












provide an annual supplement to the endowment of The Costume

Institute, was launched with a midnight-supper party at the Rain­

bow Room at Rockefeller Center on 18 November 1948, costing

$50 a plate; in 1960, the Party took place for the first time in The

Great Hall of The Metropolitan Museum of Art (as to be expect­

ed, controversy followed; the 21 November 1961 New York Times

headline read : "New Dance has Brief but Stormy Night at Museum;

Twist Danced at Metropolitan As Director Watches in Dismay "); to­

day the Party continues at $2,000 a plate each December.

More importantly, Tomkins invokes the 1870 charter in the same

manner as Thomas Hoving did as Director, especially in the justifi­

cation of the controversial"Hariem on My Mind" exhibition, Every

history is ultimately a subjective history, telling of its own time as

a measure on the post. The Hoving-Tomkins moment sought one

purpose and extracted The Costume Institute from what was other­

wise oblivion to serve that purpose. In the manner of museum

policy as local politics and as ruthless Realpolitik, it should also be

noted that the annexation of the Museum of Costume Art was a

rare success for The Metropolitan Museum of Art as it celebrated

its seventy-fifth anniversary in 1945-46; a planned campaign to

raise $7.5 million failed and was abandoned ot roughly $1 million;

in some ways, a museum in a desperate financial tailspin at the

end of World War II took the Museum of Costume Art as its rich

wife, seized her dowry, and then requested that she go to work one

night a year to raise additional funds. In any case, fashion real and

rich, married on eminent, even haughty, institution,

I consider another official photograph [9] of The Metropolitan

Museum of Art, this of the fifth gallery of the exhibition "Word robe"

presented in September-November 1997. You can perhaps ob­

serve that in this final gallery the glass access panel is open and

was open throughout this exhibition, allowing mannequins to step

on a platform more or less level with and contiguous with the spec-
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noted that the annexation of the Museum of Costume Art was a
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9. "Wordrobe N Installa tion . (Photograph 1997)
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rotor. This lost dozen or so mannequins are both climax and justi­

fication of the exhibition, demonstrating the premise that words,

letters, numbers, and cognate symbols lnhobir clothing with a par­

ticular force, especially in the twentieth century. The reminder to

be given, even by an august museum, was that we are witness on a

doily basis to the presence of letters and symbols on apparel. I in­

sisted that mannequins break the case as it were and move into

the real space of the visitor as the exhibition took much of its sig­

nificance from its observation of real life. Somewhat unorthodox

label copy read,

American, highly lettered and logoed sportswear ensembles,

1997; mixed media; Courtesy Gop, Tommy Hilfiger, Donna

Koran, Calvin Klein, Nautica, Nike, Phat Farm; Mark- and

language-filled clothing floods our daily life in the 1990s.

Whereas "Wardrobe" may have seemed initially a concep­

tual, rarefied appraach to dothing, it proves to be a way of

living more then a mere hypothesis in 1990s attire. A surge

of contemporary sportswear covered in letters, words, and

numbers escapes the confines of a museum to enter the real

world.

I must report that the security system of the vitrines was not

brecched and that the loon agreements for these sportswear loons

were not our standard agreements, but were construed as photo­

shoot laans, specific in stating that these garments would, in some

instances, be within reach of the public. Yet, all I did was to open

the door of the glass wall symbolically and literally. An animated

cohort in sportswear, Iwould argue, would have broken through the

case even without my opening of one door; I was only answering to

the art itself, releasing fashion from a museum artifice to be what

fashion always is and must be: free and lively. It is our responsibility

to keep fashion free, to set it free, and not to imprison it or place it

in a cage of our own making. Why all this bustle? Because fashion

matters.

of contemporary sportswear covered in letters, words, and

But it would be vainglorious fo~ me to end having just cast my­

self in the role of the Great Emancipator. After all, I have put a

lot more mannequins bock into locked vitrines since the "Word­

robe" exhi bition. I a m look in9 here 0 nIyfor a meta phor in the midst

of our meditation and our museums. Each year, the Council of

Fashion Designers of America holds its annual gala, an extraordi­

nary and extravagant evening in which fashion is rendered glam­

orous and radiant. Given, fashion exudes joy and well-being. It can

convey confidence and it can bestow confidence. Now, I simply

want to remember in no less exhilaration that fashion supposes

freedom, the wondrous self-expression and the mutual responsibil­

ity that exist in being a whole human being.

RICHARD MARTIN
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Ihave known of the extraordinary role of The Vera List Center for

Art and Politics as a forum for open analysis of relevant issues

in art-related decision-making, chiefly through friendship and ad­

miration for Maurice Berger, for some time, but was startled to

be approached in 1997 by its director Sondra Farganis, along with

Marshall Blonsky, to participate in an April 1998 evening panel

or "event" on " Fa shioning Beauty at Century's End," under the aus­

pices of the Dr. Sylvia S. Riskin Project in the Politics of Fashion.

That "event" was the genesis of this paper nearly two years later as

immediately the idea of the Riskin Project struck me as exciting.

It represents a keen personal satisfaction to me in two regards .

One is the involving personal friendship and association with a

charming and stimulating benefactor. I am very grateful for the

generous and open support of Sylvia Riskin. I have also gained a

new friend in Sondra Farganis and will prize such friendships with

Sylvia and Sondra as founded in innate social and political bond,

topped off with similar cultural curiosities. The thoughts of these

pages are passionately mine, but the freedom and not only the ink

of the Riskin Project and List Center have enabled me to speak.

These two women are wondrous champions of free speech in foro

where it is challenged more by freedom from intellectual conformi­

ty and convention thon by regulation and restriction.

As these ideas have been effective in my professional practice

as well as my thinking about fashion over the post two years, vori­

ations on or portions of this paper have appeared in other presen­

tations, including three important occasions. I was privileged to

consider some related themes at a symposium "Dress on Display "

at the Victoria & Albert Museum co-sponsored by the Museum and

the Courtauld Institute History of Dress Association, University of

London, in July 1998. I was able to go bock to the some material

again for a better try in October 1998 for the keynote address to the

Costu me Society of America Region III ann ua I meeti ng at The Ohio

State Universrty, Columbus. More recently, I was able to involve

some of these examples in my keynote address for the Parsons and

Cooper-Hewitt Master's Program March 1999 Annual Symposium

in the Decorative Arts. Along that way, and for most wonderful sup­

port, I thank Moria Ann Conelli , Patricia Cunningham, Marie Essex,

Tim Gunn, Valerie Mendes, Rebecca Merry, Aileen Ribeiro, and Gil­

lion Skellenger-Carrara.

This essay comes down to being little more than a journal, one

strand of my life of the past two years. I present it no less emphat­

ically because it is so subjective. On the contrary, its subjectivity is

its fervor. When Sondra Farganis timorously suggested a publica­

tion, I brashly knew the topic: not quite a harangue, but no prim

precis of another pretty book on fashion. I knew, too, the designer,

Marvin Hoshino.

Seldom do so many perfect things happen in accord. Funding,

institution, interests, individuals, timing, etc. You have all given me

a generous gift and I am most grateful for be ing part of this bless­
ing.

ina.



T H E Vera List Center for Art and Politics, founded in 1992 with

the generous support of philanthropist Vera List, is the New

School's vehicle for debate, discussion, research, and reflection

concerning the complex and vital relationship between politics and

the arts. Committed to insuring the future of democratic culture,

the Center serves as a forum for those seeking on open analysis of

relevant issues in order to fully inform all aspects of art-related de­

cision-making (e.q., federal and local policy making, art education

curricula, museum practices, arts-related media coverage).

Embodying the legacy of the New School's historic involvement

with the arts - one that began more than eighty years ago when

a group of dissident intellectuals decided to launch on alternative

to the conformist atmosphere of most American universities - the

Vera List Center has been created in the spirit of intellectual

freedom and exploration. It is the site of reasoned discourse, for

learning about urgent political, social, and cultural issues from all

perspectives, a place for honest conversation about controversial

topics.

We initiated this series of occasional papers in order to provide a

forum for ideas that ore complex, nuanced, and controversial, and

which deal with issues thot occupy the space between ort, culture,

and politics. Each of the writers to whom we turn has been invited

to challenge ideas they find troublesome. The Center will honor

its mission to the degree that these papers raise issues and pose

problems that encourage debate and challenge us ta defend or

reassess even deeply held beliefs about our civil culture. We seek

a true exchange of ideas and welcome your contribution to the dis­

cussion generated by these papers. We will have achieved our goal

if we can set in motion a series of papers that, added to the Center's

programs, provide a mechanism for discourses on democracy.

SONDRA FARGANIS
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