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FOR IMMEDIATE RELEASE 

TRADITION CHALLENGED IN MUSEUM OF MODERN ART 

EXHIBITION, ARE CLOTHES MODERN? 

In opening to the public on Wednesday, November 29, its 

exhibition Are Clothes Modern? the Museum of Modern Art, 11 West 53 

Street, hopes to stimulate a fundamentally fresh approach to the 

problems of apparel. Although the exhibition does not offer specific 

dress reform and is in no sense a fashion show, its original and 

graphic analysis of the function of clothes indicates directions 

toward intelligent change now that ideas and conventions of dress are 

undergoing modification because of the wa». It is the hope of the 

Museum that the exhibition, by stimulating a re-examination of the 

subject, may have" a beneficial effect on dress comparable to that al­

ready accomplished by the modern analysis of function in the field 

of architecture. 

The exhibition, directed by Bernard Rudofsky, noted architect 

and designer, has a special installation designed by Mr. Rudofsky in 

the first floor galleries of the Museum and is arranged in ten general 

sections which, however, sometimes overlap or flow imperceptibly into 

one another. These are the Unfashionable Human Body, Excess and 

Superfluity, Trousers versus Skirts, the Desire to Conform, Posture 

Causes and Effects, the Abuse of Materials, Wisdom in Period and Folk 

Dress, American Pioneers, the Revival of the Rational, and the 

Domestic Background of Clothing. 

Monroe Wheeler, the Museum's Director of Exhibitions, comments 

o n Are Clothes Modern? as follows: 

"In presenting this exhibition the Museum of Modern 
Art has no specific dress reform to expound or advocate. The 
purpose of the exhibition is to encourage creative thought 
about the problems of modern apparel. 

'•Dress is an aspect of human expression governed largely 
by ancient habits and subconscious sensibilities. It constitutes 
the field in which the greatest number of people manifest their 
esthetic sense, for better or worse. 

"Because of this universal concern, it seems worth while 
to illumine some of the mysteries of Irrational likes and dis­
likes BO that the individual, with increased self-knowledge, may 
be encouraged to dress economically, sensibly, and with esthetic 
satisfaction. 

11 The exhibition throws light upon a great number of 
mystifying, humorous or shocking habits. It shows the present 



overburdened by the past, a needless waste of materials, and 
a superfluity and obsolescence of detail, as well as arbitrary 
or iT.r-oarous malformations. It all forms a maze of the irra­
tional and the accidental—a maze from which it is time to 
escape 

"Certain improvements are suggested, but these are 
entirely tentative for we realize that any real progress 
depends upon enlightened public action. 

"Mr. Bernard Rudofsky was chosen to direct the exhibi­
tion because his fourteen years' research on the subject have 
enabled hum to analyze the superstitions, traditions and con­
ventions by which we are subconsciously bound, and to clarify 
the fundamental principles which should govern clothing in a 
democratic age and country." 

The exhibition consists of diagrams, photographs and enlarge­

ments, articles of clothing and ornament, and models. Along the 

corridor leading into the exhibition are representations of the human 

form from cave drawings through Renaissance wood engravings, to modern 

fashion pictures. This continues into the first section, the 

Unfashionable Human Body and the three basic reasons for clothing: 

decoration, modesty, protection. 

Decoration is subdivided into various phases such as: 

Painting: body, face, hair, nails 
Tattooing 
Cicatrization 
Mutilation and deformation: head binding, shaving, 

slit and stretched ear lobes, civilized waist 
and foot deformation, savage stretched necks. 

The topography of modesty is presented through two eight-foot 

human figures, male and female, in diagram form. Strings attached to 

various parts of the body lead to objects and photographs depicting 

facets of modesty demanded by place, time or fashion. 

A small corridor serves as a shrine for Body Idols—four small 

plaster figures, designed by Rudofsky and modeled by Costantino 

Nivola, which show a woman's body as it would have appeared had it 

* fitted the clothes of four fashion periods: the dowager type with the 

shelf-like overhanging mono-bosom; the concave boyish form of the 

'20s; the Grecian urn figure of around 1910 which appeared to have 

but a single leg dividing like the end of a fish's tail into two 

flippers or feet at .the bottom of the hobble skirt; and the lady of 

the '80s whose figure literally conformed to her tremendous bustle. 

This last was too heavy a strain on mere plaster, therefore the 

artist who modeled it added two extra, legs to hold up the lady' s 

posterior, thus turning her into a charming lady Centaur. 

The exhibition covers such a vast field with so many 

ramifications and such a multiplicity of fascinating and thought-

provoking detail that only a fey; phases of it can be mentioned here. 

For example, there is a. brief investigation into the arbitrary 
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distinction between the sexes as shown in their dress--the Western 

identification of the skirt with femininity and the trousers with 

masculinity, and the Oriental reverse of this. 

Symbolism is shown by the exhibition to be as slavishly 

observed in civilized dress as in the paraphernalia of any primitive 

tribe. The elegant exterior pockets of today which would be ruined 

if put to practical use are chiefly a symbol of past function, i.e., 

the pocket in which something was actually carried, while in American 

men' s and women' s service uniforms the employment of fake pockets and 

useless buttons is compulsory. 

Patterns come in for merciless dissection and analysis. 

Pattern machines of several generations ago and adjustable dress­

makers' dummies with a bewildering array of mechanical gadgets to fit 

the pattern to any figure are displayed. Patterns from 1544 to 1943 

are traced on the walls of the exhibition and resemble modern ab­

stractions by Miro or Arp. A brief bow is made to Amelia Bloomer and 

Isadora Duncan as pioneers in the simplification of dress. There are 

also pictures of the imaginary clothes dreamed up by fashion fore-

casters, one of whom in 1901 designed the "clothes of the future" to 

be worn in 1915—guesses actually not too far off the mark and which 

had some features to recommend them. 

Enlarged photographs of four contemporary garments (two 

dresses, two coats) designed and executed by Irene Schawinsky are 

shown as examples of clothing which can be made without mutilating the 

material by cutting a complicated pattern which almost requires an 

engineering degree to decipher. Each of these contemporary garments 

is composed of one or two pieces of material ingeniously joined. All 

four of the garments demonstrate that beauty and simplicity of line 

and fabric transcend the dictates of any period, style or fashion. 

A similar triumph over the tyranny of fashion is achieved by 

an array of sandals and sandal-shoes designed and executed by Mr. 

Rudofsky himself, which will be on display. These sandals are 

asymmetrical to conform with the shape of the human foot, and combine 

both beauty and utility. 

The final section of the exhibition is composed of specially 

built models which indicate some of the ways in which clothing and 

footwear designed on entirely now and rational principles might in­

fluence the floors and furniture of a house and eventually the 

architecture of the house itself. 
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Even a brief description of the exhibition would be incom­

plete without comment from Mr. Rudofsky himself as its director. 

He soys in part: 

"Is it not astonishing that clothes, one of the 
essentials of life, have withstood any rational investigation 
such as we apply to food or shelter? It is all the more 
puzzling when^ we consider certain striking similarities of 
dress and architecture. 

"The purpose of this exhibition is not to extricate 
the monstrosity of modern dress from the mass of confusing 
tradition, but rather to show its tremendous power in 
dominating and conditioning all phases of life. Quite apart 
from its psychological effect, which the wearer experiences 
directly, dress still dictates our behavior. Most of the 
discomforts of our homes and furnishings, of our routine of 
working, relaxing, sleeping, eating, bathing, playing, 
traveling, etc. , can be traced back to our unfortunate but 
well-established ideas of bundling up our bodies. The in­
ventions of the last century have brought innumerable bless­
ings into daily life; our garments, exquisitely inconvenient 
though they were, stayed on with minor Variations. 

"It is strange that dress has been generally denied 
the status of art, when it is actually a most happy summation 
of esthetic, philosophic and psychological components. While 
painting, sculpture and dance have very definite limitations, 
dress at its best not only comprises notable elements of these 
arts, but its sovereign expressiveness through form, color, 
rliythm—it has to be worn to be alive—its intimate relation 
to the very source and standard of all esthetic evaluations, 
the human body, should make it the supreme achievement among 
the arts." 

In assembling the material for the exhibition Mr. Rudofsky 
has had as his assistant Anne Tredick of the Museum staff, and has 
received the generous cooperation of The American Museum of Natural 
History, The Brooklyn Museum, The Museum of Costume Art, Laverne 
Originals, George Piatt Lynes, Saks Fifth Avenue, Barbara Sutro, 
and the Traphagen School of Fashion, who have contributed objects, 
time and help. 

Other lenders to the exhibition include Mrs, Anni Albers; 
Boston Quartermaster Depot; Mrs. Edward Brennan; The Butterick 
Company, Inc.; Capezio, Inc.; CAVU Clothes; Celanese Celluloid 
Corporation; Cluett, Peabody & Co., Inc.; Clyde Associates; 
Jacqueline Cochran; Emil Corsillo, Inc.; Rene d'Harnoncourt; Mrs. 
Augustin Duncan; Fifth Avenue Coach Co,; Toni Frissell; Gotham 
Carpet Co,; The H. W. Gossard Co.; Dorothy Gray, Ltd.; Merry Hull; 
Julius Kayser & Co.; Knox Hat Company; Ewing Krainin; Lewis and 
Conger; Helen Liebert; Lugene, Inc.; Mrs. Bryant McCampbell; The 
McDowell School; I. Miller & Sons, Inc.; Alan E. Murray Laboratories; 
Claire McCardell; The Metropolitan Museum of Art; Mrs. Sherman 
Rogers; Helena Rubinstein; Dr. Scholl1s Foot Comfort Shops; U. S. 
Plywood Corporation; Susanne Wasson-Tucker; and Warner Brothers Co, 

Bernard Rudofsky, born April 13, 1905 in Zauchtel, Moravia, 
was graduated in 1928 as architect and engineer from the Polytechnic 
Academy (Technische Hochschule) of Vienna, and in 1931 received a 
doctor's degree from the same Institution, He practiced architecture 
in Austria, Germany, Italy and Brazil, 

Since 1922 he has traveled extensively in Europe, Asia Minor, 
North and South America, and has designed stage sets, exhibitions, 
furniture, shoes and clothing, with exhibitions of architectural 
photographs and paintings in Europe and South America, 

A nine-month study trip brought him to the United States in 
1935-36. He has been living in New York since 1941, when he took out 
citizenship papers in this country. 

An architect friend of Mr. Rudofsky, Felix Augenfeld, has 

written the following engaging sketch of hini: 


