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SPONSOR'S
STATEMERNT

Condé Nast and VOGUE magazine are privileped to honor aind celebirate
the late designer Gianmi Versace's remarkable legacy to the world of
fashion by co-sponsoring The Costume [nstirure’s 1997 exhibition *Gianmi
Versace™ at The Merropolitan Museum of Art,

The exhibition, which had always been a dream of Gianni's, a
longtime supporter of The Costume Institute himself, traces his lifetime of
work and bis extracrdinary career. “Gianni Yersace™ reflects the designer’s
major themes, monuments, and inspirations from both art and hiscory.
Qui sponsorship of *Giannd Yersace™ is a bittersweet tribute to a man
whaose commitment and concributions o the art of fashion will be deeply
missed.






FOREWORTD

As a museumn director, T accasionally lung o celebrate all of those ardenr
and frequent visitars who love The Merropolitan Museum of Arr and
learn endlessly fram its collections and exhibitions. In this instance, [ have
the rare pleasure of commending une such visitor, Gianni Versace
{1946-1997], Versace was an avid fan of the Museum, even using in his
last couture cellccoion the Byzantine crosses that he remembered seeing in
“The Glory of Byzaotium™ exhibition 2 few months before, Also, Versace
gave penercusly to The Costume Institute, always offering to the collection
the pieces requested by The Costume Institute’s curator. He was a
generous patron to the 1993-96 exhibition “Haure Courture.”

The exhibition “Gianni Versace™ is, of course, nat about his love
of The Mertropolitan Muoseum of Art bur abour the Museum's admiravion
Fior Versace. As the exhibition demonsirates, Versace earned. despire his
early and tragic death, a place in fashion history. He creared design at
every level and in a variety of media, expanding in later vears into home
furnishings and tableware. But his essennial crafe was always the clothing,

In this exhibition and hook we see the Versace garment no longer
on the luminous runways, on supermodels and superstars, or with the
benefit of lavish “image™ campaigns and advertsing wons. As always, The
Cosrume Insurute serves as the place where fashion is rendered inanmimare
vet with no loss of splendaor or magic for the purpose of study. The truth is
that Versace does not need the aura and charisma that he prized and used
to benefit the clothing. Subjected to the analytical examination of our
exhibition, dresses in plastic, boisterous appropriations frum
contemporary art and art history, and tour-de-force dresses with safery-pin
bridges across skin resonate not with spectacle alone but with
introspection and serigus intelligence. Years ago, Richard Marrin, Curaror
of The Costume Institute, wrote that “Versace's claothing is tar less diva
and dominarrix than it might seem.”™ That assessmenr is borne out in an
exhibition rich with historical influences from Poiret, Grés, and Vionnet as
well a3 versanle i suits, evening dresses, and davwear

[n Seprember, The Metropolitan Museum of Art was the site of
Gianmi Versace's American memaorial, a very privare and moving
ceremony. There, we said farewell. In this ¢xhibition, we acclaim and
applaud a lifetime of bold artistic exploration worthy of fashion history.
[ndeed, this exhibition should also be viewed as a commitment on the part
af The Costume [nstitute to display more frequently in the fucure
conrempaorary fashion design o its exhibirion program.

The Muscum gratefully acknowledges substantial support frum
Condé Nast and The David H. Koch Charitable Foundation. Addirional
assistance was received from Fairchild Publications Inc, and VH1, and we
extend our most appreciative thanks for cheir generosiry.

Fhilippe de Montebello
[hrecror
The Metropolitan Muscum of Art






INTRODUCTION

Fashion, the art that affords inclusion, delineares individoals, and
constitutes protocol, has changed fundamentally in our time. Strarcgies of
beauty in the 1980s transformed fashion in the most imporrant way singe
its transfiguration from a class system to a mass ¢consumprion energy in
the late 1%60s. Gianni Versace reorganized the etiquerte of apparel. He did
not aspire to decoram. Rather, he accorded fashion with desire,
substituring the lust of fashion and body concupiscence for the cause of
correct behavior and social calibravaon.

In wanting 1o bestow upon Versace his grand place in fashion
history, one cannot forget that modern fashion has not always been prim
or sedate. Those who contrived o situare it back into place as a criterion
for enforcing systems of pseudo-aristocracies of the 1970s and 1980s were
the ones with short fashion memories. Versace's épater fa hourgeoisie
stanwee commands the longer history of madern fashion: ic is nor polite but
agpgressive, Father Abraham to the fashion genealogy, Charles Frederick
Warth did nor adhere to class distincrions. The rise of the courure
accompanied the new monies and flailing monarchies of the middle years
of the mineteenth cencury. Worth was dressing the imperial courts, the
“best” ladies, and the very “best™ courtesans and stage performers. The
client list that established the modern art of fashion was as cross-cultural
as Edouard Manet’s contemporancous vision. A century earlier, fashion
had been associated with moral vituperation, denounced when converient
as an instrument of cconomic ryranny. Worth pulled fashion away from irs
elitist constituencies and moral function,

Versace posed and provoked the basic issues of fashion’s role.
Versace tantalized us with vulgarity. In this, he adapted a stratepy from the
fine arts in the twentieth century, including clements of the banal and
coarse in his sensibility. The collage, smarmy joke, otfensive imagery, and
ready-made object pertinent in the juggernaut of modern art are evidence
of an atrempt to be volgar. Versace employed a similar strategy, perhaps to
determine an audience like that of contemparary art with its feint to the
liberal lefr designed o evade ar cach step the pussibility of becoming a
bourgeois commodity.

Mudern arer found ane grear ideal in the prostiture. As Toulouse-
Lautrec discovered the aesthetic probity of the demimonde and the 1deal
maodel in the streerwalker during the 1880s and 18920s, so too Versace
located the prostitute as the last unexamined figure in fashion's twenty-
vear sociclogy of the sereer. Yves Saint Laurent had plucked trenchant
elements of Fashion from the denizens of the street, day and night,
rendering glamoreus the effects of sailors, drag kings, and men in black.
Later, in the 19705 and 19805, Rei Kawakubo sagaciously surveyed the
street for the vitality in the swaggering and provisional drape of the
displaced and the punk, much in the manner of Manet's epic scanning in
the 1860s. By the 19805, Jean Paul Gaulier was collecting from the streer
for his zany anthropology of 2 complex, pluralistic modern life.

But with all of this scavenging of the street for transfiguranon into
style, one creature of cvery streer metaphor remained uncouched. Versace



found her as a boy on the streets of Reggio Calabria and never forgot her
confident seyle. He saw her in the great films of Federico Fellini, Luchino
Visconti, and others who defined the ltalian postwar cinema as an
mternanonal success. He saw her in the new license of sex worker, gender-
proud and gender-heraic, in the sexually liherated world of the 19705 and
19805, She i1s Mary Magdalen and Vivian Ward Pretty Woman {1990), the
prostitute not only with a heart of gold bor with a gold mine of design
ideas as well. No one had taken the proseiture into Fashion as Versace did.
I a fear worthy of litcrafure, Versace seized the stresrwalker’s bravado
and conspicuous wardrole, along with her blatant, brandished sexuality,
and introduced them inte high fashion.

But Versace did not, like some of his folluwers, simply convey the
prostituie o the salon and runway. He did what fashion can do when it
finds inspiration on the street, He represented her as glamor, accepting the
extreme flirtatiousness of short skires, the seduction of shiny cloth and
cognate materials, and understanding the motive of sex, but rendering
each hyperbolic and expressive, not merely a porrraval of what had
existed in the wardrobe of the streer. Yersace gave as much to the
prostitute as he took from her style, He supplied her with a new
suppleness that made the body-clinging drapery waork in the manner of
early Madame Grés. He worked the transparency of lace with the shine of
meral mesh as if to borh dazzle and seduce the prosurure’s client in one fell
swoop. He accommeodated her lack of expertise and her excess in pattern
mixing with design juxtapositions that are exreavagant bur not clashing.
He made her in rich silk and long gown with a train that is a cross
berween Cinderella and Delilah,

Prostitute style was always preseat on the Versace runway. Soon
after she was concocted in the 19805, she was melded into runway glamor
by the thin nonchalance of high-fashion models and the spectacle of the
mediagenic fashion show, By the beginning of the 19905, she had almost
lost her original idenrity, as if she had immediately been accepred in lare-
twentieth-century society as a tvcoon's ravishing second wife, regardless of
background. Buz art moscums are, of course, filled with porrrairs of
prostitutes and parvenucs, their posings always most interesting because of
their aspiracions. We counld hardly imagine the history of modern art
without those flagrantly tawdry women whao came to define the
progressive and transgreessive limaing of the modern,

In making his deliberace choice to exalt the streetwalker, Versace
risked rhe opprobrium of the bourgeaisie. As 2 designer and as 2 human
being, Versace never sought the middle road or the middle class. Rather,
he Forged a umity becween the independent of spitit and will, the nich, the
young, and the infeepid. Without explicitly rejecting the bourgenisie, he
never affiliated his fashion with conventional sensibilicy and never was
grounded in the proprieties that middle-class values implicare. In facr, iris
the middle class alone that stll withholds ies approval from Versace, often
distancing iwself from his purported vulgarity and his unabashed embrace
of consumprion. When one considers thar fashion designers of the past
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wha were enthusiastically welcomed by the bourgeoisic, such as Christian
Inot and Cristobal Balenciaga, posed uncouth décolletage or peasant
inspirations for high fashion, we understand the special case of Versace.
Like Chanel, he ensnared more than fashion. He was defining the
character of the modern woman, reassipning power, and infusing lifestyle
issues into the fabric of clothing, His valurization of the prostirure was an
exquisite chotee, recopnizing the independence and strengrh of the
streetwalker nat as an enslaved sex warker but as an autonomous, self-
defining figure of awesome visual authornity among the ambiguous and
compromised figures of modern visual culure.

For even beyond playing Pygmalion to the prostitute, Versace was,
like Chanel some fifty yvears hefore., enlisting sex into fashion, It is said
that Chanel designed a skire with a bit of concavity at center front nat
merely for supplencss in appearance bur aiso to remind the viewer of the
woman’s body. She was not the analvtical cubist striving for abstract cones
and cvlinders; she was the sensuous feminist, acknowledging an ioner
truth o the body underlying the clothing. Likewise, Versace's sensuous
drapery of the 1980s and 1990s revels in the body withing it falls onto the
body not as a scrim bur as chree-dimensional ceasing veils. For example, a
leather and lace dress with net midriff inevitably becomes a moiré pattern
contingent on the pressure and release of the body underneath. Yer, even
again like Chanel, Versace lived to see his initially deemed outrageous
work grow to be accepted. New York Times fashton writer Amy Spindler
[August 5, 1997) wrote, after Versaces death: “Whart was so jarring abour
mich of his work in the 198{s was that he used references that at the time
were unacceptable in desipner fashion: leather, denmim, brash prines,
bondage, metal mesh, and even sexiness that, for its time, was considered
‘happy hooker' lewd. Time made those references part of the standard
fashion vocabulary,™

Recopmizing Versace as the first post-Freudian designer 15 honoring
the truch and utter lack of shame or guilt in him. The moral, religious, or
decorous reticence and remorse of other fashion abour sex is lacking in
YVersace, He accepred sex not merely as a fact of life bur as a celebration of
life. The long tradition of fashion’s coy expression of sexuality, alluding as
by mertaphor to sex, is ultimacely grounded in the canventions of
refinement. By those conventions, Versace 15 raw and impudent. Yer it
would be hard o imagine the culwral construction by which in the 19805
and 1990s refinement denies sexuality, Further, Versace's candor and the
primacy he gave to sexuvality apply to men as well as women. His
menswear designs suggest the same forthright eroticism that he exercised
in wornenswear. He would nor tolerare repressed sexualivy for cither men
Or women.

Central 1o Versace’s work is his acuoiry in undersranding fashion as
an art of the media. Nor only did he thrust fashion into the robbling jaws
of the modia of the contemporary spectacle in runway shows and alliances
with rock music, dance, and performance, he also grasped and was
empathetic wo the charisma of media performers. While other fashion
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designers have also understood che media’s actraction for fashion, Versace
was 4 virteose performer in this regard. The clothes address this role for
they—at least, the most familiar garments—are seldom made for the polite
drawing-room discourse or even the private ballroom candlelight of most
fashion design. Rather, they radiate under the lighes of the camera, of the
runway, and of videa revealing eye. Versace designed for the visualily
voracious, media-saturated generarions thar have come of age only in the
last quarter of the twenrieth century. No other time ¢ould have convened
fashion of plastic, intended for spectacular effect, and grand dresses
designed for an opulence not enly in the details bur alse in the effect and
charismatic afterlife of the image. Versace knew that fashion could
participate in the great Gesamtkunsiwerk of the end of the millennium
thar had recruited equal pares of rock, special effects, the cult of
personality, and unadulterated eroticism. Yersace put fashion into that
farrage not as an ancillary measure but ar panty wich all che other arts of
media dynamic. Media discernment may, in some ways, displace the sociai
judgment implicic in most fashion. In social terms, plastic is an
inappropriate material for dress. [n media terms, plastic provides the
exciternents of sheen and muted transparency. Hence, Versace played with
plastic skins combined with silk Linings. Leather, saill bold o the social
setting, stinulates media tumukl and suggests power. Yersace reads ar least
as forcefully from rhe distance of media as from the radinonally closer
proximity of social relationships. it is as if the designer had ana instinctive
media sense for the perception of fashion, the art thac he pracuced at hand
in draping but that he also perceived from afar in synergy with media.

In the deliberate choice in this book to represent Versace's work
on mannequing rather than on the famous super-maodels in fashion
photography, we have pursued fashion as a still life. The evidence
provided by these images is that Versace offers impacr and excitement even
when derached from the seeming codependency of media energy. To bring
Versace to rhe museological preserve denies norhing of the inherenc
animation of his work. Breprived of the stars, his landmarks are still
indispensable documents of siyle in vur time. Divested of the designer’s
undentable personal charisma, the clothing remains important and elegant.

[f media angmented fashion’s expecration of spectarorship from
a social distance, it has been not only fashion’s observer bat also its
genesis. As early as che 19805, Versace was creaung 1o the scale of film.
His several affiliations with dance and opera certity that he counld demand
that clothing be read un proscenium, bue he also knew thar clothing 1deas
came not only from the garmeat but from film and media as well. His
admitation for Gres and Vionnet always had a touch of Hollywooed and
Jean Harlow added, thus reinvesting his clathes with movie-siar sensuality,
He envisioned fashion as if it were appearing in a movie of video, in the
extreme and the representational, not merely in the ideal paradigm of
apparel. The drapery in his merallic slave-girk dresses s nor Greek or
Roman, though Versace did undersiand and enlarge upon the principle of
classical wer-drapery. Versace was also versed in gladiarer fims: his



historicism is thorough and knowing, but by the end of the tweneiech
century, historicism necessanly includes the media’s dilations of “real”
history into hyperbolic and imagined history. Similarly, Versace’s
inspirations from the eighteenth century glow as if for the candlelight of
court chambers and ballrooms while cornmanding as well che spotlighe of
the modern spectacle.

On secing his work 19 a muscum exhibition oran this book, it
hecomes clear thar Gianni Versace is nor merely a figure of sentimene or
cultural inguiry, or subject-object of the media spectacle. Under the
disseeting hight of a museum’s examination, Versace achieves another and
equally positive effece. The encyclopedic knowledge, the virtuoso
performance of techniques, the sensibility ro cxperiment, and the
¢quilibrium between history and contemporaneity are perhaps seen cven
more clearly here. Thus, his landmarks must hold their own without che
presence of the celebrities or circumstances thar inaugurared them or chat
burnished them in memory. The inspirations from art are not to be
mustum equivalents, but they must now represent something more than
runway souvenics that reference art. Experiments in marterials and in the
transubstantiation of realicy into fantasy and opera-scale cheatricalicy must
be plausible as avane-gardism or as performance documents. The fashion
designer who so embodied the vitality of recent vears continues o
transmit that same quality on mannequing and in a moseurn setring,
Cynics say of contemporary fashion, especially of Versace: take away the
rock and roll, the advertising budgets, and the soper-meodels, and what
have vou gor? They expect the answer to be: nothing. For Yersace, the
answer is: incredible fashion thar answers still wo the indomitable spirie of
century’s finale.
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Evenmng gown iside detnl),
sprmg-sununcr 1994

Wk silk wirh silvier and gold-tond
meral satery-pin ormaments
Cainsriesy. Gianni-Virsace Archives

Chasel's lirthe black dross wis
eevolutitmary a5 soctel satement abwiog
the economic upheaval of the 19205, but
it has by smce Jost s socio-cconomic
sung; Lake all thar hecomes: papulag n
s been shsorbed intes coltural
acceptanice with ol exdicalism, Versace
npened op the firthe black dress 1o 4
freshir revolurion, anathema to the
miildle class v che. 195, Alrer more
than sixty y=ars, the linle hlack drescis
(Eamrantly volupouous:

THE LANDMAREKS

Every designer creates landmark pieces, charting the course of his or her
design evaolution, Becavse of the public designer thar Gianni Versace was
in the 1980s and 19905, his landmarks were imposed, even more than
exposed, on the common memory, Almost anyane can recall with
vividness the tirst impressions of the benchmark works that were rruly
seen around the world. Versaces erhos of the specracular and his feeling
foar an eye-scorching cultural and aestheric avane-gardism, always
venturing into the most hyperbolic form of any style, made it seem thar his
work would defy any retrospective. Yet, in a certain sense, the landmarks
do stand as a brief retrospective ol the designer’s work.

Today. we perceive Versace landmuarks without the corollary media
sensationalism and even, o some degree, withour their being inhabited by
the most beautiful and the most famous. They stand alone as design
abicets. Richard Avedon, Irving Penn, Bruce Weber, and other leading
photographers have so successtully and compellingly acquainted us with
Versace thar the existing photographic icons have deliberately not been
employed here in order 1o enforce new and sustained examination.

Amy Spindler of the New Yark Tintes. in a rerrospective article
“Versuce's Errurs Showed Him a Way ™ (Auguse 5, 19973, saw the Versace
method as one of experiment, design labor. refinement, and ultimate
success. Spindler argued that no idea, once tried, was ever whally
abandoned and that, in the manner of any laboratory for expenment, ane
could observe favored ideas ymproving i form over time. Versace's
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Evening gown, ca. 19927

Brown, white, and gold leopard-prinred
aned barogue-partern-printed silk
mivrafaille wich beaded shoulder stiraps

Courtesy Ddanpi Versace Archives

T dress in lietle mare than a searf s nor
merely akio t Sakome's dange;, s alse
in tune with the simplifying ambition of
muoch rmodern Bashion. A fancy, even
Hashy, scarf is diagonally disposed to
hecame the basis of this deess, aleeady
possessing the gold overlay and barder,

animal prmt, and dvoamic regquired o

make a dress as Versace made dresses, by

the age-old process of deaping.

landmarks are of such complexity, for they are not necessarily the only
versions of the ideas in question, bur rather they are whar scem o be some
af the mast important and compelling forms of the continuing experiment.
Thus, a selection of Versace’s landmarks demonstrates the designer’s
eclecric but tenacious interests, often expressed in series and occasionally
in single pieces. But the singles are the exception, for Versace never
believed in and seldom accepted “well enough.™ His opulent prints are
bold encugh to encompass gilded neoclassicism and wild-animal prints,
barogue feres and the exaggerated resorr sevle of South Beach, rich
classical imagery and the pateerns of Ravenna mosaics. The pencturings
and suturings of Versace's sul generis high punk, confecting a high art
where the style and impulse had never reached above class and adolescent
rebellions, are a complete transfiguration of their source materials. The
punk impulse to accumulate and techer was an additive strategy. Versace
taok the element of sucurings and fastenings (o his crernal impetus w leg
the body break through the barrier of clothing. His extravagant
appropriations from popular culture are characierisie of many of
Versace's most innovative work, Though the idea pre-existed in some way,
he manipulated the reasoning and the fulfiliment of the form, ending with
a landmark that is genuinely Versace. It is not surprising that the 1996 are-
fashion comjunction in Florence juxtaposed Rov Lichienstein and Versace.
Both artists were respectful of the past but insistent on the right to
reinterpret pre-exising images in cheir work, often bringing the dull and
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uninflected art of the commongplace into an extreme, hyperbalic form.

Of course, 10 determine which punk-inspired garment is the
landmark, given the designer’s insistence on perfecting an idea on his own
terms, is 2 difficult task. Among the grear sari dresses, there must be some
choice, but the designer played with the sari as a composer plays with
sonata form. Here, the slashing and violation of the age-old form carry a
political implication, and Versace pointedly confronted the eternity of the
sari with the ephemerality of punk. With the criticality worthy of a
philosopher helding two principles in opposition and determining some
adjudication between the two but an appreciation of both, Yersace created
a synthesis of a 19705 London and an lndia of the Ra or of even more primal
times.

But there is also an ircefutable memory wo Versace's olimate
draping with pin-bridged openings. The Elizabeth Hurley dress {1994}
ermerges fraom the sarl development, but it is of another, quire remarkable
synapse in the designer’s keen mind. The color and drape of the sari are
eschewed in favor of the little black dress. Versace opened up the side from
bust to waist and again ar the upper leg. Versace’s dress is as startling in
design conception as it was arresting when seen on Hurley. The lintle black
dress is almosk as much a tradition, at least for the owentieth century, as is
the san and likewise connotes convention and implacable design. Versace
attacked the little black dress savagely, letting go of Chanel’s coy senspaliy
through suppieness and elasticity and unleashing a body-exposing,

20

Day enscmble, fall-winter 1991-92
Black silk vwill printed wirh gold
baroque morifs

Courtesy Giannd Yersace Archives

The gold classicism and gold baraque
that became signatuces for Versace recor
again and again. Svmbaols of the comfort
and opulence that Versace wanted to
praject, they migrate from scarves and
accessories into the clothing and back
again. In the 19905, they also inhabit
Versace interiors and tableware designs.
This day ensemble 15 able i convey the
essence of the designer simply by the

tahismame quahty of irs barogue elements.
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Evening ensemble, spring-summer 1996
Zebra-printed synthetic stretch mesh,
yellow-and-black leopard-printed silk
Courresy Gianni Versace Archives

Amazing and sensuous combinations are
characteristic of Versace. Polire marching
was a trifle to Versace. He preferred the
surprise, even the initial dissonance, of
unexpected and frenetic combinations.
His disposition to pose the controversial
rather than the polite and conventional is
at the heart of every design decision, even
including the uproarious pattern mix.

13

process-displaying working method. Thus, it is ironic to think of a Versace
creation as a landmark, inasmuch as his work was so often about
demolishing landmarks in contemporary fashion.

Similarly, Versace’s remarkable corser and lingerie dresses are not

merely like those of the many contemporary designers who were stilly in
the 1280s and 1990s, stimulated by antique lingerie redesigned ar its own
scale to a single-layer dressing. Versace extended the corsert to function
as an evening dress, establishing a newly sinuous line from the bust to
the toes,

Versace’s landmarks are not definirive. Rather, they are only
moments from a rich, varied scrapbook of remembrances that can take any
spectator into the realm of memory and yield even more through their
knowledge of design history,
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Exening dress, spring-summer 1994
Yellow-and-arange crimped svntheric
JEFSEY

{1kt of Giannl Versace, 1996

[15%4. 202 3

Crienped jerses sers in the wrnkles thar
imply a ficst order of disarray, Versace
ceified the process by wsing grandiose
punk safery-pins as if they are a part of
the drapang provess. Thus, he set the
dress out as if it were the mose
rudimentary process of the draping
imaginarion, using studio discacds for
material, Llsewhere, the safety-pins offer
their curious dialogue berween the faux-
clegant and the practical, but here their
rolde s e cender the gist of draping on

the manncguin,
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Evening gown and shoers easemble,
spring—summer 1994

Purple, srange, and vellow ernmped
syntheric jersey

Cifr of Claoni Versace, 19%6

(199 2121 a-c)

Versace confronted vwo historics, one
mongmeidal and ane gquire recent. The
sari represents the grand tradidon of
wrapping in Indian dress, Tes vitared by
rhe ruprures and ther closoee wich rhe
pargantuan safety pins thae allude w
Versace's camcarural reference o punk,
itself a recent and ephemeral Brivish
strle. Further, theee i another classic
cantrenration: rhat cthe disestablishment
vharacter of punk assails the crernity of
the sari as a way of dressing. Wiile
Wersace did not function cxplicidy as a
bstorizan, be pecboemed g critecal rask by
means of the elements he pur ropether
aisk regongiled, ar least for the pucpese

of the dress itself.

£
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Evening gown, spring-surmmer 1994
Crange and purple synthetic jersey
Ciife of Giannt Yersace, 1996
(1996.202.4)

Although best known for his evening
weat, Versace never lost the Faith with
sportswear that he established in the
19703, Conversant with ltalian
sporeswear traditions, including lrene
Galitzine and Simonctta, and the

American rradition of easy dressing,

cften inflected by the East, Verszoe conld

firmby place shorts and slacks ip the
midst of high sevle.
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Evening gown, spring-summer 1994
Black silk wirk silver and gold-tone
metal safety-pin ornaments

Couctesy Glanni Versace Archives

Perhaps forever to be known as the
Elizaberh Hurley dress, as it was firse
worn by her in 1994, chis dress is the

defimitive resolunion of Yersaces use of

punk safety pins. Thar the Brirish mnde]

took the design hume in a sense to

England is paradexgal, for what »

manifestly high style in this instance has

[owely Hritish roors, Bat what had been
sari ar orher fashion classic is now
resalately the lirtle black dress, its

simpheity providimg the perfect fuil for

2

the intensicy of Versace's safery-pin deail

with the body's presence showing

through from benzach. Just as Gabeielle

Chanel rendered her little black dresses
as the tabuls rasa on which a whale
panoply of costume jewelry and
idiosyneratic persenal skvle could take
place, Wersace rendered che lircle black
dress e revealing and more

voluptoous than cver.

kL]

31









Evening drcss, fall-winter 1991-92
Cailred black silk crépe, chiffon, and
recmbroidered lace

Dife of Glanni Yersace, 1993 (1993,32.5)

With a nod to the Balenciaga baby doll
il the 19505, Versave extended the Lice
of lingerie to make a skirt for the
mescified form of a back-laced corset.
Lmparting utmeost elegance to what is a
cembingnon of heseorical seyles, Versave
reinforced a conceptuat premise with the
employment of @ multiode of beautiful
drtails. Le pointedly never held histary
up o ridicule, Rarher, he celebraced
cradicional technical vircwssity and
bistarical styles within the embrace af s

OWN THNE.
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Studded ensemble, fall-winter 1991-92
Black leather and silk crepe with silver

and gold-tone metal studs

Courtesy Gianni Versace Archives

Studding, a practical reinforcement,
became design for Versace. A fret along
the hem and patrerns on sleeves and
front represent Versace's ralent for
turning the rugged sportswear morif into
a decorative one, treating the studding as
if it were a form of printing. The
triumph of the ensemble—and a surprise

in [ashion historv—is that Versace made

new arnamentation from the obdurare
and practical device of the studs, A
corresponding detail only confirms that
there iz a visual delight found where we
expecred only physical reinforcement. If
the effect is more Greek than Byzantine,
the idea owes something to the cognare
Byzantine pieces in the same collecrion,
in which mosaic resserae are implicared
into metal on fabric and leather. Here,
classicistn and ornament are discovered
in the same principle of small meral

details being read as design.
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Day suit, spring-summer 1994 this suit benelits from both the regular

Black-and-white glen-plaid wool with parttern and its inherent sense of

floar weave deviarion. This subversive note within

Courtesy Glanni Versace Archives the otherwise formal assembly of the
luncheon or day suir represents Versace's

If there s any metaphor to represent keen interest in all fashion traditions. In

Versace's suits, it 18 the clegant rexrile short, if Dhor did i, then Versace wanrs

partern of this ane. Fstablishing a grid, ar least to rry ir.

bur releasing one float weave in series,
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Bolero day suit, fall-winter 1994-95
Light-blue synthetic plush
Courtesy Cianm Versace Archives

The designer whe had held the
bourgeaisie ar arm's lengrh in the late
1980s offered signs of peace and
reconcilintion with his smart suits in the
19905, These were not automatcally the
taste even then of the skeprical and
haughry. Their curs are almost brural
there, the bolero jacker emphasizes the
waist); Versace showed them with

£

extremely short skirts; and their buttons
and accessories never sacrifice the
Versace bravado, The bolero jacket 1s, of
course, pot the flattering and acquiescent
form of the cardigan or suir jacker that
softly camouflages rthe waisr and
mallifies the hips; Versace offered not the
convention, only a small compromise,
That a related ensemble was represented
in unforgerrable 1994 phorographs hy
Richard Avedan with a satyrlike nude
male suggests thar the image-making also
conceived an image beyond chic lunch.






Day dress, ca. 1984
Polychrome-seniped silk

it of Marilvn Linger, 1995
(19594 495, 11

Hig shoolders, which Yersace
remembered fondly as one of his
Fiallimac ks oo the Tare 19700 aod early
19505, conform ro the 1940s look that
Versave asdmired eacly in hiz career
Movies. both Italian and American in
this case, contributed o this imagers
made especially graphic by stripes and
the relaxed disposinom racdiatng from a
tlaceid coneer frone. Merging che easy
nunchalance of the sofe silk with the
repimentation of stripes, Yersace enjoyved
the sportswear graphic, while vielding eo
the drapmg of the 19305 and 1940s.

g



1980

Navy-and-white striped sheer silk
chiffon, with red corron-blend kni, biue
leather and coral plastic accessories
Gift of Gianni Versace, 1980
(1980.399.1 a—e)

materials with the virtuoso hand of the
American sportswear pioneers. Chiffon,
plastic, and leather are all used in an
semaphare-like clanty. Considering such

‘work in the development of Versace's

‘oeuvre, one realizes the larent sexualiry
in his sheer panels of cloth, bare
interstices, and joyous materials.



Day pant ensemble, spring-summer 1980
Navy-and-white striped sheer chiffon
and red coreon knit

Gifr of Gianni Versace, 1980
{1980.395.2 a-f)

41

The nautical forthrightmess of this sporrs
ensemble demonstrates Versace’s early
and outstanding ability to make the
ordinary luxurions. Capacious pants,
sheer chiffon, and soft wrapping give the
outfit the vtmost elegance along with
comfort. Here, whar comes close to a
cliché of summer dressing is saved by its
reliance on the unpretentious mix of
ordinary and exceptional elements,



Evening gown, fall-winter 1987-88
Black metallic mesh with rhinestone and
recbirodered cottan lace trom

Sife of Giannl Yersace, 1993 (1991,32.8)

The way tus dress clings aceoss the
paitrine and gleeens with mesh brillignee
pwght suggesr Yersace's icom of 1he
proseicate, but the fineness of the lace
erinn and retardatiaore tram sageests the
delicacy of Boud Soears or Callor Socurs
i the style of & court-presengation dress.
Crinee again, Versace arcribured so much
vognition and so muach fashion history o
rthe viswomary prostinute that she became
the pacadox of che woman of the sught,
paragon of history, Nonetheless,
WVersace's keen tondness could not be
excwscd by some crivics, who could
Tacdly see the hiseoewison for the sense
that this might be a less than proper
dress. Versace would never exculpate noe
be disdainful of the prostiruce: icis her
presence as ideal thar prevented Yersace

from ever being bourgeois.
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Slevveless dress
Top-stivched lavender silk

Courtesy Gianm Yersace Archives

The atcencuated effect of Lngerie is
achicved by extending whar seem to he
rthe functonal lings of the linpere e
the long verticals of this dress, Widch
e exrensian of fhese hines, the drecs
Becomes horh a colurin and an irem
of lingerie, heginning o rationalive s
lengel and raking advancage of the
shaping lines fuund in lingecie
curnstewetnon, here rendered

Targe and lang,

LY



Evening gown, fall-winter 1991-92
White siik crépr and ribbed silk with
rhinestone grommers and shoulder steaps
ikt of Gianni Yersace, 1993 (1993.52.3)

Anidar the fluery of 19905 fashion
stirmulaeed by nowly supple and
exrernalized corserry, Versace holdly
extended the line of the corset into a
gown. In 50 doing, ke did oot resore ro
the body exaggerations of supported

bust or narcowed waist of other
pracritioners of the 19905 corset. Inscead,
he allowed the line to be sinuously
modern. In a sense, Yersace was doing
what many other designers were doing at
the same time, bur be was steadfase @
his ideal of the sensuows, body-revealing
dress, not emnploying the caricatural body

of many who explored body shaping.

13
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Evering gowe [detail), spring-summer 1991
Parnally beaded sl owall prnted winh
polychmime mmages

Caltof Caanm Versace, 19%3 (1993524}

Versace's passion for Andy Warbol was
fuekerd, s the desener reportid, By one

ol Wis birer tevps tol New York: anid his
associanon of Warhol with, media
swareness, 4 lvely urr <cene, apprediaring
ot arr and desien, and the synthesis of an
ard livingg thise Wiardwol prawctioal aned that
was:egucontized by the Factory. Versace: the
grean observer and trawler after cultsral
drtoibs] saw Warhaol as a soul mare: [es oo
seowdent that the Warhal dresses appear in
thie s collectiom as the Voga dreses In
each case, the dessgner assumed medar and
visial culture. The pairing of James Pean
md Mordyn Montoe o like the Pop At
Medusa alrcudy an won for Versace, n
191, Versace selocred chsswe Wiarhal
mmages that ariginored i the | 9604

Art excited Gianni Versace. Fle responded as connoisseur, enthusiast,
callector, and designer. From among all those roles, it was always Versace
the designer who was most stimulated by are. He seized with alacrity any
apportunity 0 work with an artist.

While Versace’s historical episodes depend upon a respect for arr
history, the specific intéresr and joy in Versace's collecting and - his:
absorption of art inta the design process is the modern tradition, from
Gustav Klimt, Roberr Delaunay, and Alexander Calder earlier in the
century to Andy Warhol and [im Dine later. When challenged by one of
the artists he had championed and collected and whose motifs he had used
in his work, Versace replied that art was far everyone. for sharing, and for
the lengrhening of pleasure. Versiace was such an (dealist aboar arr. Even i
the position s difficult for an arose o undersrand, as he or she warches
work achieve profits for others, Versace’s largesse about art is evident in
his work and lite. His keen sense of symacsthesta encouraged collaboranion
with ballet and opera; his protound gratitude ro the image-makers led him
to support phatographic exhibitions and publicanans.

His multple roles regarding art did create confusion tor some. The
generous collector and benefacror counld hardly seem to be the same man
wha could seize upon an arnst’s ideas and render them into cloth with:
acknowledgment, bur withour copyrighr and licensing rransactions. As
Versace clsewhere seized the oxygen and aura—air du temps—aof
contemporary cultore for his energy and design, so too he felt thar the

%
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Evening dress, fall=winter 1954-85
Ciray, vellow, and silver metal mesh

Courresy Gianni Yersace Archives

An the metal mesh became 3 victoso
material for Yersace, he found its
inherent propertivs. He considered in this
case, firse, the rectangle, and creared a
silhouette arenteve ro the seraighr ling
and righr angle. Bur ncviably, this
reference is tor the field of painting, and
its decorcation is now in the manner of
Constav Klimt and other decorative
painrees. Acceding, ro flatmess and the
rectangle, Wersace did what every good
modernist of act crine Clement
Gireenherg’s onenraton does and realized

the full porential of fla surface.

14

Promethean fire of art was merely another ember for his torchy fashion.
While Wersace loved art and was always an avid museum goer, he did not
observe the distinction that many placc between popular culture and the
high culture of arr. In being so willing o rake oo arr, he was nar
intimidated by museum solemnity nor even art's stern auteur sovereigney;
it was all merely another caprivating image for Versace. Charactenistic is
Versace’s habir of visiting The Mctropolitan Museum of Art in recent
vears, mast often starting with The Costume Institute but proceeding to
other galieries as well. The seamless flow of a visit to the multifarious
Merropolitan Museum offers all the arts cqually for the designer’s
consideration, so thar one arr is nor pereeived sacrosancr and another
merely metier

For each Versace example inspired by arr, there is not only the
paradigm but also the designer's impulse and his remodeling of it into a
living art. Thus, the fragile, air-driven consrellation of a Calder mobile is
translated into a soft, floating, tissue-like dress thar allows us o feel a
gentle monion akin to that of 2 mobile. As Amy Spindler (New York
Times, January 21, 1997) described: “Mr. Versace made walking mobiles
of his models, in airy translucent dresses painted with Calder forms and
wites,” [t is precisely the animation that Spindler described that is the
designer’s necessary objective 1o using are authentically: to render it in
conjunction with the Living model and to allow it o live in a new wav.
MNow the Calder mobile is not merely suspended from the ceiling but

51



dances on a strapless gown of gossamer bssue. Likewise, the rich faceting
of Delannay as practiced by Versace mediates Roberr Delaunay’s ideas and
the brilliant textile inventions of his fellow artist Sonia Delannay. There is
no passivity i Versace’s use of these arnists; chere 15 instead a capruring of
the essence and a desire to see an art translated into apparel made for
spectacle.

Perhaps Versace's most famous arr equivalence is wirh Andy
Warhol. Cavalier and commercial creatives borh, they are less a design
odd-couple than one might imagine. Instigators and voyeurs, they both
were charmed by and became agents for the popular culture. in the same
manner in which it 1s impossible for the contemporary conceprual artist o
come of age without a Duchampianism, somerimes derivative, a
contemporary artist of media proclivity cannor come of age withour a
Warholianism, most likely derivative, and Warhaol served Versace both as
affinny and explanacion. His Pop Art dresses restify co Versace™s place in
the world. They bear their own sensarionalism a quarter of a century after
Warhol's brazen gestures. Even beyond their specific renderings—
conflating James Dean and Marilvn Maonroe, trumping Warhol to the larer
cultural exaggeration and excess, even beyond that of the 1960s—the
Warhol apparel comprises Versace’s declararion that fashion is to art what
art was ance ro the pepular culture—sardid scavenger and beautiful
correspondent, both at once.

53
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Diay dress, spring—summer 1983
Black linen

Gifr of Carol L, Reiss, 1994
(19944723 a,b)

For Versace, a linen dress 1s as simple as
a Barnert Newman painring, which is o
say that it is calculated and contemplated
to every measurcment and variation.
Like Claire MecCardell, Bonnie Cashin,
and other pioneers in American
sportswear, Versace used the precise
measure of apron- and kimone-like folds
in determining unpretentious wrap
dresses, the sole decoration being the
trim and the inherent measurements. For
a designer later so identified with the
surface rrearments and excitements of
apparel, Versace's first impulses were

akin to nummalism.
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Hecveless evenmg pown, Speing-siermmer
1921

Partiallt beadhd silk rwill printed with
folvchrome mages of Marilvn Monroe
and James Dean

Coourtesy Unanni Versace Archives

If Byzantine icons were fair pame for
Versave m 1991, then the wons of the
L360: were also ready for renewal and
rransfiguration, The movie-star
idealization of Andy Warhel, mory
recently described as “The Warhel Look:
Fashion, Stvle, and Cilarmwoon,™ swas
reinforced by the tandem of Monrac and
[ean. By rhe time Versace appropriated
these wnages, not anly weee borh scars
dead bue 3o too was Warhol. Versace
earplioved wons that are implicated moa
lesser history than chose of Byrantium
Lar that were nonetheless historical by
1991, His inevese was nor m truly
“conremporary™ art bucin Warhol as an
CH Master, though the personal
affinitics and sensibilicy for media and
sell-prajectiun were also subjecively

keen for Versace.
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Strapless evening dress, fall-winter 1989
Folvchrome-beaded and embraidered
black synthetic mesh

Courresy Channi Versace Archives

The arnses Roberr and Soaia Delaunay,
and their jagged, bristly, and colorful
modern planes, were 4 stimulus w
Versace, especially given that Sonia
Melaunay had worked in fashion, and in
orher design forms, and was one of the
first promoters of the kind of universal

artise-designer thar Versace wanred 1o be,
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Strapless dress, spring—summer 1997
Whire-and-Black hand-painted and
appliquéd silk chitfon

Courresy {ianni Versace Archives

The fragile, suspended world of an
Alexander Calder mobile is ee-ceeared in
the delicate scrim and fayers of a Calder
dress by YVerszce, Versace creared a
homage to the artist, but it is a2 knowing
one thar capruees the arnst in a
comparable suspension rendered in a

floacing modern dress.
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Evening gown, fall-winter 1984-85
Black metal mesh with gold and copper
design motif

Courtesy {ianni Yersace Archives

Metat mesh served Versace as the
abstract canvas, irresistible to the color
Blocks and intervals that we associate
with the hisrory of abseracr painring.
Ultinately, Versase was more drawn o
rhe nareative foems, bar has regared for
the arrists Gustav Klimt, Vassily
Kandinsky, Joan Mird, and Alexander
Caldee, and for modernise painring in
general restifies to an acute interest in

ahsreaction as well.
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Evening dress (detail), fall-winter
1997-938

Silver-tone mets] mesh with Greek-<mss
applgues

Courtesy Ginrmi- Verster: Archives

The mosai tesserae are the commem
proumd of bindscape, figures, anid crocses
m such architectural examples as the
Remanesgue chisrches i Ravenia, and
simitarty, Versace used the metad surface
throoghoat o picos, cqualizing the safr
drapery and rthe rigid form of the cross.
The complicared surface of the mexal
muesh, read frome afier as 4 shimmee, is the
logwal counterpart to the mosae, melded
from 4 dntance but multivalint ap e,

H1 STORY

Gianni Versace was an oprimist Atlas to a history rhar never seemed
burdensome to the designer. In ingod Sischy’s smary summary, the one
word by which to charactenze and remember Versace 15 fearless. Dame
Flistory, tormidable and witimidanng to many creanves, never scared
Versace: he was fearless and ready 1o assume that history was indivisible
tram contemporary design and from contemporary living. So gladly, sa

gheefully did Versace cull from history that the accustomed archacological

dust never attached itself to Versace's history. Instead. it was a splendid
combinanion of ebjective and subiecrive. Versace focused on tour
important epochs: classicism, Byzantium, the ¢ighteenth century, and the
1920k and 19308 [Madeleine Vionner, Madame Gres, and At Deco), The
history that Versace made has an antiquarianism and visually aware base
but is also a hiction as apparent as any invention of tradition. Fog example,

the Versace classicism, distilled 0 the logo of the Medusa now perhaps as

twentieth century an image as a Nike swoosh, was not Johann
Winckelmann’s but neither was thar eighteenth-century art hisrortan’s
history purely objective. Rather, we know that history to be a dreaming
desire, History itself may be a muse as much as 1115 a chronology.

For Versace. history was the legacy needed for contemporary
imagination. Thi classical drapenes he perfected were not cocrect 1o art or
history. They have their debr o Ceall B DeMille and rherr place in
Versace's imagimation of a yvigorous, sensuous, pagan world. Versace's
eternal prostitute takes her place in histoncal garb as a Roman slave girl,
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Sleeveless dress with opened bust-scam,
fallwinper 1994-95

Leopard-print silk velvet and pold-tone
metal mesh

Courtesy Gianm Yersace Archives

& dress can be slashed, in which case its
cut through to the body s an after-the-
fact and addinonal gestiee. In chis
instance, Versace did nor slash but
characreristically found Bis pap within
the design. Leaving the pap and its
curresponcking drape from the bust-seam
can appear accidental or incidental in a
way no slash would ever be.
Deconstrucoion as a fashion metaphor
has often been a matter of destroying
whar is whaolly made. Bor in the mest
talented hands—Rei Kawakubo for
Comme des Garguns, for exarmple—the
knowledge of partern and draping, allows
the design to render a select Jetail
ncomplers o wiconnecied. Yersace's
besase that he always draped is
consequential when he not onldy
coastrusts through draping but alsa

decanseructs.

b5

often with a skirt shorter than the 1920 lengeh but looking most like the
Technicolor lustiness of “epic™ classical films.

Classical drapery came to Versace not with the propriety of Greés
hemlines, which reach the floor in the manner of a Roman marron.
Versace maxed Grés with Fedenico Fellini, coming up with a slave girl out
of narrartive art as much as out of historical evidence, but showing leg and
thigh. For the Roman dresses, Versace did not reconstruct the Roman
Empire; he prefereed 2 glory in conremparary and libidinouws imagination,
rendering bordelle Rome in its decadence and what Versace imagined as a
culture in Traly of unembarrassed sexeality and of opulence simitarly
unblushing. Can the historian wholly confirm or deny this robust
represcntation of history? Versace invented from a matrix of knowledge,
drawing on his vast library for images out of history bur insisting on
extracting them from the historical disposition into a boisterous sensibility
of the contemporary.

Yersace's translation of Byzantiuim derived from his inspection of
artifacrs and his certainey thar he could perform something akin. The
mosaics of Ravenna did not hush Versace among all the international
touTists; it 3s as if history inspired Versace to say “I can do that,” even
with regard to the most venerared and monumental traditions. Even the
piety of monumental crosses and Viegin and Child in mosaic esserae did
not daunt Versace, who manifestly worked in a secular time and in a
carnal, sensucus manner. Ravenna was an inspiration. At a later pomr, in
1997, The Metropolitan Museum of Art’s ¢exhibition “The Glory of
Byzantium™ cast Versace back into thar incense-imbued world of dreams,
ghitter, and monumentality.

Versace's Byzantine collections called upon specific characteristics
of his work. His recurrene interest in the heavy encrustation of metal
embroidery corresponded to the luster of Ravenna’s eolorful and shining
mosaics. Shrewdly, Versace rendered his Byzantium in weighty
ornamentation, but he also inteited anocher Byzaniine premise. The
radiant mosaic walls of Ravenna that transmuate mass into splendid
message are in marked contrast to the heaviness of the construction itself.
In likc manner, Vorsace's 1997 Byzantine dresses arc lcather, a surface we
are least likely to associzee with 2 cruse of embroidery. The resols is thar
we have an implacable field that is madc miraculous in the presence of the
spatkling, story-giving surface, just as we experience on ontering a
Ravenna building.

For Versace, such historical references are not re-crearion; they are
the re-situation of the effects of histary to a new circumstance in apparel.
in like manner, Versace's extravagant dix-beatiéme, an amalgam of art’s
representation and fashion's grandiose silhouette, skims or channel-surfs
the eighreenth century for the dispositions he craves: ribald senswality
worthy of Casanova’s account of the courr or Fielding's revelation of
upwatdly mobile lives; the Hagrantly oinate world of hotror vacui
decoranon, delighting in rococo excess and letting the fotes galantes of the
era seem £ven maore suggestive as skirts open and bras announce love-plays
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and sweet elepance; and a silhouette of balleening skirt ropped not with a
rib-grinding corser and bodice but with a top of deep décollerage and rib-
revealing closeness to the body.

Abour dreess inspired by the column-and-cylinder decades of the
twentieth century, Yersace respected both the dressmakers and the artists
of the 19205 and 1230s5; he understood their discovery of the flatin
modern dress as 2 counterpart to his own modernist tendencies and his
own desire to drape the dress to fail againse the hody, But one principle
alone was not borrowed in this case. Versace loved the circles and
simplified decoration of the time, suggesting that the ornate even for
Versace succumbed in some way to the International Style, with its decoration
that 15 solely determined and required by funcuon.

History, never a burden for Versace, was rreated with the
legerdemain of a designer who wanted to extrace the essence of the
historical example when it accorded with a contemporary need. in this, we
have the medel of a contemperary history and of the histericism chat can
enlighten the creative process.

L1

Evening dress, fall-winter 1994-25
{old-tone metal mesh

Covrresy Glanni Versace Archives

Ag always, Versage offered himself
challenges in dressmaking, absorbing
what had begun as simple, boxlike
rectangtes of metal mesh into the soft
drapery of a seyle thar equivocared
between the 19205 and classicism. if the
wer deapery of clasuaical sculprore could
br emulated by the languorous jerseys
and %ilks af the 19205, then why not wy
tor render the style in the metal mesh that
Versace defely rook into a process of
draping?
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Everning gown with agymmerercal hem,
spring-summer 1995

Draped and pleated lyght-blue
synchetiv cesey

Courtesy Gianni Versace Archives

ln ane of his most blaane examples,
WVersacy demonstracesd his Fellini-like
alaliny o respect history and w eroticize
it and render it hvperbolic and
unfarpeiable. This is a strwmper of the
decadence of the Roman Empire, the
prosutute cmergent feom histoey, Bux
Wersaco's passionate history is not
wirthour arriste evidence: as stndent as
this image may be, it is based on his
equivalent th ancient statuary™s wit
drapery. Bur surcly, has is noe dhe history
of high-schoel texi it is the crotic
papeant aod histoey expanded i rerms

of our current sulture and ideas,
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Evening gown, fall-winter 1984-83
Gun-metal gray metal mesh studded with
rhinestones

Courtesy Gianni Yersace Archives

As hard and cold as metal might be,
WVersace draped it as if it were a liquid
fabric, defving all the austerity of gun-
metal gray and the heaviness of
additional rhinestones. Versace treated
the marerial as if it were gossamer, even

when it was not,



';Qﬁm ml!r.mm i.ndl!hlffﬂl‘l with silver-
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.mmpulnw& gowns ai Madamu Gris
‘were a great iuspimﬁm 1o Versace, who
lt & simple aeoclassica lne inflectthe
nunraiﬂaw of the drapery. Even before
e “Madame Gl:ﬁs" ‘exhibition held in
th¢fnﬂ of 1'1194 at The Costume
Institute, The Metropolitan Museum of
Arr, on. ht.mg told rhat the exhibition
was being planned, Versace exclaimed
thar she had probably been the greatest

inspiration to him among all designers in




Evening dress, fall-winter 194748
Silver-rone metal mesh with Greek-cross
appliqués

Comrtesy Gianmi Yersave Archives

The mosaw tesserae are the commen
ground of landscape, Bpores, and orosses
in such architecrural examples as the
Remmanesgque churches in Bavenna, aod
similarly, Versace used the meral surface
thremghour o piece, cqualizing the sofr
drapery and the rigid form of the cross.
The complicated surface of the meral
mesh, read from afar as o shimmer, is the
lagical counterparr o the mosae, melded

from a distance but moltivalene up close,
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Evening gown, fall-winter 1997-94
Gold-tone metal mesh with Greck-cross
APPlsjues

Courtesy Granni Versace Archives

The heavy meral dresses of the season,
weighing in at a shoulder-numbing
twenty puunds, are Cheistian soldiers of
a tvpe that perchaps only Versace could
have envisiomed. They imply the
considerable phyacal powet of che
woman, sugpesting 2 Xena heroine
among fashion models, bur dhey also
convey the emotional power of the cross,
The huard surface af borh dress and crosy
serves as the equivalent of che mosaic
hield and socface of the Byzantine crosses
of Ravenna. In her memaorial recollection
of Wersaee, edivor Ingnd Hischy
remembered the zeal of Versace when
leading her unoa wisit v Bavenna, a place

of grear ardor for the designer.
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Diess, fall-winter 1997-98
Black leather embroidered with Greek-
cross maotif

Caurtesy Diann Versace Archives

Ia the Atelier Versace collection inspired
by The Metropualitan Museum of Art's
“The Glory of Byzantum™ exhibition,
Versace returned o the grear erosses he
had used in the earlier 1990s. Risking
sacrilege, Versace employed a symbol as
potent a5 the cross in purswit of secular
tashion. The probability of being
eriticized is often imhibiring 1o fashiun
designers and o clothing's wearers, given
the necessary social function of the art.
Bur Versace could defy or ar least mysnlfy
the Church ar least as much as he defied
and mystified the middle ¢lass who
would find such an incendiary geseure
offensive. in this sense, though, Versace's
design is nor abour heing ingrasianng; o

is about pursuing a vision.
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Byzantine halter ensemble, fall-winter
1991-92

Polychrome beaded and embroidercd
black leather, hlack silk =ann, and
chiffan

Courtesy Gianni Versace Archives

Versace solicits interprerarion. This
ensemble requires some explanation,
not only for the religious imagery but
even for the presence of the leather
jacker. As 1 argued at the nme
(“Sailing to Byzantium: A Fashion
Odyssey, 1990-1991," Textile & Text
14:2, 1981): “But a Virgin and Child
taken from mosaic to embraidery,
gearing down the scale but keeping
even the process more or less intact, is
to declare representation an affinity
with clothing and apparel something
other than an uninrerpreted,
unintelligible field of design. What
cannot be said about this [Versace]
clothing is that it is meaningless.... I
Versace takes a supremely recognizable
image and applies it to clothing ro
make explicit his demand that clothing
is an eloguent, rherorical mode.”
Versace knew this imagery to he
provocanve, and he chose to be a
provocateur
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Suit, fall-winter 199192
Polvchrorme-princed «ilk velver
Cife of Annc H. Bass, 1993
(19933455 a—)

Versaces romanticism and svoacsthesia
are sugpested in this elegant swir thar
places ramanric painting and dance ar
the servive of the Fashion designers most
tenider emnnons and the rexoile prinee’s
COMSUNUMATE Nusstery. Are history, always
ar the desipnec’s beck and call, mellified
Versace's sensibility in the zacly 19905 w
vnabile him to make the smart swies and
railered daywear that emerged in the
19905 to accompany his more famous

tandd imfamoust eveningwear.



Bustier ensemble, spring-summer 1992
Embroidered, appliquéd, and beaded
blue silk mairé and blue denim

Courtesy Gianni Yersace Archives

Modern dress in silhouerte, the buscier
and jacket are in surface decoration
evocative of the eighreenth century. The
notable décolletage of eighteenth-century
separace bodices may be suggested by the
busticr, but the irony berween the two
epochs appears chiefly in the modern suit
jacket offered with the decoracion of the
ancien régime. Tt is as if Versace bad all
the parts of each era but only wanted to
make a wanton jigsaw puzzle,
juxraposing various parts and noc quice

playing by the rules.
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Evening ensemble, spring-summer

1992

Denim and polychrome-printed silk faille
Courtesy Gianni Versace Archives

The open gown of the eighteenth-century
French eourr gave Versace license to
offer the most extravagant version there-

of, The sweet games of love that might
have intrigued a court were not Versace's
miliew. Instead, he made his woman
more courtesan than court lady. Wirh,
however, a wonderful comprehension of
eighteenth-century dress, Versace
released all the porennial for sensualiry
and love play.
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Evening ensemble, spring—summer 19972
Navy-blue denim, gold-and-black
barcgue-panerned sHk faille

Courtesy Gianni Versace Archives

This evening outfic steps our of the
candlelight of the eighteenth contury
with a sriffened skire, perticoae-like
interventions and & palimpsest of lace,
and wondeous batoque silk with a
netwerk of horror vacui decoration. Bur
neves conent e lef a seyle rest in one
vpoch, Versace lurched back into
rwentieth-centory sposrswear with a
denim top. Yet even as he gave us the
bocdice of a cowpirl, he also anderstood
cighteenth-contury décolletage. While the
mannequin is seen here from the back,
we might expect the runway view wich
several buttons unbunened: the effect of
a voycur's Versailles rendered in rodeo

denim.

a7
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Evcning enscmble, spring-summer 1988
Beaded and embroidered red net and
rose-prein el red synrhetic owall

Courtesy Gianni Versace Archives

A sheer hodice taps a leg-revealing skir
of eighteenth-ventury style, ik
unrestraited flocal parern speaking of
both Versace's excesses and those of the
eighteenth century. The skirt opens up
and falls to the sides in a bagged-up,
pouched mannee of the late cighieenth
century. It is clear dhax dhis is not by any
means historical re-cteanon, ver it 15
shrewdly awarc of how high-spirited and
how profligaee sighteenth-century dress
could be,
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Sleeveless evening deess with panniers,
spring-sumumner 1988
Peolychrome floral-printed silk

Courresy Glanni Versace Archives

The eighreenth centory is a souvenr of
opulence, color, and seductive intrigue.
The extreme brevity of this panmer-
distended skirt is not entirely practical
for modern life, bur Versase could not
bring bimself to take on the ponderous
volume of cightecnth-century apparel.
His version is, in facr, indebred 1o Dior
of the 19505 and Lacroix in the 19305,
but he wenr shorter than either and far
bolder in spareness to the body.



Evening ensemble, spring—summer 1992
Blue denim, gazar, and silk with gobd-
tae meral agcessories

Courtesy Gianni Versace Archives

A vivacious print and the giclishness of a
shiore skire emerge from the eighteenth
century but are pipelined by Versace
right inta the spirit af the twentieth
century, more soas accompanied here
by a derim jacker. Again and again,
Versace evoked the eighteenth century
only 1o confront it with more casual and

more modern principles.
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Evening slip gown (and detail),
spring-summer 1996

Pleated silver silk sarin with embroidered
sheer insets

Courtesy Gianni Versace Archives

To imagine that the eighteenth century,

with its articulated and engorged
silhouettes, is an inspiration to a willowy

o5

slip gown by Versace requires a leap of
faith or, in Age of Enlightenment terms, a
leap of reason. Versace's silhouette 1s of
our time, but the referencing of petticoat
visibility and the elaboration of the inset
panels march dix-buitieme stomachers
elaborating the center and the splaying of
skirts 1o reveal equally beautiful, even
more delicate layers beneath.



Asymmetrical onc-shoulder evening
gowr, fall-winter 195798
Yellow ravon jersey and black leacher

Courtesy Gianni Yersace Archives

Indebted to Madame Grés, bot rendered
shewclingly disruptive by che intervention
of black leacher, this evening gown is
Versace's own version of the 1920s. In a
famous photograph, probably intended
chiefly for a process demonstration, a
Crrés mannequin exposes one hreast m
an asymmetrical draping. It is as if
Wersace took that idea and added one of
his leather dresces to incorporate his
version of propricty. Yet, by setting the
leacher as apparent conrrast to the
draping of the jersey, Versace made no
effort to reconeile; he only disordered his
examplar in Grés, making the 19205
lock provocative in the 1990s,

13
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1997-98
Pmkmlk;wr
Courtesy Gianni Versace Archives

The historical source here is clearly
Madame Grés, but Versace replaced the
French designer’s discreet elegance with
his own penchant for the vampish and
glamorous. Grés emphasized the classical
and the comfortable. Versace displaced




Evening gown, spring-summer 1997
Appliquéd purple silk chiffon
Courtesy Gianni Versace Archives

"The ease and innate modernity of teens
and rwenties dresses enthralled Versace.
Sheer layers allow dressmaking to stand
our and display print and decoration.
This classic modernism was clearly

Versace's great alternative to body-
hugging tightness and the look of the
prostitute. It assumes a lyricism for the
designer, still letting the body be
expressed but far less overtly crotic than

in ather instances.




Evening dress, spring-summer 1995
Purple silk chiffon with satin appliqués
and beaded shoulder straps

Courtesy Gianni Versace Archives

The runiclike layering of 1920z sryle is
suggested by Versace in this evening
dress that in silhouette might even honor
Poiret, but thart is gossamer and body-
elinging in a way that shows off in the
hot light of the contemporary runway.




Evening gown, spring-summer 1997
Yellow silk chiffon with circular yellow-
and-mustard satin appliqués

Courtesy Gianni Versace Aschives

5 I SR e I Lo
gossamer eylinders of forms, evoking rhe
principles of twentieth-century fashion.
these fﬁm.-misinmd, d‘??'msg_amia
new sexuality, but Versace rendered.
floating forms and his joy of the beauty
‘perceived along with the gauzy surface.







Evening dress (and detail),

spring-summer 1982
Beaded and printed blue silk chiffon

Courresy Gianm Versace Archives

This chiffon tabe epitomizes the new
cylindrical fluidity and the cubist clarity
of the fashion new in the 1920s,
enhanced by the turther referencing to
Art Deco decoration in Mediterranean
colors. It is as if Versace rook his favorite
fashion designers of thar period and pur
them in concert with the best in
contcmporancous painting and

decorarive arts,

103



Evening gown, spring—summey 1997
Mustard-and-orange silk chiffon

Courtesy ‘Gianni Yersace Archives

Sweerly redolent of Mycenacan
civilization, this dress of an At Deco
archaeoloey alse expresses the 1990;,
enhancing the body and wtilizing the
contemporary disposition to sheer, body-

revealmg form.

104
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Bias-cut evening gown, spring=sumimer
1997

Crearn haminered silke satin with chiffon
back panel

Courcesy Gilanni Yersace Archives

This dress for a contemporary diva could
almest have stepped out of the 1920y, Of
cobrse, Versaces 19208 drapery was
aften influenced by the movic-star
version Girecian dresses and has-cur
prrans of the 19305 silver screen that
abways entranged him. The suliey
sexualiny of chose dresses came into play
when Versave reconceived the 19205 for
the 14905,

104G 107



Evening gown, fall-winter 198788
Black meral mesh and syatheric lace

Courtesy (ianni Versace Archives

The early vears of the nwentieth century
rendered fashion cylindrical and with
cling that would adhere not to an
areificial serocrare b o che body irself,
and Versace brought the same idea to
this dress that uses the teens and twentics
sryle bur ¢leacly wleattfies the modecn
woman. The presence of a train scems
historical; the cleaving o the bust and

ribs seems ernric.
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Evening dress, fall-winter 1991-92
Powder-blue silk crepe, chiffon, and lace
Gift of Gianni Versace, 1993 (1293.52.2)

Like the poer determined to represent
both innovation and conformity and
structure as well, mastering the
restraints, Versace imparted every
possible complication to the elements of
lingerie dressing. He did not merely posit
the wearing of innerwear as outerwear
but combined the techniques, providing
lace, accompanying it with quilting,
adding bracing, and pleating the lace.

Evening dress {and detail), fall-winter
1991-92

Pale-pink silk crépe, chiffon and lace
Gift of Gianni Versace, 1993 (1993.52.1)

This flircations evening dress thar is little
more than the structure of a slip is just
as rich in its couture values as it s
flambayant in flaunning sexuality. The
dazzle of dressmaking performance was
for Versace the one possible counterpart
1o the sizzle of sensuality. Lace, pleating,
and quilting all meer in the small
expanse of inches of fabric. Multiple

technigues and the investment of such
couture practice in a garment that could
from a distance pass for sleazy lingerie
are Versace tenets. After all, when
Chanel seized the little black dress in
wool jersey from the maid, she had to
give it all the couture finishes to
guarantee that it was transfigured. So,
o, Versace seized the ostensibly valgar,
imparted a panoply of technical skills,
and left the garment changed and the
spectatar overwhelmed by the merger of

-complete opposires.
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Animal-print cnscmble, spring—summer
19432

Yellow-and-hlack printed silk with gold-
rone metal aceessorics

Cowrresy Crianni Versace Archives

Mever tw moch, never wa mch, and
perhaps even never too thin—Yersace
adied the varegory uf willful exeess and
extravagance to fashion's abilicy we vvoke
desire. Rich printmg, vared marerals,
and wild coordinations are pare of the
Versave aesthetic, He preferred
decadence and immodceation o any
standard of good easte. He alse invoked,
as many designees do, the spiric of Diana
Vreckand, in the whiclwind of animal

prines, flamboyance, and high sryle,

114

dusky and somewhas illicit world of motorcyele jackers but rather 15
emplayed structurally. Moreover, leather is not a male prerogative for
Versace. OF course, other and earlier designers had used leacher for
womenswear, especially Yves Saint Laurent in his pioneering work. Bus
Versace cast the referencing of leather back and forch berween the
templares of menswear design such as motoreycle jackets and the
consummately womenswear leacher he had made into skirts going back to
the 19705, Leather is studded, but leather can also be quilted; its bics
become the geographic integers of a mesh map, or it <an constitute a field
upon which the delicacy of embroidery seems even more fragile on 2
staunch sking and its praccical application s mingled with its most
symbaolic and most transgressive use in 5 & M.

Of all che magerials advanced by Versace, plastic is che
quintessential and the most controversial. Transparency was an casy causc
for vwelfth-centory Gothic architect Abbor Suger, but it is a very difficult
onc for contemporary fashion, Te risks the very invisibilicy of the emperoc’s
new clothes, but it also can suggest possibilities for a modern Cinderella.
Versace honored a fashion convention in shielding the inside, wherc it
grazes the skin, with a soft skin, exposing relatively liile of the wearer’s
body to the plastc itself. The spectaror’s anxiety suggeses that there 15 even
groarer digcomfore wo the viewer than for the wearer.

Versace answered to the early-twentieth-century lraban artises’
Futurist Manifesta, when he introduced new materials to fashion and

114



Tank dress with cutout midriff,
fall-winter 1994-95

Yellow vinyl

iy G Ve Ao nes

Risking reference to the 1960s but bold
enough to speak to the 1990s are
of vinyl with a dressmaker's deftness of
hand. It is perhaps difficult to imagine
‘such dresses as other than an Austin
Powers parody of the Sixties, but Versace
made the dress so much his signature
that we may think 1960s, but we still
remember—and are saved by the fact—
that we are in the 1990s.



Tank dress with cutout mideiff,
fall-winter 1994-95
Fuchsia vinyl

Courtesy Gianni Versace Archives

Versace assembled a conclusive catalogue
of the horrors of the muiddle-class
sensibility, Brightly colored vinyl has to
be of top rank on such a list of anathemas.
Versace seized the contemprihle marerials
and acted as if he were dealing with silk
or wool. This is the tour de force
performance of the arrist who knows
exactly what alienares his audience and
whao knows equally well thar he can
perform magic using the reviled

materials.




insisted on new uses for some old textiles and technigues. In trading with
the vernacular, Versace was perhaps only continuing the great tradition of
Chanel and others. In going beyond tashion for new resources, he may
have been preceded by Elsa Schiapareili, bur his enterprising and far-
reaching search for materials feels even more like an artisr’s endless forape
for the best macerial, however unconventional or even unknown, through
which to discover form.

Dress, Fall-winrer 199596

Cream wool with clear vinyl yoke and
puckers

Courtesy Gianni Yersace Archives

The use of clear vinyl causes this wonl
dress to scem more glued to the body,
the rransparency supgesting hoth
coverage and noncoverage. lo the
syndrome of the ermperers new clothes,
the vinyl overwhelms the more rraditional
reaterial and malkes the dress seem w

vamnish.
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Coar, fall-wimter 1992-93
CQuileed black lcather with fur trim

Comrtesy Canm Yersace Arckives

Versave™s leathers have not the planes of
hard jackers boo the stufl of scubproere,
and ultimately the stuff of dreams.
Concavity and convexiry, reinfarced by
the quilted grid, give rhe leather a vitaliry
by making the material abwavs appear
light, almosr inflarable. Even Pop
sculprures Iy Wik de Same-Phalle and
Claes Oldenburg are sugpested in these
aleernately swellmg and compressed

shapes.

140
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Evening tank dress, spring—summer 1996
Black synthetic net with black leather
appliqués and beading

Courrcsy Gianim Versace Archives

As they do o his plasoc dresses,
Versace's net dresses of spring—summer
199€ afler islands of scartered heading
and appliqués to present some
teasonahble coverage of the body, Black
leather Bloaes in parches in an effece thar
appears to be a wholly random and

ungonteolled prder.
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Eveniog dress, fall-winter 1996-97
Silver-tone mesh with black coton
lace trim

Courtesy Gianni Versace Archives

Lingerie, that layer formerly unseen but
very visible in the 19905, has been
treated by many designers by showing
the delicacies and balance between
mnerwear and cuterweat, public and
private, But Versace was not content
wirth the conundrom as ie existed. Racher,
he added Joan of Arc wo the fray, offcring
a sheer lingecie wirth the silverone
reflections of armor er, at very least,
medustrial design. The effect 15
fabricate the sheer layer as undeniably
self-sufficient. Black cotton Tace trim
only furthers rhe senge of induserial

strength and design,
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Evening tank dress, spring-summer 1997
Silver-tumg chain masl and mint-green
metal mesh over mint-preen silk

Curtesy Diannm Yersace Archives

Versave rendered the insubstantial
silhouetre of the 19205 momeral, bur he
never let the meral seem hard or heavy,
Instead, be religd on rhe metallic shegn
and rhe play between silver and green to
provicle the equivalent of silk or gven
sheer texxite. The taur de foree of dhis
performance is Yersace's genuine
adherence e the 19205 ideal, plus his
transference mio anather material, even
inti: technalogy, The formless mail
dresses proved the supple possibilities of
the medmwun, bot the re-creatien of a
whole Deca silhouctte is even more

prodigions,

126
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Eveming dress, fallwanrer 1995-94
Transparent vinyl with allover
polychrome beading

Courresy Gianm Versace Archives

Trapsparent plasne is distanced [oom
nudity ondy by the scartering of beading,
eonceived as 2 kmd of alearory allover
pattern but sufficient to deflect the eye
from a direct reading of the body within.
Bur Versace clearly knew that this is a
scrim and a diversion with a more
imgrortant sense of addressing the body
and making the dress as see-through

as possible.
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Sarong cnsemble, spring=summer 1989
Braded black syntheric net aned hand-
painced brown silk velvet

Courtesy Gianni Versace Archives

The sarong came naturally from
Versace's backgeound and cxpeciize in
sportswear wrapping and the global
sonrces implied by wraps, Like his lush
skirts in spurtswear, the sacong also
coneaing an element of surprise. The
amplitude of the fabric is largely
convgealed when s nghedy draped o
rhe side in rthe sarong manner. Mow in
saopruous mateeial, the sarong; becomes

CvEn Mare exrravagant.



Evening gown, fall-winter 1992-93
Cur-our and banded black wool wirh
top-stitched wool and leather banding

Courresy Glanm Versace Archives

The easy and tempting allusion this
collectinn makes o bondage and
sadomasochistic fetish created the
expected autrage m 1992, The collection
was denounced by some, reaffirming
Versace's fashion base as the
adventuresome and avant-garde. In faer,
the collection seems to refer less to The
Mineshaft or other fetish clubs than
the means of averlacing the body with a
minimum of strusture, as spagheth straps
and fashion ewplorarion had always
done. The device may have had an
allusion that was sure to be incendiary
and judgmental for some, but the usage
was standard prachice for advanced
rwenneth-century fashion. This is not o
cxculpate Versace from enjoying the
sensanion his screerwise evocarion
causcd—in the manner of many
conemporary vanguard artiscs—hur o
recognize that the prime cause was more
conservative than maost thoughe. Bur
Versace was not mrying to be politicaily
correct any more than he was trving o
be proper. He prized being labeled 2
hedenist, for hedonism was the mateix of

his fashion sensibilicy.

133
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Wrap evering gown, spring-sunnice
15987
Black metal mesh wath beaded fringe

Courresy Giiannl Versace Archives

Farravagant though be may have Teen,
Versace admired fashion of ascringency
and discipline; perhaps he could maseer
the dhscipliote and then take the siele wa
mare arnate cxpression, His grear loves
armong the Jdesigners of the 19200 wer
Aladelene Viwonner and Madame Grés,
cach a fashion asceds of a kind, Bur
Vernace could also comvey b rumance
with the 19205 by his use of dvpamic,
amicnated Fringe and the shearhing flow

of popular 19205 sevle,

134 EEL]



Strapless eveping gown with matching
underpants, fatl-winter 1995-96
Beaded vellow synrthetic jersey

Craureesy Gianne Versace Archives

Braver than brave, Versace never took
tefuge in the solemnity or importance of
has maremals. Rarhee, a synthern: jecsey in
scorching calor would suffice and would,
of course, ereate 2 similag, if ner greater,
spectacle, as a related long dress in
refimed marerals. Versace could, Like
most designers, create evening gowns
with ease, bur what he could do in such
singular fashion was to make one that
wold stand owr in the crowd on such

occasions as awards nights and openings.
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Fvening gown, speing-suaamer 1994
Crinkled cream silk satin and synthetic
lave with gold-tne metal safery-pin
ML NLS

Courtesy Cnanm Yersace Arehives

The wrinkled look af 1994 anl 1995 is a
paradaox, Yersave was going mamserean
in many wavs, but he was now going
bourgerns. One means of rerammg his
outsider idensite is the crumpled cloth,
even ay F 15 mmassed wro extrarhnary
shapes. [t is as if Yersace was striving for
the shapes of Wiarth bt ipsisting on
using punk pins and marceials with a
disarrav that would have shamed the
Charles Dhckens Gread Expectations

charaster Miss Havisham,
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Jumpsait (detail), spring-summer 1991 Textile pattern, which provided 4 primary demonstration of virtuosity for

Silke and synthetse net with altover Versace, formed a part of the designer’s avowed preference for luxuriance
polvchrome beading in Vogue magazine  and has remained so strong a touchstone that it ranslated successfully in
marid the early 19905 in rableware and home furnishings. Rich and wondrous
Courresy Gumm Versace Archives patierns came T be expected of Versace;

Versace used his expertise in prints 1o incorporate word and
The Vogue togo, now stable; was m the image, permitting not only the fusion of design and printed message bur
1920¢ capable of chumgmg from month also the grander union of garment and graphic. In the Atelier Versace

tevmonth in thie hands of the creanve collection tor fall 1997, tour-de-force leather dresses with Japanese writmg
illystranors such as Gearges Lepape, and Chinese and Japanese symbaols illustrare the interest that calligraphy.
Helen Deyden, and Benito who nxade mest especially thar which he could not read, held for Versace. Ta this
evocanve covers, mcluding logos, instance, the leather dress has come to serve as 3 kind of didactie
sustable to the month. The fogo confd be  blackboard on which the messages of personal identity andSnternanional
jewelry, skvwntmy cloud tonmanons, understanding are nscribed. Giannt Versace's name appears m a verrical
Art Deco blicks, pr the simulation of column, a clumsy transhiteranon. Elsewhere, a mix of symbols of joy and
medieval manuscripe dlumination. A happiness contribute to the capacity of the dresses to speak even more

neck line that incorporates 3 Vogue logo eloquently than in explicit languages. The presence of these words and

warrm as 3 ercklice nupht be seminds s symbals is deferential. Ar the same time, these 1997 dresses remimd us of

ol the antage itlostrated covers ot the early Versace jumpsuies wath: Japanese and other  Asian symbols vhar
Ve, inspired Versace and came full circle inwo s lase collection.

More than mere meaning applies as well to the several garments

Versace created using Vogue covers, not only the quite recent bur vintage

ones as well. These garments connect fashion to media. For some, the

ge | 4




Halter evening gown, spring-summer
1991

Silk jersey printed with polychrome
Vogue magazine motif

Courrts':p Gianni Versace Archives

When Vogue celebrated its centennial
with the book On the Edge: Images of
100 Years of Vogue (1992}, wrirer
Kemmedy Fraser clanmed: “In the main,
Vogue has been a good friend 1o
women.” Surely its pages, covers, and
ideas have played a role in the lives of
many American women, Versace
rendered a homage, using recent and
hisrorical covers of the journal, that
acknowledges both a visual source in the
world of women and the power of the
media.



Jumpsuit, spring-summer 1991

Silk and synthenc ner with allover
polychrome beading in Vogue magazine
maiif

Courtesy Glanni Versace Archives

Secking o justfy the modernicy and
gender role of Vogue, Kennedy Fraser
offered: *Ourwardly, tor most of the
time, American Vogre seems to believe in
a sart of ferminine Uropia of ever
healthier, more flat-bellied, and
thoroughly fulfilled young
professionals.” Clothed in beaded
jeurnal covers, the woman wha wears
the jumpsuit that Versace offered as
metaphor o the modern and eificient,
recalls Versace's roots developing our of
American sportswear and all thar such
sportswear imphied for the effective and
up-to-dare woman. Versace's
“advertising™ is largely subservient ro
this effort to embody the modern woman

as envisioned by magazine and designer.







Bathing easemble, spring—summer 19%4
Purple and polychrome paisley-princed
Mavlon streech jersey

Gift of Ghanni Yersace, 1996
11596.202.F a—)

The prine of Versace have ofen been
compared 1o the popalar prings of Fmilic
Pucci thar likewise enthralled a
worldwide audience, cspecially
Americans, wirh theie applicanons w
sportswear T he beantiful prings that had
adbered only to silk became for Versace
the resplendent pattorns of all his waorks,
including bathing ouefics. For Versace,
the impulse was democratic. Opulent
prings, e the prvilege of unly the
maost expensive and rarefied rextiles,

becarme the mode of evervday life.

L1 )

specific connection berween fashion and the Fashion magazine is publicly
denied and disdained with the claim that the two are independent 1n the
tradirional separation of adverusing and cditorial, Yer fashion magazines
today walk a tightrope. Fashion designers, such as Versace, who delighted
in the image campaigns that consume massive pages of advertising in
many magazines and certainly in Vogue, hold considerable power. Versace
offered a novel trade-off; he advertised Vogue on clathing, thus placing the
magazine's pages on a garment. Who could resist some reciprocicy? Word
and image were {or Versace about media seduction and the desire for
clothing to communicate. One imagines that Versace, had he lived a few
years longer, would have incorporated the music he also deacly loved into
hiz clothing. He had already eried his hand at rock clothing originating
from Elton John and Tina Turoer that used words, lyrics, and the
suggestion of the spoken (or sung) word.

Hltimately, Versace's goal would have been che sensory
Gesamtbunstwerk., No parochial ideas moved Versace, only the
possibilities of eliding media and letting clothing assume a larger place in
the world,

Y
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Strapless evening dress, fall-winzer
1997-98

Black learher embroidered with
Japanese characeers

Courtesy Gianni Yersace Archives

For Versace, lover of sound and music,
there was a purposeful glossalalia to the
inchoate minglings of language. The
declaration in Japanese, going back to
his 1985 jumpsuir, is bot one of 2
required, specific knowledge but rather
of a sense of implied meaning. Versace
understood every tourist’s pleasurable
marnent when being so mvolved 13 a
fareign place thar one is inmitively centain,
a5 in a dream, that everything being %aid
is fully understood only to retuen then to
the reality of incomprehension. Thus, the
nEtrIso poesent in the symbal is
likewizce the optimism of the dress: surety
that we understand one another ar will

make every act of faith to communicate.
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Serapless evening dress, Fall-winter
1997-98

Black leather embroidered with
lapanese characrers

Courtesy Gianni Versace Archives

Codorful and cheerful messages of the
svibods of greenng and joy liverally
stand oot against the field of leather
They cause us re book ar the leacher
maore carebully and o realize chat this is
e sinester skin hur mstead a very
compliant material treated with the effect
of a watile. A flexible tube of leather on
the body is a primeval form of dress, bur
in irs wtier amplicity it is no Wilma
Flintstone garb. Rarther, irs wrap may
suggest the simplification of the kimono.
It is as if Versace underseond thar dress
communicates even more instinctively or

basically than a learned language.
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Muany leather jacket |detail),
sprmg-summer 1993

Bk leather warh silver-sone metal
bends

Courtesy Giamni Versuce Archives

Ly moenswrnn even more than in
wommeriswear, dewile are olten prizad.
Versaces leather frmgge, winh meral beads
warkimgy murre or less as joimes bag
remdoreag the cowhboy dondvism of the
packee, besmifics o sl consegquential
artewrion o devails

M E N

Ity the twentieth centiry, tishion design has tocused on' women. Many of
the greatest deswgners of the centary never prodisced menswear. Men and
mienswear are, however, inrrinsic to Gianm Versaces thisking. He wmvented
the syndrome of the “pretry woman.”™ rhe prostitute who becomes a
standacd of beaury. He also invented, beginmng his menswear collecrion
only a vear after the womenswear, her counterpare, one as appropriate as
Ken s o Barbie. The proud strumpet. flavncing body and exercising a
politically incorrect sensunus femimmey, s complemented by the “ouan
withour nie.” the gym-bwlt poseur and sensualise; the losty male.

As Versace's ideal for women is blatant sexuality, assuning
spectatorship, so his ideal tor the male s overt sexualiny, mviting
spectatarship both of the body revealed in draped shirts thar reveal the
torso and of teush-cvpes of virile clothing, such as leather, frmge, and
studs. Simificantly, Versace shirts are shaped and are never the bosy, full
cuts thar have so long obscured the male body, A Versace shirt 1s more like
a bouse than the rraditional man’s shire i materials. cut, and color.
Artention is given to the upper torso by draping so that the pectorals and
cven the mpples come to constitute pare of whar the shier reveals. As |
wrote wn The Advocate (Seprember 2, 19971 of Versace: “His menswear!
was genuinely revolutionary, isisting on men as sex objects. He became.
the standard-bearer of gay men's fashion becawse he eschewed decarum
amnd designed for desire.™

Versace's mantfesto Men Without Ties, otten read only as a

L&Y







Man's shirt, spring-summer 1991
Silk twill printed with polychrome
Warhol-inspared imagery

Courtesy Gianni Yersace Archives

Because of the imporrance of men in
Versaces viwion of fashion, he readily
transferred the motifs of womenswear

to menswear. The Andy Warhol inspiced
imagery of Maribyn Monrae and James
Dean also appeacs on a Versace woman’s
evening pown of the same collection.
Admittedly, not everyone would chose o
weear this sharr with bared roree as we
have pictured it, but the draping is, as in
all Versace™ shires, more bodyclmging
and blouselike than is customary in
men’s shaets IT the imagery can oross
over between men and women, the three-

dimensional form can also be similar
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scrapbook of images of beautiful men, goes further to provide a warrant
for the sensuous man. To be withour a neckeoie is the metaphor to being
self-reliant afrer the industeial models for men’s behaviors and for
menswear, Versace attempted to reverse the ponciple of “The Great Male
Renunciaton” by which ninereenth-century men forsook their long-prized
embroideries, brilliant colors, dashes of lace, and luxurious materials for
the gray and dark-blue and black frock coars and suirs thar would be apr
for the sooty cities and dour tasks of modern industrialization and
management, leaving all that was beautiful and decorative to the sphere of
woimen, Versace wanted men 1o be just as sexy as women; he demanded
that they be physicaliy open. In guaranteeing a positive aesthetic of
masculinity, Yersace offered a perfect balance to the women he envisionad,



Man's ensemble, spring—summer 1992
Black-and-white printed zilk and hlack.
and-white printed denim

Courresy Cnanrd Versace Archives

Versaces Roman warriors, as his ideal
men might be described, inhabit a
classical civilizatton, even when outhined
in denim. The black-and-whire mosaics
of ancient times rise up in the patterns of
the jeans in black and whire in 2 way
that may or may not be explicitly
recognized as ancient Borme Versace's
uncanny ability to transport history into
the present is operative: afeer all, there
are standard men's black jeans, and there
are standard men’s white jeans. But only
Versace put black and white together

and made them look like floor mosaics.









Man's jeans and shict crsemible,
spring-summer 1983
Comon and leacher

Courtesy Gianni Yersace Archives

Wersace understood that the abiquitaus
fashion black also applied ro menswear
and generally shunned the menswear
comprominges uf navy-Tlae and gray
Instead, casual Black and formal black
ate virtgally inteechangealde, as are
materials as well, Versace used leather
foe share and jeans bur alyo combined a
cooon shire with leather jcans. The ethos
of Versaces honk Men Withow! Ties is
evident in casval wardrohe-building,
urmified both by black and by the

enjovment of the sensuous male body,

156



Man’s leather jacket,
spring-summer 1993

Black leather with silver-tone
metal beads

Courtesy Gianni Versace Archives

In this fringed leather jacket, the devices
of the rodeo cowboy and the motorcycle
jacket are combined. The complication
of the fringing, articulated with metal
beads and balls, testifies to Versace’s
disavowal of the austerity of menswear.
Rather, the Versace menswear ideal
always has a touch of the dandy,
smatterings of spectacle, and a hint of
historicism. If 1990s menswear has come
to schism between the body-aware and
the self-aware and the vestigial forms of
“The Great Male Renunciation,” Versace
was clearly on the body’s side and
aligned with spectacle. His menswear
has, of course, been popularly endorsed
by celebrities and especially by rock

entertainers.



Man’s black leather jacket,
spring-summer 1993
Courtesy Gianni Versace Archives

In life as in design, the black leather
jacket served Versace as the menswear
version of the little black dress. It is not
a business suit; it incorporates sexuality,
and it engages versatility. For Versace
himself, it was a standard of his personal
wardrobe worn from day through

evening, casual to formal.




Man's chain-mail ensemble {and detail),
fall<winter 1982-83
Black leather with metal applied

decoration, and black denim

Courresy Gianni Versace Archives

Of a closely related chain-mail jacket
from the same collecton, [ wrote in 1982:
“Perhaps we would nat anticipate ... that
we would find a counterpare in apparel
design 1o this early post-modern
monument by Gwathmey/Siegel, but a
fall 1982 learher jacker by Gianni Versace
may suggest the same characteristics. In
the Versace jacket, the materials are most

significant not only as a sensuous surface
but alzo as historical allusions.... Leather
became for Versace a medieval evocarion
when combined with {nset steel knit
suggestive of chain mail.... As the shell of
the archirecrure [Whig Hall, Princeron
University] is seemingly pierced to
discover the refreshed post-modern
interior, 5o too the leather jacker is, as it
were, apened ro reveal the inset steel
net” (“Post-Modern Menswear: Irony
and Anomaly in Men’s Attice of the
1980=," Dress, 1982). Versace’s
menswear can refer to such heroic
possibilities as knighthood and chivalry.

16p
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Man studded ensemble,
sprimg-summer 1923

Black leather with gobd- andd silver-rooe
meral studs

Lonrtesy Lranni Versace Archives

Alwavs preferring excess, Versace offered
a proldfecanion of stods almost as if be
were mantfacturing heavy-traction tices.
The prmpeanting of 3 few studs woald be
the customary designer translarion of
poapular aodd ferish-gffect leather, even tor
a Mlad Max apocalyptic image, but
Voersace chose to cover the Body wirh
studs, lerring the exocbirance become the
avsthetic, Yiriliey might then reside in the
learher attire made dandified b rhe
lavishness of studded decoration in
comirast wooars pracncal orgin, Yersace
made the leather of the strects into the

leacher of luxary.
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Man's Nehru-style sair,
spring-summer 1997
Ciray pinsteipe svothene twill

Courresy Sianni Yersace Archives

Perverse and clever, Versace vielded
pinseripes bur not to the boardroan,
Even as his womenswear would nor vield
e middle-class convention, so oo
Versace resisted middle-management
menswear Pinstrapes seem almose the
contradiction of the Neheo stvle; the
forrmer 15 a forwared pesture, while

the other is 2 conservative convention.
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Man's jeans (and pocket detail),
fall-winter 1990-91

Printed cotton-and-nylon blend rwill
Gift of Brooks Adams and Lisa
Liehmann, 1996 (1996.237.7)

Bold Asian prints suffused even Versace
jeans in the early 19905, as he looked ver
agamn o the Far Easr and Near Fast.
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Even jeans were subject wo Versaces
unremirning sense of decoranon and his
horror vacui penchant for narrative
adornment, more or less transferring the
crowded pages of Eastern illustration o
the form of contemporary jeans. His rich
illustration is not entirely meant for
conventional reading, given that it

reverses with the pocker derails.
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Panoiered theater dress (detadl), 1991
OQunlred blue silk sann with black-and-
white saem appliques

Caonirtesy Caamu Versace Archives

I this costume lor a prodicrion of
Strauss’s Capriceio an the Rayal Opera
House in Londow, the fullsess of an
cighteenth-centry dress wirh pormcoans
and panniers explodes into foll lateral
CRPARSTMHT 10 3 CONCMPOrary Cancaiure
af the wide, exmravagant dimensions.
Insinuations of modern desipn cover the
swrinee, pving the cffect of absoact
pattern discernible o aw aghteenth
contry: sitlwnrerre.

L I DREAM

“All the world’s a stage.”™ No one believed or lived this aphorism from
Shakespeare more fully than Gianm Versace. Creating costame for daily
life and for special occasions is the métier Versace knew well. But his
version of daily life 1s so spectacular, as if planned for the proscenium
rather than the streer, that there is hirtle difference between the theater
designer thar he became tor opera and dance and his sensibility for the
aperetta of our lives.

Versace always creared to the grand scale. Even the early
sportswear achievemenrts added rich accents and set the scale bigger,
allowing blouses with deep troughs of materials above capacious skirts,
ready for the opera star to step mro. By the mid-1980s, his work assumed
even mare the princple of visible concupiscence, taking on the stagelike
presence of the prosttute, who was taking on the role of the diva lang
estabhshed.

This selection for the dream incorporates several dresses from the
tashion repertoire that suggese the essennal sithouette and the semaphore
for elegance that could transport us into the dream. Versace’s little black
dress with covered-up front and uncovered back 1s 1 this category. A
waman enfering 4 room in such a dress would suggest reserve and urmost
propricty. Even as Versace achieved mamstream srarus in the 1990s, a
dress this aloof, ehaste. and formal would scem most uncharactensnc. Bur
the dress has yet o reveal isself. When seen from the back, this woman of
decorum now hecomes a seductress, making a specracular, perhaps valgar,

g







Sleeveless evenmg dress with panniers
and oversized stole, spring—summer 1988
Black-and-whire iligree-printed silk

Courtesy Gianni Yersace Archives

This evening dreess with panniers
imevitably recalls the eightecnth contury.
even thowgh i is brusgoely shoer.
Versace had made nore of the Lacroix
powal o 1987 aod he created has own
version, perhaps even more graphic and
even more Eictanoos oo streamlned
form. Even wich a refercnce (o anorher
designer of ermbellished and historcise
form, ¥ersace made his ewn version

rnare addressed ro the by,
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exit. This is dressmaking and stapecraft for Versace, While he has canted
the tabric in order to provide the minimal juncrure at the back, this dress
is theater for Versace, implying that fashion plays a dramatic role.

Versace's gargantuan ambitons for fashion included a role for it in
all the ares. To imagine the runway, the rock-and-rol] concert, the opera
stage, the grand public event, and even Hollvwood as a concintuous
platform is what Versace did. Timeless metaphor and che eternal yearning
for synaesthesia were for the first time not in the hands of a poer,
playwright, composer, or even impresario, Chanel, Dior, Schiaparelli, and
others designed for thearer and film from the experimental to the
commercial. Bur Versace's model for che dream, the accustomed fantasy of
fashion now endowed wirh a new trait of media, was that the fashion
designer was a fundamental dreamer, one who planned and nor merely
ane who followed other arnists, Rather, this crucible for the ares was
imagined by a tashion designer.

The concept 15 as simple as ivis starthing. Creating a utopian
design or conceiving the medium of spectacle can be a fashion designer’s
imigiative. The fashion designer is na longer ex post facto staff ro artists of
enterprise in other media. Yersace dreamed a dream of the spectacle that
begins with fashion and engages every sense and every vision.

17



Theater dress, 1987
Cut-work ceeam linen

Courtesy Ciiznni Verszce Archives

Bn chus combination of splendor and
vernacular dress for Maurice Béjart's
dange Jeavenir de Leningrad at the
Falais de Braulisn in Lausanne, Versace
exercised his inrerest in the graphe
claricy of Russian are and regional dress
along with his capaciry te create a
costume thar had o move on dancees as
ther move strenueusly on the seage. For
Versace, opera costumes could be stanic
and sracuesque, but thase for dhe dance
could be more direcey af service o

modern life and its movement.









Evening slip gown, fall-winter 1996-57
Fuchsia cotten lace studded with
rhinestones

Coortesy Lianni Versace Archives

Versace understood tashion as spectacle,
allewving for “entrance dresses” that
would have knocked Edith Wharton and
all enlvures of confidence. Versace’s
eclectic historical range was always
expressed with the assucance of someane
who made fuchsia a grear declaranon
and whe combined the boldness of color
with the chagmg silbocers aod low
neckline of the woman who wants ta
shock. In another fime, such 3 woman
might have stood for a John Singer
Sargent portcait; she might have been
Mles. Kira Lydig, for example. Seyle
hustury has always depended wpon those
weostnien and their dereemined sevle vhat
was dazzling in its complete lack of
rencence. Thus, Versace created a dress
not for spectacle or theater per se, hut
that is inherently the memorable “drop-
dead” dress chat can bear no apology

bur otherwise bares muoch.



Back-drape evening gown, fall-winter
1990-91
Black silk jersey

Courtesy Gianni Versace Archives

This dress, ready o surprise the viewer
coming and going, symbolizes Versace's
emancipation from any bourgeois values.
From the front, it pleases and appeases:
it i3 conservative social garment. From
the back, the dress is pure spectacle,
edging away from polite sociery. lris a
piece of theater in iself, Of course,
Versace may have been thinking about
stch designers as Augustabernard and
Madeleine Vionner, who in the 1920s
and 1930s provided deep descent in the
back, often accompanied by a high
neckline in front. Bur Versace clearly
added an dpater la bourgeoisie rwist via
the extreme descent at the back,






Theater dress, 1987
Cream and Dlack stlk sl thnee-
dimensional black chiffon sleeve caps

Comrbesy Cisinm Veesace Archives

This dress for Herodias ina 1.a Scala
producnon of Wilde-Srraus’s Salossd ic a
captivating creation for thearer. Versace
thought in terms of the bodv—clinging
fearm he most adimirved, bt be exreaded
the shaulders as elsewhere he extended
the hips with gighreenth-century
panniers. There, the elaboranion was rue
e history, Here, he did more than
Adrian o Fdich Head (wheoan he
admired for their movie workt o make
poewerful shawlders theough ther

extension inte rectangles,

s
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Theater dress, 1989
Cream and black sille wirh Ilack saom,
velvet, and ner appligués

Coortesy Gianni Versace Archives

The doll of a peignanr Maurice Béjare
daoer sugrests Yersace™s abibey o create
for dance and for the synchesis that a
memorializing doll might represent. This
boldly patterncd rhearer dress makes
credible fashion and creates the

opportamaty for a symboel 2y well.

1#1



Theater dress, 1989
Whate sk sapin appliguéd with Black
silk satin, net, crépe, and braid

Courtesy Gianni Yersace Archives

This behemoth cighteenth-contury dress
for Clarron i the San Francisen Opera
production of Richard Scrauvss's
Capricein could sweep an cntire stage,
bur all of Yorsace's dreams of the
cighteenth contury are about great
inflared deesses, trinmphant music, and
male and female clegance of a kind
unceualed today, The pretext was

Serauss, bur the vision is pure Versace,

18z
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Thearss ensemble, 1987
Hand-painted and appliquéd stk

Courtesy Gianni Verszce Archives

The features of regional dress, with irs
hand-painting and sense of layering and
pastiche, are nat, afrer all, far removed
from Wersace's own characteristics of
ernpharic, rich dressing. This ensemble
conveys a grandiose effect withour class
pretension, projecting the full joie de
vivre of commaon folk and nareral
exuberance, Apprecianing such virtues,
Versace made a dress of extravagant,

bue not necessatily castly, effects.
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Panniered theater dress, 1991
Quilted blue silk satin with black-and
whire sarin appliqués

Courtesy Channi Versace Archives

In this castume for 4 production of
Strauss’s Capricein ar the Roval Opera
House m London, the fullness of an
tighteench-centary dress with perticoats
and panmers explodes into full lareral
CXPANEI0N 1IN A CONEmMpOrary carcarre
of the wide, extravagant dimensions.
Insinuations of moedern design cover the
surface, giving the effect of abstract
pattern discernible on an eighteenth-

century silhouerre.






AFTERWORTD

I well remember invinng Gianni Versace to see the first exhibition 1
curated at The Costume Insoitote, “Infra-Apparcl,” which ook place in
the spring of 1993, As we were parting ar the end of the visit, I described
forthcoming shows and especially my excitement on soliciting Gianni to
write a tribute for the catalogue 1o our 1993-94 exhibition “Diana
Vieeland: limmaoderate Style.” Wancing to be sure that Gianni and Anrtonio
d*Amice would come back o see other exhibitions at The Costume
[nscicute, § ventored that | would invite thent to see subsequent shows. In
his very efficient manner, Gianni replied, “I come to every one of vour
exhibiions. I see them all.”

And so he did, always quietly, always enjoving extended visits in
the gallery. Fashion designers are often quick visitors to costume
exhibitions, but Gianni was norc L ran inte Giann and Anconio ar che
“Madame Grés” exhibition and chatted briefly with them before
proceeding into my office. An hour later, | came out for lunch and found
Gianni and Antenio still studying the exhibition.

Fashion designers sometimes alight on their picces and appraise
placement and gquantity. Again running into Gianni by chance as he
arrived to see the *Bare Wiiness™ exhibition, I advised him that his picee
on loan was in one of the last galleries in accord with the natural sequence
of the exhibition. But Gianai was again resolute. ™[ start there,” he said,
gesturing toward the first gallery and striding o thar direetion,

{ wish I could believe that I will turn a corner in the course of this
or another exhibition and see Granni making a beeline toward a Grés or a
Vionner. But somehow [ have come to know char he comes to all The
Costurne Institute exhibitions; as promised, he sees them all.

Richard Martin

1Kq






BIBILIOGRATPHTY Versace, Gianni, ot al. A Sense of the Furnre: Gianni Versace at the
Victoria and Albert Musewm. London: Victoria and Albert Museum,
1983.

Versace, Glanni. Gianni Yersace: Dialogues de mode. Des photographes
autour d'wne création, Panis: Musées de la Wille de Paris; Palais Galliera,

Musée de la Mode et du Costume, 19846,

Versace, Gianni, and Mario Pasi. Yersace Teatro dalla Scala
all’ FHermitage. Milan: Franco Maria Ricci, 1987

Bocca, Nicoletta, and Chiata Buss. Grame: Versace: Labito per pensare,
Milan: Arnoldo Mondadorl Editori Aree, 1959,

Versace, Gianni, Miceletta Bocca, Chiara Buss, and Omar Calabrese,
Crianni Versace Fasbion for Thonght. Kobe: The Historic Muoscom of
Kabe, 1991,

Versace, Gianni, and Anrtonio d'Amico. Yersacr Tearro, London: Roval
Callege of Art Henry Maore Gallery, 1991,

Versace, Glanni, and Omar Calabrese, Versace Sigratires. tew York:
Abbeville Press, 1993,

Versace, Glannl and Donatella. South Beach Stories. Milan: Leonardo
Arre, 1993,

Versace, (nanmi, and Isabella Bossi Fedrigon, Viamitas: Desiprs. New
York: Abbeville Press, 1994,

Versaey, Coanni, Barry Haonah, Richard Martin, and Bob Wilson, Men
Withaur Ties. New York: Abbeville Press, 1993,

Versace, Gianni, and Roy Strong. Do Not Distird, New York: Abbeville
Press, 1996,

Martin. Richard. Versace. New York: UniverseVendome, 1997

Versace, Gianni, et. al. Rock and Royalry New York: Abbeville Press,
1997,

dMarza, Samucle, and Marnuceia Casadio. Versace: I profeta del Glameowr
dilan: Leanardo Aree, 1997,

‘ 151








