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EXHIBITION TEXTS
Fashion becomes Art

Madame Grés (1903—1993) is one of the most important fashion desig-
ners of the 20th century. Inspired by Greek antiquity, she developed an
unmistakable design language that she consistently continued over six
decades. In the midst of a constantly changing fashion system, Gres has
always remained true to herself. She broke with the traditional art of tailo-
ring and overcame it in order to achieve her extraordinary designs. Their
enormous impact extends to the present day: What fascinates us when
we look at Grés models and why do they still serve as references today?
The Kunstgewerbemuseum (KGM) has investigated these questions in
cooperation with students from the School of Culture and Design at the
Berlin University of Applied Sciences. Over a period of three semesters,
contemporary interpretations were created that enter into a dialogue with
Grés' historical designs and make the enduring relevance of her work vi-
sible.

Born Germaine Emilie Krebs in 1903, the designer, who changed her
name several times, deliberately remained in the background as a person.
She went down in literature as the ,Sphinx of Fashion®, who avoided inter-
views and focused on her work. Grés* sculptural understanding of fashion
grew out of her unfulfilled desire to study sculpture. With the finest folds,
she modulated the body, balanced volume and movement and elevated
draping to an art form. It was not the prefabricated pattern that determined
her work, but the entire width of the fabric. Jersey in particular — woven
especially for her in extra width — allowed her an almost seamless, flo-
wing design. The tightly packed wrinkles, which twist, turn, fall and are pi-
cked up again, became her trademark and established her international
reputation.

In addition to these three-dimensionally draped dresses, more flat, expan-
sive models were also created from the very beginning. From the 1950s
onwards, they developed into generous, wide silhouettes, for which Grés
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took inspiration from non-European contexts. These works reveal her ap-
preciation for the timelessness of traditional clothing beyond Greco-Ro-
man antiquity.

With the acquisition of the Kamer/Ruf collection by the KGM in 2003, mo-
dels from Grés came to Germany for the first time. It is the most extensive
collection of her work outside France on the European continent. The 25
models, mostly from the second half of the 20th century, provide a re-
presentative insight into her fascinating work.

Alix

Under the Alix label, Grés, who worked exclusively in Paris, designed her
first creations from the early 1930s to 1942. She had already worked as a
cut designer for Alex Couture.

In 1933, Julie Barton took over the company, and together they founded
the Alix Barton fashion house. Due to disagreements, Barton parted ways
with the company. With the support of an investor friend, the fashion
house henceforth operated under the name Alix. As early as the mid-
1930s, Alix received international attention. Her works were sold at
Macy's in New York, among other places. Her designs were also
presented in fashion spreads in German-language fashion magazines
such as the Elegante Welt. Even at this early stage, the reports point to
the source of inspiration that was to shape their work — classical antiquity
with its flowing lines, drapery and idealised silhouettes.

At the New York World's Fair in 1939, Gres, as one of the representatives
of Parisian couture, was given the opportunity to present an antique plas-
ter relief — a body draped with a dress — in the French pavilion. An iconic
photograph taken at the Fair is representative of the fashion house.

A Life

The coqturiére did not have a good relationship with her real name Ger-
maine Emilie Krebs and changed it several times to Alix, Mademoiselle
Alix, Alix Barton, Alix Gres, Madame Gres.

She was a quiet woman who hardly ever revealed anything personal
about herself: “I have nothing to say and everything to show. | just work,
work, work. When I'm not sleeping, | cut fabrics. This is my life”.

In the Communication Design course at the HTW, students dealt with
Grés as a person in the seminar “From Language to Image — Generative
Photography based on Atrtificial Intelligence”. The aim of the seminar was
to tell her life with purely fictional images — similar to a novel that is allo-
wed to detach itself from facts in order to construct its own reality. The se-
minar served to investigate a new imaging technology that is only appa-
rently similar to photography. While photographs are always connected to
reality, Al-generated images detach themselves from this reference to re-
ality and can open up spaces of fantasy and possibility.
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Dressing the Ancients

Folding, fastening and draping wide, rectangular woven lengths of fabric
into a chiton, peplos or himation was a common clothing practice in an-
cient Greece. This remains evident in the surviving sculptures and gra-
phics to this day.

Ancient depictions of clothing in art always construct a social ideal and
therefore cannot serve as an authentic source on the historical reality of
vestments. And yet the language of form and iconography were taken up
at different times and triggered directional shifts and reform movements in
fashion. For Madame Gres, timeless aesthetics became the central motif
of her design practice. She studied and experimented with different types
of folds and reworked them in flowing jersey. As a young woman, her pa-
rents had forbidden her to train as a sculptor. By adopting this design me-
thod with fabric, she became a sculptor of fashion.

Sculptural Fashion

Grés' models are characterized by an extraordinary sculptural character.
The French magazine L'Officiel de la Mode of 1938 put it in a nutshell:
“Here you can‘t speak of cut, but rather of sculpture: Alix seems to carve
and chisel the material, knead and shape the fabrics until they have taken
on exactly the shape of her dream.”

Her working method consisted of first attaching the fabric to a bust and
analyzing its essence. For her sculptural models, she often used an extra-
wide, finely woven jersey, which she draped in subtle folds in the tightest
of spaces on the body. Folded by fold fixed with pins, Madame Greés de-
signed a structure that seemed to merge with the body. Sometimes wrink-
les suddenly turned their direction before falling to a shoulder or to the
floor. After draping, a cut was made, which Madame Grés considered to
be the decisive phase of the process. It marked the further course and
character of each of her models.

It is astonishing that, with the exception of the 1950s, the underlying struc-
ture of her models does not require artificial supports such as corsages.
They allowed the wearer a new freedom of movement characteristic of
modernity.

Digital Gallery

In order to create a digital model, the garment to be reconstructed must
be precisely measured. Together with students, designer Maija Schultz
analysed two Gres dresses in the depot of the Kunstgewerbemuseum and
compiled all measurements and available information. While the students
were inspired by these dresses and created their own works digitally in
CAD, Schultz created two digital twins from the results of the analysis.

The digitized cutting data must be adapted to an avatar and materiality
and movement must be worked out in Clo3D. In search of a new form of
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performative staging in which the digitally created Grés dresses as well as
the students‘ new models can be presented, she created an Unreal En-
gine space. Here, the models can now be explored interactively by vie-
wers.

Grades of Volume

In contrast to the dresses inspired by antiquity, the models with a particu-
larly pronounced volume, which Grés created continuously over decades,
have so far remained almost unnoticed by the public. Often, the entire
width of the fabric determines the technique, which resulted in an ama-
zingly simple processing that seems unconventional. In 1954, Madame
Grés undertook a study trip to India and dealt with traditional garments.
Many of her models of the following years reveal an intensive examination
of India‘s cultural clothing practice.

While Cristébal Balenciaga masterfully constructed the space for his mo-
dels, Grés perfected their volumes through drapery in detail. Purposefully
used, partial volumes, for example in the form of oversized sleeves,
become compositionally significant elements: they shift the statics of the
entire piece, make the upper body appear monumental and yet maintain
the logic of the fold rhythm.

Transparent Layers

Layers and transparency play an important role throughout Madame Grés’
oeuvre. From the very beginning, the use of materials such as muslin, or-
ganza, silk chiffon or very fine gauzes, so-called marquisette, has been of
central importance. Transparency does not serve a voyeuristic approach,
but is deliberately used as a mobile, atmospheric complement to firmer
underlayers, such as crépe de chine. In Gres* work, transparency beco-
mes an aura around the sculpture, the body. Layers are a design element
that is particularly noteworthy. Grés relies on layering in the form of tone-
on-tone layers, coloured panel layers or transparent veils over an opaque
base. In this way, the form of the design is created through fall and posi-
tion, not through visible “hard” constructions. The soft drape of the fabric
becomes a decisive design element in her designs.

Shiny Structures

As early as the 1930s, the couturiére occasionally used shiny surface
structures in her models for her first label Alix. This design approach in-
tensified since the 1970s in particular, with the focus on the upper body
area, while the lower parts were simpler and lighter. Especially the edges
and ends are decoratively bordered and embroidered, which give the mo-
del a sparkling frame. Madame Greés found inspiration for this above all in
historical techniques, such as the accentuated slit fashion of the Renais-
sance. Her interpretations of the slits are complemented with embroi-
dered, reflective metal elements, resulting in an extraordinary texture of
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the surface. This serves not only as decoration, but also as a means of di-
recting the form of the silhouette — guided and hierarchized through fra-
ming, relief formation or plate-like surfacing. It becomes a “cultural quota-
tion” — a stylistic device that Grés has made part of her design practice
since her first drafts.

Couture at Work

For his autumn/winter 1965 collection, French designer Yves Saint Lau-
rent created his series of iconic Mondrian dresses, which became style
icons of the sixties. Madame Grés takes up the design with colour fields
and incorporates it into her aesthetic language. The model combines her
classicist, sculptural conception of the body with a graphic, colour-block-
like accentuation that works through cut and appliqué rather than orna-
mentation. The asymmetry — the shoulder line and the diagonal overlaps
— create a tension that does not act as an effect, but precisely directs the
eye along the lines across the chest, waist and hips, while the narrow skirt
part stabilizes the overall impression as a calm vertical.

Students of museology examined the model with regard to its internal
construction. They inventoried the dress, researched its provenance and
discovered exciting details and information that are presented for the first
time in this exhibition.
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