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I. Introduction

The dramatic proliferation of fashion exhibitions in 

art museums and galleries has recently given rise to cri-

tical discourses on fashion, including the relationship 

between fashion and art or fashion as art. According to 

O'Neill (2007), the temporary art exhibition has bec-

ome the principal agent not only in the distribution and 

reception of art but also in the debate on and criticism 

of any aspect of the visual arts since the late 1980s. As 

one of the temporary arts, or an applied art, fashion in 

blockbuster exhibitions at large-scale art museums and 

galleries is now becoming the main space through wh-

ich contemporary art is mediated and experienced. As 

a result, in contemporary society, fashion is included in 

critical discourses within the broader framework of art, 

as it plays a more significant role in art, culture and ev-

eryday life, beyond just blurring art and commerce.

As fashion designers of grand luxury fashion brands 

in the twenty-first century have produced spectacular 

exhibitions in art museums and galleries around the 

world, fashion curating has also begun to develop in a 

remarkable way. Vänskä and Clark (2018) have noted 
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that as the curation of fashion underwent a tremendous 

cultural shift in the twenty-first century, fashion cura-

ting became a critical practice by its very nature. In ad-

dition, according to Palmer (2008b), curators and vis-

itors can learn how to see and interpret the results only 

by formalizing the critique of the exhibitions. There-

fore, to examine a variety of practical and intellectual 

perspectives on fashion curating in general, an analy-

sis of the reviews on the fashion exhibitions is a mean-

ingful way to understand the complexity of fashion wi-

thin the wider framework of art and to ultimately exp-

lore the current state of contemporary fashion criticism.

Recently, along with the upsurge in studies on the 

crossover between fashion and art, studies on fashion 

and museum practices have rapidly emerged, including 

those of Anderson (2000a), Breward (2008), McNeil 

(2008), Melchior and Svensson (2014), Palmer (2008a, 

2008b, 2018), Steele (1998, 2008), and Taylor (1998, 

2004). In particular, Vänskä and Clark (2018) have di-

rectly focused on fashion curating, including various 

practices and discourses inside the museum and bey-

ond the museum. Meanwhile, fashion scholars, includ-

ing Choi (2014, 2016), Choi and Lewis (2018), Martin 

(1998a), McDowell (1994), Kim (1998), Reponen 

(2011, 2013), McNeil and Miller (2014), Granata (2013, 

2019), and Titton (2016), have all argued for the nece-

ssity of fashion criticism, noting that fashion criticism 

theories have been relatively lacking compared with 

art criticism and other popular cultural criticisms. The-

refore, in recent years, scholarly interest in fashion cri-

ticism has gradually increased, and compared to fine 

arts, literature, photography, music or film, the delay 

in the development of fashion criticism has been ques-

tioned. However, it is necessary to examine the current 

practices and methods of fashion criticism to establish 

an optimal method for fashion criticism.

The systematic review method, which originally de-

rives from the medical or clinical fields, involves iden-

tifying everything that has ever been published on a 

particular area or topic of study and using systematic 

methods to collect secondary data, critically appraise 

research studies, and synthesize findings. The method 

is similar to a meta-analysis in that it summarizes and/

or synthesizes the findings of studies on a given topic, 

but it focuses on the qualitative findings rather than on 

the quantitative results (Tight, 2019).

As a follow-up study to the author's previous stud-

ies on fashion criticism, this study aims to explore the 

current state of fashion criticism in museology, focus-

ing on Fashion Theory reviews of fashion designers' 

exhibitions in art museums and galleries over the last 

few decades. Thus, this article is a kind of a systematic 

review in terms of revisiting fashion writing, which 

has already been reviewed, based on the inclusive fas-

hion criticism model previously proposed (Fig. 1). How-

ever, the study is not a criticism of the critics, which 

would be challenging, as fashion criticism has not been 

yet been established; rather, the study examines how 

the reviewers do their job of reviewing exhibitions.

In addition, as McNeil and Miller (2014) regard the 

reviewer as the critic who appears “more user-friendly, 

democratic and therefore accessible to all”, the author 

analyzes the fashion designer exhibition reviews of 

Fashion Theory, which has provided an interdiscipli-

nary forum to analyze fashion as a cultural construc-

tion, in the context of the lack of critical analysis of fa-

shion. Therefore, this study covers the interdiscipli-

nary complexities of curatorial work as cultural medi-

ation at the most general level and relies on the over-

lapping theories and discourses on fashion curating 

and fashion in museums.

Considering the complex relationship between fas-

hion curating in museology and the critical approach 

of the fashion exhibition reviews, the author performs 

a systematic review of the fashion designer exhibition 

reviews of Fashion Theory to examine the current state 

of fashion criticism. The study elucidates the following 

three aspects:

First, the author examines a variety of discourses 

and practices regarding fashion exhibitions in muse-

ums and fashion curating by carrying out a literature 

review.

Second, the author identifies what fashion critic-

ism is, what fashion critics do, and who the reviewers 

are by introducing the inclusive fashion criticism mo-

del.
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Finally, the author discusses the current state and 

prospects of fashion criticism in museology by analy-

zing fashion designer exhibition reviews of Fashion 

Theory using a systematic review.

II. Literature Review

1. Fashion Curating and Curatorial Criticism

Recently, as fashion exhibitions in art museums and 

galleries have been flourishing, fashion curating has 

also been the primary means of critical practice that 

can be evaluated by both the professionals and the pu-

blic. Vänskä and Clark (2018) argue that fashion cura-

ting is by its very nature a critical practice that not only 

presents fashion but also provides a critique of an inc-

reasingly complex, interesting, and pervasive part of 

the lives of a great number of people around the world. 

With the ‘curatorial turn’, as O'Neil (2007) calls it, the 

practice of fashion exhibitions in museums has been 

producing different kinds of discourses and viewpoi-

nts on contemporary fashion, art and culture, not just 

informing about the fashion objects exhibited. There-

fore, the phenomenon of fashion exhibitions gaining 

precedence over the last twenty years has resulted in 

highlighting the significance of fashion curating and 

its place in museum exhibitions.

There have been two approaches in fashion curating 

and exhibition review methods: the object-based me-

thod and the multidisciplinary approach. In the object-

based method, what is selected and how it is displayed 

for an exhibition are key elements that make the roles 

of the curator, conservator and exhibition designer sig-

nificant. According to Palmer (2008b), selecting arti-

facts is determined by garment type, designer name, 

donor, and knowledge and research on the piece, which 

includes textiles, shapes, colors, and label texts. How 

the piece is displayed relies on the type of mounting, 

the angle, and the location of the object within the dis-

play. Moreover, the relationship between singular arti-

Fig. 1. Inclusive fashion criticism model.

Reprinted from Choi and Lewis (2018). p. 19.
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facts and the overall collection also needs to be establi-

shed. The exhibition can be accompanied by images 

such as sketches and photographs and may also be rec-

orded on video and presented online or in publications. 

Therefore, the object-based method is known for its 

descriptive concentration on the minutiae of clothing, 

which has triggered a criticism of the method (Taylor, 

1998).

However, fashion exhibitions in art contexts have 

tended to surpass the tradition of the object-based me-

thod of displaying dresses (Anderson, 2000a; Breward, 

2008; Scaturro, 2018; Taylor, 1998, 2004; Vänskä, 2018). 

Over the past decades, fashion curating has shifted to-

wards combining object-centered methods and multi-

disciplinary approaches, which unite object and theory 

towards materiality in the cultural context. Scholars 

such as Scaturro (2018) have called this ‘the material 

turn’, which privileges the agency of objects for a dee-

per critical inquiry into cultural phenomena within a 

broader contextual framework and includes a variety 

of fields from anthropology and sociology to cultural 

studies. Arguing for the positive benefits of collabora-

tion between the two professional fields, Breward (2008) 

states that the collaboration places a stronger require-

ment on the curator to consider the context and audi-

ence while it also underlines the ways in which groun-

ded scholarship can be effectively communicated thr-

ough the careful choice and juxtaposition of objects. 

Thus far, cross-institutional research on both sides is 

indispensable, as object-based practice as a reference 

point can be compensated for by multidisciplinary the-

ory to reach a higher critical level, thus enriching the 

content of both historical and contemporary fashion 

displays.

The phenomenon has been connected to the upsurge 

in “new museology”, which shows the shift of museum 

fashion exhibits from “dress museology” to “fashion 

museology”, and the change into fashion museology 

has in turn also highlighted the importance of fashion 

curating. Melchior (2014) notes that fashion in muse-

ums is now interested not in the fashionable objective 

but in an image-based analysis of fashion phenomena 

and a spectacular scenography that visually illustrate 

an analytical narrative. Therefore, it is natural that the 

“new” museological approach, which in itself places 

more emphasis on visitor-friendly, creative, and com-

mercial images than on the objects exhibited, would 

make fashion curating, which was likely to be critici-

zed, more significant.

In the sense, Palmer (2008b) mentions that it is the 

curators' and exhibition-makers' job to create a rich 

emotional and intellectual experience for the visitor, 

who knows that the objects on display are physically 

untouchable and emotionally accessible. In the new 

museum fashion exhibits, the curator has been a creat-

ive and an active role-player in creating not only intell-

igent and educational but also attractive and entertain-

ing exhibitions, while creating a variety of meanings 

and interpretations surrounding fashion in the produc-

tion of art or the value of fashionable commodities.

As fashion curating is a multifaceted and collabora-

tive activity, it involves various agents, including dress 

historians, critics, fashion practitioners, journalists, and 

museum curators. The collaborative agents influence 

the critical thought and understanding regarding a fas-

hion exhibition and its review. Today, fashion curating 

has become the subject of a critical fashion study tow-

ards a post-productive discourse, transforming its ent-

ity from practice to discourse. Likewise, writing about 

exhibitions has further reinforced the merit of curator-

ial practice as a subject worthy of study (O'Neill, 2007). 

Therefore, exhibition reviews of fashion have reflected 

the discourse around contemporary fashion and art as 

interrelated and collaborative entities, acting as a com-

pensatory device to interact between curatorial practice 

and audience.

The ascendancy of the curatorial gesture in the 1990s 

made curating a potential nexus of discussion, critique 

and debate. Curatorial criticism differed from traditio-

nal Western art criticism in that its discourse and sub-

ject matter went beyond the discussion about artists 

and the object of art to include the subject of curating 

and the role played by the curator of exhibitions (O'-

Neill, 2007). In this context, the space of museum fas-

hion exhibitions was conceived as the critical subject 

matter over that of the fashion objects themselves, wh-
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ile the fashion curator in the curator-led discourse of 

curatorial criticism was substituted for the existing role 

of the critic, and sometimes even the designer, in paral-

lel with aesthetic and cultural discourse. Accordingly, 

a study on curatorial criticism in the context of fashion 

exhibition reviews can be a beneficial means of under-

standing contemporary fashion culture through the in-

terchange between curatorial practices and discourses 

in a collaborative network of interdisciplinary agents. 

In particular, as curating is a creative activity akin to an 

artist's curatorial interventions, the subjects of today's 

fashion exhibitions have given birth to the so-called 

star-curators who become the face of the exhibition and 

perform artistic practices, while the designers as super-

stars cooperate with the curators in displaying their 

works in museums with the individual designer's or 

brand's financial benefits (Anderson, 2000a; Vänskä 

& Clark, 2018).

Therefore, the curatorial discourse on fashion exhi-

bition in museums has been indispensably involved in 

continuous controversies, such as fashion as art and the 

commerciality of fashion, let alone scholarly curatorial 

works. Since contemporary curatorial discourse since 

the 1990s has created a particular strand of discourse 

that is self-referential, curator-centered and in a cons-

tant state of flux, as O'Neill (2007) has argued, a syste-

matic review of the curatorial discourse reflected in 

exhibition reviews can provide us with a valuable me-

ans to understand contemporary fashion criticism.

2. Fashion Criticism, Critics and Reviewers

This era has marked the beginning of the expansion 

of criticism into subjects other than the strictly defined 

“fine arts” (McNeil & Miller, 2014). Although criticism 

emerged in literature and the fine arts, criticism in other 

popular disciplines, such as music, theatre, film, photo-

graphy, and even graphic or product design, has been 

more developed than in fashion. McNeil and Miller 

(2014) have ascribed the delay in a critical vocabulary 

for fashion to the historical distinction between the fie-

lds of fine and applied arts, such as fashion, and Gran-

ata (2019) has argued that the reason for the delay in 

fashion criticism and its legitimization has been tied to 

its gender specificity, contributing to the marginaliza-

tion of fashion. Other scholars (Granata, 2013; Repon-

en, 2011; Svendsen, 2017; Titton, 2016) have demon-

strated the economic and social reasons for the symbi-

otic relationship between the fashion industry and fas-

hion media.

However, what is cautiously optimistic is that over 

the last two decades, fashion publications (Choi & Le-

wis, 2018; Granata, 2013, 2019; Kim, 1998; Martin, 

1998a; McDowell, 1994; McNeil & Miller, 2014; Re-

ponen, 2011, 2013; Titton, 2016) have attempted to 

define and argue for the legitimization of fashion criti-

cism given its lack or underdevelopment. In addition, 

over the last few years, the subject has been discussed 

by many writers, editors and critics in the media, such 

as Suzy Menkes, the editor of The Vogue International, 

Robin Givhan from The Daily Beast and Newsweek, 

Judith Thurman from The New Yorker, Guy Trebay from 

The New York Times, and so on, which reflects the sig-

nificance of the critical vocabulary for fashion journal-

ism.

Thus, we need to reconsider the meaning of fashion 

criticism and discuss the position of the fashion critic 

and fashion reviewer in today's fashion-scape, specifi-

cally in the museum context. Fashion criticism is diffi-

cult to define, and related studies have tended to discuss 

and define it from the point of view of other disciplines, 

such as art, literature, and even other applied arts, where 

the subject is more evolved. Kaufman (2012), discuss-

ing art criticism, consents that the meanings of artworks 

are encompassed in the critic's interpretation whereby 

he or she retrieves their contents, which are therefore 

in some sense “testable”. In literature criticism, Small-

wood (1996) has argued that most general statements 

about criticism are not definitions but propositions, in 

that we cannot draw a stateable definition that corres-

ponds with the sort of final definition that is appropri-

ate to an empirical concept. Ultimately, Smallwood 

(1996) points out that a concept of criticism is a “social 

construct” that depends on the occasion forever in flux. 

Thus, the meanings of criticism in art and literature in-

volve aesthetic interpretation and a social, cultural con-
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sensus.

In this vein, McNeil and Miller (2014) have defined 

criticism as an evaluative practice, a particular type of 

aesthetic judgment and a process of interpretation in 

cultural fields such as art, literature and —perhaps—

also fashion. Svendsen (2017) has argued that fashion 

criticism sits somewhere between fashion reportage 

and Fashion Theory, which is always rigorous, clearly 

stated and historically informed. Choi and Lewis (2018) 

have defined fashion criticism as the linguistic analy-

sis and interpretation of a variety of discursive networks 

around fashion and as an aesthetic analysis of them, 

considering the topography of fashion as an aesthetic 

object bearing sociocultural discourses.

Over the course of the last few years, discussions 

about the role of the fashion critic, along with fashion 

criticism, have increased, as different media judging 

and evaluating fashion, such as blogs, websites, or so-

cial network services, have spread. The Internet has pl-

ayed a significant part in allowing better access to fas-

hion and potentially a sustainable platform for discuss-

ions that allow individual voices from all corners of the 

world that take more risks in their expression of ideas. 

This phenomenon of image saturation requires more 

artful and skillful fashion critics. Then, who are the fa-

shion critics and what are the criteria for them, and wh-

ich fashion critics are equal to or differ from fashion 

reviewers?

McNeil and Miller (2014) point out the following 

tripartite role as the proper domain of the critic: it inv-

olves description, interpretation and evaluation. These 

basic aspects of criticism do not simply concern judge-

ment, but they also include historical, recreative, and 

judicial aspects, supplying a set of standards or canons. 

They conclude that to be a critic of fashion, one must 

first be informed about fashion in all its complexity: its 

aesthetic, social, cultural, economic and historical asp-

ects, emphasizing that we need to have wider integra-

tion of fashion studies, not only one dominant lens for 

a wider public understanding of fashion. Latour (2004) 

also notes that the critic is not the one who debunks but 

the one who assembles and that he or she is not the one 

who pulls the rug from under the feet of naïve believers 

but the one who offers participants arenas in which to 

gather and who addresses the significance of the discur-

sive network for the critics. Therefore, the aesthetic and 

cultural events of fashion exhibitions also require a va-

lue judgment on the part of the fashion critics to make 

the audience understand the meaning of the fashion 

objects presented in the museum or gallery and to pro-

duce social and cultural discourses that are meaningful 

in both historical and contemporary situations.

According to McNeil and Miller (2014), the term 

“critic” is coined in journalism for some obscure rea-

son, which very likely has to do with the perceived ‘hi-

gh-brow’ content of criticism, whereas the term “revi-

ewer” appears more user-friendly, democratic and the-

refore accessible to all. Therefore, although the revie-

wer is the critic, the author will use the term “fashion 

reviewer” instead of ‘fashion critic’ to analyze the ex-

hibition reviews of Fashion Theory, using a meta-lan-

guage to review the review(er)s.

III. Methods and Scope

1. Meaning and Value of the Systematic Re- 

view

The systematic review method, which originally de-

rives from the medical or clinical fields, is to identify 

everything that has ever been published on a particular 

area or topic of research (Tight, 2019). The standard 

definition of a systematic review is a literature review 

that uses a specific methodology to produce a synthe-

sis of available evidence in answer to a focused resea-

rch question (Bearman et al., 2012).They formulate the 

scope of the research question, identify and synthesize 

studies that directly relate to the research question, and 

finally provide a complete, exhaustive summary of cur-

rent evidence relevant to the question.

Unlike traditional literature reviews, systematic re-

views are objective, replicable, impartial and focused 

on a specific topic. The pre-determined specific method 

helps diminish possible bias and ensure that the results 

obtained are directly linked to its purpose (Ayala et al., 

2019). Both systematic reviews and meta-analyses are 
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methods for summarizing and/or synthesizing the fin-

dings of research studies on a given topic. However, 

the former focus on the qualitative findings, whereas 

the latter focus on summarizing the quantitative results 

of all the relevant studies identified (Littell et al., 2008). 

Therefore, for this study, which aims to analyze the pu-

blished exhibition reviews, a systemic review is more 

appropriate, rather than a meta-analysis.

Over two decades old, systematic review methodo-

logy has revolutionized to summarizing healthcare evi-

dence as a protocol-driven and quality-focused appro-

ach (Arksey & O'Malley, 2005; Bearman et al., 2012). 

As the drive towards evidence-based practice has ga-

thered pace, systematic reviews have been being dev-

eloped to the literature review methodology within the 

social sciences and education fields. More recently, 

systematic reviews are being increasingly widespread 

in the fields of art, design and architecture education 

(Corazzoa, 2019), and used to museums and heritage 

organizations (Ayala et al., 2019).

Given the lack of the penetration of the systematic 

review into the field of fashion and textiles, the specific 

and carefully defined literature review methodology 

can suggest potential use to the areas of fashion studies, 

which have multi-disciplinary and broad nature. The 

value of systematic reviews is in providing a transpa-

rent, comprehensive and structured approach to sear-

ching, selecting and synthesizing the literature (Bear-

man et al., 2012). In this sense, the systematic review 

will be able to provide a valid means to summarize fa-

shion exhibition reviews as subject of this study, and 

identify the state of fashion criticism method in rigor-

ous way.

Thus, the author would like to conduct a compre-

hensive and careful literature review to review the ex-

hibition reviews of Fashion Theory, borrowing the pro-

cess of the systematic review.

2. Methods and Scope of This Study

Although many research studies on systematic rev-

iews have presented similar steps, in a workshop enti-

tled “Issues and Challenges in Conducting Systematic 

Reviews to Support Development of Nutrient Refer-

ence Values”, Russell et al. (2009) summarize the syste-

matic review method as involving the following steps: 

key question formulation, analytic framework, evid-

ence mapping, critical appraisal, and evidence synthe-

sis. The author describes the five steps of the systema-

tic review in terms of the method and scope of this stu-

dy as follows:

Key question formulation involves formulating cle-

arly stated research questions and defining the scope 

of research that the systematic review will address. 

Describing the inclusion criteria clearly provides the 

investigators with the opportunity to understand the 

specific questions being asked in the systematic rev-

iew. In this step, the systematic review of this study aims 

to explore the current state and prospects of fashion cri-

ticism in museology by analyzing the fashion designer 

exhibition reviews of Fashion Theory. More specific-

ally, the author formulates the following four research 

questions:

First, do the exhibition reviews reflect each stage of 

the inclusive fashion criticism model (Fig. 1)? If so, 

what content does each stage of the exhibition reviews 

present?

Second, what kinds of themes and critical discour-

ses do the reviews include, especially in terms of the 

‘interpretation’ stage?

Third, what kinds of fashion agents, other than rev-

iewers, are involved in the complex and multiple view-

points and interpretations related to fashion exhibitions?

Finally, which methods from object-based methods 

and multidisciplinary approaches do the exhibition re-

views show and how are those review methods similar 

or different compared with the inclusive fashion criti-

cism model?

Since 1997, Fashion Theory, the subject of this stu-

dy, has not only included articles on fashion culture 

but also provided exhibition reviews, which are analy-

ses of the presentation of fashion in the context of mus-

eum exhibitions. In the current situation of fashion stu-

dies lacking a critical analysis, the journal has provided 
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an interdisciplinary forum for the rigorous analysis of 

cultural phenomena (Taylor & Francis Online, 2020). 

Generally, the fashion exhibition reviewers of Fashion 

Theory have been composed of fashion scholars, cura-

tors, historians, and critics who are able to contribute 

to high-qualified fashion writing and raise the study of 

fashion to a serious critical level.

Regarding the inclusion criteria, the author thus de

-termined the time scope of this study as starting from 

1997 when Fashion Theory was launched, as the signi-

ficance of the role of the fashion curator as fashion cri-

tic has mainly risen with the growth of fashion exhibi-

tions in art museums and galleries since the 1990s. In 

addition, the author restricted the subject of study to fa-

shion designer exhibition reviews, because the histori-

cal and technical information of a designer as an artist 

provides one of the most important resources for fash-

ion criticism, along with other agents, and because fas-

hion designer exhibitions also embrace the commer-

cial aspects of fashion brands, especially those of fash-

ion designers who are alive. In particular, the author 

only selected individual designer exhibition reviews to 

facilitate “a depth of research that would otherwise be 

lost” (Stevenson, 2008), despite an uncritical hagiog-

raphy of the designer. Therefore, the fashion designer 

exhibition reviews of Fashion Theory, from the first is-

sue to the current issue, are a means to understand the 

state of contemporary fashion criticism in museology.

Finally, the author selected eighteen fashion designer 

exhibition reviews from Fashion Theory, including in-

dividual fashion designer exhibitions and excluding 

multiple fashion designer exhibitions and costume or 

accessory designer exhibitions. <Table 1> shows the 

chosen list of reviews and information on the exhibition 

reviews, including their year, issue, reviewer, review 

title, exhibition place and date.

The analytic framework graphically presents the key 

components of the study questions and helps guide the 

development of key questions. The framework can also 

provide a basis for interpreting and contextualizing rel-

evant studies and establishing which links in the chain of 

logic are answered, inconclusive or not yet addressed. 

For the systematic review, the author analyzed the cho-

sen fashion designer exhibition reviews in terms of their 

structure, content, discourse, and methods based on the 

inclusive fashion criticism model (Fig. 1). In particular, 

the aesthetic and cultural perspective of the model was 

applied to the context of fashion exhibitions in art mu-

seums or galleries, and it is briefly demonstrated as fol-

lows (Choi & Lewis, 2018):

The model's aesthetic and cultural perspective shows 

the following orderly sequential process: identification: 

classification and description of formative features; 

evaluation: aesthetic value; cultural analysis: contem-

porary symbolic value; and interpretation: current value 

and significance. As the first stage, “identification: cla-

ssification and description of formative features” is in-

volved in a body of distinctive facts that lead to the cla-

ssification and description of a given fashion object. 

Classification specifies a general class of the fashion 

object on the basis of its style, history, theme or conc-

ept, clothing category, function, material or technique, 

and so on. Description is offered to identify the forma-

tive features of the fashion object related to the fashion 

design elements and to analyze their structural relation-

ship with fashion design principles. “evaluation: aes-

thetic value” is used to judge the properties of the fash-

ion object in comparisons with other cases in terms of 

aesthetic value criteria. A range of grounds for evalua-

tion in fashion can include the expressiveness of the st-

yle and concept, the appropriateness of the design ele-

ments and the effectiveness of the design principles by 

style and concept, the technical completion and crafts-

manship, and originality. “cultural analysis: contem-

porary symbolic value” involves the in-depth examin-

ation of the various interrelationships of the fashion 

object and its contemporary culture. This stage invol-

ves understanding the content of the fashion object by 

combining its principal facts at the “identification” st-

age with the historical context of the fashion object. Fi-

nally, “interpretation: current value and significance” 

suggests the meaning and significance of the fashion 

object in relation to aspects of our own culture. “inter-

pretation” may not only exemplify such things as the 

designer's oeuvre and philosophy and the techniques, 

function, role, and contribution of the fashion object in 
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terms of its current value and significance, but also be 

subject to interpretations of various fashion agents to 

create higher levels of meaning.

The cultural perspective of this model posits that fa-

shion is a product of social discourse and a medium for 

material culture that embodies the symbolic values of 

a variety of individuals and groups within a society. Fa-

shion is entangled with the network of various fashion 

agents, who contribute to collaborative decision mak-

ing to analyze what a given fashion object means, par-

Order Year Issue Reviewer Title of exhibition review Exhibition place & time

1 1998 2(3) Richard Martin
Yeohlee: Energetics:

Clothes and Enclosures

Aedes Gallery in Berlin in May 1998 and in 

Aug. 1998 at the Netherlands Architecture 

Institute in Rotterdam

2 2000 4(2) Fiona Anderson Hussein Chalayan
The Atlantis Gallery, Brick Lane, London,

Jul. 27, 1999 – Aug. 10, 1999

3 2000 4(2) Djurdja Bartlett Issey Miyake: Making Things
The ACE Gallery New York,

Nov. 13, 1999 – Feb. 29, 2000

4 2002 6(3) Michael Clarke
Madeleine Vionnet:15 Dresses from the 

Collection of Martin Kamer

Judith Clark Costume, London,

Mar. 16–Apr. 14, 2001

5 2003 7(2)
Marie Riegels 

Melchior

Rudi Gernreich:

Fashion Will Go Out of Fashion

Institute of Contemporary Art, University of 

Pennsylvania, Sep. 15–Nov. 11, 2001

6 2005 9(1) Liz Mason The Art and Craft of Gianni Versace
Victoria and Albert Museum, London,

Oct. 2002–Jan. 2003

7 2006 10(3) Alistair O'Neill
Vivienne Westwood:

34 Years in Fashion

Victoria and Albert Museum, London,

Apr. 1–Jul. 18, 2004

8 2006 10(3)
Jennifer Craik &

Sharon Peoples

Vivienne Westwood:

34 Years in Fashion

National Gallery of Australia, Canberra, 

Australia, Nov. 12, 2004–Jan. 30, 2005

9 2009 13(1) Gillion Carrara Dior: The New Look
Chicago History Museum,

Sep. 30, 2006–May 27, 2007

10 2010 14(2) John Potvin Yves Saint Laurent Style
Montreal Museum of Art, Montreal,

May 29–Sep. 28, 2008

11 2011 15(1)
Paola Di 

Trocchio

Maison Martin Margiela “20”

The Exhibition

ModeMuseum (MoMu) Fashion Museum, 

Antwerp, Sep. 12, 2008–Feb. 8, 2009

12 2011 15(1) Charlene K. Lau
Hussein Chalayan:

From Fashion and Back

Design Museum, Shad Thames, London,

Jan. 22– May 17, 2009

13 2011 15(4)
Paola Di 

Trocchio

Madeline Vionnet: Fashion Purist— The 

World According to Madeleine Vionnet

Musée de la mode et du textile, Les Arts 

Décoratifs, Paris, Jun. 24, 2009–Jan. 31, 2010

14 2013 17(4) Charlotte Nicklas
Tradition and Innovation:

Recent Balenciaga Exhibitions

Cristobal Balenciaga Museoa, Getaria, Spain, 

Summer 2012

The Docks, Cite de la mode et du design, 

Paris, Apr. 13–Oct. 28, 2012

15 2013 17(4) Valerie Steele Alexander McQueen: Savage Beauty
The Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York, 

May 4–Aug. 7, 2011

16 2014 18(4)
Paola Di 

Trocchio
Madame Grès: Couturier at Work

Musée Bourdelle, Paris,

Mar. 25–Jul. 24, 2011

17 2015 19(4)
Mary Frances 

Gormally
Dries Van Noten—Inspirations

Musée Des Arts Décoratifs, Paris,

Mar. 1–Nov. 2, 2014

18 2015 19(4)
William 

DeGregorio

The Architecture of Woman

(Charles James: Beyond Fashion)

Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York,

May 8–Aug.10, 2014.

Table 1. List of fashion designer exhibition reviews selected from Fashion Theory
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ticularly focusing on “cultural analysis” and “interpre-

tation” to show the relationship of culture with fashion. 

With such an empirical study by a network of various 

cultural agents, the cultural perspective of fashion crit-

icism is interweaved with the aesthetic perspective in 

this model. In fact, curatorship at the fashion museum 

level influences all stages. More specifically, “identifi-

cation” and “evaluation”, the two stages of this model, 

mainly involve contributions by professional fashion 

groups, such as designers/artists, historians/critics and 

curators; of these, curators particularly constitute the 

most important agents in the aesthetic perspective. In 

addition, the historian/critic group can play an import-

ant role, particularly in “cultural analysis”. At the stage 

of ‘interpretation’, there are a variety of interpreters, 

including the designer/artist, historian/critic, curator, 

media, and the viewer/spectator engaged in the museum 

exhibition, who make and disseminate social discour-

ses and cultural values regarding a given fashion obj-

ect. Thus, aesthetic and cultural aspects of fashion cri-

ticism involve the multiple mediations of collaborative 

fashion agents with a range of skills to create the mea-

ning and value of fashion.

Based on the model, the author constructed an ana-

lytic framework <Table 2> to present the key compo-

nents of this study's questions for the systematic review. 

<Table 2> includes “identification” and “evaluation” 

both in terms of the fashion objects/designers and the 

exhibition display, “cultural analysis”, “interpretation”, 

the fashion agents involved, and the review methods 

per review title and year to contextualize this study and 

to create a link between the stages. The evaluation stage 

was classified into positive, negative, or neutral, based 

on the reviewer(s)'s evaluation to the selected exhibit-

ions (Table 1).

Evidence mapping is a cost-effective method of inf-

orming users on the current state of research findings 

that could be used to generate hypotheses, inform on-

going research, and identify research gaps. This means 

searching the chosen literature, developing a search st-

rategy and documenting a database to direct limited re-

sources to potentially more fruitful areas as well as to 

complement comprehensive systematic reviews on spe-

cific key questions. For this study, the author searched 

the selected eighteen exhibition reviews more than three 

times and documented and recorded them in <Table 

2> as comprehensively as possible to capture all asp-

ects relevant to the review question and to facilitate the 

exploration of new ideas and hypotheses.

A critical appraisal involves the screening of the sel-

ected literature for the systematic review and an asse-

ssment of the quality of the studies, suggesting the ext-

ent to which a study's design and methodology prevents 

systematic error and bias. Numerous approaches have 

been proposed to assess the quality of studies and apply 

these assessments to systematic reviews. For this study, 

the author investigated the data mapped in <Table 2>, 

considering the literature review as a theoretical back-

ground as aforementioned in this study, and assessed 

the study quality using JBI Critical Appraisal Tools 

(The Joanna Briggs Institute, 2017). In particular, to 

avoid bias, the screening of the final search results was 

independently performed by two investigators, includ-

ing the author and a senior researcher from the fashion 

history and culture field; the results were compared, 

and the disagreements were resolved between the inv-

Title of

exhibition

review

(Year)

Identification

: Classification and 

description of formative 

features

Evaluation

: (Positive/Negative)

Aesthetic value

Cultural analysis

: Contemporary 

symbolic value

Interpretation

: Current value and 

significance

Fashion 

agents, 

involved

Review 

method

Fashion 

objects or 

Designers

Exhibition 

display

Fashion 

objects or 

Designer

Exhibition 

display

Table 2. Analytic framework for the systematic review
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estigators.

Evidence synthesis involves the identification of se-

veral studies addressing the same question and the syn-

thesis and interpretation of the findings of different 

studies qualitatively or even quantitatively. Thus, sys-

tematic reviews are a building block of evidence-based 

information, as they appraise and synthesize primary 

research, thus creating a stronger evidence base to sup-

port a given hypothesis (QUT Library, 2020). In terms 

of evidence synthesis, the results and discussions iden-

tified in this study are as follows.

IV. Results and Discussion

1. Analysis of the Exhibition Reviews, based 

on the Inclusive Fashion Criticism Model

From the first issue, the exhibition reviews of Fas-

hion Theory have offered an important space that has 

provided scholars and readers with various viewpoints 

on both historical and contemporary fashion in a mus-

eum context. To answer the first research question of 

the systematic review, the results of the analysis of the 

selected exhibition reviews based on the inclusive fas-

hion criticism model are shown in <Table 3>. The gi-

ven eighteen exhibition reviews <Table 3> included 

almost all the stages of the inclusive fashion criticism 

model in terms of the aesthetic and cultural aspects, 

except for the stage of cultural analysis. However, each 

stage in the reviews was presented in a random rather 

than linear or sequential order.

The author analyzed the eighteen exhibition reviews 

by the stage of the model as follows:

First, the identification of each exhibition in all the 

reviews was discussed <Table 2> on its own terms, with 

broad information on what and how was on view in the 

exhibition. The reviewers in the identification step pro-

vided the visitors with information on what they will 

encounter in the exhibitions, including the themes, fas-

hion objects exhibited, display and installation meth-

ods in terms of placement and order of the objects, ad-

ditional images or texts, and visual effects. As Palmer 

(2008b) has mentioned, the reviews presented which 

objects were selected on display, how they were disp-

layed, and what they contributed to the visual and int-

ellectual understanding of the exhibition thesis and the 

individual objects. In addition, the reviews identified 

the specific themes of each exhibition, showing that 

individual fashion designer exhibitions were almost 

always organized thematically, which is different art 

exhibitions, which are usually presented chronologic-

ally. In this way, the reviews on the overall fashion ex-

hibitions, in contrast to individual fashion objects in 

museums, addressed the curatorial strategies by descri-

bing the formative features of the designers' works ex-

hibited and their classification by theme. The themes 

of the exhibitions, as shown in the reviews <Table 4>, 

usually ranged from a specific designer's oeuvre, leit-

motif or style, and methodology to the designer's phil-

osophy and creativity, often reflecting aesthetic, social, 

cultural, or political trends or issues.

Second, the reviewers evaluated the identified fash-

ion exhibitions as well as the given fashion designer or 

objects. In evaluating the designers or their works, the 

reviewers often tended to compare these with other con-

temporary designers, and in regard to the overall exhi-

bition, they evaluated whether the exhibitions were suc-

cessful and why they thought so. In particular, from the 

visitor's viewpoint, they generally judged the curator-

ial strategy in terms of a wide range of aspects, from 

the choice of exhibited objects and display methods, to 

the interplay between the singular objects and the ex-

hibition theme or the overall collection, to the role of 

the museum exhibition in educating and informing vi-

sitors, not just in terms of the aesthetic value of the gi-

ven fashion designer's fashion objects. As shown in 

<Table 3>, by and large, each review presented positive 

or negative evaluations. Of the reviews that showed 

negative evaluations, for example, “Vivien Westwood: 

34 Years in Fashion” (Craik & Peoples, 2006), “Yves 

Saint Laurent Style” (Potvin, 2010) and “Dries Van No-

ten—Inspirations” (Gormally, 2015), they commonly 

indicated the lack of interpretive or contextual content 

and information.

Third, the reviews suggested various cultural analy-

ses in historical context, beyond mere information on 
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what is seen. Some exhibition reviews, grounded in a 

historical fashion designer in the past, presented the 

stage of cultural analysis with the contemporary value 

of the designer's works, but other exhibition reviews on 

current fashion designers omitted this stage (Table 3).

Fourth, the reviewers discussed a variety of inter-

pretations regarding the exhibitions, which reflected 

the current value and significance of the given design-

ers or their works in relation to aspects of our own cul-

ture, from curatorial strategy to cultural discourses. In 

interpreting the exhibitions, the reviewers did not only 

interpret the curators' strategies but also referred to va-

rious opinions of other agents, including historians/ 

critics or media/journalists regarding the exhibition 

(Table 4). The themes and critical discourses, reflected 

in the reviews are described in <Table 4>.

2. Thematic Analysis and Critical Discour- 

ses to the Exhibition Reviews

O'Neill (2007) has stated that an exhibition is a spe-

cial type of discourse and mediation and a form of com-

munication. In this regard, it will be meaningful to ex-

plore the critical discourses that the reviewer's inter-

pretations bear to understand the current issues and st-

ate of fashion criticism regarding fashion exhibitions. 

To address the second research question, the author 

undertook a thematic analysis of the selected eighteen 

fashion designer exhibition reviews, using the groun-

ded theories, and identified the major themes and some 

cultural discourses as follows (Table 4).

Many exhibition reviews similarly presented the 

ongoing discussions regarding fashion as art and the 

Year Issue Title of exhibition review Identification Evaluation Cultural analysis Interpretation

1998 2(3) Yeohlee: Energetics: Clothes and Enclosures ◯ Positive ✕ ◯

2000 4(2)
Hussein Chalayan ◯ Positive ✕ ◯

Issey Miyake: Making Things ◯ Neutral ✕ ◯

2002 6(3)
Madeleine Vionnet:

15 Dresses from the Collection of Martin Kamer
◯ Positive ◯ ◯

2003 7(2)
Rudi Gernreich:

Fashion Will Go Out of Fashion
◯ Positive ◯ ◯

2005 9(1) The Art and Craft of Gianni Versace ◯ Positive ✕ ◯

2006 10(3)
Vivienne Westwood: 34 Years in Fashion ◯ Negative ◯ ◯

Vivienne Westwood: 34 Years in Fashion ◯ Neutral ◯ ◯

2009 13(1) Dior: The New Look ◯ Positive ◯ ◯

2010 14(2) Yves Saint Laurent Style ◯ Negative ◯ ◯

2011

15(1)
Maison Martin Margiela “20” The Exhibition ◯ Positive ✕ ◯

Hussein Chalayan: From Fashion and Back ◯ Positive ✕ ◯

15(4)
Madeline Vionnet: Fashion Purist-

The World According to Madeleine Vionnet
◯ Positive ◯ ◯

2013 17(4)

Tradition and Innovation:

Recent Balenciaga Exhibitions
◯ Positive ◯ ◯

Alexander McQueen: Savage Beauty ◯
Positive & 

Negative
✕ ◯

2014 18(4) Madame Grès: Couturier at Work ◯ Positive ◯ ◯

2015 19(4)

Dries Van Noten—Inspirations ◯ Negative ✕ ◯

The Architecture of Woman

(Charles James: Beyond Fashion)
◯ Positive ◯ ◯

Table 3. Analysis of the exhibition reviews in terms of the inclusive fashion criticism model
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Year Issue
Title of

exhibition review
Theme (Identification) Critical discourse (Interpretation)

1998 2(3)

Yeohlee: Energetics: 

Clothes and 

Enclosures

Yeohlee's design principle and philosophy 

in clothes and enclosure, layered environ-

ment

- Functionalism to waste nothing and achieve a 

fundamental form with a pragmatic approach

- The analogy between architecture and clothing

2000 4(2)

Hussein Chalayan
Chalayan's conceptual design and display 

of garments on the body by theme: 

- Issues on the character, promotion and display 

of contemporary fashion with the creative pro-

cess and the body

- A fashion designer's involvement in the mus-

eum curating

Issey Miyake: 

Making Things 

Redefining of both clothing and the body 

with a fusion of creativity, craftsmanship 

and new technology by exhibiting Miya-

ke's work for ten years with seven groups

- Miyake's thinking and techniques, using Japan-

ese tradition of clothing as a tool to deconstruct 

western dress codes

- The role of the avant-garde in the era of mass-

produced goods: clothing affordable to every-

body

- Miyake's viewpoint against fashion as art: Fas-

hion is different from art in that it transforms the 

anguish of the creator into pure sensual pleasure

2002 6(3)

Madeleine Vionnet: 

15 Dresses from the 

Collection of Martin 

Kamer 

Vionnet's fifteen dresses from the collec-

tion of Martin Kamer and other imagery, 

focusing on modernism and classicism of 

her design and techniques (bias cutting 

and lingerie techniques)

Vionnet's contribution to classical ideals post-

WWI rappel à l'ordre (feminine beauty), which 

managed to subtly subvert the predominantly 

masculine overtones of both classical art and mo-

dernism

2003 7(2)

Rudi Gernreich: 

Fashion Will Go Out 

of Fashion

Gernreich's overall design mantra with 

fashion-futurism through his retrospect-

ive from his early work in the 1950s thro-

ugh to the mid-1970s

- Gernreich's über-futuristic ideas: Dress as a me-

dium of freedom and an expression of comfort, 

rejecting bourgeois values, heterosexual culture, 

and the status quo (American anti-puritan mo-

vement) 

- Fashion as an art form: the structure to allow the 

freedom of body movement (kinetic movement)

2005 9(1)
The Art and Craft of 

Gianni Versace

Versace's originality and versatility, and 

the craft and innovative technical devel-

opments, using a wide range of cultural 

references with thematic sections

- Clothes as material culture, acknowledging the 

sociological realm of the cult of celebrity

- Museological practices to contribute to the study 

of fashion, focusing on the creativity of an indi-

vidual designer 

2006 10(3)

Vivienne 

Westwood: 34 Years 

in Fashion

(V&A, 2004)

Westwood's works for 34 years, focusing 

on brief interlude between punk and Harris 

Tweed, with the binary oppositions bet-

ween pre-Portrait and post-Portrait, oppo-

sitional notions of the street and the salon, 

low culture and high culture, subversion 

and tradition

- The value of Westwood's works: the most imp-

ortant cultural phenomenon and their collecta-

bility of the last quarter of the twentieth century 

by their close relation to British Punk

- A problematic issue of staging a retrospective 

exhibition of a living designer's career

- Museological practice as a body of knowledge 

with a criticism against the absence of informa-

tion detailing the contextual framework of ref-

erences

Vivienne 

Westwood: 34 Years 

in Fashion

(National Gallery

of Australia, 2005)

Re-contextualizing the show from the Vic-

toria & Albert museum in Australia, as an 

allegory of the development of British co-

unterculture from the 1970s to the “new” 

Britishness of a cosmopolitan Euro nation

- The symbiosis as a win–win relationship bet-

ween culture and commerce for a marketing la-

unch of the Westwood brand in Australia

- Westwood in Australia (cross-cultural interpre-

tation)

- The necessity of a more modulated and critical 

museum exhibit for a valuable designer's legacy

Table 4. Themes and critical discourses, presented in the exhibition reviews
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Year Issue
Title of

exhibition review
Theme (Identification) Critical discourse (Interpretation)

2009 13(1) Dior: The New Look

Dior's twenty-eight evening gowns, day 

ensembles, and suits, circa 1947 to 1957, 

selected from the museum's archive, foc-

using on Dior's relevance to fashion and 

society in Chicago

- Insights into Dior's practices of couture dress-

making, and its importance in Chicago and for 

American women who wore Dior creations

- A celebration of feminine presence of the day, 

both idealized and realistic

2010 14(2)
Yves Saint Laurent 

Style

Saint Laurent's dialogue with art, focusing 

more on the creation and maintenance of 

designers' archives, called Saint Laurent's 

artistic pretensions

- Criticism against the exhibition's absence of the 

cultural analysis of the works

- The power struggles between fashion designers 

and the curator around how the exhibition fav-

ored spectacle over content

- The necessity of museum exhibition to push cu-

ratorial and scholarly boundaries as the central-

ity of spectacle in modern culture: the blurring 

between high art and popular culture

2011

15(1)

Maison Martin 

Margiela “20”

The Exhibition

Maison's presiding concepts and the con-

sistency of its philosophy across its des-

ign, processes and interiors through a col-

laborative exhibition between MoMu and 

Maison Martin Margiela: creating a pro-

vocative dialogue between the objects and 

their display with twenty-three themed sec-

tions 

- Maison Martin Margiela's philosophy, showing 

complex relationship with time and history and 

playing with the conventions of fashion

- The curatorial strategy using a designer's creat-

ive team to effectively communicate the house 

philosophy

- A successful collaboration between the museum 

and the designer outside of a commercial envir-

onment

Hussein Chalayan: 

From Fashion

and Back

A conceptual and multi-disciplinary desi-

gner, Chalayan's oeuvre, spans multiple 

mediums and modes of display, presenting 

his technological and futuristic aesthetics, 

beyond the field of fashion

- To cross the boundaries between clothing disp-

lay and engagement in the medium of fashion, 

breaking away more traditional and hierarchi-

cal modes of displaying artifacts

- A museum quality that is suitable not because 

the notion of an exhibition is culturally situated 

in a museum, but because it is conceptually so-

und for the fashion objects displayed

15(4)

Madeline Vionnet: 

Fashion Purist— 

The World

According to 

Madeleine Vionnet 

The development and accomplishment of 

Vionnet's design “voice”, philosophy, and 

methodology: Purist principles, showing 

the natural female physique with belle 

époque and 1930s style

- Vionnet's status as one of fashion's great vision-

aries and her design philosophy

- Vionnet's timelessness in her design to achieve 

a prototype of the modern dress, as elegant and 

sophisticated now

2013 17(4)

Tradition and 

Innovation: Recent 

Balenciaga 

Exhibitions (two 

exhibitions: 

Cristobal 

Balenciaga Museoa, 

Spain and The 

Docks, Cite de la 

mode et du design, 

Paris)

Balenciaga's constant negotiation between 

tradition and modernity, as well as histori-

cism, orientalism, and innovative design 

with six sections

- Informative and educating function of the mus-

eum exhibition, focusing on the designer's life 

and work, with multiple layers of information

- Issue of museum fashion exhibition, devoting 

to a single designer

Balenciaga's personal collection, explo-

ring how the garments, textiles, and ima-

ges he acquired informed his design work: 

Spanish culture and traditions, historici-

sm, orientalism, and women's outerwear 

from the late nineteenth century

- Information of Balenciaga's personal collection 

as inspirations and design process for visitors as 

well as scholars, illuminating the close relation-

ship that existed between the garments he coll-

ected and those he created

Table 4. Continued I
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advantages and disadvantages regarding the issue. For 

instance, in reviews such as “Rudi Gernreich: Fashion 

Will Go Out of Fashion” (Melchior, 2003) and “The 

Architecture of Woman” (DeGregorio, 2015), the rev-

iewers regarded the given individual designers as arti-

sts, and Steele (2013) in “Alexander McQueen: Sav-

age Beauty” presented the discourse on what fashion is 

art by referring to many press releases, blogs, and art 

critics' comments. “Madame Grès: Couturier at Work” 

(Di Trocchio, 2014) presented a practical case of the 

discourse on fashion as art, exemplifying the curator-

ial strategy to display Grès' works alongside the sculp-

tor Bourdelle's architecture. In contrast to the discou-

rse on fashion as art, “Issey Miyake: Making Things” 

(Bartlett, 2000) presented Miyake's view that fashion 

is different from art in that it transforms the anguish of 

the creator into pure sensual pleasure, with displays fo-

cusing on playfulness.

The notion of staging a retrospective exhibition of a 

designer's career while he or she is still alive led to dis-

putes regarding issues such as the commercialization 

of museums with global fashion brand marketing and 

fashion designers' involvement in museum exhibitions. 

The reviewer of “Vivienne Westwood: 34 Years in Fa-

shion” (O'Neill, 2006), held in the Victoria & Albert 

(V&A) in 2004, O'Neill (2006), indicated the prob-

lems with a retrospective exhibition on a living desig-

ner, noting that the curator is often forced to work with 

the designer and to make decisions in close consulta-

tion with him or her, which are often subject to his or 

her approval. The same exhibition, repeated at the Nat-

ional Gallery of Australia (NGA) in 2005, demonstra-

Year Issue
Title of

exhibition review
Theme (Identification) Critical discourse (Interpretation)

2013 17(4)

Alexander 

McQueen:

Savage Beauty

A multimedia environment that success-

fully evoked the sublime beauty and terror 

of McQueen's best runway shows and was 

organized thematically

- Both positive and negative criticism for curato-

rial strategy, by citing press, art blogs, and art 

critics: 1) positive to the curator's choices on 

iconic garments and enormous credit of organ-

ization of the extraordinary exhibition; 2) nega-

tive to emphasize the necessity more to contex-

tualize materials, and misinterpretation of Mc-

Queen's work through romanticism

- Discourses on fashion as art by contrasting 

many of positive and negative arguments

2014 18(4)
Madame Grès: 

Couturier at Work 

A poignant dialogue between two sculp-

tors; Madame Grès's dress and Antoine 

Bourdelle's sculpture, activating the class-

ical and medieval references in her work

- Practice of the discourse on fashion as art (the 

garments as monumental forms) as a curatorial 

strategy, by using Bourdelle's architecture and 

presenting the affinity between the two artists' 

work as sculptors

- Informative and educating aspect of museum 

exhibition to visitors

2015 19(4)

Dries Van Noten— 

Inspirations 

Dries Van Noten's inspirational sources 

and his creative process by identifying both 

artifacts and loan sources with his collec-

tion

- Criticizing the lack of important sources of ins-

piration, and interpretive or contextual inform-

ation to the visitor towards the educative func-

tion of museum exhibition 

- From an art historian's perspective, the debates 

on exhibiting practices in fashion with artworks

The Architecture

of Woman

(Charles James: 

Beyond Fashion)

James's oeuvre and methodology repres-

enting architecture of woman, combined 

with digital screens and 3D animations

- James as an artist, his craft and technique as art, 

beyond fashion by employing the 3D animat-

ions to deconstruct architecture of woman

- Fashion as art, enhancing the appearance of arti-

stic value: costume as sculpture, and, finally, as 

art

Table 4. Continued II
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ted a symbiosis between culture and commerce for a 

marketing launch of the Westwood brand in Australia. 

Both reviewers of the two exhibitions argued for the 

necessity of museological practice as a body of know-

ledge, criticizing the faults in the exhibitions' contex-

tual references. Similar criticism against the absence 

of the cultural context in the exhibition also appeared 

in “Yves Saint Laurent Style” (Potvin, 2010) and “Dries 

Van Noten—Inspiration” (Gormally, 2015).

The controversy also generated debates on the prac-

tice to exhibit fashion in an exhibition space meant for 

an assured canonical status. These critical issues rem-

ind us of Diana Vreeland's retrospective on Yves Saint 

Laurent in 1983, when her show became the first ma-

jor museum show devoted to a living designer. Vreel-

and's exhibitions succeeded in abolishing the aura of 

antiquarianism but caused tremendous controversy 

due to the exhibitions' connection to a particular desig-

ner's economic interests and the distance from the edu-

cational role of a museum (Steele, 2008). These two re-

views showed how the exhibition favored spectacle 

over content, with power struggles taking place bet-

ween the fashion designers and the curators, who fav-

ored the informative and educative function of the mu-

seum exhibition rather than entertainment from the vi-

sitor's viewpoint.

On the other hand, there was also a win-win collab-

orative case between a museum and a living designer 

neither damaged the fashion designer's philosophy nor 

hurt the artistic expression of the works exhibited in 

the museum. The “Maison Martin Margiela “20” The 

Exhibition” (Di Trocchio, 2011a) presented at the Mo-

deMuseum (MoMu) merged the reflective possibilities 

of the museum environment with the designer's dyn-

amic and creative energy, which served as a good case 

to demonstrate a successful collaboration between a 

museum and a designer. The reviewer, Di Trocchio 

(2011a), commented on the exhibition as being highly 

informative, enticing and visually appealing, specifi-

cally in that MoMu elaborated on Maison's consistent 

and self-reflexive philosophy by adopting its ‘langu-

age’; Maison in turn playfully teased the museum's 

glorification of objects. As a result, as Pecorari (2014) 

noted, MoMu's approach showed that it is possible to 

recreate the idea of fashion that a designer develops th-

rough his/her work and confirmed its approach to fas-

hion designers as figures of contemporary culture who 

create ideas not only through dress but also through 

other languages.

Many exhibition reviews, including “The Art and 

Craft of Gianni Versace” (Mason, 2005), “Versace Vivi-

enne Westwood: 34 Years in Fashion” (Craik & Peo-

ples, 2006), “Yves Saint Laurent Style” (Potvin, 2010), 

and “Tradition and Innovation: Recent Balenciaga Ex-

hibitions” (Nicklas, 2013), emphasized the importance 

of museological practices in presenting clothes as ma-

terial culture and in contributing to the study of fash-

ion. The reviewer of “The Art and Craft of Gianni Ver-

sace”, Mason (2005), stated that the exhibition pres-

ented Versace as an innovative craftsman manipulating 

materials and using a wide range of cultural references 

in his designs, which reflected museological practices 

that contributed to the study of fashion. In this sense, 

Vänskä and Clark (2018) mentioned that curating fas-

hion is a way of participating in cultural analysis and 

a specialist way of producing knowledge about fashion 

and disseminating this knowledge to various audien-

ces outside of academia through the exhibition format. 

Thus, these reviews implied that the fashion objects 

and displays that are framed in exhibitions provide new 

public knowledge about fashion's relevance to cultural 

debates and ultimately contribute to the study of fash-

ion as a valuable phenomenon.

Pecorari (2018) argued that the supremacy of dress 

in fashion museums or fashion exhibitions has also par-

tially limited the understanding of fashion curatorial 

perspective as something other than a mere assemb-

lage of mannequins. Some reviews presented cases of 

curatorial practices that recreated the absent body in 

exhibitions through dynamic displays or installations. 

Two exhibition reviews on the conceptual designer 

Hussein Chalayan appeared in Fashion Theory: “Hus-

sein Chalayan” in 2000 and “Hussein Chalayan: From 

Fashion and Back” in 2011. The reviewer of the form-

er, Anderson (2000b), discussed the exhibition method 

of displaying the garments on the body through both 
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moving and static imagery to present the character, pro-

motion and display of contemporary fashion. Further-

more, Lau (2011), the reviewer of the latter review, 

while also similarly presenting the various methods of 

presentation that broke away from the traditional and 

hierarchical modes, introduced the readers to a new cu-

ratorial practice that crosses the boundaries between 

clothing display and the viewers' engagement in the 

medium of fashion by literally going beyond the walls 

of the gallery space. As a result, the reviewer, from a 

contemporary art critic's viewpoints, argued for mus-

eum-quality exhibition of fashion that is suitable not 

only because the notion of an exhibition is culturally 

situated in a museum but also because the exhibition 

is conceptually sound in terms of the fashion objects 

displayed, showing a more proactive attitude rather than 

just rarifying the hierarchy of fashion and art.

Regarding Chalayan's technological and futuristic 

aesthetics, the same exhibition used LED signs to de-

note each project or collection to create an immersive 

environment, including architecture, design, philoso-

phy, anthropology, science, and technology. Steele 

(2013), the reviewer of “Alexander McQueen: Savage 

Beauty”, also mentioned that the curator Bolton trans-

cended the simple presentation of artworks to present 

a sensational exhibition in an immersive environment, 

using video installations, holograms, and soundtracks. 

In “The Architecture of Woman”, the reviewer, De-

Gregorio (2015) also showed that a digital screen and 

a robotic arm created a strong kinetic link between the 

dresses and their underlying structures, forcing visitors 

to acknowledge James's workmanship. The reviews 

presented curatorial strategies to showcase spectacles, 

as well as the exhibited objects, which fully inform the 

public about the meanings and the value of the exhibi-

tions and even engage the public in an effective way to 

deconstruct the existing typical display of exhibitions. 

They ultimately reflected that the combination of app-

roaches is better, overcoming the controversy between 

dress museology and fashion museology (Svensson, 

2014).

Finally, some reviews appeared in a cross-cultural 

context with international rotations of museum exhib-

itions. “Vivienne Westwood: 34 Years in Fashion” (Cra-

ik & People, 2006; O'Neill, 2006) presented retrospe-

ctives on Westwood, which were held at both the V&A 

in 2004 and the NGA in 2005. The V&A addressed Vi-

vienne Westwood, one of the most representative UK 

designers associated with British Punk, in the absence 

of a contextual framework of references, whereas the 

NGA positioned the same collection as the rediscovery 

of London fashion in an Australian context. The revi-

ewers of the latter exhibition, Craik and Peoples (2006) 

attributed the fantasy of Vivienne Westwood in Aust-

ralia to the ‘new nationalism’ in Australian politics in 

the early seventies that created the meaning of punk as 

a teenage rebellious statement; they also contextuali-

zed the Australiana, focusing on indigenous culture. In 

addition, the reviewer of “Dior: The New Look”, Car-

rara (2009), presented the interpretation that the exhib-

ition, along with the reopening of the Chicago History 

Museum, not only presented an in-depth examination 

of the craft of couture dressmaking but also showed its 

importance for Chicago and American women who 

wore Dior creations.

In terms of a diachronic perspective about eighteen 

years of the selected reviews, fashion designer reviews 

in the early periods tended to focus on a given design-

er's major techniques and philosophy, whereas ones in 

the latter periods showed more diverse curatorial stra-

tegies and museological practices with the tension bet-

ween dress museology and fashion museology. The 

exhibition reviews have gradually emphasized more 

critical museum exhibition as a body of knowledge, 

and also illuminated the curatorial methods that the ex-

hibition favored spectacle over content. 

3. Collaborative Agents for the Exhibition Re- 

view

Bourdieu (1993) has noted that the subject of the art-

work production— of its value and meaning—is not 

the producer who actually creates the object in its ma-

teriality but rather the entire set of agents engaged in 

the field. To the third research question in similar way, 

the exhibition reviews showed that fashion criticism 
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in a museum context is the result of an interdisciplin-

ary collaboration interwoven with multiple viewpoints 

of various fashion agents other than reviewers, inclu-

ding curators, designers, historians/critics, media and 

journalists, and even visitors. The reviewers' identifi-

cations and evaluations provided key information from 

the visitors' point of view, the most salient points of the 

specific exhibit, and the meaning of each object within 

the internal context of the exhibition. On the other hand, 

in the stages of cultural analysis and interpretation, the 

reviewers produced the meanings and significances of 

the whole exhibitions from the perspective of the ext-

ernal context, citing the various viewpoints of curators, 

designers, historians/critics, journalists, visitors, and 

so on. However, the reviews did not include the visit-

ors' experiences, and the reviewers documented the ex-

hibition reviews rather than the visitors' perspectives.

Palmer (2008b) stated that preferably, the reviews 

should also be informed by the author's expertise. In 

fact, the reviewers of the chosen exhibition reviews 

were mostly positioned as authors, scholars and lectu-

rers in art history, fashion studies, and cultural studies. 

In addition, many reviewers, including Richard Martin, 

Fiona Anderson, Alistair O'Neill, Paola Di Trocchio, 

and Valerie Steele, were themselves curators, and the 

reviewers, such as Michael Clarke and Charlene K. Lau, 

were art critics. For example, “Yeohlee: Energetics: 

Clothes and Enclosures” was based on the reviewer 

Martin's (1998b) background knowledge about Yeohlee 

and her works, reflecting his qualifications as a superb 

curator and art and fashion historian. 

As many scholars (O'Neill, 2007; Vänskä, 2018) 

have discussed the power of curators as the makers of 

exhibitions since the 1990s, some reviews included the 

exhibition curators to support their cultural critiques. 

Mason (2005), the reviewer of “The Art and Craft of 

Gianni Versace”, often referred to Clare Wilcox, the 

curator and editor of the accompanying book, and Lau 

(2011) reviewed the “Hussein Chalayan: From Fashion 

and Back” exhibition based on an interview with the 

curator, Kaat Debo. Di Trocchio (2011b) also presen-

ted the curator, Pamela Golbin, who assisted and sha-

red her knowledge for the review of “Madeline Vion-

net: Fashion Purist—The World According to Madel-

eine Vionnet”. As some contemporary avant-garde de-

signers have sometimes participated in fashion curat-

ing, some exhibition reviews such as “Hussein Chala-

yan” (Anderson, 2000b), “Issey Miyake: Making Thi-

ngs” (Bartlett, 2000), and “Maison Martin Margiela 

“20” The Exhibition” (Di Trocchio, 2011a) tended to 

focus on the conceptual designers' aesthetic expression 

and philosophy. Many reviews usually included histo-

rians or art critics' references and often referred to me-

dia. In particular, when Steele (2013) reviewed “Alex-

ander McQueen: Savage Beauty”, she referred to many 

opinion groups, including art critics, the press, and bl-

ogs to introduce the critical discourse on fashion as art. 

Therefore, the more recent exhibition reviews were, 

the more agents tended to get involved in reviewing the 

given exhibitions.

4. Review Methods: Object-based Method vs. 

Multidisciplinary Approach

Palmer (2008b) noted that fashion exhibitions and 

their reviews offer a bridge for crossing the boundaries 

of various scholarly fields, as they combine new scho-

larship with artifact study. The mention introduces the 

two methods—the object-based method and the multi-

disciplinary approach—for fashion curation and exhi-

bition review methods, presenting the shifting trend in 

reviews that combines museums and academia. Regar-

ding the final question of the systematic review, the ex-

hibition reviews of Fashion Theory reflected such an 

interdisciplinary approach, addressing both sides, alt-

hough the portion of object-based scholarship and cri-

tical social and cultural study was slightly different per 

review.

As a matter of fact, many reviews in the earlier iss-

ues of Fashion Theory tended to concentrate more on 

cultural discourses, based on reviewers' interpretations 

of critical agencies, which was in line with the initial 

direction of Fashion Theory as an interdisciplinary fo-

rum for cultural phenomena. For example, the reviews 

from “Yeohlee: Energetics: Clothes and Enclosures” 

(Martin, 1998b) to “Vivienne Westwood: 34 Years in 
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Fashion” (Craik & Peoples, 2006) focused more on 

cultural analysis and interpretation, combining these 

with aesthetic, social, cultural, and political discourses, 

although they also included the identification of fash-

ion objects and display methods.

However, the reviews in relatively recent issues des-

cribed the given objects by exhibition theme or thesis 

and the display methods as their reference points, whe-

reby the critical cultural approaches were developed. 

For instance, reviews such as “Dior: The New Look” 

(Carrara, 2009), “Madeline Vionnet: Fashion Purist

—The World According to Madeleine Vionnet” (Di Tr-

occhio, 2011b), and “Madame Grès: Couturier at Work” 

(Di Trocchio, 2014) focused more on informative and 

descriptive identifications and evaluations mostly ba-

sed on the reviewers' research and practice as curators 

themselves, and they presented object-centered meth-

ods within multidisciplinary approaches. “Alexander 

McQueen: Savage Beauty” (Steele, 2013) equally com-

bined the practice-based method with a cultural disc-

ourse approach. In this respect, Scaturro (2018) noted 

the pendulous shift from object to theory and back again 

in fashion studies and fashion curating, which are exp-

eriencing phenomenal growth as attractive postdiscip-

linary fields that encourage both practice-based meth-

odologies and critical cultural analysis.

Ⅴ. Conclusion

The exhibition reviews of Fashion Theory in this st-

udy, which focused on reviews of individual fashion 

designers, offered meaningful spaces to understand the 

current state of and practices in fashion criticism by 

presenting scholars and readers with a variety of criti-

cal issues and discourses, as well as current interpreta-

tions of historical and contemporary fashion.

Confronting the “curatorial turn” that has taken pl-

ace since the 1990s, fashion curating and exhibition 

reviews have introduced dynamic meanings and val-

ues regarding contemporary fashion into discourses, 

going beyond just describing specific fashion design-

ers and the exhibited fashion objects. The phenomenon 

represents a shift in fashion curating towards combin-

ing object-based methods and multidisciplinary app-

roaches and negotiating dress museology and fashion 

museology with new visualization methods.

The systematic review of fashion designer exhibit-

ion reviews in this study was largely composed of a se-

arch to identify relevant reviews and a content analysis 

of the identified literature. The qualitative study sho-

wed the structures, discourses, and methods of critical 

approaches to fashion in museum and curatorial strate-

gies with an evidence mapping that is as comprehens-

ive as possible. In addition, the reviews reflected the 

structure and methods of the inclusive fashion criticism 

model, which includes an aesthetic and cultural ana-

lysis of fashion objects based on artifact studies and 

sociocultural discourses interwoven with multiple me-

diations of collaborative fashion agents to create the 

meaning and value of fashion. The exhibition reviews 

that were the subject of this study generally included 

each stage of the inclusive criticism model, although 

these stages were not presented in a sequential order, 

and they reflected object-based methods and revealed 

critical discourses and controversies regarding fash-

ion exhibitions in art museums and galleries with mul-

tidisciplinary approaches.

The systematic review in this study finally provided 

new insights through an analysis and synthesis of the 

chosen eighteen exhibition reviews. The exhibition re-

views reflected the critical discourses in current cura-

torial strategies and presented ongoing issues and vari-

ous interpretations in contemporary fashion. They co-

vered a wide range of themes and cultural discourses 

that included controversies such as fashion as art, the 

commercialization of museums with global fashion 

brand marketing and fashion designers' involvement 

in curating, win-win collaborations between museums 

and fashion designers, museological practices as a body 

of knowledge presenting clothes as a material culture 

and contributing to the study of fashion, contemporary 

curatorial strategies to showcase spectacles by decon-

structing traditional displays, and cross-cultural cont-

exts of museum fashion exhibitions. As collaboration 

has been the standard curatorial method, especially in 

contemporary museum exhibitions, the exhibition re-
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views were also interwoven with collaborative view-

points of various agents other than the reviewers in the 

fashion field.

Therefore, the reviews of the museum fashion exhi-

bitions presented significant practices towards the le-

gitimation of fashion criticism, which will eventually 

contribute to the study of fashion. As the effect of fash-

ion exhibitions and fashion curating has been culturally 

significant, a critical understanding and practice of con-

temporary fashion in a museum context will develop 

as a form of knowledge production in the fashion field.

This study has several implications. Regarding the 

evidence mapping of the systematic review, a collab-

orative study engaging as many investigators as possi-

ble would increase the validity of the study results and 

reduce errors. Various types of media, such as news-

papers, on/offline fashion magazines, and social net-

work services, also need to be further examined to un-

derstand the current state of contemporary fashion cri-

ticism.
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