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Intro: "Dressed to Thrill"

Clothing is a way of life — this conviction has shaped the achievements of
the Berlin knitwear designer Claudia Skoda (* 1943). And it is reflected
with great immediacy in her fashions, all characterized by fantasy, flexibil-
ity, self-confidence and expressiveness.

Claudia Skoda — who reinvented the fashion show as a performance-
based total work of art, and cultivated productive collaborations with art-
ists and musicians — has long been associated with West Berlin’s bohe-
mian scene. Skoda provides a straightforward description of the strategy
of fabrikneu, her living and working collective in Kreuzberg: “We just made
things happen.” With her enormous powers of integration, Skoda has con-
sistently united the most diverse creative disciplines.

But Claudia Skoda is also a virtuoso performer in her own chosen métier
— art of knitting, preferably by machine. Internationally, she is regarded as
the “queen of texture,” and her designs have been hailed as “knitted geni-
us.” The magazine Elle grouped her with Coco Chanel, Mary Quant,
Vivienne Westwood, and Madonna as one of the women who have
shaped the “look” of the 20th century.

This exhibition — the first ever devoted exclusively to Claudia Skoda —

showcases both her accomplishments as a fashion designer and her artis-

tic network, which spans the experimental scenes of Berlin and New York.
The focus is on the 1970s and 1980s, the decades when Skoda devel-
oped and elaborated her unique style and devised her unconventional
method — while also establishing her as an underground icon and a star of
knitwear fashions.

factory new

Maximal creative freedom was the primary aim of the residential and
working collective fabrikneu (factory new), cofounded by Claudia Skoda,
and set in a loft on Zossener StralRe in Kreuzberg in West Berlin. From
1972 onward, creative personalities from the realms of music, fashion,
fine art, film, and photography were frequenting the space. The press
soon began comparing fabrikneu to Andy Warhol’s Factory in New York.

During this period, Claudia Skoda became an independent knitwear de-
signer and began presenting her formfitting, shimmering, transparent
styles at fashion shows in fabrikneu. For the show Neues Spiel (New
Game), Martin Kippenberger designed a catwalk composed of approxi-
mately 1300 photographs; to open the show Pablo Picasso, the punk
band The Vibrators flew in from London. These sought-after events soon
became magnets for the Berlin scene, with lines forming around the block.
Seen seated in the front row were friends like David Bowie and Iggy Pop.
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Music!

Music plays a central role in Claudia Skoda’s biography. Her collections
and fashion shows are filled with references to the most diverse musical
tendencies — jazz, glam rock, punk, electro, disco. She enjoys staging
herself as a rock star, posing with her knitting machine as an air guitar.

Skoda is unorthodox: she cannot be tied to any single style or sound. Her
circle of musical friends and customers has been correspondingly diverse,
with performers like Neonbabies, Malaria!, The Pointer Sisters, Donna
Summer, Cher, Tina Turner, and Rufus Wainwright.

In 1981, Skoda switched media for a brief period, recording the song | bin
a Domina (I Am a Dominatrix) with Rosie Miller. Die Dominas were ac-
claimed in West Berlin’s club culture.

A Self-made Woman

From design and production all the way to distribution and marketing: de-
termined to circumvent any limitations on her creativity, Claudia Skoda
has consistently retained control of all operations.

Together with up to 20 knitters working at home, she produces knitwear
fashions by machine as unica or in small editions. The elaborate and in-
genious forms and technical complexity of her designs make production in
large series uneconomical; moreover, Skoda often chooses yarns that
cannot be processed using industrial methods.

Producing two collections annually, Claudia Skoda draws inspiration from
themes such as “Fruits,” a series whose designs bear names like “Pine-
apple” and “Cherry.” She supplies select boutiques worldwide, promoting
her knitwear designs at the major German fashion fairs, using her own
posters and videos.

Images of Women

Female friendships are important to Claudia Skoda. She and her friends
work together, offering mutual support, inspiring one another, socializing,
and partying.

At spontaneous so-called “night sessions,” they would meet at the home
of Ulrike Ottinger, trying out the most diverse roles in front of the camera:
vamp, femme fatale, tomboy, female dandy. They felt a special affinity for
the “new women” of the 1920s: Hollywood’s elegant film divas, the ex-
traordinary women of Dada, and the eccentric dancers in the Berlin of the
Weimar Republic.

Claudia Skoda creates fashions for self-confident women: “The motive
was a fondness for the female figure, but also sexual liberation. It was a
question of showing off the body, of asserting that nothing should be for-
bidden,” she says today.

Fashion in Images

Claudia Skoda has her knitwear designs depicted by art photographers.
The priority is not product illustration, but rather an aesthetic concept, a
mood, materiality.
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In many instances, collective works have emerged from her circle of
friends: Luciano Castelli photographing Lady Shiva wearing the collection -
“Fruits”; Silke Grossmann photographing Cynthia Beatt wearing the col- | d[HSSHd [[] Ih””

lection “Veits Fights.” During his photographic world tours, Daniel Josef-
sohn took along fashions from the collection “Cloud,” waiting for just the
right moment to capture them — whether in Costa Rica or on the Galapa-
gos Islands.

. . GENERALDIREKTION
These efforts have brought us fashion photography that expresses an atti-  press - cOMMUNICATION — SPONSORS
tude, a singular viewpoint, a personal connection.

Stauffenbergstralle 41
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In 1998, Skoda showcased designs by John Bock, Rosemarie Trockel,
Alba D’Urbano, and others at a fashion show she conceived and orga-
nized at the Deutsche Guggenheim in Berlin, where she also presented
her own Deep Diving for Whales, with its spherical staging and strongly
surreal knitwear outfits. The result was a symbiosis: artists creating fash-
ions; a knitwear designer making art.

Concept Shows

From 1978 on, Claudia Skoda organized public fashion shows based on
the interplay between choreography, styling, setting, lighting, and live mu-
sic. They represent an early manifestation of the artistic, multimedia fash-
ion staging cultivated by John Galliano and Alexander McQueen begin-
ning in the 1990s.

In 1979, Claudia Skoda received considerable attention for the show Big
Birds. Using reinforcement mesh, she subdivided the Kongresshalle of
West Berlin into cage-style structures. Imitating birds, the models circulat-
ed through the space, singled out by strong spotlights. In 1982, Claudia
Skoda organized the show Trommelfeuer (Barrage) in the Martin-Gropius-
Bau, the title a military term for sustained artillery fire. The unrelenting
drumroll, lasting 90 minutes and performed by an eight-part percussion
ensemble, remains a haunting memory for many. The show Veits Fights,
which took place 1983 in the atrium of Berlin’s Technical University, was
conceived as a playful contest of strength between armed fashion design-
ers.
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