’t he?  So it’s bringing him back to his home city.   

Did Savage Beauty help you understand contemporary fashion more?  Or simply 
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Alexander McQueen? 

#12: I think it’s an expression of his world, isn’t it.  It helps to understand him better. 

From your viewpoint, do you consider fashion design as art? 

Both: Yes, I think so.   

Do you think V&A tried to justify McQueen’s work as art?  By the installations 

and backgrounds? 

#12: Well, I think it’s safe to put on an exhibition that is only fashion designers, then there 

isn’t any reason not to portray his field as art, too. 

So you were not familiar with Alexander McQueen’s art before?  Did you like the 

way V&A shaped the image of Alexander McQueen? 

#12: Well I think it was quite innovative especially that middle room with the seating area 

and with all the design in there.  I thought that was quite impressive and disturbing. 

After attending this exhibition, do you love the brand Alexander McQueen more?  

Did the exhibition make you want to purchase their product? 

#12: No.   

Is there anything in this exhibition that can be improved?  I mean, I know it is very 

crowded… 

Both: Yeah. 

#11: The descriptions, because of the shadows, you couldn’t read… 

#12: It would have been better if there had been… people were not so close to that.  And 

stop people from going quite so close. 

#11: And there was one where the painting… the wood panel?  And you couldn’t read 

it because the light. 

#12: The text needed to be higher.   

#11: So more people could read it at the same time.   

So they couldn’t read every label right? 
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Both: Yes. 

#12: It was too low.  So everyone to the side couldn’t read. 

Interviewee #13 –photographer from the North 

Where are you from? 

#13: Hambriet  

Is it…? 

#13: North of England.   

So you came here for this exhibition? 

#13: Yes. 

Do you mind telling me your occupation and age? 

#13: I’m a photographer and I’m 42. 

Why did you attend this exhibition? 

#13: To be inspired.  I think he inspires me in my photography work and also, he’s like 

a pioneer and innovator.  I don’t really follow fashion, but I’ve always loved his work 

and what he’s done.  What he creates is.  An innovator, like a genius.  It’s like looking 

at art while in fashion. 

So you have been following his work for a while?  

#13: Yes.  Yes, not avidly, but I’ve always admired his work and everything that he’s 

done, but if I had to go to a fashion show it would definitely be one by Alexander 

McQueen.   

What is your relation to the fashion industry?  Do you read fashion magazines often?  

Or watch runway shows online? 

#13: Um, no.  I don’t watch runway shows.  I do look at fashion magazines, more 

bizarre?  I like the bizarre ones.  I look at them for ideas and inspiration.  I like the 

photography shoots, you know?  So all those kind of special ones.   

Do you visit museums on a regular basis?  Have you visited a fashion exhibition 
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before? 

#13: No, I do like to go to museums, but this is the first time I’ve been to a fashion one.  

I think it was up north, I think it was Fashion through the Ages, it was more Edwardian 

and Victorian.   

What do you think about museums exhibiting fashion culture?  Is it suitable for a 

museum’s fashion purpose? 

#13: Absolutely.  Yeah.  Definitely. 

In your opinion, is there any special meaning in exhibiting Alexander McQueen in 

London, especially V&A?  Because this fashion exhibition was exhibited for the 

first time in New York 4 years ago. 

#13: Yeah, I think so, it’s nice to have it in England, I mean he was very proud in his 

Scottish roots.  But he also work in England and Savile Row so it’s really nice to have 

that. 

Did Savage Beauty help you understand contemporary fashion?  Or simply 

Alexander McQueen more? 

#13: Both.  Simple because a lot of the influences as you can see, like the tailoring can 

come from all over the world and his inspiration…  Absolutely both, not just fashion, 

but… yeah…  I didn’t want to leave.  When we got to the end, we were like, ohhh…  

What was a major surprise you found in this exhibition? 

#13: Oh, the thing that really made me go, “wow”… well all of it, especially… You know 

where they had the pyramid?  And then Kate Moss in the angel dress, and then it went 

into an atom , that kind of disappeared kind of like it was almost going into a fetus? And 

then it went into a planet, and then it exploded.   

I still don’t know how it is projected.   

#13: Yeah, it was the newest projections.  But it was wild.  For that bid, I had to keep 

going back and watching again.   
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From your viewpoint, do you consider fashion design as art?  Do you think V&A 

tried to justify McQueen’s work as art? 

#13: I think Alexander McQueen was definitely an artist, a fashion designer, but also an 

artist.  So many fashion design, fashion identity is art, but Alexander McQueen, 

definitely.  And I don’t think it needs any justification.  It wouldn’t ever attract so many 

people as well.  Like even his shows were innovative.   

Were you familiar with Alexander McQueen’s work before? 

#13: Yes, yes. 

Do you like the way V&A shaped the image of McQueen and his work?   

#13: I thought it was amazing.  I loved everything they did; I loved when they had the 

individual pieces and the little glass display boxes.  I loved walking through all the bones 

and they were all set in. I loved that one room that was like being in a candy store, you 

just sat down and it was loaded with boxes and TV screens.  Yeah, it was just amazing!  

I don’t know if they could’ve done it as good as this anywhere else.  Because I haven’t 

see the where the American one is or the Palace one was like, but this was terribly special.   

The space in the V&A is larger, so they could put in more installations.  This is more 

delicate than the New York one.   

#13: Have you seen the other ones? 

No, but I studied them before.  Yeah, and I’ve seen other fashion exhibitions… none 

of them are as decorated as this one. 

#13: Yeah, they put so much effort to instill into it.  It was like every time we walked 

into a room, is it going to keep getting better?  Then you go into another room and you’ll 

be like, ‘oh my gosh.’  It was just amazing.   

After attending this exhibition, do you love the brand Alexander McQueen more? 

#13: Yes. 

Okay.  Then did you shop in the museum store? 

 



	

195	

#13: Yes.  Yeah, and I got a book and some badges, and a bag. 

Do you think there is anything in the exhibition that could be improved? 

#13: To be able to come in again and again and again…  I don’t think they could’ve done 

anything to improve it because it’s still in my mind, just thinking about it all. 

Could you read all the words?   

#13: Yes.  It was cleverly done because it had lights, in the moments they were dark, 

they had lights on the door, in the wall, or…  There were sections where you could read 

it all without feeling like…  

 

Interviewee #14 + 15  

Where are you from? 

#14: I’m from London. 

#15: I’m from London, too. 

Do you mind telling me your occupation and age? 

#14: I’m 16 and I study fashion. 

#15: I study … 

Why did you attend this exhibition, because you are interested in art, or fashion, or 

Alexander McQueen? 

#14: I study in fashion.  For my projects like this, sort of like interpretation, but this is 

to understand it more, like development.   

So it is related to your study? 

#15: I went to something called Fashion Works and how they present these popular ideas 

and how they think it will happen.   

What is your relation to the fashion industry?  Do you read magazines or…? 

#14: Yeah I read a lot of magazines and stuff.  Just, like looking into the history of 

fashion, I’m really interested in just trying to get a better understanding.   
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#15: Yeah, same. I think fashion is very interesting, so…. 

Cool.  Do you visit museums on a regular basis?  Have you been to other fashion 

exhibitions? 

#14: I’ve been to V&A before.  I don’t come here regularly, I’m too tuckered or I don’t 

have time very often.   

You can’t just hang around here. 

#15: Yeah, same.  I just came for the exhibition. 

What do you think about the museum exhibiting fashion culture?  Do you think it 

fulfills the museum’s educational purpose? 

#14: I think it’s really good.  I feel like there should be more fashion museums out there 

other than the Victoria and Albert.  Because fashion isn’t just clothes and stuff, it’s how 

different interpretations… 

#15: People do it to express their emotions or… 

#14: It’s like art, but just all things. 

According to your opinion, is there any special meaning to exhibiting Alexander 

McQueen in London, especially V&A?  Because this wasn’t held for the first time, 

it was held in New York. 

#15: Maybe because he’s from London, isn’t it?  I think he’s just an amazing designer 

and What he can do and what fashion is capable of. 

Did Savage Beauty help you to understand contemporary fashion or Alexander 

McQueen more? 

#15: It really does.  It gives you insight… 

#14: We get to know and why he did it  

From your viewpoint, do you consider fashion design as art?   

#14: Yes, definitely.   

#15: Art is just a way of expressing your feelings.  You can do it in so many ways.  It’s 
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not just painting. 

Were you familiar with Alexander McQueen’s work before? 

#15: I heard about him.  I hadn’t seen his work before, but I did know that he was a 

really good… really popular designer.   

#14: I’ve never heard of him, but I’ve seen his work around, but I didn’t know that he 

was the one who did it.  To know that is kind of mindblowing a bit. 

Did you like the way the V&A shaped Alexander McQueen in this exhibition? 

#15: It was really effective, like how they had all the different rooms.  It really helped 

show there was a wide variety.  It was really good. 

After attending this exhibition, do you love the brand Alexander McQueen more? 

Both: Yeah, definitely. 

Did you shop in the museum store? 

Both: Yeah. 

Did you find anything? 

#15: Yeah, I got the postcards.   

Yeah, I did that as well.  Do you think there is any way this exhibition could be 

improved?  I know it was very crowded … 

#15: Yeah, I would say that’s about it.  Not a lot of space.   

#14: Yeah.   

Were you able to read the descriptions? 

#14: Yeah.   

You read everything? 

#15: Not everything, but some things.  There ones where I went, ‘wow’, I read it. 

#14: I wish it were a bit clearer, I couldn’t find those big list of things, but yeah… It was 

good.  

	

 


