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Anna Sui. Vogue Italia. October 1992. Photograph by Steven Meisel.




PREFACE

BY JACK WHITE

Anna and I have similar backgrounds. We are both from Detroit, Michigan. We are both obsessed with the beauty of music and its ability to inspire. And we are both influenced by different eras. Anna’s work, however, transcends eras. She is an artist who is era-less.

As fashion marches on, there are pinnacles of beauty so undeniably profound that they defy being dated or entombed. These pinnacles inspire the next fashion but they never disappear. Anna looks to these pinnacles, not for emulation but for inspiration. From them, she is able to create new pinnacles of beauty.

Sometimes, I will hear a performer sing something incredible that I have not heard before. I ask them, “Is that an old song I don’t know?” Usually, they respond, “No, I wrote it myself.” In the same way, I am often guilty of asking my wife, model Karen Elson, “Which vintage shop did you find that dress? It’s so beautiful.” Usually, she responds, “It’s an Anna Sui dress.”

That to me is timelessness. It is not retro or emulation or re-creation or even false modernity. It is a beauty that can exist in any era—past, present, or future—a beauty that does not fall prey to the wrath of novelty. That is the beauty that Anna creates. Her fashions, fragrances, and boutiques live in their own time. They look, smell, and feel powerful and beautiful, with no era imprisoning them.
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Madonna. MODA. March 1991. Photograph by Herb Ritts.





FOREWORD

BY ANNA SUI

I’m told that as early as four years old, I talked about becoming a fashion designer. But my first vivid memory of wanting to be a designer was triggered by an article in Life magazine about two girls who, on graduating from Parsons School of Design in New York, moved to Paris where Elizabeth Taylor and Richard Burton opened a boutique for them. I thought I’d found the magic key. I thought to myself, “All I have to do is move to New York and go to Parsons,” both of which I did. Years later when I re-read the article, I realized that one of the girl’s fathers was Irving Penn, the legendary photographer, which might have given her some advantages. As a child, you don’t understand those connections.

I recall even more vividly the moment when I decided to present my first runway collection. It was in the fall of 1990 and I was in Paris to see the fashion shows with Steven Meisel. On the way to the Gaultier show, we stopped at the Ritz to pick up Madonna. Her suite was filled with bags and racks of clothes from all the French designers. She came out wearing a coat, and it wasn’t until we were seated at the show that she said, “Anna, I have a surprise for you.” She took off her coat and she was wearing my black babydoll dress. It was the first in a chain of events that gave me the confidence to stage my own fashion show. Madonna could have chosen a dress from any of the top designers at the time, but she chose to wear one of mine.

I found my own magic key in my friendship with Steven Meisel, Paul Cavaco, Bill Mullen, Tim Sheaffer, Louie Chaban, Jimmy Paul, Garren, Pat McGrath, François Nars, Naomi Campbell, Linda Evangelista, Michael Economy, James Coviello, and Karen and Eric Erickson. They have all supported me over the years through their love and kindness. As have my amazing staff, especially Thomas Miller, and my partners at P&G, Albion, Isetan, KCD, and Ballin. I’ve been lucky in the fact that my customers, like my friends and colleagues, have been very loyal to me over the years. Like my idols (including Jack White), they continually inspire me. But I owe my greatest debt to my family, especially my parents, Paul and Grace Sui, who gave me the courage and determination to live my dream.
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Anna Sui. Advertisement for Cento x Cento. Vogue. September 1994. Photograph by Steven Meisel.





INTRODUCTION

BY STEVEN MEISEL

My first vivid memory of Anna was seeing her standing outside a club in Manhattan. She was wearing a dress by Zandra Rhodes. Or was it Norma Kamali? Or Ossie Clark? Back then Anna wore only designer clothes. That was the thing about Anna. Most other club kids wore knockoffs, but not Anna. Everything about Anna was extreme. Her hair. Her makeup. She used to wear shoes with the highest heel or the highest platform. And her handbags. God, her handbags. Whether she was dressed as a punk or a goth, she’d always have her handbag. I called it her pocketbook because she would carry it like women did back in the 1950s—with the handle in the crook of her arm, and with her arm held up high.

Anna has always had a very ladylike side. As a kid, everything had to match—her shoes, her gloves, and, of course, her pocketbook. I remember seeing photographs of her growing up in Detroit. Her clothes were very preppy. Back then, preppy was considered “cool.” I hate that word, but you know what I mean—popular. You see her riffing on the preppy look in her collections. But you often see Anna’s own style in her work. Not just her preppy phase. You see her punk phase, her goth phase, her Mudd Club phase. You see Anna’s life when you see her clothing. You also see her loves, her passions. Like Biba, Ossie Clark, Anita Pallenberg, the Ormsby-Gore girls, all the English eccentrics. Everything that she loves and everything that she has become. It’s all there.

Anna has always loved Europe. To me, she seems more like a European than an American designer. Like many European designers, she likes to tell stories through her clothes. Take John Galliano, for instance. John can go on and on about Cleopatra or Joan of Arc or any other woman from history. He creates fantasies of women based on books, poems, and paintings. Anna’s just the same. She has a romantic idea about a person and plays it out in her collections. But Anna’s not all about romance. She’s very pragmatic, too. She’s aware of her customer and of keeping her clothes in the right price bracket. I mean if Anna were allowed an atelier with forty assistants and every fabric on the planet to choose from, then God knows what she’d create. But she respects the restrictions of selling to a younger market. Despite the staffing and monetary limitations of her business, however, Anna’s out there with the best of them, with the Gallianos of the world.

There’s no doubt that Anna’s a little crazy, though. I mean, she’s absolutely obsessed with music. All of her collections are inspired by rock and roll. Music is her muse. Of course, she has specific muses like Keith Richards and Anita Pallenberg. She’s always thinking of them when she’s designing a collection. But music is her real muse—whether it be punk, goth, grunge, or even hip hop. Watching one of Anna’s collections is like watching MTV. You see the Clash, Nirvana, the Sex Pistols, the Smashing Pumpkins, Siouxie and the Banshees, the Red Hot Chili Peppers. From time to time, you even see the Beach Boys. Anna’s always had a thing for California. You see the surfer girl referenced in many of her collections. But the surfer girl as represented in Seventeen magazine or Summer Blonde, a TV commercial for Clairol from the 1960s. The model in Summer Blonde was very American, very Californian. She had pink, pink lipstick and blonde, blonde hair. And she was always surrounded by cute surfer boys. They’d carry her around on a surfboard. That’s what some of Anna’s collections remind me of. Like the preppy girl, the surfer girl is part of Anna’s childhood, part of who she is.

Anna’s surfer girl, however, is always a little twisted. But then Anna’s a little twisted. Just look at her apartment—it’s insane. Ever since I’ve known Anna, she’s lived in a heavily “decorated” apartment. When I first met her, she was living on Fifty-third and Third. It was famous in New York for the boutiques of Norma Kamali and Betsey Johnson. Even the Ramones wrote a song about it called “53rd and 3rd.” Every time I walked into her apartment, I felt like I was walking onto a Guy Bourdin set. There was no light in the apartment whatsoever. Every window had been painted the same color as the room. It was a very glossy paint, so each room looked as if it had been lacquered. Even the floors were lacquered in the same color as the walls and windows. And there was leopard skin everywhere. But what I remember most was her bed. It was like a coffin. Black pillows, black satin sheets, black everything. Anna had hung black lace and black chiffon above her bed, so it looked like it was entirely swathed in cobwebs. It was very Marchesa Casati, who, of course, Anna adores.

The dressing room was the focal point of the apartment. It was black lacquer. Absolutely everything. Black armoire, black vanity, black light fixtures. You’d open the doors of the armoire and it was like Ali Baba—filled with treasures. We would all go ’round to Anna’s apartment before we went out to a club, and we would all get ready in her dressing room. The New York club scene was amazing in the late 1970s and early 1980s. Everyone dressed up. You’d walk down the street and your eyes would be popping out of your head. Style, or at least street style, has become more tame; it’s not as bold or as aggressive. It’s become more invisible. I’m sure Anna would agree. I mean, she was one of those people who would make your eyes pop out of your head.

The way Anna pulls an outfit together is absolutely extraordinary. When I began my career as a photographer in the mid-1980s, I’d often work with Anna on a shoot. She’d style the clothes. One of the magazines we worked on was Lei, whose editor at the time was Franca Sozzani. Franca would send clothes over in a canvas tote bag. Everything was rumpled up and the clothes weren’t anything remarkable. She would say, “Okay, do something with them.” So I’d call Anna and say, “Okay, do something with them.” And she did. She just loves putting stuff together. And there’s no one better. If you give her a white T-shirt, she’ll turn it into a Miss Havisham wedding dress.

Anna credits me for kick-starting her career. After graduating from Parsons, Anna worked for all these young, collegiate sportswear companies on Seventh Avenue. The jobs weren’t taking her anywhere, so I encouraged her to move on. I also persuaded her to stage her first fashion show. It was the early 1990s, when brands like Chanel, Versace, and Lacroix were at their height. Anna’s aesthetic was radically different. It was hip, young, girlish—a breath of fresh air, especially for young women. It was not about branded fashion. If I remember correctly, it was very Seventeen magazine American preppy meets Seventh Avenue American sportswear.

Anna is inspired heavily by Seventh Avenue designers. She loves people like Claire McCardell and Geoffrey Beene. How can you not? I mean, even if you’re a European designer, you appreciate the beauty of Beene and the brilliance of McCardell. They’re geniuses. Seventh Avenue also influenced Anna’s work ethic. It’s what has kept her going all these years. It has pushed her and pushed her and pushed her. There’s no better training than Seventh Avenue. It has made Anna who she is. Today, people go straight from school to designing a collection. If they don’t succeed that’s it, they’re finished. They have nothing to fall back on, no Seventh Avenue training. It’s a different time. Everything seems so serious now, so corporate and commercial. It was much more fun in the early 1990s, much more spontaneous. I would go up to Anna’s studio and we’d sit and talk for hours. It was all part of the process, part of the process of creating. We’d all be there—Paul Cavaco, Tim Sheaffer, Bill Mullen. We’d fool around and try things on. To me it was just play—playing at dress-up, playing at choosing fabric, playing at whether a skirt should be a mini or a maxi. We all still collaborate together—not quite to the extent that we did, but we’re all still behind Anna, behind her vision.

Over the years, Anna’s vision has remained unchanged. It still revolves around creating fashions that are hip, young, and feminine. When you look at Anna’s clothes you can tell that they are designed by a woman. Anna is extremely feminine and her femininity translates into her fashions. She’s all about flowers—roses, tulips, daisies, poppies. She’s also all about dresses—slip dresses, tunic dresses, smock dresses, babydoll dresses. Dresses are another expression of Anna’s femininity. There’s a moment in one of Anna’s collections when Naomi Campbell, Linda Evangelista, and Christy Turlington come out onto the runway in white babydoll dresses. To me, that moment sums up Anna’s style. Hip, girly, and tongue-in-cheek. I think they were wearing tiaras. Anna would not send out Naomi, Linda, and Christy without being fully decorated.

That’s the thing about Anna. Nothing is too much for her. Why use one hat when you can use four or eight? Why not have bangles to the elbow? Why not have necklaces piled around your neck like Queen Alexandra? It’s the same when it comes to her perfume and cosmetics advertisements. I’ve shot many of them, and I’m like, “Anna, does the girl need three hats, eight earrings, fourteen necklaces, eighteen feather boas? It’s a simple headshot. Maybe, just maybe, you can remove one thing. Just one.” I suppose over time I’ve taken on the role of an editor for Anna. With Anna, I’m all about paring down. Anna will always gild the lily, and I’ll always be the one saying, “Anna, does that outfit really need a birthday cake on the shoulder?”
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Photographs by Kevin Leong.





1991 AUTUMN|WINTER

Anna Sui’s first runway collection was a quixotic journey into her childhood, reflecting all the nostalgic wistfulness and autobiographical reminiscences that have come to mark many of the designer’s collections. “It was inspired by Seventeen, which was my first magazine subscription,” Sui explains. “When I was a child, I always loved its ‘Back-to-School’ issues, and I based this collection on one of my favorite editions from the 1960s.”

Heavily influenced by Swinging London style, or more specifically Carnaby Street style, Sui’s schoolgirl wardrobe was a giddy fusion of color, pattern, texture, and material. This riotous cacophony, one of the hallmarks of Sui’s collections, included windowpane suits, vinyl coats, jackets and pinafores, and hounds-tooth micro-shorts, mini-kilts, and mini box-pleated skirts. Sui’s tongue-in-cheek styling, another hallmark of the designer’s collections, heightened the youthful exuberance of the presentation. As well as schoolgirl knee-socks, brightly colored stockings, and patent leather loafers with gold chains, outfits were paired with matching gloves, miniature handbags, spats by Janet Haspar, and Carnaby Street–inspired hats by James Coviello, with whom Sui continues to collaborate. Other accessories included striped grosgrain ribbon watch fobs as well as rap-style jewelry such as oversized rings, brooches, bracelets, and pendants in the form of lions and Maltese crosses, which gave the effect of Chanel meets Run-DMC by way of Christian Lacroix.

“The jewelry was bought from an authentic Boricua wholesale shop and decorated with glued-on gems and beads by Erickson Beamon,” Sui observes. Sported by girl-women models like Naomi Campbell and Linda Evangelista, whose presence was a constant in the designer’s early presentations, the collection seemed poised on the brink of puberty. With the introduction of more formal wear, the clothes became less girlish and more ladylike. Suits in bouclé and cocktail dresses in ribbon-embroidered tulle and puckered stretch lace gave the impression of a collection coming of age. Any pretensions of adulthood, however, were dispelled in the finale wedding ensemble of white crushed velvet. With its micro shorts, go-go boots, and Carnaby Street cap, it reflected all the whimsy and fantasy of a schoolgirl’s imagination.


[image: image]

Photographs by Kevin Leong.
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Advertisement for Bloomingdale’s. New York magazine. August 12, 1991.
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Advertisement for Macy’s. ELLE. August 1991. Photograph by Albert Watson.
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Photograph by Kevin Leong.
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Photographs by Kevin Leong.





1992 SPRING|SUMMER

Most of Sui’s collections are built around particular individuals, either real or fictive, who serve as her muses for a season. For her spring|summer 1992 collection they were Barbie and Lady Diana Cooper, figures who reflect two enduring and seemingly dichotomous influences in Sui’s work—American popular culture and English aristocratic traditions.

Barbie had been a muse of Sui’s since childhood. “I used to make dresses for my Barbies and act out my own version of the Academy Awards,” Sui says. For her spring|summer 1992 collection, which was presented on a runway with a pink vinyl backdrop that resembled a Barbie carrying case, Sui created outfits based on her childhood memories of the fashion doll’s ensembles. The finale dresses of black lace and black tulle, for instance, were directly inspired by Barbie’s wardrobe. “Some of my favorite outfits that I remember Barbie wearing were babydoll pajamas and negligees,” Sui recalls. Babydoll pajamas and negligees are infra-apparel that the designer continually references in her collections. Indeed, the babydoll dress has become one of Sui’s most iconic designs.

British socialite Lady Diana Cooper, whom photographer Cecil Beaton called “furiously beautiful,” provided inspiration for the accessories. Described by one of her contemporaries as “an orchid among cowslips, a black tulip in a garden of cucumbers,” Cooper was herself a keen gardener. Sui paid homage to Cooper’s green fingers with a series of witty accessories, including gardening gloves, flowerpot hats by James Coviello, bee brooches by Erickson Beamon, and hand-carved wooden clogs by John Fluevog decorated with poppies and sunflowers. Lady Diana Cooper’s patrician pastime was also reflected in various floral prints, including one featuring chrysanthemums, inspired by the drawings of illustrator Aubrey Beardsley for an edition of Thomas Malory’s Le Morte d’Arthur: The Birth, Life and Acts of King Arthur, published in 1893–94.

Much of the whimsy that has come to define Sui’s work over the years is reflected in her materials, and in her spring|summer 1992 collection this novelty could be seen in Chanel-like candy-colored tweeds trimmed with raffia dyed to match the tweed. They were used in a series of suits and dresses decorated with looped spaghetti fringes that recalled the designs of Cristobal Balenciaga. Sui often draws stimulus from other designers, and in her spring|summer 1992 collection, her greatest inspiration was Claire McCardell. This influence was manifested in Sui’s employment of quotidian materials such as denim, buffalo plaid, and mattress ticking, which were made up into McCardell-esque sundresses, shirtwaist dresses, and bib-overall dresses. In fact, along with Barbie and Lady Diana Cooper, Claire McCardell comprised the third member of Sui’s trinity of muses for her spring|summer 1992 collection.


[image: image]

Vogue. March 1992. Photograph by François Halard.
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Paper. March 1992. Photograph by Haim Ariav.
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Anna Sui. Harper’s Bazaar. September 1992. Photograph by Jesse Frohman.
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Photographs by Kevin Leong.




1992 AUTUMN|WINTER

Sui’s autumn|winter 1992 collection integrated references from the designer’s favorite decade, the 1960s. While ’60s influences are ubiquitous in Sui’s collections, each collection offers a different interpretation. For her autumn|winter 1992 collection, Sui looked to two icons of Swinging Sixties London, models Jean Shrimpton and Penelope Tree. Both one-time lovers of David Bailey, whose photographs of the young women were a primary source of inspiration for Sui, the two models represented divergent aspects of Swinging London style.

Shrimpton, whose gamine features earned her the soubriquet “The Shrimp,” epitomized the ladylike, almost bourgeois image of London fashions of the 1960s, an image that Sui played out in suits, dresses, and coats in both mohair and Donegal tweed. The former, produced in brightly colored plaids and monochromes, recalled the designs of Balenciaga, a constant source of inspiration for the designer. Several of the jackets also recalled versions worn by Johnny Rotten of the Sex Pistols in the 1970s, which, in turn, were styled after versions worn by Teddy Boys in the 1950s. Like those worn by Teddy Boys, which were known as drape jackets, Sui’s versions were long, single-breasted, and featured velvet trim on the collars. Some were paired with vests and brothel creepers, key elements of Teddy Boy–style, although typically the designer infused them with quirky details. Her brothel creepers, for instance, were covered in material that matched her brightly colored mohair drape jackets.

Several of Sui’s Shrimpton-inspired ensembles, most notably those in Donegal tweed, were paired with red snakeskin-print boots by John Fluevog that were based on those worn by famed fashion editor Diana Vreeland. Both Vreeland’s personal style and professional styling are persistent influences on the designer. In her autumn|winter 1992 collection, Vreeland’s spirited styling could be seen in details such as tassels and pompoms sewn onto socks and umbrellas that matched the materials of the ensembles.

Vreeland often took credit for introducing Penelope Tree, known as “The Tree,” to the United States. While “The Shrimp” typified Swinging London’s bourgeois style, “The Tree” embodied its bohemian style. In her collection, Sui translated this aesthetic into hippie-esque fashions in suede, velvet, leather, tapestry, and faux fur. Several of the fashions have become signature pieces of the designer, including the hippie coat, the hippie vest, and the knitted hat with elongated braids. The opposing sensibilities of “The Tree” and “The Shrimp” merged in the finale pieces worn by Naomi Campbell and Linda Evangelista, iconic models themselves. In an act worthy of Vreeland, Sui infused the ensembles with the contrary aesthetics of the cavalier and the cowboy, figures whose commonality is to be found in their sense of swagger, epitomized by “The Tree” and “The Shrimp,” and elevated to new heights by Campbell and Evangelista.
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Photographs by Kevin Leong.




[image: image]

Harper’s Bazaar. September 1992. Photograph by Patrick Demarchelier.
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Photographs by Kevin Leong.




[image: image]

Vogue. September 1992. Photograph by Irving Penn.
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Madonna. Vogue and Vogue Italia. October 1992. Photograph by Steven Meisel.
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Photographs by Raoul Gatchalian.





1993 SPRING|SUMMER

Grunge and the London boutique Biba, founded by Barbara Hulanicki in the 1960s, were Sui’s main points of departure for her spring|summer 1993 collection, which also introduced the designer’s first menswear creations. “It was my ‘make love not war’ statement,” Sui says. This statement was articulated in fashions that combined elements of hippie and grunge styles. The former included T-shirts, bikinis, union suits, halter dresses, bell-bottoms, and lace-front vests in rainbow-striped cotton rib. While the color-combination evoked ’80s rave style, it was actually inspired by the album cover of the Beatles’ Sgt. Pepper’s Lonely Hearts Club Band (1967), which was designed by Peter Blake and his wife Jann Haworth, and which featured a colorful collage of life-sized cardboard cutouts of famous people.

Sui juxtaposed her multicolored fashions with olive-drab army fatigues made in silk to upend their utilitarian and militaristic associations, which the designer upended further by the addition of embroidered butterfly patches. Several of Sui’s rainbow-striped fashions were paired with plaid kilts, dusters, sailor pants, and cut-off shorts, a direct reference to the blue-collar flannel shirts of grunge. But the style was quoted most imaginatively in the designer’s audacious layering, which, like grunge itself, imbued the fashions with a deliberate, self-conscious sloppiness. Layering, in fact, provided the dominant aesthetic for Sui’s spring|summer 1993 collection, and extended into the designer’s Biba-inspired fashions. Sui translated the “Biba Look” into a series of long, floral-printed chiffon dresses with matching Holly Hobby self-fabric petal bonnets and decoupage handbags by Designs from the Deep.

“To me the ‘Biba Look’ was very granny,” Sui says, “and I wanted to reflect this look in my collection, especially through my accessories.” As well as her accessories, Sui captured this granny look with her color palette of rusts, plums, blueberries, and mulberries, which Hulanicki called her “auntie colors.” Sui’s own aunt, Juliana Fang, was referenced in the collection in a group of cheongsams. “She came from China and had the most beautiful cheongsams with matching jewelry and shoes,” Sui says. “But in the collection, I wanted to inject the cheongsams with a grunge feeling, so I paired them with tulle bell-bottom pants.” Produced in Hulanicki’s auntie colors, these cheongsam ensembles were styled with large silk roses, a gesture that evoked the moment in Luchino Visconti’s 1969 film The Damned when Sophie von Essenbeck, played by Ingrid Thulin, places a rose on her bodice as she is about to die. The film’s 1930s-style bias-cut costumes were, themselves, evoked in the silhouettes of the cheongsams as well as in those of a series of lace and chiffon dresses. As with her cheongsams, Sui infused these dresses with the look and feel of both Biba and grunge, continuing the dominant aesthetics of a collection in which the designer’s eclecticism was especially dizzying in its embrace of popular culture references.
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Harper’s Bazaar. January 1993. Photograph by Patrick Demarchelier.
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Twiggy. Vogue Italia. April 1993. Photograph by Steven Meisel.
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The New York Times Magazine. November 1, 1992. Photograph by Ruven Afanador.
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Photographs by Raoul Gatchalian.




1993 AUTUMN|WINTER

Historicism, the impulse to be of the past but in the present, to paraphrase French poet Charles Baudelaire, is one of the defining features of Sui’s work. For her autumn|winter 1993 collection, Sui turned her attention to the nineteenth century, or, more specifically, the early-nineteenth-century fashion illustrations of French painter Horace Vernet. These illustrations, which were published in the magazine Journal des Dames et des Modes between 1810 and 1818, were inspired by the Incroyables and Merveilleuses, young men and women who reacted against the Jacobin austerity imposed at the height of the French Revolution by adopting extremes in dress. Vernet’s new generation of Incroyables and Merveilleuses retained the essential raffishness and flirtatiousness of their predecessors—the men in skintight knee breeches, short close-fitting waistcoats, and snug cut-away coats with huge lapels, and the women in high-waisted, classically inspired, white cotton dresses.

Sui’s interpretations were typically figurative and fantastical. Rarely one to literalize the past, Sui relaxed the silhouettes and altered the proportions of Vernet’s élégants/élégantes to create wholly original ensembles. Concentrating on the focal points of their outfits—the coat in the case of the Incroyables and the dress in the case of the Merveilleuses—Sui infused her Directoire-inspired creations with additional historical references. Her “Incroyable” coats, produced in velvet, corduroy, and wool gingham, were worn with other menswear-inspired fashions from earlier periods, specifically the early eighteenth century, such as knee-length waistcoats and elaborate neck-cloths by James Coviello (which also appeared as bustles on some dresses). Sui’s “Merveilleuse” dresses, executed in a range of materials including rayon, satin, and panne velvet, reflected influences from more diverse periods, such as the 1930s and the 1970s, as well as the Middle Ages by way of the Pre-Raphaelites.

What united these eclectic influences, however, was the concept of “the nanny,” inspired by the 1935 film Becky Sharpe directed by Rouben Mamoulian. Based on the 1899 play of the same name by Langdon Mitchell, which in turn was based on the 1847–48 novel Vanity Fair by William Makepeace Thackeray, the film tells the story of a young woman, Becky Sharpe, played by Miriam Hopkins, who uses her position as a nanny for a prominent aristocratic family to infiltrate London society. “I’d seen the film,” Sui says, “and it gave me the idea to base my collection on the theme of nannies and babies.” While Sui’s nannies appeared in variations of the high-waisted “Merveilleuse” dress, her babies were outfitted in smock dresses with matching bonnets. Paired with shoes and boots by Emma Hope that were based on nineteenth-century prototypes, they accentuated the overarching historicism of the collection, a historicism defined by a hybridity effected by Sui’s adept mingling of historical styles that, while identifiable with their sources, came together in highly inventive fashions.
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Photographs by Raoul Gatchalian.
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Photographs by Raoul Gatchalian.




[image: image]

Vogue. September 1993. Photograph by Arthur Elgort.
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Harper’s Bazaar. August 1993. Photograph by Mario Testino.
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Photographs by Raoul Gatchalian.





1994 SPRING|SUMMER

For her spring|summer 1994 collection, Sui revisited the theme of grunge. “I’d just seen Nirvana in concert,” Sui explains, “and I remember thinking to myself that grunge was still the most vital force in fashion, at least on the street. So I decided to create another grunge collection, one that was based on the grunge bands at the time.” Inevitably, Kurt Cobain provided the greatest source of inspiration for the designer. Sui not only referenced his general style, which, like most grunge musicians, was defined by a calculated unkemptness, but also specific items from his performative wardrobe. Cobain’s practice of wearing pajamas was reflected in a series of striped shirts and pants, the latter combined with denim aprons. Denim, a fabric that Sui featured prominently in the collection, is closely allied to grunge. It is also closely allied to Claire McCardell, whose iconic “Popover” dress and “Kitchen Dinner” dress were wittily evoked in Sui’s denim aprons.

Cobain was also known for wearing vintage dresses, as were many other grunge musicians, including Billy Corgan and James Iha of The Smashing Pumpkins. Sui reflected this act of gender subversion in a series of babydoll dresses for both men and women. Babydoll dresses had been an almost constant feature of Sui’s collections since her first runway presentation. The style became indelibly associated with the designer, however, in her spring|summer 1994 collection when Naomi Campbell, Linda Evangelista, and Christy Turlington wore white organza versions accessorized with tiaras and “birthday cake” handbags decorated by Cupcake Café.

In addition to babydoll dresses, the collection also featured 1940s-style dresses abbreviated to mid-thigh. Made from silk chiffon printed with ballerina figures by Jeffrey Fulvimari, they were styled with lace-trimmed underwear evocative of Fredericks of Hollywood. These peekaboo fashions recalled those worn by the Riot Grrrls, a highly politicized musical movement that emerged concurrently with grunge. Riot Grrrls style was defined, in part, by the “cutie” look, which combined “little-girl” dresses, usually bought secondhand and cropped short, with preadolescent accessories. Evoking the latter, Sui worked with James Coviello to produce a range of stuffed animal hats and backpacks inspired by the band L7, and with Erickson Beamon to produce a range of oversized rhinestone accessories inspired by Courtney Love, the wife of Kurt Cobain and lead singer of the band Hole.

Like grunge, Riot Grrrls style borrowed heavily from punk, a fact that Sui exploited by featuring such punk-inspired fashions as mohair sweaters, pants worn with kilts, and T-shirts printed with iconic images defaced by graffiti (most typically Alma-Tadema’s Cleopatra), all items associated with Malcolm McLaren and Vivienne Westwood’s Seditionaries label, which provided the sartorial identity for the punk movement in the mid- to late 1970s. These, Sui combined with punk-inspired accessories such as dog-collar necklaces and dog-leash bracelets, an expression of the sadomasochistic underpinnings of punk style. They were also an expression of the tribalism that was a defining element of punk fashion, which Sui expressed in a group of Peruvian-inspired knitwear. Sui fashioned the knits with Lurex, combining them with leather skirts, shorts, and jackets in pretty metallic pastels.
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“Punk style was so nihilistic,” Sui explains. “I wanted to make it more positive, so I used metallic leather to express a more hopeful, optimistic sentiment.” The gesture also evoked the inter-galactic fashions of glam rock. One notable example was an outfit composed of a silver leather skirt with a silver leather “Perfecto” jacket customized with silver studs and an image of Sui’s dolly-head motif by artist Michael Economy. Part punk, part glam, and part biker, the ensemble embodied the ethos of bricolage, borrowing symbols and imagery from a wide range of sources, which is a defining feature of subcultural style. It is this ethos, which Sui has made her own, that provided the intellectual underpinning of the collection.
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Harper’s Bazaar. January 1994. Photograph by Patrick Demarchelier.




[image: image]

W. January 1994. Photograph by Raymond Meier.
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1994 AUTUMN|WINTER

Sui is often inspired by the work of precedent designers, perhaps most notably Chanel, Balenciaga, and McCardell. No other designer, however, has played a more critical role in informing Sui’s sensibility than Yves Saint Laurent. His eclecticism, historicism, and orientalism are all strategies that Sui employs constantly in her collections. “Saint Laurent’s innovations have become so familiar and ubiquitous that they are no longer appreciated,” Sui says. “But in the ’60s and ’70s, they were radical and groundbreaking.”

Sui’s autumn|winter 1994 collection served as her homage to the designer she describes as “the oracle of the twentieth century.” With the eyes of a curator or connoisseur, Sui focused her attention on Saint Laurent’s most iconic designs, which she reinterpreted in high-tech, sportswear materials. Saint Laurent’s instantly recognizable peak-lapelled, double-breasted jacket featured prominently in the collection. Made famous by Bianca Jagger, it appeared in various permutations. One version, in black quilted nylon with white borders, was styled after a ski jacket, underscoring the overarching sportswear sensibility of the collection. This sensibility extended to ensembles inspired by cheerleader uniforms, many of which were accessorized with pompom hats by James Coviello.

Commenting on her sportswear-inspired fashions, especially her skiwear-inspired fashions, Sui explains, “At the time, everybody was wearing skiwear as a fashion statement. It was a very grunge thing, to mix sportswear with streetwear.” Like the designs of Saint Laurent, grunge style, or rather grunge styling, reoccurs regularly in Sui’s collections. In her autumn|winter 1994 collection, it was most clearly evoked in a group of plaids based on those worn by grunge bands at the time. Made from mohair woven with a fluorescent stripe, the plaids were inspired by fabrics designed by Dorothy Liebes (known as “the mother of modern weaving”) for Bonnie Cashin, another designer who Sui constantly references in her collections. The use of fluorescent stripes was one of the collection’s leitmotifs, as was 3M reflector stripes, the latter of which appeared on “fireman” jackets made out of “police cloth” as well as Courrèges-style go-go boots and helmets with built-in visors.

Courrèges influences could also be seen in a group of jumpsuits, miniskirts, and mini-dresses that recalled the wardrobe of Françoise Hardy, the French yé-yé singer who was not only a devoted Courrèges client but also a devoted Saint Laurent client. In the 1960s, Hardy helped popularize Saint Laurent’s pantsuits, including his “Le Smoking,” which Sui ingeniously reinterpreted in Lycra Spandex for her autumn|winter 1994 collection. Sui also used Lycra Spandex in a series of dresses inspired by Saint Laurent’s “little black dresses,” including his iconic black silk crepe dress with white satin collar and cuffs. Radically shortened and paired with black silk stockings and garters, Sui’s “little black dresses” were more suggestive of Liza Minnelli in Cabaret than Catherine Deneuve in Belle de Jour.

Sui’s veneration of Saint Laurent extended to his fur coats, most notably his 1940s-inspired green fox mini-coat and his white mink with horizontal stripes of black vinyl. The former was reinterpreted by Sui in marabou, and the latter in faux fur, another of the collection’s leitmotifs. Even Sui’s jewelry paid homage to Saint Laurent, especially his plastic chain-link belts. Sui’s versions, which were created by Erickson Beamon and also produced as necklaces and bracelets, featured such “charms” as stars, keys, and padlocks à la Sid Vicious. Perhaps Sui’s greatest homage to Saint Laurent, however, was in her audacious use of color. Saint Laurent was a superb colorist, combining pink with purple, and red with blue, green, and yellow in the manner of Braque, Picasso, and Matisse, all of whom he celebrated in his designs. Above all, it was Sui’s fevered color palette that made her autumn|winter 1994 collection a fitting tribute to “the oracle of the twentieth century.”
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Zoe Cassavetes, Roman Coppola, and Sofia Coppola. Interview. August 1994. Photograph by Ellen Von Unwerth.
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Following on the heels of Sui’s Saint Laurent–inspired collection, Sui’s ’40s-inspired spring|summer 1995 collection invites comparisons with Saint Laurent’s own ’40s-inspired spring|summer 1971 collection. Like the latter, which was called “Libération” (also known as “Quarante”), Sui’s collection featured puffed sleeves, square shoulders, and platform shoes. But whereas Saint Laurent’s inspiration came from Paloma Picasso, Sui’s inspiration came from pulp magazines.

“I’d seen an exhibition on pulp comics,” Sui says. “And I fell in love with their noir quality, so I wanted to create a collection with a comic-book noir mood.” This mood permeated the collection, but it was most evident in Sui’s pinstripe “gangster” suits, which were made from nylon. Many of these suits were styled with fedora hats, a detail inspired by a photograph of Anita Pallenberg from the 1970s. Disco-like boas with tinsel, and tube tops with jewel-colored sequins also referenced the ’70s. But the collection’s prevailing aesthetic, one that encompassed Sui’s tailoring, dressmaking, and even knitwear, was expressly and emphatically 1940s.

Sui’s prints also suggested a ’40s sensibility, especially her cherry prints, which she styled with “cherry” accessories by Erickson Beamon, and her Hawaiian prints, which she styled with flowered leis and flowered hair corsages also by Erickson Beamon. The most notable prints in the collection, however, were those designed by artist Christian Bérard for textile designer Zika Ascher in the 1940s. Keeping the original designs but changing their colorways, Sui used them in a series of ’40s-inspired skirts and dresses. Some of the skirts were paired with embroidered sweater sets inspired by those designed by Mainbocher in the 1940s and popularized by the Duchess of Windsor, who served as one of Sui’s muses for the collection. Other muses included actresses Dorothy Lamour and Esther Williams, whose cinematic costumes inspired, respectively, several sarongs and a group of lamé dresses based on swimming costumes (several of which were styled with metallic straw “glamour-girl-hairdo” hats by James Coviello). Bianca Jagger was another muse, inspiring a series of chiffon ensembles embroidered in rhinestones. Commenting on Jagger as a source of inspiration, Sui explains, “I’d seen an image of Bianca wearing a 1940s-style chiffon dress, and it gave me the idea of creating outfits based on the notion of the ’40s groupie.”

The comic-book style of Minnie Mouse was another inspiration for the designer, who based some of the shoes in the collection on those worn by the animated character. While these shoes were made by Emma Hope, most of the platform shoes in the collection were produced by Terry de Havilland, the self-proclaimed “rock ’n’ roll cobbler” who helped to revive the platform in the 1970s. Since then, de Havilland has made the platform his signature style. Over the years, he has both explored and exploited its erotic associations by producing versions with high heels and ankle straps, the latter detail of which prompted fashion historian Anne Hollander to describe the foot “as a beautiful slave.” Seeing a catalog of de Havilland’s dominatrix-like platforms provoked Sui not only to commission shoes from de Havilland, but also to imbue her collection with fetishistic undertones.

In a group of dresses based on waitress uniforms, those undertones were rendered unequivocal. Made from rubberized chiffon to reveal the bras and panties of the models, whose identities were similarly stripped bare through the wearing of name badges, Sui provided a lighthearted commentary on both uniform and underwear fetishism. The mediation between exposure and disclosure, between revelation and concealment as they relate to underwear fetishism, was constantly negotiated in the collection. But it was done so with all the irony of a comic book, a fact underscored by such accessories as lace blindfolds and pansy-barbed whips. Perhaps no other item, however, expressed this irony more than a T-shirt depicting a dominatrix designed by Joey Semen, a fetish artist whose name alone epitomizes the pulplike playfulness of Sui’s slapstick collection.
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Elle. June 1995. Photograph by Gilles Bensimon.
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Vogue. May 1995. Photograph by Ellen Von Unwerth.
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In general, Sui’s almost pathological postmodernism prevents her from literalizing the past. Her autumn|winter 1995 collection, however, was an exception. Inspired by mods, short for moderns or modernists, the collection rarely deviated from the stylistic traditions of this quintessentially British postwar youth culture—from black-and-white winklepicker shoes to coiffures styled after Cathy McGowan, a presenter on the rock music show Ready Steady Go! who became known as “Queen of the Mods” because of her fashions and hairstyle. In an act of runway theatrics, Sui opened her presentation with Linda Evangelista on a Lambretta Li150 Series III, the classic mod scooter of the 1960s. It was a bold statement, leaving no ambiguity or uncertainty as to the theme of the collection. Sui’s runway theatrics, however, were much more than mere high jinks. Not only was the Lambretta a symbol of the mod lifestyle, one that was always “on the move,” but it also represented one of the defining characteristics of the mod movement—to be “modern” was to be cosmopolitan.

The Who, one of the first mod-style bands, featured the Lambretta Li150 Series III on the album cover of Quadrophenia, the 1973 rock opera on which the 1979 film of the same name was based (Jimmy Cooper, the lead character played by Phil Daniels, rides the same model of scooter in the film, which was directed by Franc Roddam). Perhaps unsurprisingly, The Who’s original members Keith Moon, Roger Daltrey, John Entwistle, and Pete Townshend served as primary sources of inspiration. The band’s members typified both the early mod style of sharp tailoring as well as the later mod style of relaxed casual wear. While Sui referenced both ends of the mod fashion spectrum in her incredibly scrupulous collection, she placed greater emphasis on early mod style.

Naturally, Sui focused her attention on the mod suit, the generic term for the Italian-style, usually tailor-made suits favored by the early or “true” mods. While originally produced in mohair, Sui’s versions were in materials ranging from glen plaid to iridescent nylon. Sui’s suits were made in such typical mod colors as red, blue, green, and bronze, a color palette that featured prominently in the collection. As well as suits, Sui used iridescent nylon in dresses, emphasizing the unisex nature of mod style and its deliberate blurring of traditional gender distinctions.

The collection’s dominant colorway, however, was black and white, highlighting the link between early mods and early-nineteenth-century dandies, exemplified by Beau Brummel, whose puritanical fastidiousness was central to the early mod creed. It also highlighted the relationship between early mods and beatniks, who expressed their French existentialist leanings by wearing black. In her collection, Sui married the black of the beatniks with the black of Brummel in a series of black leather suits and dresses, several of which were styled with headscarves inspired by actress Rita Tushingham in the 1961 film A Taste of Honey directed by Tony Richardson. Tushingham was not the only female inspiration in the collection. Jean Shrimpton, or more specifically a photograph of Shrimpton by David Bailey, inspired several skirt suits, while a photograph of Marianne Faithfull, also by Bailey, inspired a series of smock dresses printed with small rosebuds.
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Given that the mod subculture was principally male dominated, however, it is not surprising that Sui focused her attention on bands like The Who. In terms of their style, The Who’s band members are best remembered for channeling Pop Art motifs and themes through their fashions, most notably target symbols, which appeared in Sui’s collection on several T-shirts. The pop art T-shirt, along with the parka festooned with pop art badges, which Sui also featured in her collection, has come to epitomize the stereotype of mod style. Sui extended this caricature to a group of ensembles inspired by Andy Warhol’s camouflage screen prints. Made from canvas and entirely covered in clear sequins, Sui used them to close the presentation of her autumn|winter 1995 collection. Like the Lambretta that opened her presentation, it was a calculated gesture, one that equated the endless series of Warhol’s screen prints with the endless series of mod fashion revivals that began in the late 1970s and that have continued intermittently to the present.
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W. May 1995. Photograph by Craig McDean.




[image: image]

Photographs by Raoul Gatchalian.




[image: image]

Harper’s Bazaar. Photograph by Patrick Demarchelier. A publication of Hearst Communications, Inc. © 2009.
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Given Sui’s rock-and-roll sensibility, her spring|summer 1996 collection might seem somewhat bewildering. Inspired by preppies, a subcultural group that, unlike mods, punks, hippies, and grungers, reflects neither alternative forms of musical expression nor alternative forms of sartorial expression, the collection appears anomalous, even aberrational. But while preppy style may be defined by an acceptance rather than a rejection of the conservative mainstream, it is emphatically youthful, a trait that Sui not only admires but strives, successfully, to achieve in her own fashions. At the same time, preppy style is emphatically American.

“It may not seem like it on the surface, but all of my collections can be defined by their Americanness,” Sui observes. “I love Americana, and to me preppy style captures the essence of America’s collective identity.” It was also a style that reminded Sui of her childhood. As she explains, “When I started sewing, I used to make myself little preppy dresses. There are photographs of me as a child looking like the epitome of a preppy collegiate.” In this respect, Sui’s collection was autobiographical. For inspiration, she turned to her collection of Seventeen, a magazine she read as an adolescent. “In the 1960s, my favorite fashions were by Villager and Ladybug, preppy brands that filled the pages of Seventeen,” Sui says. “They were most well known for their floral prints that looked like Liberty of London.”

In her spring|summer 1996 collection, Liberty of London “ditsy” floral prints featured prominently. Produced in a range of pastel colors, they appeared on pants, skirts, dresses, blouses, and jackets—the components of “separates dressing.” Based on the ethos of do-it-yourself mixing-and-matching, separates dressing is one of the hallmarks of preppy style. It allows for layering, versatility, and, above all, practicality, which, along with quality, neatness, conservatism, and attention to detail, is one of the basic principles of the preppy wardrobe. Sui’s separates included such preppy classics as kilts, khaki pants, shift dresses, shirt dresses, A-line skirts, Bermuda shorts, modest swimsuits, crew-neck sweaters, short-waisted cardigans, man-tailored shirts and jackets, blouses with Peter Pan collars, candy-striped Oxford cloth button-down shirts, and T-shirts with faux Ivy League emblems. These separates were often paired with matching accessories, another hallmark of preppy style, including bucket caps, lightship baskets, beach duffel bags, grosgrain ribbon belts, and tassel loafers custom made in a range of pastel colors by the firm Hush Puppies.

Beyond her choice of separates and accessories, however, Sui’s choice of materials imbued her collection with distinct preppy panache. Natural fibers such as silk, linen, and cotton typify preppy fashions, and Sui used them in abundance. In particular, she used cotton khaki, cotton madras, and cotton men’s shirting, the quintessential preppy fabrics. Preppies wear colors, materials, and patterns in seemingly outrageous combinations. Sui exploited this aspect of preppy style—a feature that, in fact, has come to mark her own style—throughout her collection. She also exploited other aspects of preppy style, including the sporting look and the androgynous look.

Sui’s interpretation of preppy style, however, was typically tongue-in-cheek. Nowhere was this more evident, perhaps, than in the finale pieces worn by Naomi Campbell and Linda Evangelista. Wearing Lycra shift dresses entirely covered in clear sequins and silk-screened with their blown-up portraits by Steven Meisel, which appeared on the invitation for the fashion show, the supermodels boldly asserted the self-referentiality not only of preppy style, but of subcultural style in general. Like The Official Preppy Handbook (1980), Sui’s collection provided a whimsical interpretation of a subcultural style whose conservatism has facilitated its widespread acceptance. As Lisa Birnbach asserts in The Official Preppy Handbook, “In a true democracy everyone can be upper class and live in Connecticut. It’s only fair.”
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Allure. February 1996. Photograph by Satoshi Saikusa.
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Vogue L’Uomo. May|June 1996. Photograph by Bruce Weber.
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Drawing as they do upon a multiplicity of references, Sui’s collections are inherently schizophrenic. Some, however, are more schizoid than others. Her autumn|winter 1996 collection, which was inspired by American designer Halston and English aristocrat Lady Ottoline Morrell, was particularly dissociative. As might be expected, these two distinct personas yielded fashions with radically divergent aesthetics or sensibilities.

Halston, named “the premier fashion designer of all America” by Newsweek magazine in 1972, was a modernist whose fashions were emphatically minimalist. Sui invoked this aesthetic in ensembles with pared-down, streamlined silhouettes. Stripped of color, patterns, and decorative flourishes, Sui’s more characteristic trademarks, these monochromatic ensembles not only evoked Halston in their no-frill, no-nonsense sobriety, but also in their proportions, which were based on fashions from the 1970s, Halston’s halcyon days.

Sui’s spare ensembles also invoked the designer through their materials. Despite his minimalist vocabulary, Halston was a fervent advocate of glamour and opulence, both of which found their greatest expression in his employment of luxurious materials such as silk gazar, silk jersey, silk chiffon, silk charmeuse, and multi-ply cashmere. In fact, Halston’s success largely lay in this marriage between simplicity and sumptuousness. Sui evoked this languid luxury in ensembles made from double-knit wool jersey, a material Halston himself used repeatedly. But the fabric that is most linked with Halston is Ultrasuede, a fabric the designer employed extensively in garments ranging from suits and coats to his iconic shirtwaist dress. Sui also used Ultrasuede in her collection, most notably in pants and jackets. As a final homage to Halston, Sui styled her discrete fashions with fedoras and wide-brimmed hats, styles that Halston, who began his career as a milliner, often paired with his own fashions. Sui also styled her clothes with travel bags, a nod to Halston’s jet-set customers, dubbed “the Cat Pack” by John Fairchild in Women’s Wear Daily.

The minimalism of Sui’s Halston-inspired fashions was completely at variance with her Lady Ottoline Morrell–inspired fashions. Lady Ottoline was one of the most celebrated hostesses of the early decades of the twentieth century. More often than not, her entertaining featured artistic and literary elements, and she became conspicuous for her encouragement of the Bloomsbury Group, including painters Roger Fry, Vanessa Bell, and Duncan Grant, the latter of whom painted her portrait in 1913. The portrait, which exemplifies Lady Ottoline’s unforgettable looks and unconventional attire—which often made her a figure of ridicule, most spectacularly expressed in print in Aldous Huxley’s Chrome Yellow (1921) and D.H. Lawrence’s Women in Love (1920)—served as the basis for Sui’s Lady Ottoline–inspired fashions. These included skirts and jackets in knitted chenille, and suits, skirts, pants, and jackets in windowpane check produced in Grant’s color palette of ochers, yellows, and dull greens. Several of the ensembles were accessorized with peacock, pheasant, and ornamental chicken taxidermy hats by James Coviello, a reference to the lavishly plumed creation worn by Lady Ottoline in Grant’s portrait.

In their eccentricity and extravagance, Sui’s Lady Ottoline–inspired fashions could not be more different from her Halston-inspired fashions. But based as many of them were on fashions from the 1930s, they shared the clean lines and balanced proportions of her Halston-inspired, ’70s-influenced fashions. It was this lean silhouette that reconciled the contrary aesthetics of the collection, a reconciliation more fully realized in Sui’s evening clothes inspired by American artist Edward Gorey, whose style is typified by his animated introduction to the PBS series MYSTERY! Featuring Lady Ottoline–inspired lace and chiffon ensembles and Halston-inspired sequined ensembles that recalled those worn by Liza Minnelli, Sui’s evening clothes reflected the graphic sleekness of Gorey’s illustrations. Ultimately, it was this etiolated silhouette that not only reconnected the identities of Halston and Lady Ottoline, but also the essential Americanness and Englishness of their sensibilities.
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Anna Sui. The New York Times Magazine. August 25, 1996. Photograph by Brigitte LaCombe.
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Vogue. September 1996. Photograph by Ellen Von Unwerth.
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Spur. September 1996. Photograph by Joshua Jordan.
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Sui describes her spring|summer 1997 collection as her “first out-and-out hippie collection.” Hippie style had been a feature of several of the designer’s previous collections, but it had never supplied the prevailing aesthetic. “I’d noticed that girls in the streets of New York were beginning to incorporate aspects of hippie dressing into their fashions, so I thought it was the right time for a full-scale hippie revival,” Sui explains.

For inspiration, Sui looked to the West Coast of America, but not, as might be expected, to San Francisco, the hub of the hippie movement and the location of the “Summer of Love” in 1967. Instead, the designer looked to Laurel Canyon, a neighborhood of Los Angeles that was a nexus of hippie activity in the late 1960s and early 1970s. Laurel Canyon was the home to rock bands such as Buffalo Springfield and Crosby, Stills, Nash & Young. While Sui looked to these bands for inspiration, her principal influences were Joni Mitchell, and Michelle Phillips from the Mamas & the Papas, who both lived in Laurel Canyon. Joni Mitchell immortalized the neighborhood and its bohemian inhabitants in her third album Ladies of the Canyon (1970), a title that aptly describes Sui’s collection. Referencing the ethnic styles worn by hippies in the 1960s and 1970s, specifically Indian and Native American styles, Sui dressed her “Ladies of the Canyon” in dresses made out of sari fabric from India and leather pants, skirts, and jackets finished with whipstitching, a typical Native American leather-working technique. She accessorized them with sandals, the hippie footwear of choice, by Jutta Neumann.

Characteristic of her methodology, however, Sui did not restrict her design influences to the Age of Aquarius. Frederick’s of Hollywood, for instance, inspired a group of lingerie ensembles including lace-trimmed panties and matching camisole worn by Dave Navarro. Since her first runway collection, the vocabulary of lingerie has informed Sui’s sensibility. In this instance, she focused her attention on the slip. Once the delicate interface between underwear and outerwear, in Sui’s hands the slip becomes surrogate for the dress itself, emerging from dishabille to become the complete garment. One group comprised a printed silk underdress with a black lace overdress, providing a virtuoso effect of layering. In another group, black lingerie lace was used as a trimming, directing the slip dress more toward the vixen and the kittenish, an impression that was heightened by fetish boots. Like the babydoll dress, which also appeared in the collection and which is itself inspired by and named after short babydoll nightdresses, the slip dress has become indelibly associated with Sui, emerging as a constant in her presentations.

Sui’s striptease extended to a group of dresses inspired by William Shakespeare’s A Midsummer Night’s Dream, both its 1935 filmic adaptation directed by Max Reinhardt and William Dieterle and its 1964 balletic adaptation choreographed by George Balanchine to Felix Mendelssohn’s music. “I’ve always loved the twinkling quality of Reinhardt’s film and the whimsical quality of Balanchine’s ballet,” Sui explains. “I especially love the costumes in Balanchine’s ballet, which were made by Karinska. The children’s costumes, in particular, were adorable. I wanted to capture the whimsy of the costumes, but imbue them with the sparkling quality of Reinhardt’s film.” Sui achieved this merging of the two aesthetics most successfully in two slip dresses accessorized with butterfly wings. Made from silk tulle, these two dresses of lingerie sheerness were sprinkled with “fairy dust” glitter, a decorative flourish that permeated the collection. Lingerie sheerness was one of the collection’s leitmotifs, as was layering. “My idea to layer many of the dresses was inspired by students from the Joffrey Ballet School, located just around the corner from my apartment,” Sui says. “I would see the girls on the street wearing tights, leotards, and leggings. I’d been wondering how to resolve the sheerness of my dresses and the ballet students’ off-duty clothes seemed to be the perfect solution.”

Some of Sui’s dresses were styled after those worn by Stevie Nicks, whose 1977 song “Gold Dust Woman” echoed the sparkling quality of many of the dresses. Nicks is known for her hippie style, perhaps best illustrated by her flowing dresses with handkerchief hems. Sui quoted the ethereal style of Nicks, especially her handkerchief-hem dresses, in several of her “ballet” dresses, including two black versions with “snake” accessories and a finale dress printed with peacock feathers, the hippie feather par excellence. In so doing, Sui elegantly conjoined hippie and lingerie styles, providing a fitting conclusion to her vaporous, wraith-like collection.
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Marie Claire. May 1997. Photograph by Patrick Demarchelier.
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Polaroid collage with Anna Sui and Dave Navarro. March 1997. Photographs by Gus Van Sant.
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Dave Navarro. Photograph by Gerardo Somoza.
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Goth, a street style that grew out of the early 1980s club scene initially centered around the Batcave in London’s Leicester Square, was the inspiration for Sui’s autumn|winter 1997 collection, which was presented at the Church of Divine Paternity (Fourth Universalist Society of New York), a neo-Gothic church on New York’s Central Park West. Musically, goth emerged out of the late 1970s post-punk scene. Early proponents included Bauhaus, the Cure, the Damned, and Siouxie and the Banshees. Sui looked to all these bands for inspiration, but especially to Siouxie and the Banshees, or more specifically its vocalist Siouxie Sioux.

With her black clothing, black spiky hair, and corpse-like complexion slashed with blood-red lipstick, Siouxie epitomized the goth look and its stylish, romanticized visions of death, decay, and destruction. Siouxie’s dark, gloomy glamour pervaded the collection. Her backcombed hair and Kabuki-style makeup were carefully emulated by Garren and François Nars, hair and makeup artists who have worked with Sui since her first runway collection. (Sui continues to collaborate with Garren but not with Nars. From 2000, Sui has worked with the makeup artist Pat McGrath.) Sui also quoted Siouxie’s practice of wearing fishnet, a material favored by many goths and one that the designer employed in tops, gloves, and leggings.

Other materials favored by goths were lace and velvet, both of which featured prominently in the collection. Sui used the former in a group of cocktail dresses, several of which sported a bustle, an underpinning designed to exaggerate the feminine posterior that became the focus of fashion in the 1870s and 1880s. In terms of its ability to manipulate and transform the body, the bustle is related to the crinoline hoop, another underpinning that Sui referenced in her collection. Responsible for the swollen, bell-shaped silhouette of the 1850s and 1860s, the crinoline hoop was reinterpreted by Sui as a “mini-crini,” a style that is closely associated with Vivienne Westwood. Made from chiffon printed to resemble lace, Sui’s mini-crini, along with her bustles, quoted one of the defining features of goth style, namely its historicism.

Goths were known primarily for pillaging the nineteenth century for their morose, melancholic dress-up, an era that Sui not only plundered for her bustles and crinolines, but also for her shoes, many of which were styled after half-boots that were popular among women from the 1830s to the 1870s. (Sui’s shoes for her autumn|winter 1997 collection marked her first collaboration with Italian shoe manufacturer Ballin, with whom she continues to work.)

While goths were enthralled with the nineteenth century, primarily because of its obsession with death and the aesthetic of the funereal, they also looked further back into history to the Elizabethan and Renaissance periods. Sui referenced the latter in a velvet bodice, the outline of which, originally, would have been formed by a corset. Vital items of goth style, which as well as its historicism was also distinguished by its fetishism, corsets appeared in the designer’s collection as sweaters, a transmogrification that somewhat nullified the corset’s eroticized connotations.
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Stevie Nicks. Harper’s Bazaar. November 1997. Photograph by Cliff Watts.
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Anna Sui. Spur. October 1997. Photograph by Satoshi Saikusa.



Sui’s collections are characterized by their ironic twists and turns, and her autumn|winter 1997 collection was no exception. References to ’40s gangster suits and ’60s fun furs, ’80s chain-mail fashions, and Chanel bouclé suits, which Sui reinterpreted in tweed woven with black plastic thread, were just some of the inspirations the designer looked to in her attempts to offset the ghoulishness of goth’s original sensibility. But Sui’s goth-inspired collection was never in danger of slipping into the morbid and the macabre. The designer’s perpetual optimism guaranteed its cheerfulness, an optimism expressed most explicitly in such whimsical accessories as beaded devil horns and enameled devil necklaces by Erickson Beamon (devils also appeared as appliqués on sweaters). It was an act of camp worthy of such television shows as The Munsters and The Addams Family, an act that would surely have brought a smile to the face of the most undead of gothic cadavers.
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Frau. October 1997. Photograph by François Nars.




[image: image]

Sofia Coppola. Spur. October 1997. Photograph by Satoshi Saikusa.
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1998 SPRING|SUMMER

Sui’s chief source of inspiration for her spring|summer 1998 collection was surfer style. Its cheery optimism could not be more antithetical to the morose pessimism of goth style, which guided Sui’s previous collection. Since its emergence in the 1950s, surfer style has had remarkable longevity. In this respect, it is similar to goth style, but whereas the latter has avoided being drawn into the mainstream, probably because of its dolefulness, surfer style has found widespread acceptance. In her spring|summer 1998 collection, Sui brilliantly captured its appeal, which to a large extent is based on its youthful, get-up-and-go exuberance. The designer expressed this exuberance primarily through her bold prints and bright, vibrant colors, two of the distinguishing characteristics of surfer style. It was these characteristics that led British journalist Nick Cohen to observe, “Never has a more peacock-like sport been invented.”

Referencing aloha shirts associated with early surfer style, Sui began her presentation with a group of ensembles featuring Hawaiian prints. Depicting tropical floral designs in a variety of colorways, Sui used them in a range of separates, including tops, pants, shorts, dresses, jackets, and bikini tops, as well as in accessories such as bucket hats. Several of the pants and shorts featured waistbands styled after board shorts, a key item of surfer style. It was a detail that appeared throughout the collection, even on skirts.

Other prints that featured prominently in Sui’s spring|summer 1998 collection included a stylized “airbrushed” flame and a design based on “pinstriping,” the application of a thin line of paint called a pinstripe, inspired by the artwork of such custom car artists as Von Dutch (a.k.a. Kenny Howard) and Ed “Big Daddy” Roth. While Roth is perhaps best known as the creator of the hot rod character Rat Fink, both he and Von Dutch were key figures in Southern California’s Kustom Kulture (of which Rat Fink became a symbol). A neologism used to describe the traditions of custom car and hot-rodding subcultures, Kustom Kulture emerged concurrently with surfer culture in the 1950s, a fact that Sui, always aware of the interconnectivity of countercultures, cleverly coupled in her collection.

Another subculture that the designer linked to surfer style through her prints was preppy style. Early surfer style was heavily influenced by the relaxed summer preppy look, which Sui exploited in a group of ensembles with Liberty of London “ditsy” floral prints. Sui also allied surfer style to hippie style, again through her prints. Early surfers have been described as protohippies because of their casual, carefree, hedonistic lifestyle, one that not only offered a sense of freedom but also a sense of authenticity by being in tune with nature.

Sui underscored the philosophical cross-pollination between surfers and hippies through a variety of exotic prints that reflected the nomadic, itinerant lifestyles of both subcultures. Two prints featured stylized patterns inspired by Indian sources. One was based on an Indian woodblock print and the other on a bandanna, the original patterns for which were produced by the Indian tie-dying technique bandhani. Sui’s finale pieces were perhaps her most exoticized. Made from sari fabric inspired by a dress that once belonged to the Duchess of Windsor, they were paired with Balinese-inspired accessories and accoutrements, including a Balinese umbrella, which Scott Barnhill held over Naomi Campbell as if to shade her from the sun (redolent of the Robert Capa photograph of Pablo Picasso holding an umbrella over Françoise Gilot on a beach in France).

Other accessories in the collection revealed equally exoticized references, including earrings, bracelets, and necklaces inspired by Hawaiian garlands, or leis. Sui’s accessories often carry the poetic essence of her collection, and this was true especially for her spring|summer 1998 collection. Through their references to Hawaii and Indonesia, two of the most popular surfing destinations, they drew attention to surfing’s essential peripatetic existence, one that is based on the hunt for the greatest wave and the ultimate ride.
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Harper’s Bazaar. January 1998. Photograph by Terry Richardson.




[image: image]

Allure. February 1998. Photograph by Tom Munro.
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Patti Hansen with her daughters (Theodora and Alexandra). W. March 1998. Photograph by Bruce Weber.
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1998 AUTUMN|WINTER

American designers pride themselves on their frankness and forthrightness. Their clothes are equally sincere and straightforward. Lacking in pretense, they are, generally speaking, emphatically non- or anti-narrative. Sui, however, is rare among her compatriots in that her clothes tell tales. She is, in the truest sense of the term, a raconteur. But instead of words or letters, Sui uses stitches and seams to express her nimbly crafted fables. Storytelling was the overriding thematic of her autumn|winter 1998 collection. It began with a series of clothes inspired by children’s costumes, including such storybook creatures as lions, bears, and rabbits. Rendered in faux fur and styled after Inuit parkas (many of which were worn with the fur side facing inward, like those worn in winter by the Inuit people, and trimmed with edelweiss ribbons embroidered with folkloric motifs), they were easily identifiable by their headdresses—large stuffed animal heads designed by James Coviello.

Children’s cowboy and Indian costumes were also a source of inspiration. The influence of the former was evident in suede pants, chaps, and skirts, while that of the latter could be seen in velour dresses and jackets inspired by Pocahontas costumes. Like Sui’s animal fashions, headdresses served as shorthand for her frontier fashions—felt Stetsons in the case of her “cowboys” and feathered war bonnets in the case of her “Indians.” Other Wild West accessories included “sheriff badges” that resembled gingerbread. Handbags were also made to look like gingerbread, specifically gingerbread houses that seemed to have leaped off the pages of “Hansel and Gretel” by the Brothers Grimm. Like many fairytales, “Hansel and Gretel” is set in an enchanted forest, a place of magic and menace. Sui invoked these forests of wonder in skirts, coats, and waistcoats embroidered with leaves and flowers, and sweaters and cardigans knitted with fairies, turtles, dragons, and butterflies.

Several ensembles in the collection were inspired by the English nursery rhyme “Ye Frog Wooing” from the book The Baby’s Opera published in 1877. Patterned with a mice-and-frogs print based on the illustration by Walter Crane that accompanied the nursery rhyme, they were styled with hats in the form of frog heads. Crane is considered one of the most influential illustrators in the development of children’s color picture books. Early in his career, he came under the influence of the Pre-Raphaelite Brotherhood, an influence that is conspicuous in his illustrations, and also in Sui’s collection. This influence not only emerged out of Sui’s research into Crane’s illustrations, but also out of an exhibition the designer had seen at the Frick Collection in New York titled Victorian Fairy Painting (October 14, 1998–January 17, 1999), which included paintings by Sir John Everett Millais, one of the founders of the Pre-Raphaelite Brotherhood.

“I was struck by the intense colors of his paintings,” Sui recalls. “They seemed almost iridescent—like the feathers of a peacock or the wings of a dragonfly. I wanted to somehow replicate this radiance in my collection.” Sui achieved this luminosity most successfully in a group of velour and chenille ensembles that glittered with burnished metallic gold. In the case of the former, gold foil was printed onto the velour, and in the case of the latter gold tinsel was woven into the chenille. Sui’s greatest reference to the paintings of the Pre-Raphaelites, however, revealed itself in her finale ensembles of lustrous panne velvet inspired by medieval costumes. The Pre-Raphaelites were fascinated by medieval culture, believing it possessed an artistic and spiritual integrity that had been long lost and long forgotten. This fascination manifested itself both in the content and in the costumes of their paintings, exemplified by John William Waterhouse’s The Lady of Shallott, a representation of a scene from Lord Alfred Tennyson’s poem of the same name, which is loosely based on the Arthurian legend of Elaine of Astolat. Like the gown depicted in the painting, Sui’s dresses reflected the beauty of line and the opulence of materials associated with medieval costume.

Several of the dresses were trimmed in faux fur, a detail that called to mind the fairytale “The Snow Queen” by Hans Christian Anderson. This correlation was accentuated by the shimmering quality of the panne velvet, which gave the impression of glistening hoarfrost. To underscore the fairytale sensibility not only of her “Snow Queen” dresses but also of her collection as a whole, Sui ended her presentation with a pantomimic knight in shining armor. The fact that his armor was made of panne velvet and that his white steed was made out of polystyrene emphasized the childlike innocence and makeshift playfulness of the designer’s autumn|winter 1998 collection.
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1999 SPRING|SUMMER

While Sui’s narrative-infused, thematically impelled collections are more associated with a European (and expressly English) tradition of fashion design, she is profoundly American in her emphasis on practicality and functionality. “I love clothes that are theatrical,” Sui says. “But, ultimately, clothes have to be wearable. If they’re not, they cease to be fashion and become costume.”

In her promotion of the pragmatism of clothing, Sui follows in the footsteps of such innovators of American sportswear as Claire McCardell, who famously insisted that “clothes should be useful.” Often referred to as “America’s most American designer,” McCardell was the catalyst for Sui’s spring|summer 1999 collection, which included dresses in nylon with ties at the waist and neckline that were directly inspired by McCardell’s form-follows-function designs. “I’ve always loved Claire McCardell’s vision of casually elegant American sportswear,” Sui declares. “In particular, I love her use of humble fabrics such as jersey, calico, cotton, and, especially, denim.”

Sui used denim in a group of separates that opened the collection. Based on the theme of “Americana,” many of the pieces were embroidered with nationalistic symbols such as Uncle Sam. Americana, however, is defined not only by its nationalism but also by its nostalgia, and Sui referenced the latter in a group of chambray shirts customized with naive embroideries of trees and houses. This homespun sensibility extended to other items in the group, including patchwork-quilt skirts and hot pants, which were paired with T-shirts printed with tourist “souvenir” images or embroidered “sampler” motifs. Sui’s color palette of red, white, and blue further enhanced the nostalgic and nationalistic associations of Americana. However, Sui destabilized these associations by imbuing the group with a hippie-esque aesthetic. Like the appropriation of militaristic motifs by hippies in the 1960s, Sui’s appropriation of patriotic symbols was pacific, a determination to deride or at least denature the pieties of American nationalism. This resolve was reinforced through the designer’s accessories, which were inspired by Native American war bonnets.

Ethnic influences, especially Mexican influences, permeated the collection. These were evident in ensembles inspired by Mexican serapes, blankets, and wedding dresses. The latter, which were made from white cotton with white lace inserts, were designed as tops and pants as well as dresses, and featured brightly colored embroidery in the form of birds and flowers. Moroccan influences were also present, especially in several patterns inspired by Moroccan tiles. One such pattern featured a primitive hand-painted floral design in mauves and lavenders, a color palette inspired by Matisse’s paintings of Morocco. Sui extended this color palette into a series of blouses with laser-cut paper lace appliqués influenced by papercuts produced for the Latin American Day of the Dead. This festival, which falls on All Soul’s Day, is an example of syncretism as it combines two diverse belief systems, namely paganism and Catholicism. In this respect, it is similar to Haitian voodoo, which partly inspired Sui’s finale pieces.

“I’d just been to the premiere of Velvet Goldmine, a film that was set in Britain during the days of glam rock in the early ’70s,” Sui recalls. “About a week later, I went to see the exhibition Sacred Arts of Haitian Vodou at the American Museum of Natural History. The film was still very much on my mind, and while I was walking around the exhibition, I decided to end my collection with the theme ‘Groupie Glam Voodoo.’ It was to be a paean to all the peacock denizens of the Roxy, Max’s Kansas City, and the Whisky A Go Go.”

Sui translated the glitz of glam into pants and dresses sprinkled with square sequins, and ensembles covered in hologram paillettes. Likewise, she translated the interplanetary sensibilities of the movement—characterized by Iggy Pop, who was a chief source of inspiration for the designer—into pewter satin pants, liquid lamé tops, and silver-foil leather hot pants. Voodoo influences, reflected in embroidered hearts and snakes inspired by images and symbols from medicine packets, imbued Sui’s glam-inspired fashions with a hippielike finesse, a finesse that was enhanced by peacock feather accessories by Erickson Beamon, who also produced a peacock feather capelet for the collection. Inspired by the majestic cape designed by Edith Head and worn by Hedy Lamarr in Cecil B. DeMille’s 1949 film Samson and Delilah, the capelet might seem to contradict the designer’s dictum of wearability. But even in this design, Sui conformed to the rigors of American sportswear rationalism by radically altering the proportions of Edith Head’s original design, specifically its length. While Sui likes to flirt with the fantasy of fashion, it is usually a harmless flirtation, one that rarely forgoes the functions of fashion.
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Elle. February 1999. Photograph by Gilles Bensimon.
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Rebecca Romijn. Cosmopolitan. April 1999. Photograph by Patrick Demarchelier.
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Lenny Kravitz. W. May 1999. Photograph by Michael Thompson.





[image: image]

[image: image]

Photographs by Raoul Gatchalian.





1999 AUTUMN|WINTER

Like the 1939 musical-fantasy film The Wizard of Oz directed mainly by Victor Fleming, Sui’s autumn|winter 1999 collection progressed from black-and-white to Technicolor, and from Technicolor back to black-and-white. A coincidental meeting with documentary film director and producer Murray Lerner inspired both the production and the presentation of the collection.

“I had just moved into my new apartment in the West Village,” Sui recalls. “One evening I was introduced to my neighbor from across the hallway, who turned out to be Murray Lerner, the director of Festival, the 1967 film about the Newport Folk Festival, which includes footage of the moment when Dylan went electric. I couldn’t believe it, as my collection was inspired by the folk music revival in the United States from the 1950s to the mid-1960s. It was one of those unique coincidences, one of those rare moments when everything just falls into place.”

After meeting Lerner and watching Festival, Sui decided to base her entire collection on the documentary. Shot in black-and-white and filmed over the course of several festivals at Newport (from 1963 to 1965), Festival features interviews, conversations, and performances by Joan Baez; Bob Dylan; Judy Collins; and Peter, Paul, and Mary; among others. “I loved the visual contrasts produced by the black-and-white cinematography,” Sui remembers. “Like the whiteness of Mary’s hair against the blackness of the background.”

Sui began her collection, which was presented against a projection of the documentary, with fashions inspired by Lerner’s black-and-white cinematography. Made out of wool, tweed, mohair, and microfleece, they included typical folkie items such as shifts, smocks, ponchos, and duffle coats. Featuring Marimekko-like graphic patterns, they were styled with Wallabee boots and Greek fisherman hats. “I wanted the models to look like they were going to a folk music concert circa 1963–66,” Sui explains. “So Garren straightened their hair and gave them side parts. I gave them guitars and mandolins to carry.”

As their name suggests, folkies identified with an authentic, traditional lifestyle, one that hankered after a preindustrial simplicity. Their fashions reflected this earthy rusticity, with an emphasis on handsewn embroideries as well as natural fabrics. Sui mirrored this artisanal aesthetic throughout her collection, but it was most evident in her “Technicolor” ensembles. Inspired by Scandinavian decorative arts from the 1950s and early 1960s, especially textiles and furniture, Sui’s multihued ensembles featured felt appliquéd skirts; knitted patchwork skirts and sweaters; wool coats, skirts, and dresses with ombréd mohair borders; and banded sweaters and cardigans based on handwoven carpets from Finland. Although the designer’s evening clothes, which like the pieces that opened the exhibition were rendered in black and white, employed decorative flourishes more associated with the haute couture, such as embroidered paillettes, Sui asserted a folkie sensibility through the use of relatively quotidian materials like wool.

“When I was watching Festival, the women in the audience reminded me of left-wing college students,” Sui explains. “So when I was designing my evening wear, I thought to myself ‘How would a college-campus political activist dress in the evening, what would be her formal wear?’ So I came up with windowpane plaid wool shifts and smocks embellished with silver spangle sequins.” Sui’s ability to apply a quirky and highly original sense of modernity to historical fashions is one of her defining characteristics, one that was skillfully executed in her autumn|winter 1999 “haute bohemian” collection.
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Elle. 1999. Photograph by Gilles Bensimon.
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Inspiration board. Photograph by Leanne Dickenson-Fogg.
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The New York Times Magazine. November 14, 1999. Photograph by Donald Christie.
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2000 SPRING|SUMMER

Frequently, Sui’s collections chronicle personal stories. Occasionally, these stories are based on youthful memories or childhood reminiscences. More typically, however, they are based on recent events or experiences, such as a book she has read, a film she has seen, a person she has met, or a place she has visited. To this end, Sui’s work serves a diaristic function. Indeed, as much as she is a storyteller, Sui is also a diarist in the great tradition of John Evelyn, Samuel Pepys, and the intrepid Lady Mary Wortley Montagu, an early travel writer described by a contemporary as “one of the most extraordinary shining characters in the world.”

Montagu, best known for her letters detailing her travels through Europe to Turkey in 1716, offers a particularly appropriate comparison for discussing Sui’s spring|summer 2000 collection, which records two separate journeys to Europe. The first was to Germany to visit the baroque palace of Nymphenburg and the rococo palaces of Sanssouci and Amalienburg. In the collection, this journey was reflected in fashions inspired by eighteenth-century costume. Characteristically, Sui focused her attention on eighteenth-century underwear, including corsets, panniers, and chemises, which she reinterpreted and recontextualized as outerwear. Corsets were shown as tops and boleros, panniers as detachable drawstring “bustle belts,” and chemises as cutoff tops that revealed the midriff. Sui’s choice of fabrics, especially silk taffeta, also reflected eighteenth-century influences, as did her choice of colors, which were inspired by the paintings of French artists François Boucher, Jean-Antoine Watteau, and Jean-Honoré Fragonard. In the ancien régime, silk taffeta (with the assistance of undergarments) effected inflatable, balloonlike silhouettes, but in her collection, Sui deliberately resisted the airy quality of silk taffeta to produce deflated, almost bedraggled silhouettes that were more body conscious.

“I’d just been to Sofia Coppola’s wedding, and one of the guests was wearing a silk taffeta gown,” Sui recalls. “But instead of the gown looking like a profiterole, it was formless and shapeless. It looked like someone had thrown the woman into a lake. I’d been thinking of how to modernize the collection, how to make the eighteenth century contemporary, so I decided to collapse the silhouettes. To give the taffeta a worn, rumpled look, we washed it beforehand. Or we would make the garment and then throw it into the washing machine.” To enhance this conceit of dishevelment, Sui added ruffles to many of her silk taffeta ensembles. Based on furbelows, pleated self-fabric flounces used to trim gowns or petticoats in the eighteenth century, these ruffles were left unfinished. Sui further amplified the casualness of her collection by mixing in denim. Many of her denim pieces were embellished with rhinestones, in patterns based on designs by French artist Jean-Baptiste Pillement, whose engravings were influential in promoting the rococo style, and particularly the taste for chinoiserie, throughout Europe in the eighteenth century.
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The New York Times. September 18, 1999. Photograph by Lorina Lecca.



Many of Sui’s prints, especially those rendered in chiffon, were also based on Pillement’s chinoiserie engravings. Chinoiserie pervaded the collection, as did turquerie, a style inspired by the paintings of fashionable women dressed à la turque by Swiss artist Jean-Étienne Liotard (whose own adoption of such attire gave him the moniker of the Turkish painter). While the theme of exoticism emerged out of the designer’s interest in the rococo, which in turn emerged out of her first visit to Europe to see the palaces in Germany, it also reflected her interest in Gypsy cuture, which resulted in her second trip to Europe to see the Gordon Boswell Romany Museum in England.

“I’ve always been intrigued with the history of Gypsy culture,” Sui explains. “I’m fascinated by the history of Gypsy migration, and of how Gypsy culture has borrowed elements from many different cultures but has remained culturally, if not ethnically, specific.” In her collection, Sui’s own “Gypsy trail” was recorded in skirts that were long and flowing, and bodices that were full and billowing. Perhaps most notably, however, it was recorded in belts, earrings, necklaces, and bracelets made out of Gypsy coins mixed with Spanish mantilla combs and aspects of Indian and Chinese metalworking. The opulence of this jewelry was also translated into metallic embroidery, which adorned several of Sui’s Gypsy tops and skirts. This lavish decoration was inspired by the painting Salomé by French artist Henri Regnault. Belonging to the Metropolitan Museum of Art in New York, this Gypsy-like portrait of Salomé is one of Sui’s favorite paintings. Sui often includes references to her favorite works of art in her collections. It is part of her diaristic approach to fashion, an approach akin to keeping a scrapbook, that was one of the defining attributes of the designer’s spring|summer 2000 collection.
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Harper’s Bazaar. May 2000. Photograph by Inez Van Lamsweerde and Vinoodh Matadin.
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Inspiration board. High Fashion. October 2009. Photographs by Osami Yabuta.
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2000 AUTUMN|WINTER

Sui not only looks to the history of music and the history of costume for inspiration, but also to the history of art. Rarely, however, do art historical references provide the sole stimuli for a collection. Usually, Sui integrates them into the governing themes of her collections, as she did with Liotard, Watteau, Boucher, and Fragonard in her spring|summer 2000 “rococo” collection. Sui’s autumn|winter 2000 collection, therefore, was unique in that it was wholly inspired by fauvism.

“I had seen the exhibition Le Fauvisme ou ‘l’épreuve du feu’ at the Musée d’Art Moderne in Paris,” Sui recalls. “What I loved about the exhibition was that it looked at fauvism within its European context. So as well as artists such as André Derain, Henri Matisse, and Maurice de Vlaminck, the show also included Edvard Munch, Piet Mondrian, and Wassily Kandinsky. It was great to see the influence of fauvism across national boundaries, but what I loved most was the beauty of the color combinations.”

This defining element of fauvism permeated the designer’s spring|summer 2000 collection. Sui, who has a painter’s flair for color herself, looked especially to the paintings of Matisse for her fauvist-inspired color palette. Matisse is considered fauvism’s philosophical leader, introducing nonnaturalistic color and vivid brushstrokes into his paintings as early as 1905. Along with other fauvist painters, Matisse participated in the 1905 Salon d’Automne in Paris, at which the group gained their name after critic Louis Vauxcelles described their body of work as fauves (“wild beasts”) in his review for the newspaper Gil Blas. (The term was later applied to the artists themselves.)

Included in the exhibition was Woman with a Hat, one of the many paintings by Matisse that influenced Sui’s color palette, a color palette that, like Matisse’s, affirmed the expressive potency of pure color. Bright, vibrant, primary colors such as red, blue, and green featured prominently and could be seen in clothes such as polychromatic sweaters, as well as in accessories such as monochromatic stockings. It was “fauve” orange, however, that was the leitmotif of the collection, a color expressed most fervently in “hippie” coats. “I never knew how much fauve painters favored orange until I saw the exhibition at the Musée d’Art Moderne in Paris,” Sui explains. “It was present in almost every painting. It was the color of the fauvist movement.”

Like Matisse, Sui used colors in deliberate disharmonies and in clamorous combinations. Several of her printed textiles—including chiffons printed with geometric patterns and made up into tops, skirts, and dresses—were inspired by the uneven manner in which Matisse and other fauvist painters applied color to their canvases, usually in larger and smaller blocks. Ingeniously, Sui translated this fragmentation into the cut and deconstruction of her clothes. “As well as the sheer beauty of their color combinations, what I found interesting about fauvist painters was the originality of their compositions,” the designer explains. “I wanted to reflect this originality in my fashions, so I based the cut of many of my clothes on squares, triangles, and rectangles.”
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Sui’s reliance on geometric pattern pieces—which was most apparent in her skirts, especially those with asymmetric hems such as her hand-printed ombréed woolen plaids—gave the effect of flatness, planarity, and two-dimensional abstraction (also seen in her fashions embellished with large lozenge paillettes and those embroidered with chain-stitch gold thread traced with seed pearls). This effect imbued her clothes with a sense of simplicity, a sense that was amplified by the fact that many of Sui’s clothes were unlined. Along with vibrant, high-octane colors, simplicity is one of the defining characteristics of fauvist painting. Because of their employment of exaggerated colors, fauvist painters realized they had to simplify their drawing, or more specifically, reduce the amount of detail in drawing the shapes and forms of an image. With its emphasis on amplified colors but simplified forms, Sui’s collection precisely captured the essence of fauvism. At the same time, it perfectly reflected the liberation, spontaneity, and sheer joy of expression of the fauvist movement, qualities emblematic of their soubriquet “wild beasts.”
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Anita Pallenberg. The New York Times Magazine. November 5, 2001. Photograph by Ben Watts.
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2001 SPRING|SUMMER

For her spring|summer 2001 collection, Sui spun a yarn that spanned two continents and several generations. “It was based on an imaginary woman who safaried to Africa in the 1940s, and upon returning home had her dressmaker run up circle skirts, sundresses, and shirtwaists out of the textiles she collected on her trip,” the designer explains. “Jumping ahead to the 1980s, her granddaughter discovers this treasure trove in the attic, and starts showing up at the Mudd Club dressed in vintage dresses accessorized with fishnet hose, short cuffed boots, fingerless gloves, studded biker belts, and chiffon scarves tied up in her teased hair.” It was a madcap, romantic adventure that was quintessentially Sui, one that brought together the designer’s enduring interests not only in music and street style, but also in the history of Western and non-Western costume. At the same time, it was a personal, self-reflective adventure, as Sui was, herself, a regular habitué of the Mudd Club in the early 1980s.

Located in Lower Manhattan, the Mudd Club was a major fixture in New York’s underground music and counterculture scene from the time it opened in 1978 to the time it closed in 1983. During its heyday, the Mudd Club, originally called the Molotov Cocktail Lounge, was seen as the antithesis of Studio 54. As writer Anthony Haden-Guest remembers, “Where Studio was disco, coke, glam, multicolored, and polymorphous perversity, the Mudd was punk, heroin, glum, black leather, and—if a couple should actually manage to get it on—straight.”

Sui describes the style of the girls at the Mudd Club as “downtown road warrior movie goddess,” a style at once apocalyptic and glamorous. This duality was reflected throughout the collection, particularly in tops and dresses that looked as if they had been slashed arbitrarily with a razor blade but had in fact been painstakingly constructed from intricate pattern pieces. Made from stretch jersey, they were inspired by the designs of Anya Phillips. “Anya’s designs were absolutely incredible,” Sui declares. “They were like bondage. A photograph of her wearing one of her designs—a blue, laced dress—was one of the inspirations for the collection.”

The photograph was taken by Edo Bertoglio with the aid of his then-girlfriend Maripol, who together tirelessly documented the extraordinary personalities that inhabited Manhattan’s nightclubs in the early 1980s through the lens of an instant Polaroid SX-70. When Maripol published the photographs in her book Maripolarama (2005), Sui contributed a recollection titled “We Could Be Heroes.” It began: “We came to New York to meet our heroes. We dressed like them, talked like them, lived like them. For a few dollars, anyone could walk into a thrift store and come out looking like a movie star—motorcycle jacket, cocktail dress, sharkskin suit, stilettos, black eyeliner, tuxedo shirt, and the most important element—the right hair. That was the look; you were Marilyn Monroe, Brigitte Bardot, Nico, Edie, Marlon Brando, Françoise Hardy, James Dean, Pierre Clémenti, Alain Delon.”

Sui was, of course, the subject of the recollection, employing the first-person plural to describe her own sartorial strategy of thrift-shop reinvention during the Mudd Club days. She was also, of course, the subject of her spring|summer 2001 collection, the real face behind the made-up hipster who finds a treasure trove of her grandmother’s dresses in the attic. It was Sui, or rather her Mudd Club thrift-shop punk aesthetic, that was reflected in many of the ensembles, from the 1940s-style housedresses with delicate bouquet and graphic clover and dandelion prints to the 1950s-style prom dresses puffed out with fluorescent petticoats à la Cyndi Lauper. Sui’s thrift-shop aesthetic, albeit more refined and discerning with the passage of time, was also reflected in Duchess of Windsor–inspired sweaters and cardigans, and Yves Saint Laurent–inspired African raffia tops, skirts, coats, and dresses. In effect, Sui was, as she so often is, both the muse and the heroine of her spring|summer 2001 collection.
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Anna Sui. Vogue Italia. February 1981. Photograph by Edo Bertoglio.
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2001 AUTUMN|WINTER

The Factory, Andy Warhol’s studio in New York, was the jumping-off point for Sui’s autumn|winter 2001 collection. Originally located in Midtown Manhattan, the Factory became as famous for its amphetamine-fueled parties as it did for the production of Warhol’s silkscreens and lithographs. “Going to a Warhol party currently rates higher than being asked to Jackie Kennedy’s for brunch,” remarked journalist Lillian Roxon at the time. Perhaps the most famous party was “The Fifty Most Beautiful People Party,” which took place on April 25, 1965. It was billed “the best party of the 1960s.” The guest list included an eclectic mix of actors, artists, writers, models, musicians, and fashion designers as well as Andy Warhol’s “Superstars,” a clique of New York City personalities who exemplified Warhol’s famous observation, “In the future, everyone will be world-famous for fifteen minutes.”

Inspired by Warhol’s Factory parties, Sui commissioned a short film directed by her friend Zoe Cassavetes for her autumn|winter 2001 collection. Shot in black-and-white by Noah Bogen in a stark white studio, the film was projected onto several large video screens in the middle of the runway, recalling Richard Avedon’s 1969 photograph Andy Warhol and Members of the Factory, which adopted a multipanel technique that suggested a frieze of classical figures. Intended to evoke the spirit of Warhol’s parties, the film showed a cocktail party with guests dressed mainly in fashions from the designer’s spring|summer 2001 collection. Like Warhol’s “The Fifty Most Beautiful People Party,” the guests, all of whom were friends of the designer, included a Warholian assortment of actors (Vincent Gallo), artists (George Condo), photographers (Roxanne Lowit), stylists (Bill Mullen and Tabitha Simmons), fashion designers (Marc Jacobs, Jordan Betten, and Suzanne Schwedock), illustrators (Hiroshi Tanabe and Jeffrey Fulvimari), models (Verushka, Karen Elson, Missy Rayder, Carmen Kass, Maggie Rizer, Liisa Winkler, Erin O’Connor, and Anouck Lepere), and musicians (James Iha, Cat Power, Duncan Sheik, Melora Creager, Rufus Wainwright, and the band members of Mz. Pakman and the Star Spangles).

Like Warhol, Sui is well known not only for her coterie of famous friends but also for her academic interest in fame and celebrity. It was this interest that informed her autumn|winter 2001 collection, which was inspired in part by “Baby” Jane Holzer, who is not only Sui’s friend but also Warhol’s first “Superstar,” or at least the first to garner widespread media attention and recognition. Described by Diana Vreeland as “the most contemporary girl I know,” and immortalized by Tom Wolfe in his short story “The Girl of the Year 1964” in The Kandy-Kolored Tangerine-Flake Streamline Baby (1965), Holzer combined Uptown sophistication with Downtown bohemianism. Sui reflected Holzer’s sartorial freestyle in 1960s-style chemise dresses featuring graphic patterns directly inspired by a Life magazine photograph of Holzer wearing a red mini dress with a bold print by Teal Traina.
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What was distinctive about Holzer’s wardrobe was its magnanimity. While it included masterworks of the couture by Dior, Givenchy, and Saint Laurent, it also included more ephemeral fashions from boutiques such as Etcetera, Jungle Jap, and Paraphernalia. Sui channeled the youthful vivacity of Holzer’s boutique fashions throughout her collection, especially in dresses with trompe l’oeil details and pinafores paired with blouses printed with stylized flowers that were often worn with matching kipper ties—wide, vibrantly colored and garishly patterned neckwear of the 1960s and early 1970s.

Sui’s greatest homage to Holzer’s exuberant wardrobe included references to Rudi Gernreich, the avant-garde designer who was a favorite of the Warhol “Superstar.” Gernreich was known for his uncommon color combinations and the juxtaposition of differing graphic prints, aspects of his work that Sui cited in her collection. These characteristics were most evident, perhaps, in op-arty ensembles with various widths of black-and-white stripes, including suits of large-scale herringbone embroidered with pop-arty lollipop flowers. Stripes were a leitmotif of the collection, and were inspired by a scene from William Klein’s 1966 film Qui étes-vous, Polly Maggoo? The scene showed a group of models, including Gernreich’s muse Peggy Moffitt, wearing striped dresses against a striped background. All the models sported Vidal Sassoon–like geometric haircuts, a feature that not only reinforced the relentless geometry of the scene, but also that of the film in general. Sui’s stripes, however, also cited the striped T-shirts favored by Andy Warhol, whose sartorial and philosophical presence was felt throughout the collection. From black-and-white striped dresses to the black-and-white film shot by Zoe Cassavetes, Warhol was the collection’s undisputed and larger-than-life muse.
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Runway backdrop. Women’s Wear Daily. February 2001. Photograph by Adam Olszewski.
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Advertisement for Sui Love fragrance. Photograph by Sarah Moon.
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2002 SPRING|SUMMER

Like many New York–based designers, Sui canceled the runway presentation for her spring|summer 2002 collection as a gesture of respect to the victims and their families of the suicide attacks by Al-Qaeda on the Twin Towers of the World Trade Center on September 11, 2001. Before the attack, which occurred during New York Fashion Week, Sui had intended to present her collection against a projected backdrop from the animated television series Dexter’s Laboratory. Created by Genndy Tartakovsky and produced by Cartoon Network Studios, the series revolves around a boy genius named Dexter who has a secret laboratory supplied with highly advanced equipment hidden behind a bookshelf in his bedroom. Taken from one episode, the projected backdrop was to show a blank screen framed with black thorny vines that gradually increased in size and volume until they filled the entire screen. The look of the vines reminded the designer of the drawings of British illustrator Aubrey Beardsley, which were among the primary sources of inspiration for her spring|summer 2002 collection.

Beardsley’s work is characterized by its flowing, undulating lines, exemplified by The Peacock Skirt, an illustration that appeared in the English edition of Oscar Wilde’s play Salome (1894), and one that Sui used as the basis for a series of dazzling peacock feathers hand painted on jeans and shorts. The illustrator was closely aligned with aestheticism (the British counterpart to French symbolism), which developed in Britain during the late Victorian period from the late 1860s to the early 1900s, a time frame that was reflected in Sui’s collection. Sui looked especially to the late 1890s, the influence of which could be seen in jackets with small gigot sleeves and tightly nipped-in waists that gave the effect of a broad shoulder line and a narrow waistline. Several of her jackets were influenced by military uniforms, which was a major theme in women’s fashions throughout the nineteenth century. One such jacket featured black braiding reminiscent of the parallel lines of braiding that extended across the breast of many uniforms from the period.

Sui’s use of falls of lace, frothy ruffles, and transparent materials were also elements of late-1890s women’s fashions that permeated her collection. The designer, however, translated these elements into delicate slip dresses and babydoll dresses. Signature Sui designs, they were, in the case of her spring|summer 2002 collection, inspired by the 1978 film Pretty Baby directed by Louis Malle and starring a twelve-year-old Brooke Shields in the title role. Set in 1917 during the last months of legal prostitution in Storyville, the red-light district of New Orleans, the film is based on a fictional account of the life of Ernest Joseph Bellocq, a photographer who worked in New Orleans during the early twentieth century. Bellocq’s professional photography mostly featured landmarks and machinery for local companies, but his personal photography spotlighted the underbelly of the city, including the brothels of Storyville and the opium dens of Chinatown. His photographs of the prostitutes of Storyville are primarily portraits of individual women. Some of the women are nude, some are in dishabille, and some are dressed respectably. Many of the clothes depicted, especially the underwear, provided the inspiration for the costumes in Pretty Baby.
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“They were so crisp and feminine, aspects I’ve always loved about Victorian underwear,” Sui explains. Her color palette of blue and yellow was based on the colors of the Swedish flag, as well as a visit to the home of Swedish painter Carl Larsson in Sundborn, which Sui had visited on vacation to Sweden. They were also reflected in Sui’s fabrics, especially cotton voiles and gauzes, and her decorative strategies, especially pin tucks, smocking, fagoting, and floral and lattice eyelet trimmings. Similarly, they were reflected in her proportions. “I wanted everything to look shrunken,” Sui observes. “My intention was for the collection to evoke Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland.” Written by Charles Lutwidge Dodgson under the pseudonym Lewis Carroll, Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland was inspired by Alice Liddell, the ten-year-old daughter of Dodgson’s friend Henry George Liddell. But the figure evoked throughout the designer’s collection was not the ten-year-old Alice Liddell but the twelve-year-old Brooke Shields. It was the knowing innocence of this girl-woman as reflected in the film Pretty Baby that pervaded Sui’s rather disquieting, bittersweet spring|summer 2002 collection.
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2002 AUTUMN|WINTER

Like her autumn|winter 1998 collection, Sui’s autumn|winter 2002 collection was inspired by fairytales and children’s book illustrations. But whereas her earlier collection was influenced by Walter Crane’s illustrations, her autumn|winter 2002 collection was influenced by the illustrations of Edmund Dulac and Ivan Yakovlevich Bilibin. Both Dulac and Bilibin were active during the so-called Golden Age of Illustration, roughly the first quarter of the twentieth century. Dulac, who was French but who lived and worked in London, was heavily influenced by orientalism. Indeed, his illustrations for Stories from the Arabian Nights (1907) and The Rubaiyat of Omar Khayyam (1909), which combined a detailed realism with a mysterious exoticism, conveyed the impression of a timeless, stereotypical orientalism.

In her collection, Sui referenced Dulac’s caricatural orientalism primarily through her color palette of cherry reds, mossy olives, twilight blues, and misty lavenders. Dulac, himself, used these colors to evoke his visions of a fictive, mythical East, as did many other early-twentieth-century illustrators of orientalism, including George Barbier and Georges Lepape, who Sui also looked to for her exotically charged color palette. Both of these illustrators are best known for their fashion illustrations for Vogue and the luxurious French periodical Gazette du bon ton. In their use of vivid colors to express their orientalizing sensibilities, Barbier and Lepape were greatly influenced by the Ballets Russes, or more specifically its talented designer Léon Bakst. It was Bakst who created the stage designs and costumes for the Ballets Russes production of Schéhérazade, which premiered in Paris in 1910 and which was hugely influential in popularizing orientalism. As with Barbier and Lepape, Sui looked to Bakst for her exotic color palette, especially his costume designs for Schéhérazade. Apart from their dazzlingly vibrant colors, Bakst’s costumes for Schéhérazade were defined by floating shapes and diaphanous materials, features that also defined Sui’s autumn|winter 2002 collection.

While these features were inspired by the costumes of Bakst, they were also inspired by the fashions of British rockstar Ossie Clark. Active from the mid-1960s through to the 1970s, Clark evoked the glamour of the 1930s by cutting his fabrics, mostly moss crepes and chiffons, on the straight and turning them to fit the body on the bias. Sui echoed this technique throughout her collection, especially in dresses with handkerchief hems. She also echoed Clark’s floral prints, which were designed by his wife, Celia Birtwell. One of Birtwell’s signature techniques was to combine several floral patterns in one design, a technique that was reflected throughout Sui’s collection. Many of Birtwell’s floral patterns were inspired in color and design by Léon Bakst, another instance of Sui’s uncanny and almost preternatural talent for weaving into her collection seemingly unrelated, but actually profoundly interconnected, influences.

Bakst was also a link to Ivan Bilibin, whose illustrations, like those of Dulac, Barbier, and Lepape, greatly inspired the designer’s autumn|winter 2002 collection. Bilibin was an active member of the Mir iskusstva, the World of Art movement founded in Russia in 1898 by a group of students that included Léon Bakst, who was also a cofounder of the World of Art magazine, the chief editor of which was Sergei Diaghilev. One of the main aims of Mir iskusstva was to promote an appreciation of Russia’s artistic heritage, especially traditional folk art. Like other members of the movement, Bilibin became fascinated with Russian folklore, producing illustrations for a series of fairytales in 1899, including Vassilisa the Beautiful. “Looking at his illustrations, you get a very strong sense of Old Russia,” Sui says. “His work, to be sure, is fantastical and extraordinary, but his depictions of Russian costumes seem to possess a historical authenticity.”

Combining Bilibin’s renditions of Russian costumes with twentieth-century photographs of Ukrainian and Hungarian folk costumes, Sui infused her collection with an Eastern European folkloric flair. While this flair could be seen in such details as tucking, ruching, pleating, and smocking, it was most evident in appliqués and embroideries, which the designer employed to decorate peasant skirts, blouses, and dresses, as well as peasant hats, belts, and boots. As with her autumn|winter 1998 “storybook” collection, Sui expressed the fairytale sensibility of her autumn|winter 2002 collection most imaginatively in her accessories, especially in corset-like belts, which featured fairytale castles in leather and fairytale landscapes in felt. The latter also appeared on jeans and jean skirts. Rendered as folkloric appliqués in exotically infused colors, they underscored the overarching orientalism of the collection, an orientalism rooted in the pantomimic, phantasmagoric mythical East of early-twentieth-century illustration.
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Advertisement for Anna Sui cosmetics. Photographs by Sarah Moon.
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2003 SPRING|SUMMER

When it comes to America and its customs, traditions, and lifestyles, Sui is an astute social commentator. Like a writer, she has an insatiable appetite for details. Indeed, her collections often read like nonfiction novels in that they employ the narrative devices of fiction to depict real-life people and real-world events. Sui’s spring|summer 2003 collection, which was based on the theme of “WASP America,” is a prime example. It was inspired by the photographs of Slim Aarons, or more explicitly those depicted in his book A Wonderful Time: An Intimate Portrait of the Good Life (1974). Aarons, known as the “court photographer to the Jet Set,” built his career on what he has described as “photographing attractive people doing attractive things in attractive places.”

Drawing from his body of work for magazines such as Life, Vogue, Holiday, Harper’s Bazaar, Town & Country, and Travel & Leisure, the book serves as a visual who’s who of America’s most powerful and privileged families, including the Cushings of Newport, the Fords of Grosse Pointe, and the Rockefellers of New York. Sui, however, was less inspired by these American aristocrats per se than she was by their leisured lifestyles, which mostly revolved around their estates, their country clubs, and their favorite resorts.

“The subjects, of course, were fascinating,” Sui says. “I mean, who could not be inspired by such icons of style, beauty, and glamour as C.Z. Guest, Babe Paley, Brenda Frazier, Gloria Guinness, the Duchess of Windsor, and Mrs. William Randolph Hearst? But what I found absorbing was their leisure time, how they made use of it, and how they dressed for it. So I came up with the idea of making clothes based on old-school country club sports like golf, tennis, and swimming as well as sailing, fishing, and horseracing.”

Sui focused her attention on popular images and symbols associated with these fun-in-the-sun activities, translating them into whimsical appliqués, embroideries, and other decorative flourishes. For instance, dresses and sweaters depicted galloping horses, tops and mini-dresses had large putting-green appliqués, and tops, coats, shorts, and dresses had small golf bag embroideries rendered as a repeating motif. Golf bags were also produced as brooches by Erickson Beamon, as were golf balls and figures of female golfers. The latter also appeared as drawings on award ribbons. Designed by Dean Landry (a.k.a. Chooch), they evoked the satirical illustrations of John Held Jr., the artist whose work came to define Jazz Age America.

Sui cleverly styled her fashions with sporting equipment and accessories that, like her ornamentations, served to spotlight the collection’s dominant theme. Apart from bucket hats usually associated with fishing and sailing, and striped knee-high tube socks most commonly associated with soccer, the sporting paraphernalia that featured most prominently in Sui’s collection related to golf. These included visors, argyle socks, golf shoes, golf gloves, and golf clubs entirely covered in beads by Erickson Beamon. Beaded tennis rackets also appeared in the collection, as did tennis wrist- and headbands, recalling the character Richie Tenenbaum played by Luke Wilson in the 2001 film The Royal Tenenbaums directed by Wes Anderson. Allusions to the film were heightened by ensembles based on tracksuits evocative of those worn by the character Chas Tenenbaum played by Ben Stiller. Several of these tracksuit ensembles were paired with soccer shirts printed with “ANNA SUI 81,” the year the designer founded her company.
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Flowers, including vinyl roses and poppies, were attached to several of the wrist- and headbands. Poppies were a leitmotif of the collection. Appearing as prints, appliqués, and embroideries on a variety of dresses, they referenced the work of Hungarian-born designer Eszter Haraszty. Described by journalist Mitchell Owens as “an Age of Aquarius heroine, one part Carnaby Street to two parts Woodstock,” Haraszty was known for the poppy motif, which she replicated on textiles, ceramics, stained glass, and even on her toenails. Like Poiret and the rose, Chanel and the camellia, Dior and the lily-of-the-valley, Haraszty reinvented the poppy in such a way as to have it always identified with her. Haraszty’s home in Coldwater Canyon, which designer Rudi Gernreich called her “dreamflowernatureartenchantedgardenhouseworld,” was a paean to poppies. They bloomed on Brno chairs, on Thonet settees, and even on her cobalt-blue garage door, a photograph of which Sui used as the backdrop to her spring|summer 2003 collection.

Pansies were also a leitmotif of the collection, and were inspired by Scottish-born, New York–based needlepoint designer Erica Wilson. Still actively producing designs, Wilson created soft needlepoint pansy shoulder bags for Sui’s collection. It was fitting, perhaps, that Wilson and Haraszty’s signature flowers appeared on handbags, since it was Sui’s accessories, perhaps more than her fashions, that evoked the theme of country club sports. Like the motifs and emblems that adorned her clothes, they served as symbolic shorthand for the leisured lifestyle of America’s elite.
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Advertisements for Anna Sui Vision. Photographs by Sarah Moon.
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2003 AUTUMN|WINTER

From the golf courses, tennis courts, and swimming pools of Sui’s spring|summer 2003 “country club” collection, the designer hit the ski slopes for her autumn|winter 2003 collection. But not the ski slopes of the country club set, the exclusive resorts of Aspen, Whistler, Klosters, and St. Moritz. The ski slopes Sui had in mind were more inclusive and closer to home, namely the snowy streets of Manhattan. In fact, it was the urban pistes or “ski trails” of New York City that served as inspiration for the collection.

“The winter I was designing the collection was absolutely freezing in Manhattan, one of the coldest ever,” Sui explains. “Everyone was wearing skiwear—ski hats, ski boots, and ski jackets. So, the streets of New York, as they so often are, provided the inspiration for my collection.” Ski vests, pants, jackets, sweaters, hats, goggles, headbands, and mukluk après-ski boots, as well as snowboarding pants, hoodies, and jackets permeated the collection. But while their forms were based on contemporary versions, their colors and patterns were inspired by the 1920s.

“I was at the flea markets in Chelsea with my friend Paul Cavaco, the creative director of Allure, and I kept seeing people wearing those woolen ski beanies, but pulled down very far over their heads, almost covering their eyes,” Sui recalls. “They reminded me of 1920s cloche hats. Even the ski jackets, in terms of their silhouettes, reminded me of the cocoon-like coats and capes of the 1920s. Paul thought I was insane, but the ski hats and jackets gave me the idea of basing my collection around the theme of art deco skiwear.”

Art deco, which emerged in the years before 1914 and faded in the years leading up to World War II, drew upon many disparate sources to create a rich and complex iconography. Typically, Sui focused her attention on the style’s most identifiable and recognizable forms and motifs, including geometric abstraction. This defining element of art deco, which originated in early-twentieth-century avant-garde art (specifically in French cubism, Italian futurism, German expressionism, and Russian constructivism) was most evident in the designer’s skiwear-inspired vests, jackets, and sweaters. Focusing on forms such as the line, square, triangle, and rectangle, Sui’s geometrically patterned fashions evoked those of artist Sonia Delaunay. Along with her husband, Robert Delaunay, Sonia Delaunay was one of the cofounders of Orphism, an art movement characterized by bright colors and pure abstraction. These features were reflected in Sonia Delaunay’s fashions, as captured in an illustration of one of her dresses by George Lepape for the cover of British Vogue, January 1925.

Fashion illustrations from the 1920s, especially those by Spanish artist Eduardo Benito, were a rich source of creative stimuli for the designer. Benito, whose linear style captured the elegance of the art deco era, was one of the leading cover artists for international editions of Vogue from the mid-1920s throughout the 1930s. One of his first illustrations for British Vogue in July 1926 of a woman in a fringed dress with a fringed shawl draped around her waist inspired a fringed shawl skirt and dress in Sui’s collection. Similar to the shawl represented in Benito’s illustration, Sui’s shawl dress was embroidered with a stylized flower. Stylized flower and foliage patterns permeated the designer’s autumn|winter 2003 collection. Appearing as prints as well as embroideries, they spotlighted another defining element of art deco style, namely stylized nature. For art deco designers, nature was to be flattened and mechanized. Sui’s floral patterns reflected this simplification of natural motifs, and like those that appeared on textiles and fashions from the period, they were executed in bold, bright colors.
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“My color palette for the collection was inspired by art deco jewelry,” Sui says. “You see a lot of jade and coral with black and cream, as well as golds, bronzes, and coppers. I was inspired, especially, by Cartier’s exoticized jewelry.” Exoticism is another defining element of art deco, and in Sui’s collection it was expressed not only in her color palette but also in her jewelry, many pieces of which integrated Egyptian imagery. In the 1920s, the archaeological discovery of the tomb of the boy Pharaoh Tutankhamun by Howard Carter in November 1922 gripped the public’s imagination and fueled an interest in all things Egyptian, an interest that found its most potent expression in art deco jewelry. Referencing this Egyptomania, Sui worked with Erickson Beamon to create earrings, brooches, bracelets, and necklaces featuring generic Egyptian imagery such as scarabs, hieroglyphics, and lotus buds and flowers.

The art deco feeling of the designer’s autumn|winter 2003 collection extended to the silhouettes of the clothes themselves, which were based on the slim, cylindrical line of 1920s fashions. Nowhere was this tubular line more evident than in the short-skirted, low-waisted chemise dresses that closed the collection. Made of a variety of materials, including lace and chiffon, and paired with gold lamé ski jackets, they were styled after those worn by flappers, the young women who epitomized the youthful exuberance of the Roaring Twenties. Celebrated in novels such as F. Scott Fitzgerald’s The Great Gatsby (1925) and in films such as Harry Beaumont’s Our Dancing Daughters (1928), flappers drank gin, smoked Lucky Strikes, danced the Charleston, and necked in back alley speakeasies. Through their audacious behavior, they emerged as America’s first merchants of cool. Sui quoted their wisecracking, freewheeling independence throughout her collection. Indeed, it was the flapper’s modern vitality that was the defining feature of the designer’s autumn|winter 2003 collection.
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2004 SPRING|SUMMER

Sui presented her spring|summer 2004 collection against a backdrop inspired by musical variety show Hullabaloo, which ran on NBC from 1965 to 1966. Directed by Steve Binder, Hullabaloo featured some of the most reputed pop and rock acts of the day, including the Animals, the Supremes, and the Rolling Stones. Unlike most other musical variety shows at the time, Hullabaloo featured a different host every week, usually singing several of his or her own songs and introducing the various acts. One of the hosts was Frankie Avalon, a well-known singer of the 1950s who reinvented himself as an actor in the 1960s. Perhaps most famously, Avalon starred alongside former Mouseketeer Annette Funicello in a number of wildly successful beach party movies that provided the principal stimulus for Sui’s spring|summer 2004 collection.

“When I was a child, I loved the Frankie Avalon–Annette Funicello beach party movies,” Sui recalls. “They usually revolved around Frankie and Annette, who played one another’s boyfriend and girlfriend, trying to make each other jealous. But more than anything else, the movies reflected the beach-bum lifestyle of Southern California.” Created by American International Pictures, and usually filmed at Paradise Cove in Malibu, seven classic beach party movies were produced. Avalon and Funicello appeared in six of them, including Beach Blanket Bingo and How to Stuff a Wild Bikini, both directed by William Asher in 1965. For her spring|summer 2004 collection, Anna Sui looked to these films, in particular, as well as the 1959 film Gidget, a forerunner to the beach party movie genre, starring Sandra Dee as a teenage surfer girl.

Like Asher’s beach party movies, the single most important item in the designer’s collection was the bikini, dubbed the “swoon-suit” by Diana Vreeland, who also declared that it revealed “everything about a girl except her mother’s maiden name.” Styles ranged from modest tankinis to diminutive string bikinis, but the most prominent style was a bra top with low-slung, hip-hugging briefs based on those worn by the twisting, frugging teenagers of Beach Blanket Bingo and How to Stuff a Wild Bikini (and immortalized by Brian Hyland in his 1960 song “Itsy Bitsy Teenie Weenie Yellow Polka Dot Bikini”). Inspired by these frisky beach beauties, Sui styled several of her bikinis with a range of mix-and-match separates, evoking the relaxed attitude and carefree casualness of the beachgoing lifestyle. Most typically, she paired them with board shorts and windbreakers, classic surfer clothes that the designer accessorized with earrings, bracelets, necklaces, and, even, belts made out of seashells by Erickson Beamon.

In an act of fancy very much in the spirit of Asher’s campy beach party movies, Sui showed several of her bikini tops over wet-look, stretch nylon T-shirts with a logo based on the graphics of David Weidman, an artist who began his career in the 1950s as an animator for such studios as Hanna-Barbera. Incorporating the words “SWEET ANNA SUI,” a design adapted for Sui by illustrator Paul Gehres (a.k.a. LeRoy “King of Art”), some of the T-shirts were shown with matching stretch-nylon leggings, a pairing that evoked the look of a wetsuit, a look that was enhanced by the shiny, shimmering aesthetic of the stretch nylon. Bikinis were also shown under various dresses, as were T-shirts and leggings.
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“My entire collection was based on the idea of a girl who could not wait to get in the water,” Sui says. “So even if she was wearing a party dress, she would have a bikini underneath.” Some of Sui’s dresses included features inspired by bikini tops, while others included features inspired by board shorts. All, however, were executed in brightly colored, brilliantly patterned materials, highlighting the frolicsome happy-go-lucky sensibility of the designer’s spring|summer 2004 collection.
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ELLE. May 2004. Photographs by Gilles Bensimon.
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Jessica Simpson. Allure. April 2004. Photograph by Michael Thompson.
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Advertisement for Isetan. Photograph by Craig McDean.
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Photographs by Raoul Gatchalian.





2004 AUTUMN|WINTER

The exhibition “Shocking!” The Art and Fashion of Elsa Schiaparelli at the Philadelphia Museum of Art (September 28, 2003–January 4, 2004) was the catalyst for Sui’s autumn|winter 2004 collection. Acknowledged by her contemporaries as the style arbiter of the 1930s, Schiaparelli was an artistic designer whose fashions were defined by the themes of artifice and illusion. These themes found their greatest expression in Schiaparelli’s surrealist designs, several of which were produced in collaboration with various surrealist artists, most notably Jean Cocteau and Salvador Dalí. With Dalí, she produced some of her most outré designs, including a “shoe” hat and a “tear” dress printed with an illusion of torn flesh that took on a third dimension with appliquéd fabric attached to a matching veil.

In her collection, Sui, whose own fashions are defined by the themes of artifice and illusion, played out these elaborate visual jokes in clothes inspired by Schiaparelli’s surrealist designs. Referencing the Italian designer’s fondness for trompe l’oeil, a technique that she employed in her earliest designs of hand-knitted sweaters (including her signature “bow-knot” sweater), Sui produced a series of skirts and dresses with trompe l’oeil petticoats. Some were paired with actual petticoats, further blurring the boundaries between illusion and reality. This visual trickery also occurred in a dress that was both printed and appliquéd with flowers, an effect that recalled the two-dimensional/three-dimensional hallucination of Schiaparelli’s “tear” dress.

As with Schiaparelli, some of Sui’s boldest surrealist statements were expressed in her accessories. Referencing the surrealist strategy of unexpected distortions of scale, Sui styled several of her outfits with oversize gloves that resembled those worn by Minnie Mouse. The designer also styled several of her outfits with “corsage” handbags. Made of felt and featuring an elasticized handle, they were worn on the fingers rather than the wrists, an effect that referenced the surrealist strategy of uncanny displacements. This strategy was also referenced in sweaters embroidered with buttons, a decorative flourish that evoked a button-trimmed jacket made by Schiaparelli and worn by her unofficial mannequin, Daisy (the Honorable Mrs. Reginald) Fellowes, in a 1941 photograph by Cecil Beaton. From the 1930s, Schiaparelli became famous for her evening jackets with padded shoulders and heavily encrusted embroideries by the firm Maison Lesage. In her autumn|winter 2004 collection, Sui’s diverse and wide-ranging interpretations of Schiaparelli’s highly wrought jackets signified her greatest homage to the designer. One version in black crepe featured pockets embroidered with a scene of rabbits in a cabbage patch against a fence.

Jackets worn by Schiaparelli’s distinguished international clientele inspired several of Sui’s creations. One version in black velvet with a white leather rococo appliqué trimming was inspired by a 1937 photograph by Cecil Beaton of the Duchess of Windsor wearing a Schiaparelli jacket with a similarly scrolling appliqué trimming in white leather. (The jacket was one of Schiaparelli’s most popular designs. It even appeared in the 1938 film Love Finds Andy Hardy directed by George B. Seitz.) Sui’s jackets with more sedate trimmings, such as a denim style with self-fabric trimming that opened the collection, were inspired by a black velvet Schiaparelli jacket trimmed with gold passementerie worn by Millicent Rogers in a 1939 photograph by Horst. Rogers accessorized her jacket with two antique crosses, a style that Sui echoed on several jackets throughout her collection.

Some jackets were without trimmings, including a black taffeta version paired with a silk dress printed with a design by Christian Bérard, who illustrated Schiaparelli’s fashions and many of the program covers for her openings or fashion shows. The print was one of two by Bérard that Sui featured in her autumn|winter 2004 collection. Both were created in the 1940s for the textile designer Zika Ascher. One print featured women in Belle Époque fashions while the other featured busts of women amid bouquets of flowers (the latter was also used by Sui in her spring|summer 1995 collection). Both prints appeared on a black ground, and both were used to fabricate 1940s-style dresses.

Throughout her collection, Sui styled several of her jackets with thin belts, a flourish inspired by 1970s paparazzi photographs of Marisa Berenson, Schiaparelli’s granddaughter, wearing vintage Schiaparelli jackets. Known at the time as “The Queen of the Scene” because of her frequent appearances at nightclubs, most notably Studio 54, Berenson was a close friend of Andy Warhol. Various Warhol associates were referenced in the collection, including Donna Jordan, Candy Darling, and Holly Woodlawn. Sui invoked these regular habitués of the Factory through her styling—Donna Jordan through fur scarves and gold lamé gloves, and Candy Darling and Holly Woodlawn through heavy makeup and frizzed hairstyles. “I wanted the collection to have a 1930s–1970s sensibility,” Sui explains. “I loved the way Holly, Candy, and Donna would wear 1930s clothes but style them with a 1970s flair. That’s what I wanted to capture in my collection.”

Sui also quoted the styles of other 1970s icons of glamour, including Loulou de la Falaise. Along with Betty Catroux, Loulou de la Falaise served as a muse to Yves Saint Laurent. While Catroux epitomized Saint Laurent’s androgynous sensibilities, Loulou de la Falaise epitomized his bohemian sensibilities. In Sui’s collection, her bohemian style was quoted most directly in ensembles with black velvet pants tucked into knee-high leather boots, evoking Saint Laurent’s Chinese and Russian collections. Sui included several references to Saint Laurent’s fashions throughout her collection, most notably his 1940s-style fox fur chubby, which Sui updated in knitted silver fox fur. But the star of Sui’s autumn|winter 2004 collection was undoubtedly Schiaparelli, the Italian designer who shares with Sui a playful approach to fashion that stems from an originality of mind and an inventiveness of hand.
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Advertisement for Anna Sui cosmetics. Photograph by Steven Meisel.
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Advertisements for Isetan. Photographs by Craig McDean.
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Photographs by Raoul Gatchalian.




[image: image]

Advertisement for Anna Sui cosmetics. Photograph by Steven Meisel.
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2005 SPRING|SUMMER

Sui excels when she takes a single theme and plays it out in her collection, as she did in her spring|summer 2005 collection, which was inspired entirely by the American Old West or, as it is more widely known, the Wild West. “When I started working on the collection, fashion was undergoing a Victorian revivalism,” the designer explains. “Much of this revivalism, however, centered on British or English Victoriana. I wanted to explore it from an American perspective exclusively, so I focused my attention on the Old West. To me, there’s nothing more American than cowboys and Indians.”

For direction, Sui looked to western films, including classical westerns such as John Ford’s Stagecoach (1939) and She Wore a Yellow Ribbon (1949), as well as revisionist westerns such as Arthur Penn’s Little Big Man (1970) and Robert Altman’s Buffalo Bill and the Indians, or Sitting Bull’s History Lesson (1976). Like these films, Sui’s collection represented the American Old West not as historical fact but as mythical fantasy. Sui’s Old West was that of popular legends and folklore, that of Buffalo Bill’s Wild West shows, a poster from which served as the backdrop to the designer’s collection. Vast and desolate, the backdrop evoked the sweeping widescreen cinematography of Sergio Leone’s spaghetti westerns, presenting a fabled vision of the plains and deserts of the American West that not only provided a context for Sui’s fashions, but also emphasized their fantastical allusions.

“I wanted the clothes to evoke the types of people that you might find in one of John Ford’s films or one of Buffalo Bill’s Wild West shows,” Sui says. “The types of people living in or passing through a small frontier town with a saloon, livery stable, general store, and jailhouse.” Unsurprisingly, cowboys and Indians featured prominently. Typically, Sui emphasized illustrative and emblematic components of their wardrobe. In the case of cowboys, the designer highlighted Stetsons, bandanas, and cowboy boots. The latter were made out of supple leather that crumpled and collapsed like leggings as the models walked down the runway. In the case of Indians, Sui also focused her attention on accessories, featuring such Native American–inspired paraphernalia and accoutrements as beaded headbands, Keds shoes embroidered to resemble moccasins, and chamois leather concha belts and necklaces, many of which were decorated with bones and feathers. Sui also used chamois leather in a series of skirts, shirts, and jackets inspired by Native American buckskin clothing represented in Edward S. Curtis’s The North American Indian (1907–1930) and McKenney & Hall: History of the Indian Tribes of North America (1836–1844). Both bodies of work also inspired a Native American–style breastplate of long hair-pipe beads made from bone, as well as the finale dress of silver-fringed leather, which the designer accessorized with a feathered war bonnet.

Apart from cowboys and Indians, Sui referenced several other archetypal characters portrayed in westerns. Civil War soldiers, popular subjects of spaghetti westerns such as Sergio Leone’s The Good, the Bad and the Ugly (1966), were evoked through a sequence of military jackets. Styled after the jackets of Confederate soldiers of the South rather than Union soldiers of the North, many featured decorative soutache trimming of metallic bullion thread on the sleeves. A detail borrowed from Confederate officers’ frock coats and shell jackets, the same trimming also appeared on skirts and caps, the latter of which were inspired by Confederate officers’ kepis. Several jackets featured more elaborate trimming, including a denim jacket embroidered with multicolored beads. Used to adorn buttons and epaulettes, the beading was inspired by a Victorian pincushion that the designer found in a flea market.

More than Confederate soldiers, and even more than cowboys and Indians, the stock-in-trade western stereotypes that the designer featured most prominently in her collection were the pioneer woman and the saloon girl. Sui alluded to the pioneer woman in a variety of prairie skirts and dresses, and to the saloon girl in tops and skirts based on piano shawls as well as lingerie-inspired fashions such as petticoats, camisoles, corset tops, and slip dresses. Many of these items were inspired by Victorian prototypes, especially the lingerie-style fashions, which featured such typical nineteenth-century decorative touches as bows, pleats, ruffles, flounces, shirring, tucking, and smocking. Like her depiction of cowboys, Indians, and Confederate soldiers, Sui’s depiction of saloon girls and pioneer women reflected their romantic portrayals in western films. In effect, Sui’s spring|summer 2005 collection was a sartorial tribute to the western genre, a genre whose nostalgic representation of the early days of the expansive, untamed American frontier is shared by the designer herself.
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Scarlett Johansson. Harper’s Bazaar. January 2005. Photograph by Peter Lindbergh.
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Advertisement for Isetan. Photograph by Craig McDean.
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Advertisement for Secret Wish Fragrance. Photograph by Steven Meisel.
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Spur. April 2005. Photograph by Tiago Molinos.




2005 AUTUMN|WINTER

For Sui, art, film, music, and fashion are sources of inspiration that are not merely invariable but indivisible. In her search for creative stimuli, however, Sui often looks to other forms of artistic expression, most notably interior decoration. “If I hadn’t become a fashion designer, I would have been an interior decorator,” Sui remarks. “As a child, I loved magazines like House & Garden. I loved seeing people’s homes—how they lived, how they entertained, and, obviously, how they decorated. You can tell a lot about a person by how they furnish their homes. Like fashion, furniture can be a window to the soul.”

It was while looking through an old issue of House & Garden that Sui became reacquainted with British designer-decorator David Hicks, whose work became the catalyst for her autumn|winter 2005 collection. Known for his celebrity clientele, which included Vidal Sassoon, Helena Rubinstein, Mrs. Douglas Fairbanks Jr. (Mary Lee Hartford), and Violet Manners (who later became the Duchess of Rutland), Hicks turned English interior decoration on its head in the mid- to late twentieth century. Famous not only for his use of vibrant colors but also for his eclectic mixing of antiques, modern furniture, and abstract paintings, Hicks defined the decorative style of Swinging Sixties London. As he wrote in one of nine practical design books bearing his byline, David Hicks on Living—With Taste (1968), “My greatest contribution as an interior designer has been to show people how to use bold color mixtures, how to use patterned carpets, how to light rooms, and how to mix old with new.”

In her autumn|winter 2005 collection, Sui looked especially to the designer-decorator’s electrifying, hyperdynamic color combinations for inspiration. “To me, Hicks’s colors always remind me of colors you might find in nature,” Sui observes. “I wanted to capture this vitality in my collection. So I looked to fruits, flowers, and vegetables—lime, plum, zinnia, azalea, lemon, fuchsia, avocado, kumquat, marigold, goldenrod, tangerine, and loganberry—as well as metals, minerals, and semiprecious stones—jet, jade, gold, bronze, copper, platinum, turquoise, and lapis lazuli.” This vitality was echoed in prints that were also drawn from Mother Nature. Vines crept up tunic dresses, flowers bloomed on baby-doll dresses, and butterflies fluttered on party and cocktail dresses. But Sui’s prints also reflected the rationality of the man-made, best seen, perhaps, in plaid or checked patterns that evoked Hicks’s abstract designs for carpets, textiles, and wallpapers. These were produced on wool, taffeta, velveteen, silk chiffon, and crepe de chine.

Sui’s more abstract patterns also reflected the influence of Russian-born, American-based artist Louise Nevelson, whose shallow-relief sculptures or assemblages of found objects provided another source of inspiration for the designer’s autumn|winter 2005 collection. But more than her assemblages, it was Nevelson’s extraordinary appearance that influenced the direction of Sui’s collection, an appearance that Sui felt reflected the glamour of the early 1970s New York scene as captured in Emile de Antonio’s documentary Painters Painting, yet another source for Sui’s collection. Nevelson’s self-presentation, which was characterized by the wearing of ten layers of mink eyelashes and the mixing and matching of ethnic clothing and accessories, was an extension of her art. “I’m what you call a real collage,” the artist once declared. Sui mirrored Nevelson’s remarkable appearance with her accessories, in particular, babushka head-scarves and ethnic-inspired jewelry by Erickson Beamon. The designer also referenced Nevelson’s homeland in her accessories, especially in Cossack hats and boots.
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Photograph by Thomas Lau.



Sui’s homage to Nevelson, however, extended beyond her accessories. “I wanted the girls in my show to look like they were at an opening of an exhibition of sculpture by Louise Nevelson,” Sui remarks. “I wanted them to look like Louise Nevelson groupies.” These groupies fell into three distinct categories: artist patrons in Chanel-inspired tweed suits, art teachers in smocks and pinafores, and art students in chunky sweaters and duffel coats with matching skirts. It was a diverse gathering that not only reflected the eclecticism of Nevelson’s sculptures but also the eclecticism of her self-presentation. At the same time, the distinct sartorial identities of these groupies affirmed Nevelson’s learned, knowing approach to fashion, expressed in her perceptive statement, “I think you very carefully can identify a person by their appearance. It’s important. It’s not skin deep. It’s much deeper.”
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Advertisement for Anna Sui Vision. Photograph by Steven Meisel.
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Black Book. Fall 2005. Photograph by Fabio Chizzola.
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2006 SPRING|SUMMER

Sui’s prints are among the most distinctive and discernible elements of her fashions, and while the vast majority of her collections are defined by a richness of printed textile designs, her spring|summer 2006 collection was especially remarkable in this respect. As is typical of all her printed textiles, those that appeared in the collection were developed alongside the dominant thematics of the collection.

“My prints always reflect the themes of my collection,” Sui remarks. “At the same time, they also dictate, or perhaps it is more accurate to say determine, my fashions. Even as a student at Parsons my design process always began with printed textiles. I design all my clothes based on my prints. I rarely design the other way around.” In this regard, Sui resembles British designer Zandra Rhodes (in fact Sui’s emphasis on printed textiles is more in keeping with a British rather than an American tradition of fashion design, and is another example of her deep-rooted Anglophilia). Rhodes began her career as a textile designer in the mid-1960s but established herself as a fashion designer in the early 1970s, a period in which printed textiles were an integral part of fashion. Indeed, along with Bill Gibb, Ossie Clark, and Thea Porter, Rhodes was largely responsible for defining the multicolored and multipatterned look of the era.

Given Rhodes’ emphasis on printed textiles, it is of little surprise, perhaps, that she is one of Sui’s favorite designers. “If you look back through my collections, you’ll see many aspects of Zandra’s signature style reflected in my fashions,” Sui observes. This was true, especially, for Sui’s spring|summer 2006 collection. Beyond Rhodes’ reliance on printed textiles, her signature style of loose, abstract, flowing forms could be seen in Sui’s graceful silhouettes. Typical of many textile-dependent designers, Rhodes often looked to regional dress for the construction of her garments because the simplicity of their shapes allowed her to exploit the full effect of her printed textiles. With the same intention of maximizing the visual impact and intensity of her printed textiles, Sui also relied on simple shapes and forms in her collection, most notably slip, tunic, column, chemise, and shirtwaist dresses. As with Rhodes’s fashions, Sui’s fashions were engineered to accommodate the placement of the prints, employing such strategies as layers, gathers, shirring, smocking, and handkerchief points to create the silhouette.

Although Sui’s silhouettes and decorative strategies reflected the influence of Zandra Rhodes, her actual prints reflected the influence of Henri Matisse. “I’d seen the exhibition Matisse, His Art and His Textiles at the Metropolitan Museum of Art,” Sui explains. “It was a remarkable exhibition that explored Matisse’s lifelong interest in textiles. His paintings were displayed alongside examples of textiles from his personal collection, so you could see firsthand the extent to which textiles inspired his paintings.” Sui, herself, was less inspired by Matisse’s textiles than she was by their stylized representations in his paintings. “I loved how Matisse simplified the patterns of the textiles in his paintings,” Sui comments. “To me, they had much greater graphic impact.” While Sui’s prints were not exact copies or facsimiles of Matisse’s painterly renditions, they still captured the stylized simplification of their decorative patterning. At the same time, they also captured their chromatic brilliance and energetic, spontaneous brushwork.

Other prints in Sui’s spring|summer 2006 collection were inspired by La Gazette du Bon Ton, a deluxe journal devoted to “arts, fashions, and frivolities” published by Lucien Vogel from 1912 to 1925. The main focus of the Gazette was fashion, with ten full-page fashion illustrations appearing in each issue. Seven depicted couture ensembles by Poiret, Worth, Paquin, Doucet, Cheruit, Redfern, and Doeuillet, while three depicted couture “inventions” by a kernel of artists and illustrators that included Georges Lepape, Georges Barbier, and Edouardo Garcia Benito. “My favorite drawings were those by Lepape of Poiret’s designs,” Sui observes. “The colors were so fresh and the figures were so graceful.” One such drawing, entitled “Lassitude,” depicted an evening gown with stylized flowers that Sui used as the basis for a series of prints with delicate foliate patterns. While airier than her prints inspired by Matisse’s paintings, they reflected a similar harmony of line and color. Indeed, it is this harmony that not only unified the patterns of Sui’s printed textiles in her spring|summer 2006 collection, but those of her printed textiles in general. Prints, for Sui, are not secondary to her fashions. They are, rather, the primary expression of her fashions.
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Agyness Deyn at the 2009 CFDA Awards. Photograph by Jennifer Graylock.
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Advertisements for Isetan. Photographs by Andreas Sjödin.




[image: image]

Photographs by Thomas Lau.
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Advertisements for Isetan. Photographs by Andreas Sjödin.
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SO-EN. May 2006. Photograph by Takaki Kumada.





[image: image]

[image: image]

Photographs by Thomas Lau.





2006 AUTUMN|WINTER

While Sui’s spring|summer 2006 collection was noteworthy because of its profusion of printed textiles, her autumn|winter 2006 collection was noteworthy because of its relative dearth thereof. In fact, it is not unusual for Sui to confront and challenge the sartorial vocabulary of one collection in a successive collection. “I like to shake things up,” Sui says. “If I show a lot of black in one collection, I might show white in the next. Or if I show a lot of dresses, I might show trousers and sweaters. I like to keep people guessing. In my autumn|winter 2006 collection, I made a conscious decision not to use as many prints. I mean, I can’t help but use some prints—they’re intrinsic to my identity as a designer. But I did reduce the amount of prints that I used, and I did avoid using floral prints, which are one of the defining elements of my fashions.”

Sui’s self-control, however, did not derive solely from her desire to “shake things up” or “keep people guessing.” It also derived from her interest in the Regency dandy, or, more specifically, George Bryan “Beau” Brummell, the dandy par excellence of Regency London. Although from the 1830s dandyism became increasingly associated with a foppish exhibitionism, Regency dandyism was characterized by a rigorously disciplined asceticism, which Brummell elevated to an art form. “His chief aim,” wrote his biographer Captain William Jesse in 1844, “was to avoid anything marked; one of his aphorisms being that the severest mortification that a gentleman could incur was to attract observation in the street by his outward appearance.” Rejecting the trappings of a cosseted aristocratic lifestyle—silks, laces, and velvets—Brummell dressed according to the principles of modesty, simplicity, and naturalness. But while sober and restrained, his clothes—made of the finest materials by the finest craftsmen—displayed an acute appreciation of cut and line as well as an acute awareness of the importance of detail.

Sui referenced Brummell’s rigorously controlled appearance throughout her autumn|winter 2006 collection, especially in her color palette. Brummell was famous for wearing a white shirt, white cravat, and white vest or waistcoat under a navy blue worsted wool tailcoat. In her collection, Sui used blue and white to such an extent that it became one of the dominant leitmotifs. When used in unison, the colors were especially evocative of Brummell’s measured self-presentation, particularly in a series of navy blue suits consisting of a jacket and knee-length breeches worn with a white shirt. These suits were also redolent of Saint Laurent’s two-piece “page-boy” evening suits from the mid-1960s, famously worn by Jean Shrimpton in a photograph by Guy Bourdin. In fact, Sui’s collection contained several allusions to Saint Laurent’s fashions of the 1960s, most notably her finale dresses, which included black satin dresses with white satin cuffs and black organza dresses with white organza cuffs. (The latter were embellished with self-fabric flowers with rhinestone centers.) These dresses also recalled Chanel’s designs of the 1920s, especially her black jersey dresses with white piqué cuffs and collars.

Both Chanel and Saint Laurent were known for their appropriations from menswear. Indeed, Chanel, speaking of herself in the third person, once confided to Salvador Dalí, “All her life, all she did was change men’s clothing into women’s: jackets, hair, neckties, wrists.” It was a strategy that Sui embraced with characteristic enthusiasm in her autumn|winter 2006 collection. As well as co-opting traditional menswear materials such as Donegal tweed, herringbone wool, and windowpane plaid, she also co-opted typical menswear detailing such as brass buttons and soutache trimmings. (The latter appeared most conspicuously in Hussar-inspired sweater sets by James Coviello.) Sui’s formal borrowings of menswear also extended to her accessories, including boots based on those worn by Brummell. Even Sui’s jewelry, most notably watch fobs and military medals, showed the influence of menswear. Brummell himself scorned accessories, but for most dandies the fine art of dressing extended to the fine art of accessorizing. Sui has always understood this inter-connectivity, and if Brummell might not have approved of Sui’s use of accessories in her autumn|winter 2006 collection, he would have applauded her acute attention to detail.


[image: image]

Photographs by Thomas Lau.




[image: image]

V. Fall Preview 2006. Photograph by Terry Tsolis.
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Girls 2: Anna Sui Special. Fall 2006. Photograph by Mika Ninagawa.
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Advertisement for Isetan. Photograph by Andreas Sjödin.
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2007 SPRING|SUMMER

Sofia Coppola’s film Marie Antoinette (2006) was the catalyst for Sui’s spring|summer 2007 collection. Based on Antonia Fraser’s biography Marie Antoinette: The Journey (2001), the film focused on Marie Antoinette’s personal experience of the stifling formality and political machinations of the French court. Coppola’s reading of history was deliberately iconoclastic and anachronistic. Flouting the conventions of the historical biopic, she combined contemporary images with reconstructions of the eighteenth century to create an intimate portrait of Marie Antoinette that was distinctly postmodern. In one scene, for instance, Coppola includes a pair of Converse All Star sneakers among a colorful selection of eighteenth-century inspired shoes exquisitely rendered by Manolo Blahnik. More daringly, Coppola employed a soundtrack that mixed classical music with 1980s post-punk and new romantic music by the likes of Bow Wow Wow and Adam and the Ants.

In her spring|summer 2007 collection, Sui, whose own approach to history is iconoclastic and anachronistic, not only embraced Coppola’s freewheeling, impressionistic interpretation of the queen of France, but she took it one step further. Although Coppola’s Marie Antoinette mixed images and sounds from different times and places, there was, for the most part, a clear separation between the visual and aural aspects of the film. More specifically, while the film’s music reflected the influence of 1980s British post-punk and new romantic bands, the film’s fashions, which were designed by Milena Canonero, reflected the influence of 1780s French costume. Sui, however, merged the auditory and sartorial dimensions of Coppola’s Marie Antoinette to create fashions that combined the influences of 1980s British music and 1780s French costume.

Ingeniously, Sui looked to Vivienne Westwood, especially her autumn|winter 1981 “Pirate” collection, for her hybrid fashions. It was astute because Westwood’s buccaneer collection was promoted through the very bands that Coppola included on the soundtrack to Marie Antoinette, most notably Bow Wow Wow and Adam and the Ants. With typical acumen, Sui focused her attention on the defining features of Westwood’s collection, namely its layering, its loose-cut billowing silhouettes, and its eclectic mixing of colors and printed textiles. In Sui’s collection, the latter was achieved most successfully in ensembles that combined red, blue, and green prints (based on Indian woodblock prints) with blue-and-white striped jersey tube tops, leggings, and arm-bands. Like Westwood’s “Pirate” ensembles, Sui’s versions were accessorized with bicorn hats and boots with straps and buckles.

In addition to Westwood’s new romantic fashions of the early 1980s, Sui’s collection also included references to Westwood’s (and Malcolm McLaren’s) punk fashions of the mid- to late 1970s. These included kilts, bondage pants, slashed T-shirts, ripped fishnet stockings, skirts and dresses covered with zippers, and loosely woven mohair cobweb sweaters, which formerly appeared in the designer’s spring|summer 1994 collection. Sui paired her cobweb sweaters with mini-kilts made out of satin jacquard, a fabric that featured prominently throughout the collection. Most notably, Sui used it in dresses styled after the robe à la française, the typical rococo gown of the eighteenth century favored by Marie Antoinette. Sui, however, radically altered the proportions of her rococo dresses, giving them a punk make-over by chopping them off at midthigh. Other punked-up Marie Antoinette–inspired dresses included silk chiffon and silk crepe de chine dresses printed with stars, roses, hearts, stripes, and polka dots. Often shown with net petticoats, they were all produced in combinations of red, white, and black.

“Red, white, and black were the colors of the New York Dolls,” Sui comments. “I’d just seen Bob Gruen’s documentary on the New York Dolls called All Dolled Up, and it reminded me that back in the 1970s, if you were part of the rock scene or if you went to clubs like Max’s and CBGB’s, you only wore red, white, or black. Everything was heavily codified. For instance, you only wore stripes or polka dots. Stars and roses were okay, too. The rules were so strict back then. Club culture was so autocratic.” In this respect, club culture was similar to the court culture of Marie Antoinette. Like Max’s and CBGB’s, Versailles was governed by rigid codes that were reinforced by social convention. Fashion, in particular, involved a complex language that served to maintain social hierarchies. Indeed, it was this codified aesthetic that ultimately and most powerfully connected the disparate cultural experiences expressed in Sui’s spring|summer 2007 collection.
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Advertisement for Rock Me! fragrance. Photograph by Steven Meisel.
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Advertisement for Isetan. Photograph by Craig McDean.
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Inspiration board. Photograph by Anna Sui.
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Backstage at the Anna Sui 2007 spring|summer collection. Vogue Russia. June 2007. Photograph by Jason Lloyd-Evans.
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Inspiration board. Photograph by Anna Sui.
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Advertisement for Isetan. Photograph by Craig McDean.




2007 AUTUMN|WINTER

For her autumn|winter 2007 collection, Sui returned to the theme of interior decoration. “I’d just bought an annex apartment in the same building as my one-bedroom apartment in Greenwich Village,” Sui explains. “Originally, it was meant to house the overflow of my wardrobe. But, of course, as soon as I was given the keys, it turned into a huge design project. I had this vision of throwing a dinner party and serving dinner downstairs and dessert upstairs. Anyway, I became obsessed with interior decoration. So when it came to working on my collection, my obsession with furniture bubbled over into my clothing.”

Two American style makers—interior decorator Dorothy Draper and cosmetics entrepreneur Helena Rubinstein—inspired Sui’s choice of furniture. “I once read an article on Helena Rubinstein’s Manhattan apartment—the one at 625 Park Avenue that she used to call her ‘castle in the sky,’” Sui says. “It was filled with all her collections of paintings and sculpture. But what I loved most was her furniture, especially her sofas and chairs by John Henry Belter, the Victorian cabinetmaker.” Belter specialized in furniture made by patented processes for laminating woods (usually, although not exclusively, rosewood) that resulted in sinuous forms inspired by the French rococo movement. Notable features of his furniture included finger molded cabriole legs and deeply carved, undulating seat rails. Sui found similar examples in secondhand furniture stores in Manhattan. Since the woods did not match, however, Sui painted them all black, a design tip she borrowed from Dorothy Draper. “Whenever Dorothy Draper was in doubt, she’d paint it black,” Sui says. “It’s a strategy I’ve employed with all my furniture—in my home, in my office, and in my stores.”

Draper’s do-it-yourself glamour and Rubinstein’s florid rococo sensibilities appeared throughout Sui’s autumn|winter 2007 collection. One of Rubinstein’s Victorian rococo-revival sofas by Belter, for instance, appeared as a recurring motif in the form of Venice lace trim on dresses, intarsia on sweaters, and medallions on necklaces. The motif also echoed the Belter-like sofa in the designer’s apartment, representing one of several examples in which Sui extended the furniture of her apartment into the fashions of her collection. Another example included the designer’s upholstery. Sui had covered most of the furniture in her apartment with a white flower motif printed on upholstery-weight black sateen. The same print appeared in Sui’s collection on a series of dresses made out of foulard and worn with matching printed stockings.

References to furniture and furnishings in general, however, permeated the designer’s collection. Armoires were embroidered on the hems of some dresses, and layers of thick upholstery fringe trimmed the hems of others. Several of the dresses in the collection were made from upholstery fabric, and several of the skirts were padded to convey the feeling of upholstered furniture. Many of the prints in the collection also reflected Sui’s obsession with furniture and furnishings. One print featured different types of Victorian furniture rendered in the style of drawings by Charles and Ray Eames. Indeed, the influence of the Eamses showed up throughout the collection. A nod to their children’s products, for instance, could be seen in Sui’s accessories, especially necklaces and bracelets in the form of building blocks.
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Other prints in the collection recalled another husband-and-wife team, that of Walter and Naiad Einsel. Graphic designers of the 1950s and 1960s, the Einsels were most famous for their highly decorative commercial illustrations that were inspired by American folk art. In her collection, Sui referenced this inspiration in prints that featured such Americana motifs as birdcages, weathervane angels, and alphabets from commercial trade signs, many personalized with her name. One print featured barbershop quartet songs with puns on Sui’s name, such as “Let’s Make Sui LOVE Together” and “I Ask You Very Confidentially: AIN’T SHE SUI.” The same print also featured puns on the names of Sui’s perfumes, including “On A FLIGHT OF FANCY” and “I Have A SECRET WISH.” (The designer also incorporated the names of her perfumes, most notably Ooh La Love, into her jewelry.) As well as her prints, Sui referenced the theme of Americana in her appliqués, including sewing notions such as scissors, thimbles, and pin cushions, which appeared on the designer’s knitwear, including a cardigan with a tape-measure-printed ribbon trim.

Walter and Naiad Einsel’s illustrations were characterized by the blotted line technique, a type of line drawing that combined drawing with rudimentary printmaking to create illustrations with dotted, broken, and delicate lines. Andy Warhol used the same technique in his commercial illustrations of the 1950s, including those for such retail stores as I. Miller and Bonwit Teller, and those for such magazines as Glamour, Harper’s Bazaar, and Mademoiselle. Warhol often colored his blotted line drawings with watercolor dyes or applied gold leaf, using the latter in his gold Dresden paper doily collages depicting women’s shoes. Sui looked to these collages for the footwear in her collection, including shoes and boots with applied stamped-leather “doilies.” The finale ensemble, made from gold-foiled herringbone and featuring gold “doily” pockets from which hung a gold fob watch, also revealed influences from Warhol’s stamped-gold collages of women’s shoes. Featuring upholstery trimmings and other references to furniture and furnishings, the ensemble, like so many of Sui’s finale ensembles, served not only to accentuate but also to encapsulate the overarching influences and inspirations of her collection.
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Inspiration board. Photograph by Anna Sui.
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Advertisements for Isetan. Photographs by Greg Kadel.
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Vogue Paris. October 2007. Photograph by Steven Klein.
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2008 SPRING|SUMMER

Busby Berkeley musicals were the starting point for Sui’s spring|summer 2008 collection. “I grew up watching Busby Berkeley musicals on TV,” Sui comments. “Berkeley’s choreography was incomparable. He had no equal when it came to the extravagance of his choreography.” Berkeley began his career as a dance director for Broadway musicals in the 1920s, but he achieved his greatest successes at Warner Bros. in the 1930s with such back-to-back hits as 42nd Street (1933), Footlight Parade (1933), Gold Diggers of 1933 (1933), and Fashions of 1934 (1934). He became famous for his complex musical routines in which large numbers of dancers performed synchronized movements. Shot with only one camera from novel angles, most notably from overhead, his choreography created geometrical arrangements of moving figures.

Sui alluded to various elements of Berkeley’s grandiose productions in her spring|summer 2008 collection. Most cleverly, perhaps, she translated the geometric patterns of his dancers into geometric patterns on her dresses. These patterns included repeat motifs of circles, squares, chevrons, diamonds, and rectangles. Several patterns reflected the kaleidoscopic effect of these patterns, such as one the designer titled “deco crowns,” and another she called “multi-abstract checkerboard.” Some of Sui’s striped patterns also reflected this kaleidoscopic effect, including one used in a suit that evoked the narrow-waisted, broad-shouldered power suits of Gilbert Adrian. Known simply as Adrian, the designer—whose career trajectory mirrored that of Busby Berkeley in that he started his career on Broadway before moving to Hollywood—was not only one of the most celebrated costumers of the 1930s but also one of the most famous fashion designers of the 1940s and early 1950s. His clothes were defined by a technical virtuosity that combined an appreciation for the detail of Parisian couture with a definitive and distinctive American sensibility.

Just as some of Sui’s prints alluded to Berkeley’s geometrical, kaleidoscopic arrangements of dancers, some of her fashions referred to the eye-popping stage costumes of the dancers themselves. One notable example was a matte black jersey bathing suit and matching bolero embellished with nailheads. Bathing suits were popular choices for dancers in Busby Berkeley musicals because they not only facilitated movement but they also enhanced the kaleidoscopic effect of the arrangements, best seen perhaps in the production number “By a Waterfall” from Footlight Parade. Generally speaking, however, Sui’s references to showgirl costumes were restricted to her embellishments, such as small sequins, giant paillettes, and wisps of ostrich feathers. On the whole, Sui focused her attention less on the stage costumes of Busby Berkeley showgirls and more on their rehearsal clothes. This emphasis could be seen throughout the collection in items ranging from “rehearsal” tops and jackets to “rehearsal” shorts and jumpers with high waists.
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Although many of the fashions in the designer’s spring|summer 2008 collection were inspired by the 1930s and 1940s, much of the styling was inspired by the 1970s. More specifically, it was inspired by the self-styling of two “super groupies”—Sable Starr and Cyrinda Foxe. During their heyday, both Starr and Foxe were rumored to have notched up a staggering bed count of rock stars. Starr was rumored to have dated Iggy Pop, Richard Hell, David Bowie, Keith Richards, and members of T. Rex and Led Zeppelin, although she was most well known for her romance with Johnny Thunders of the New York Dolls, which Iggy Pop immortalized in his 1996 song “Look Away.” Foxe, who appeared in the video for Bowie’s 1972 song “The Jean Genie,” is best remembered for her marriages to David Johansen of the New York Dolls and Steven Tyler of Aerosmith, whom she met while married to Johansen. Both Foxe and Starr dressed to be noticed. Starr, especially, was known for her attention-grabbing ensembles, which usually included micro-shorts, platform shoes, and vintage hats with veils. Sui referenced these items prominently in her collection, although typically she put her own spin on them. Her platforms, for example, featured Lucite heels (some were also embellished with Lucite butterflies), while her hats were decorated with toy pianos and clarinets.

In terms of the styling of her collection, Sui was also inspired by two other style icons of the 1970s—Jane Forth and Donna Jordan. Forth was a model and Warhol Superstar who appeared in several Warhol films including Trash (1970), Women in Revolt (1971), and L’Amour (1973), all directed by Paul Morrissey. Jordan was also a model and appeared alongside Forth in L’Amour. Both model-actresses were known for their distinctive appearances, Forth for her shaved eyebrows and Jordan for her platinum blonde hair. They were also known for wearing 1930s and 1940s fashions styled with a 1970s sensibility. “I loved the way Jane and Donna dressed,” Sui says. “Their look was a mix of 1930s/1940s Hollywood chic and 1970s Downtown New York kitsch.” It was this mix that defined the designer’s spring|summer 2008 collection. An artful collage of 1930s, 1940s, and 1970s fashions, it was a collection that not only captured the campy glamour of Jane Forth and Donna Jordan but also that of Busby Berkeley’s elaborate musicals.
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Advertisement for Isetan. Photograph by Greg Kadel.
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Advertisement for Isetan. Photograph by Greg Kadel.
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2008 AUTUMN|WINTER

When it comes to muses, Sui is typically magnanimous. Rock stars are her most common and her most consistent muses. But artists and designers have also inspired her creative process, as have style icons and even fictive and mythical figures. People, however, are not Sui’s only sources of inspiration. Places have also served to inspire her fashions. While these usually consist of countries and cities, they have also included buildings and rooms. It was the latter—specifically the Veterans Room in the Park Avenue Armory in New York City—that served as Sui’s muse for her autumn|winter 2008 collection.

The Veterans Room was designed and decorated in 1880 by Associated Artists, a cooperative firm of artists and designers comprising Louis Comfort Tiffany, Candace Thurber Wheeler, Lockwood de Forest, and Samuel Colman in collaboration with architect Stanford White and artists George Henry Yewell and Francis Davis Millet. Representing an amalgamation of decorative ideas, the Veterans Room has been described as “Greek, Moresque, and Celtic with a dash of the Egyptian, the Persian, and the Japanese.” It was this eclecticism that appealed to Sui and that inspired her autumn|winter 2008 collection. “I loved the fact that the interiors of the Veterans Room were the result of the close collaboration of different designers,” Sui comments. “But what I loved most was that the interiors reflected all my favorite influences—orientalism, art nouveau, and the aesthetic movement.” These three influences permeated the designer’s collection, and like the Veterans Room itself, they were filtered through the lens of Louis Comfort Tiffany, whose vision provided synthesis to the interiors.

Tiffany’s approach to his art was sensory rather than academic or intellectual. Whether his medium of expression was glass, wood, metal, ceramic, enamel, or textiles, his primary emphasis was on light, color, and texture. Sui evoked these elements throughout her collection, especially the element of light. “Walking through the Veterans Room, I was struck by an overall feeling of radiance, of illumination,” Sui explains. “The sunlight pouring through the Tiffany windows seemed to reflect off every surface. I wanted to capture this luminescence, this defining element of Tiffany’s artistic genius, in my collection.” To this end, Sui chose fabrics known for their luster, such as silk, lamé, satin, velvet, taffeta, organza, and crêpe de chine. Some were woven with metallic threads, while others were woven to create the effect of iridescence, an effect redolent of Tiffany’s glass and ceramic vases. The two finale ensembles, for instance, were made from iridescent lurex. Based on the painting smock worn by Gustav Klimt, whose “Golden Phase” was also marked by its reflective brilliance (epitomized by his 1907–08 painting The Kiss), both ensembles were printed with a design of ombréd butterflies.

As they did in Tiffany’s work, references to conventionalized forms of the natural world pervaded Sui’s autumn|winter 2008 collection. The designer focused her attention on birds, insects, and flowers, emphasizing those species most commonly associated with art nouveau and aestheticism, and using them throughout the collection in both prints and embroideries. In the case of birds, she highlighted the peacock; in the case of insects, the butterfly; and in the case of flowers, the poppy and the sunflower. Sui also highlighted poppies, peacocks, and butterflies in her accessories. Butterflies appeared in the form of necklaces, peacocks in the form of handbags, and poppies in the form of headbands. The latter were inspired by the poster art of Alphonse Mucha, best known for his representations of beautiful women in flowing, diaphanous robes surrounded by flowers that often formed haloes. For her headbands, Sui looked especially to Mucha’s print Summer from his panneaux decoratifs The Seasons (1896), which depicted a young, ethereal woman whose long black tresses were crowned with a circlet of blood-red poppies.


[image: image]

Photographs by Thomas Lau.



In addition to referencing Tiffany’s own artworks, Sui also referenced his personal collection of artworks from around the world, especially his collection of Native American artifacts. Unlike the Asian and Islamic arts that Tiffany also collected, Native American design does not seem to have influenced his own artistic and decorative productions. But his collection of Native American art—a large portion of which was displayed in a special oblong room in Laurelton Hall, Tiffany’s country estate in Oyster Bay, New York—incorporated more than five hundred objects, including baskets, implements, and articles of clothing from the Pacific Northwest. The collection also included a totem pole that was typical of the poles used in Kwak’wakw’wakw villages in British Columbia.

Sui alluded to many of these items throughout her collection, translating them into fashions such as “Totem Pole” printed mesh shirts, “Haida” beaded velvet jackets, and “Sioux” beaded velvet mini-dresses. The designer discovered Tiffany’s enthusiasm for Native American art by accident. “Just before working on my collection, I’d been on a trip to the Pacific Northwest,” Sui comments. “While I was there, I came across the arts of the Haida tribes of British Columbia. What struck me were the lines and shapes, which reminded me of art nouveau. I was sure that turn-of-the-century artists were looking at similar sources. When I began researching Tiffany, I was not that surprised to discover that he collected Native American art.” Sui’s ability to make aesthetic associations between seemingly incongruent phenomena is almost preternatural. It is an ability that Tiffany would have approved of heartily, as he, like most members of the aesthetic movement, emphasized the aesthetic value of art, an emphasis stemming from the belief that art—above all else—should provide refined sensuous pleasure.
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2009 SPRING|SUMMER

For her spring|summer 2009 collection, Sui took her initial inspiration from the textile designs of Alexander Girard, known to his friends as Sandro. Girard is most widely known for his textile designs for American furniture manufacturer Herman Miller in the 1950s, 1960s, and 1970s. As director of its textile division, Girard created fabrics for the designs of Herman Miller colleagues George Nelson and Charles and Ray Eames, imbuing their mass-produced and mass-marketed furniture with a touch of the human and the personal. While the designs of Nelson and the Eameses prioritized the functional, the textile designs of Girard prioritized the decorative. Emphasizing color, pattern, and texture, Girard’s textiles were a vibrant counterpoint to the molded plastic and metal furniture of his Herman Miller colleagues. Girard once declared that for most Americans “a brilliant pink or magenta carried a connotation of double-barreled horror.” But it was his hot color palette that was to enter the homes of many Americans and transform the domestic landscape of mid-century America.

Sui referenced Girard’s cheery color palette throughout her spring|summer 2009 collection. Like Girard, Sui focused her attention on hot colors like lime, coral, saffron, tomato, fuchsia, marigold, chartreuse, and ultramarine blue. “There was so much talk about the impending recession,” Sui explains. “So I made a conscious decision for my spring|summer 2009 collection to express a cheery, sunny optimism. I wanted it to suggest summer vacations to warm-weather locations like Mexico.” Sui evoked Mexico through her prints, with primary patterns that reflected the naïveté and simplicity of Mexican textiles. More specifically, the prints reflected the naïveté and simplicity of Mexican textiles as interpreted through the eyes of Girard. The vibrant patterns not only of Mexican textiles but of Mexican handicrafts in general were a constant source of design inspiration for Girard, who translated them into prints for Herman Miller textiles. Mexican sun faces, in particular, became much-loved motifs of the designer. Sui alluded to these motifs throughout her spring|summer 2009 collection. Not only did she feature Mexican sun faces in several of her printed textiles, but she also featured a gigantic Mexican sun face on the backdrop to her collection (executed in Girard’s typical hot colors).

In addition to providing design inspiration, Girard collected enormous numbers of Mexican handicrafts. In fact, over the years, he amassed a remarkable collection of artifacts not just from Mexico but also from other countries where a folk art tradition still flourished. Girard used folk art to stock Herman Miller’s Textiles & Objects Shop, which opened in Midtown Manhattan in 1961. The T&O Shop also sold dolls by Marilyn Neuhart, a graphic designer who, along with her husband, John, worked on the graphics for several Girard projects. Made out of Mexican cotton, Neuhart’s dolls combined modernist forms with traditionalist finishes in the same manner as an Eames-Girard furniture collaboration. Along with Girard’s textiles, Neuhart’s dolls were another source of inspiration for Sui’s spring|summer 2009 collection. “I’ve been collecting Marilyn Neuhart’s Mexican cotton dolls for years,” Sui comments. “I love their artisanal qualities—their yarn hair and their hand embroideries.” In her collection, Sui translated Neuhart’s Mexican cotton dolls into life-sized cookie-cutter doll dresses festooned with naive flowers and songbirds.
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As well as Mexico, Sui’s spring|summer 2009 collection referenced other warm-weather locations, most notably Egypt and Spain. The designer evoked Egypt through her accessories, specifically “Nefertiti” armlets, bracelets, and necklaces produced by Erickson Beamon. Sui also evoked Spain through her accessories, most notably snoods. This headwear is associated with majos and majas, men and women from the lower classes of Madrid who emerged in the eighteenth century and who distinguished themselves by their flamboyant appearance. Majos and majas were favorite subjects of Spanish painter Francisco Goya. In A Walk in Andalusia (1777), Goya points to their origins in the Gypsy communities of southern Spain. As depicted in the painting, the costume of the majo was strikingly elaborate and colorful. Typically, it comprised an ornately embroidered jacket and knee breeches worn with a wide cape and tall hat pulled down far over the face. The costume of the maja was equally eye-catching, comprising a low-cut, fitted bodice and an ankle-length flounced petticoat worn with a large, brightly colored sash. Sui referenced the extravagant wardrobes of both the majo and the maja throughout her collection, especially in her finale ensembles. The closing ensemble, in particular, which paired a black bengaline jump-suit with a cream-and-black embroidered tulle jacket, not only embodied the dandiacal flamboyance of the majo, but equated it with that of the torero or matador.

The dress of majos and particularly majas reminded Sui of the bohemian sensibility of Standard Oil heiress Millicent Rogers, who was another source of inspiration for the designer’s spring|summer 2009 collection. As Rogers was dressed by the leading couturiers of her day, including Charles James and Elsa Schiaparelli, she was able to cajole many of them to create unique pieces for her, pieces that were frequently customized to her environment. When she moved to Claremont Manor, the colonial estate in Virginia, for instance, she persuaded Mainbocher to make dresses for her in the period of Louis Philippe. What interested Sui, however, were the costumes Rogers wore when she lived in Austria—dirndls, aprons, and embroidered vests and jackets—and in Taos, New Mexico—Native American blouses, shawls, and skirts with layers and layers of petticoats. While these items pervaded the designer’s collection, it was Rogers’s slyly witty, irrepressible “anything goes” bravura that was the collection’s most noteworthy characteristic. Sui’s brilliance—like that of Rogers and, indeed, like that of Girard—lies in her eclecticism, in her ability to create fashions that enable us to travel through time and space.
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2009 AUTUMN|WINTER

Paris of the 1890s was the inspiration for Sui’s gleefully frivolous autumn/winter 2009 collection. At no other time in its history, perhaps, did Paris earn its reputation as the “city of pleasure” than in the 1890s, a decade that became known as the belle époque. French for “beautiful era,” the belle époque was a period in which literary dilettantes such as Robert de Montesquiou and elegant society hostesses such as Jeanne Detourbey, Comtesse de Loynes, flourished. However, no other group of individuals epitomized the blitheness of the belle époque quite as much as the demimonde. It was this class of women on the fringes of respectable society that shaped the direction of Sui’s autumn/winter 2009 collection.

Although the demimonde existed well before the late nineteenth century, it was during the belle époque that it thrived, and that its supreme archetype, the courtesan or demimondaine, achieved spectacular notoriety. Caroline Otero, Liane de Pougy, and Emilienne d’Alençon—known as Les Grandes Trois—were the most desired courtesans of the fin-de-siècle. Otero, who was known as La Belle Otero and who was famous for her voluptuous breasts (the twin cupolas of the Hotel Carlton in Cannes were modeled after them), is said to have served as a courtesan to Prince Albert I of Monaco, King Edward VII of England, and Grand Dukes Peter and Nicholas of Russia. By virtue of the wealth and status of their protectors, Otero, Pougy, and Alençon became well-known celebrities. In Paris, Liane de Pougy, arguably the most famous demimondaine, was referred to affectionately as notre courtisane nationale.

Sui looked to Pougy and La Belle Otero, especially, as inspiration for her autumn/winter 2009 collection. Like many courtesans, Otero and Pougy reveled in wearing the newest, boldest, and flashiest fashions. It was this over-the-top, no-holds-barred attitude that Sui referenced throughout her autumn/winter 2009 collection. In particular, she quoted Otero and Pougy’s penchant for sumptuous materials in lamés, tulles, crêpe de chines, ombréd taffetas, crinkled chiffons, crushed velvets, and jacquards and bengalines woven with metallic thread. Sui also quoted their penchant for decorative embellishments in jet beading, star paillettes, silk georgette flowers, appliquéd patent leather arabesques, and a profusion of lace ruffles, velvet ribbons, and chenille fringes.

As well as the extravagance of their gowns, Otero and Pougy were known for the magnificence of their jewels, which the two courtesans flaunted at every opportunity. According to one story, Otero and Pougy were to dine on the same night at Maxim’s, the most fashionable restaurant in Paris during the 1890s. Otero, in an attempt to outshine Pougy, made her entrance wearing a décolleté evening gown and her entire collection of jewels. A few minutes later Pougy, who had been warned of Otero’s scheme, made her entrance wearing a simple white evening gown and a single diamond drop at her throat. She was followed, however, by her maid bearing a velvet cushion on which was piled the remainder of her mistress’s spectacular collection.
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Evoking Otero and Pougy’s showy, grandiose tendencies, Sui suffused her autumn/winter 2009 collection with jewelry that was deliberately ostentatious, such as oversized cameo brooches and “Diana the Huntress” crescent moon tiaras, the latter of which were popular among fashionable women in the fin de siècle. In fact, the head, in particular, was a focal point for the display of jewelry in the late nineteenth century. Coiffures, as a result, became relatively understated as a counterbalance. One of the most modish hairstyles was the psyche knot, which involved pulling the hair back from the forehead and knotting it on top of the head. Sui alluded to this coiffure in a series of knitted caps twisted into psyche knots and adorned with velvet bows and feathers.

As well as courtesans, Sui alluded to other members of the demimonde throughout her collection, most notably dancers and actresses, and in particular Jane Avril and Louise Weber, better known by her stage name “La Goulue.” The most famous dancers of the belle époque, Avril and La Goulue became synonymous with the cancan and the Moulin Rouge nightclub in Montmartre. While Avril’s dancing style was subtle and graceful, La Goulue’s was daring and audacious. Both women became favorite subjects of Henri de Toulouse-Lautrec, who painted their portraits on posters advertising the Moulin Rouge, further elevating their standing within Parisian nightlife.

In her collection, Sui paid homage to Avril and La Goulue in a series of ruffled miniskirts styled after the skirts and petticoats worn by the two dancers. Many of these cancan miniskirts were paired with fitted bodices and jackets with gigot sleeves, typical apparel of the late nineteenth century. The colors of these ensembles were taken from the posters of Toulouse-Lautrec. In fact the palette for the entire collection was borrowed from Toulouse-Lautrec, and included colors such as rust, plum, violet, charcoal, ruby red, absinthe green, and midnight blue. No painter captured the blithe assurance of the demimonde more realistically than Toulouse-Lautrec. But then art is often the first to welcome the outcast into society. In her autumn|winter 2009 collection, Sui continued this tradition in her ascription of beauty to the courtesan and her associates the dancer and the actress. This recognition and appreciation of difference has become one of the hallmarks of the designer’s collections, a hallmark that is not only indicative of Sui’s creative vision but also of her largesse and munificence.
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Lula. Fall 2009. Photograph by Viki Forshee.
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Inspiration board. High Fashion. October 2009. Photograph by Mayumi Otani.
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Lula. Fall 2009. Photograph by Viki Forshee.




[image: image]

Mika Ninagawa Special Direction! Fall 2009. Photographs by Mika Ninagawa.
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Advertisement for Live Your Dream fragrance (10-year anniversary). 2009. Photograph by Steven Meisel.
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