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TRADITION CHALLENGED IN MUSEUM OF MODEEN ART

EXHIBITION, ARE CLOTHES MODERN?

In opening to the public on Wednesday, November 29, 1ts

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

Street, hopes to stimulate a fundamentally fresh approach to the
problems of epparel. Although the exhibitlon does not offer specific
_ dress reform and isg 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 conventlons of dress are
undergoing modification because of the wap. 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 architeccture,.

The exhibition, dirccted by Bernard Rudofsky, noted architect
and designer, has a speclal inuta11at¢on designed by Mr. Rudofsky in
the first floor gallerics of the Museum and is arranged in ten general
.sections which, however, sometimes overlap or flow imperceptibly into
one another. These are the Unfashionable Humen Body, Excess and

Superflulty, 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

on Aro Clothes Modern? as fecllows:

"In presenting this exhibition the Museum of Modern
Art has no specific drese reform to expound or advocate. The
purpose of the exhlbition is to encourege creativo thought
about the problems of modern apparel.

"Dress is on aspect of human expression governed largely
by anclent hebits and subconscious sensibilities. It constitutes
the field in which the greatest number of people manifest thelr
cathetic senese, for better or worse.

"Because of this universal concern, it secems worth while
to 1llumine some of the mysteries of irrational likes and dis-
likes oo thot the individual, with inereased self-knowledge, may
be encouvraged to dress economically, sensibly, and with esthetic
sutisfuaction,

"The exhibition throws light upon a great number of
myetifying, humorous or shocking habits. It ehows the present
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overburdened by the past, & noedlens waste of materials, and

a surerflulty ond obsolescence of detall, as well as arbltrary
or Leroarous malfornations. It all forms a maze of the irra-
tionel and the accidental--a meze from which it is time %o

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 exhibil-
tion because his fourtecn 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 fundemental principles which should govern clothing in a
democratic age and country."

The exhibition consists of diagrams, photographs and enlarge-
ments, articles of clothing end 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
Tashlon picturgs. Thle 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, nalls

Tettoolng

Cicatrization

Mutilation and deformation: head binding, shaving,
slit and stretched ear lobes, civilized walst
and foot deformation, savage stretched necks.

e topography of modesty is presented through two eight-foot

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

various parts of the body leed to objects and photographs devicting

facets of modesty demanded by place, time or fashilon.

A smell 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 1t
.fitted the clothes of four fashion periods: the dowager type with the
shelf-1lilke overhanging mono-bosom; the concave boyish form of the
'208; the Greclan 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 sfrain 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 detall that only a few phaces of it can be mentioned here.

For example, there is e 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 exhibltion to be as slavishly
observed in civilized dress as in the paraphernalia of any primltive
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 1n American

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

useless buttons is compulsory.

Patterns come in for merciiess dissection and analysis.
Pattern machines of several generations ago and adjustable dress-
makers' dummies with a bewlldering 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 wﬁom in 1901 designed the "clothes of the future" to
be worn in 1915--guesses actually not too far off the mark and which
had somc 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 pleces of material ingcniously joined. All
four of the garments demonstrate that beauty and simplicity of line
‘and fabric transcend the dictates of any period, style or fashlon.

A similar triumph over the tyranny of fashion is achleved by |
an array of sandals and sandal-shoes designed and executed by Mr.
Rudof sky himself, which will be on display. These sandals are
asymmetricel to conform with the shape of the human foot, and combilne
both beauty and utility.

The final section of the exhibition is composed of specially
bullt models which indicate some of the ways in which clothing and
footwear designed on entirely new and rational principles might in-
fluence the floors and furniture of a house and eventually the

architecture of the house itsclf.







