


“Fashion and it’s cycle 
of life.”
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Is fashion human? It certainly is humanised by 
the action of dressing, an item of clothing is 
‘lifeless’ until it is worn. But with wear comes 
deterioration and decay, then ultimately 
‘death’. What happens to dress when it is no 
longer ‘in fashion’ or suited to the wardrobe 
it was first introduced to? A garment can be 
re-cycled, re-worn, re-purposed. Or binned 
and buried. 

Everything in life has a beginning and an end - 
producing entropy and fashion encompasses 
this cycle emphasising the passing of time. 
The affiliation of fashion and its finite form 
is established from it’s commitment to 
perceptual change and its ephemerality. 
So, whilst fashion trends are discarded, 
the nature of fashion continues infinitely. 
Parthius [2013] When talking about fashion, 
it is common to generalise the term to just 
clothes, but fashion goes much further than 
that. Kratz and Reimer [1998] define fashion 
in terms of meanings and symbols as a 
cultural phenomenon. Fashion is significant 
in society; socially, environmentally and 
economically as a material form of creative 
expression and visual communication that 
posses the power to influence and inspire. 
[Woodward and Fisher, 2014] The landscape 
of the industry has been under much scrutiny 
and research through studies and papers that 
concern fashions connection to psychology, 
identity and consumption. 

Whilst academics such as [Venkatesh 
et al., 2012 and Moody et al., 2010] have 
investigated the relationship between 
clothing and identity and moods; it can be 
argued that clothings primitive purpose is 
for protection. [Flügel, 1930] This creates 
a somewhat significant and intimate 
relationship between the wearer and the 
garment [Roux, 2006] and is relevant to the 
course of this essay where the connection 
of fashion and human nature is explored 
through the cycle of fashion. It is in our very 
nature to get attached to things, and clothing 
is no exception. These garments serve as hard 
drives backed up with culture, meanings, 
memories and emotions. [Wallendorf and 
Arnould, 1998] 

This essay will explore the above thoughts 
alongside the analysis of fashion in relation to 
aesthetic entropy and will therefore consider 
how fashion is mediated through its process 
and as a construct. It will investigate this 
cycle of fashion on a linear scale, from birth 
and growth to decay and death with the aim 
to academically underpin a series of informed 
outcomes.
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To think about fashion in the cycle of life, 
we must “recognise that fashion may only 
come alive in its interaction with our bodies” 
[Swale, 2017]. Therefore for the purposes 
of this essay, clothing is recognised as 
being ‘born’ not in the concept, design or 
production stages but with consumption - 
through its association with the human form.

This can be viewed as an act of cultural 
production where individuals attribute 
their clothes with symbols and meanings. 
[Thompson and Haytko, 1997, Pan et al, 
2015] These attachments are grown through 
wear thus forming meaningful connections. 
The fashion object is significant and can be 
analysed as it is coveted. Noronha and Wilde 
[2018] investigated how relationships to dress 
evolve over time through the connections 
formed with wear. The study further 
contributes to previous literature depicting 
person-product attachment and does so to 
understand future wearing practices. Other 
studies have explored how connections are 
formed, but these are somewhat dated.

With the changing face of postmodernity, the 
introduction and rise of fashion discourse, as 
it is consumed today, has proliferated with 
the expansion of new technologies and digital 
media - thus shifting its focus away from the 
fashion object towards image. [Rocamora, 
2016] This is not to say that fashion is not 
appreciated as an artefact but the advances 
in technology has pushed the fashion 
landscape into a new realm of perception 

and consumption. Over the past decade, the 
way we view fashion has grown alongside 
technology.

Designer Ying Gao uses these advancements 
to explore the connections that can be 
made between fashion and psychology. Gao, 
produced garments that react to emotion 
by imitating microbial life subsequently 
responding to the viewers presence. But this 
is nothing new, our personal relationship to 
clothes has been discussed for decades. It 
is important to note that fashion is closely 
connected to the body and the mind as 
“clothes and mood are two inter-related 
constituents.” Fashion is, therefore, used as a 
tool - through it, people construct and grow 
their identity as an ongoing process. [Subhani, 
et al. 2011] It “provides one of the most ready 
means through which individuals can make 
expressive visual statements about their 
identities”. [Bennett, 2005] 

This association, and function for 
representation of identity is born and grows 
throughout the stages of life as fashion is 
more than just part of our daily routine. While 
you could argue that, this consumption of 
fashion is grown through the adoption of 
trends, the course of this essay investigates 
its nature to our very own. This outlook 
emphasises the importance of the process, 
in this case, focusing on the process rather 
than the end result to reveal unpredictable 
new forms as a means to respond and reflect 
human nature.

The Beginning: Life and Growth
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Fig. 1.1  Ying, G. [2016] Neutralite: Can’t and Won’t

Available at: www.yinggao.ca/interactifs/neutralite--cant-and-wont/ 



The association we have with dress is second 
nature. In society, we get dressed to start 
each day, for all circumstances and occasions. 
If we wear something, it is worn and if 
something is worn it shows sign of wear. But 
if an item of clothing loses its newness, is it 
worthless?

In postmodernity, it is no longer 
commonplace for clothes to be re-
appropriated with the consumption of 
fashion presented as an ephemeral being. Yet, 
despite this, fashion, if viewed as an object or 
artefact has an intimate lasting relationship 
to the body, as our “social skin” [Turner 1980]. 
This skin is moulded and grown, and with this 
growth comes wear. It is in this sense that 
clothing is altered by the body - it fades, rips, 
shrinks, stains, tears and wears materialising 
decay.

Decay is part of the cycle of life. It is 
essentially part of the process of death; a 
portrayal of how the materials decompose. 
The theme of decay is hardly a new aesthetic. 
Painters, writers and poets such as Pieter 
Claesz, Emily Dickinson and Giacomo 
Leopardi some two hundred years go, drew 
melancholic inspiration from its ruins. Decay 
and ruination reminds us of the age of 
things, creating a distinctive aesthetic as a 
representation of the fascination in the way in 
which materials change, in front of our eyes.

The presentation of decay was explored 
in 2017, Amy de la Haye and Jeff Horsley in 
‘Present Imperfect’ [Fig 1.3] at the Fashion 

Space Gallery. It investigated the aesthetics of 
decay and the challenges of displaying things 
that resist traditional methods, exploring 
the beauty in the process. Its connection to 
fashion is evident through design, not just 
wear. Famously, The Tangent Flows [Fig 1.2], 
designed and produced by Chalayan explored 
the concept of decay as a commentary on 
ritual. It exhibited silk dresses that had been 
buried with iron fillings and resurrected for 
the show - a antithesis of life and death. It is 
said to be inspired by ‘Vanitas’ - a tradition in 
Renaissance art (still life) of using images of 
cut flowers, tables burgeoning with candles 
and food to mediate on the provisional nature 
of ultimate emptiness of human existence. 
Here, Chalayan was making a statement 
about the dead-eyed world of fashion. Thus 
showing the symbolism of fashion, its cycle 
and process in its most literal sense.

Other designers have toyed with notions 
of decay. None more reference worthy 
than McQueen whose collections were a 
running commentary on death and decay; 
from ‘Nihilsm’ in 1991 to ‘The Hunger’ in 
1996 [Fig 1.4] to ‘Horn of Plenty in 2009 and 
every collection in between. Over and over 
again, McQueen created work driven by the 
fascination with the beauty and decay of the 
natural world.

Our relationship to dress is significant. It 
represents us. Humans interact with nature 
in a romanticised setting, but in decay, we 
can find beauty and celebrate its form. Its 
beautiful because it’s alive, thus relating 
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to that cycle that we’re all constantly 
experiencing. Connecting this to the way 
the body relates to consumption in forming 
the self embodies a theory proposed by Pasi 
Falk [1994], where “the consuming body” is 
described as the defining link between self, 
body and culture. [Attfield, 2000]
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Fig. 1.3  D
avis, K, [2017] Exhibit in ‘Present Im

perfect’  Available at: http://w
w

w
.fashionspacegallery.com

/exhibition/present-im
perfect/

Fig. 1.2  Chalayan, H
. [1993] ‘The Tangent Flow

s’  CSM
 Graduated collection.

Fig. 1.4 M
cQ

ueen, A
 [1996] ‘The Hunger’ for Spring 1996 Ready to W

ear.
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Fig. 1.5 Richard Tisci for Givenchy Fall 2012

Fig. 1.6 Gareth Pugh Autumn Winter 2015

Fig. 1.7 Rei Kawakubo ‘for Comme Des Garcons Autumn Winter 2015

Fig. 1.8 Alessandro Michele for Gucci Cruise 2019
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Given the complex sartorial and emotional 
layers of mourning and mortality, it is easy 
to understand why designers - like so many 
philosophers, artists, poets and authors  are 
attracted to death within their work. Some of 
the most prolific designers and photographers 
have created legacies by traversing the topic 
in the last fifty years.

But what about fashions obsession with 
death? We can speak about fashions 
that explore the theme of fashion and 
death, keeping the garments ‘alive’ in the 
contradictive nature of the fashion process. 
Eg. Riccardo Tisci’s gothic turn for Givenchy 
[Fig. 1.5], Gareth Pugh’s collection for 
Autumn Winter 2015 [Fig. 1.6], Rei Kawakubo 
‘Ceremony of Separation’ at CDG [Fig. 1.7] and 
most recently the 2019 Gucci Cruise collection  
[Fig. 1.8] to name a few.

This has created a distinct discourse in 
the fashion landscape. Harold Koda, the 
curator at the Metropolitan Museum of Art 
recognises that “Fashion is a kind of constant 
memento mori,” exploring the notion that 
“nothing is permanent in fashion, and its very 
ephemerality is suggestive of our own quick 
passage.” This is such a natural concept that 
can be explored by aesthetic entropy as a 
discourse, in which, fashion emphasises the 
passing of time, thus identifying with life - in 
its most vulnerable sense, our own transience.  

Life being fashion (in entropy) follows a 
uniform direction (death) resulting in the 
deterioration of energy (decay) in everything. 
When we consider entropy in fashion, we can 
begin to consider the impact of garments and 

dress on both human nature and nature. The 
concept, developed within thermodynamics 
and physics influences our constructed 
responses, and when conceptualising 
death - many culture and societies view this 
inevitable event as a circular process. It can 
therefore be concluded that entropy implies 
both the dissolution of necessity and the 
beginning of the end - and maybe even a new 
beginning as while “life may produce entropy 
but [it] is neither its purpose nor its meaning.”

There is life behind fashion, but fashion is 
involved in every aspect of life even upon 
death. [Death Becomes Her: A Century of 
Mourning Attire, 2014] Think of the rituals 
of mourning, they can be seen to tease the 
imagery of mortality, from what we choose 
to wear ourselves, or what others may wear 
to the occasion. It is also in this sense that 
fashion can help us heal - when it comes to 
death. We relate clothes, objects and symbols 
to a loved one. A jumper from your late nana 
or a scarf from a dear friend - each item 
captures the wearer and evokes memories 
to them also, instead of being discarded. 
[Gibson, 2015] Items of clothing present 
narratives “rooted in sensory and emotional 
associations” [Weber and Mitchell, 2004] and 
due to this, we are able to preserve these to 
keep the memories alive.

The End: Death

Fig. 1.5 Available at: https://www.vogue.com/fashion-shows/fall-2012-ready-to-
wear/givenchy

Fig. 1.6 Available at: http://www.dazeddigital.com/fashion/article/26283/1/gareth-
pugh-has-some-advice-for-fashion-students-fuck-up

Fig. 1.7 Available at: http://www.anothermag.com/fashion-beauty/7141/comme-
des-garcons-ceremony-of-separation

Fig. 1.8 Available at: http://aeworld.com/fashion/cruise-2019-gucci/
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Presently, it is understood that fashion 
garments within accepted contemporary 
practice have a finite lifespan; items must 
be discarded so that they can be replaced; 
new consumption means new products 
being produced; and so the cycle continues. 
[Cooper, 2010] 

Sproles [1981] documented the cycle of 
fashion, in which “Fashions evolve consistent 
with the theoretical product life cycle, having 
stages of introduction and adoption by 
fashion leaders, increasing public acceptance 
(growth), mass conformity (maturation), 
and the inevitable decline and obsolescence 
awaiting all fashions.” In recent years, we have 
seen a rise in research that explores a way to 
‘break the cycle’ of which fashion is currently 
viewed and consumed. With a revival of past 
trends and a thriving re-sale market through 
apps such as Depop and Poshmark, in 2019, 
the cycle of clothing no longer seeks to ‘end’ 
at disposal post-consumer. Consumers are 
keen to be more mindful and question their 
own relationship with fashion.

Circular consumption is now more evident 
in society and trends with up cycling and 
thrifting taking on the form of Kintsugi; the 
15th century art form and philosophy which 
originates in Japan that takes on the concept 
of making broken things beautiful. This is 

not to say the current cycle of fashion is 
broken or needs fixing, it provides a platform 
and thus influences people to find a way to 
reappropriate fashion. 

Many artists and designers have questioned 
this throughout their work. Benjamin Hall 
explores the interpretations of the stages 
in a life cycle through shoes. His collection, 
‘Birth, Life, Death and Resurrection’ creates 
a narrative based on the processes and 
unpredictable nature of life. We treat fashion, 
after its ‘death’ as an artefact. A garment 
which once spoke about the ephemerality of 
fashion is now preserved, on show and very 
much alive. In 2017, Oliver Saillard curated 
an exhibition titled ‘The Ephemeral Museum 
of Fashion’ which highlighted the cycle of 
fashion through the dress exhibits which were 
on show for the final time due to the fragility 
of the fabric. This conjured up responses 
on the way that some fashions resists time 
through preservation, or reconstruction 
despite succumbing to the natural process of 
decay. 

Is it a metaphor for human life? 

Back to the Beginning of..
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Theory in fashion seeks “to interlace scientific 
methods and creative design processes in a 
productive way, in order to establish a self-
reflective form of cultural practice” [Loschek, 
2009]. This provides an opportunity to be 
able to question more openly than in older 
established practice. 

The outcomes produced in response to 
this research explore fashion evolution 
considering entropy in fabric, film, light 
and exposure, time and decay and involves 
theories and precedents that contextualise 
contemporary clothing consumption, 
interpreted through a material culture lens. 
Ethnography is thus utilised as a means 
to research and represent the connection 
of time, death and mutability to fashion, 
reflecting on vanity, life and mortality in 
the process utilising the format of still life. 
Using past proven historic practices such 
as ‘Vanitas’ and ‘Memento Mori’ concepts 
adopted by past and contemporary artists 
further define and reflect on the meaning of 
fashion. Therefore, the life cycle is taken into 
account in how each element has contributed 
to our connection with clothing.

Fashion has a weird sense of belonging with 
human nature, it seems to be related to death 
and mortality as part of the fashion process. 
It is “not only clothing, but also habits, 
arts, ideas, living and morals.” [Sapir, 1931] 
Clothing is emotional. It can portray a mood, 
alter ego and relate to a specific time and 
place. With this in mind, it alters, transforms 
and decays. Clothing is human. It is like us. 

.. The End. A New Beginning?
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