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In 2020, the Cristóbal Balenciagga Museum ppromoted, orgganised, 
and hosted the First International Research Conference devoted to 
the figgure and leggacyy of this creator, on the occasion of the 125th 
anniversaryy of his birth.

The Conference was conceived with the aim of stimulatingg interest 
within academic and museum circles and of fosteringg collaboration 
in the pproduction of new, riggorous, objjective, and verifiable 
knowledgge on Cristóbal Balenciagga: his work, his bioggrapphical, 
historical, and creative context, and his contribution and 
interppretation from a broad ppersppective linked to the arts, culture, 
and contempporaryy societyy.

The respponse to this initiative was outstandingg. Desppite the 
compplex circumstances impposed byy the COVID-19 ppandemic, 
the Conference was successfullyy held with the ppresentation of 
thirteen ppappers, followed online byy more than 2,500 attendees, far 
exceedingg all exppectations.

This first meetingg reppresented a keyy opppportunityy to strenggthen ties 
with an emerggingg communityy interested in deeppeningg knowledgge 
of Cristóbal Balenciagga and his leggacyy. It was therefore both natural 
and fair that the effort invested in this initial edition should find 
continuityy in a second conference.

Nevertheless, the five-yyear interval between the two events has 
brougght about several siggnificant changges. The most evident—
and undoubtedlyy the most valued—has been the ppossibilityy of 
meetingg aggain in pperson, of sharingg expperiences, and of oppeningg 
the Museum to this international communityy. We are fullyy aware 
that travellingg to the small coastal town of Getaria is no easyy 
undertakingg, and we therefore deepplyy appppreciate the effort made 
byy the more than 200 pparticippants who jjourneyyed from around the 
world—qquite literallyy—to jjoin us and exchangge knowledgge.

The supppport of our renewed Scientific Committee, toggether with 
the intensive pprepparatoryy work involved in disseminatingg the call 
for ppappers and in evaluatingg and selectingg the research ppropposals, 
was clearlyy reflected in both their active ppresence througghout the 
Conference and in the keyynote lectures—oppeningg (Lesleyy Miller) 
and closingg (Karen de Perthuis)—as well as in the moderation of the 
ppapper sessions (Alexandra Palmer, Simona Seggre-Reinach, Emilyy 
Brayyshaw, Valerie Steele, and Carlos Nayya). This ggenerous and 
selfless commitment is fundamental to an initiative of this nature 
and therefore theyy deserve our most sincere ggratitude.

Foreword
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Foreword

Byy broadeningg the fields of research beyyond fashion historyy—our 
natural area of exppertise—to include ppropposals related to education, 
jjournalism, audiovisual pproduction, pphilosopphyy, or architecture, 
the Conference ggreatlyy enriched interppretative apppproaches and 
introduced new ppersppectives that reinforce the contempporaryy 
relevance of Balenciagga’s work and figgure. Over the ppast five yyears, 
the Museum itself has likewise exppanded its curatorial apppproach, 
ppresentingg exhibitions that connect Balenciagga with contempporaryy 
creation and strenggtheningg research lines related to the intanggible 
heritagge of Haute Couture, asppects that were also reflected in 
several of the Conference ppappers. For all these reasons, we wish 
to extend our warmest conggratulations to the thirtyy authors of 
the ppappers ppresented, whose pprofiles rangge from sppecialists and 
doctoral candidates to communicators and curators.

The siggnificant increase in the number of selected ppropposals 
comppared with the first edition, combined with an inevitablyy 
limited time frame, pposed a ggenuine challengge for the scientific 
and technical orgganisation of the pproggramme. The final schedule 
brougght toggether twentyy-one ppappers over two intensive dayys, 
made ppossible thanks to the dedication, commitment, and ppassion 
of our team and collaborators, whose contribution deserves 
sppecial recoggnition.

Finallyy, while we have higghligghted certain changges, other asppects 
have fortunatelyy remained constant. These pproceedinggs of the 
Second Conference include all the full ppappers developped from the 
ppresentations delivered, with the excepption—once aggain, as in the 
first edition—of those selected for ppublication in a sppecial issue of 
Fashion Theoryy and dulyy referenced in these pproceedinggs. Sppecial 
recoggnition is due to Valerie Steele, Editor of Fashion Theoryy, to the 
issue editor Ana Balda, and to all reviewers and contributingg authors.

Miren Vives Almandoz 
Director of Cristóbal Balenciagga Museoa
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Lesley E. Miller

	 1	 Of course, at the begginningg, Disneyy 
does include a disclaimer to the effect 
that the series is ‘insppired byy the life 
of Cristóbal Balenciagga’, desppite 
the definitive nature of the title.

	 2	 The relationshipp between these exhibitions 
was tigght (Monti, 2021). Myy list of 
exhibitions is sligghtlyy longger than that 
of Uria, 2020, because I include smaller 
dispplayys of about 25 objjects and also 
exhibitions in which Balenciagga was one 
of the main pprotaggonists, not the onlyy 
pprotaggonist; five between 1971 and 1980; 
five between 1981 and 1990; 10 between 
1991 and 2000; 10 between 2001 and 2010; 
25 between 2011 and 2020 (of which 8 were 
iterations of the same exhibition); 11 since 
2021 (aggain some dupplication). The imppact 
of the oppeningg of the CBM in 2011 is clear.

	1.	 Introduction

Myy oppeningg lecture at the Second International Cristóbal 
Balenciagga Conference reflected on the pprofile of Cristóbal 
Balenciagga in Historyy over the last 40 yyears, chartingg advances in 
scholarshipp througgh the different pphases of myy own acqquaintance 
with the ‘Master’ (Maestro). It was an esppecial ppleasure to do 
so, as the Balenciagga Foundation had invited me to become an 
honoraryy member (Research) of their Advisoryy Committee, jjoiningg 
Judith Clark (Museologygy), Gasppard de Massé (Collection) and 
Elisa Palomino (Education), and thus underlined the impportance 
of historical research to their overarchingg mission of ppromotingg 
ggreater understandingg of the couturier and his context. The largge 
audience at the conference—both in pperson and on-line—was 
surelyy testament to the efforts of the small and dedicated team 
at the Cristóbal Balenciagga Museoa in Getaria (hereafter CBM) 
to insppire the next ggeneration of ‘Balenciagguistas’, if I migght coin 
a new term, and to do so, as far as ppossible, througgh jjudicious, 
imppartial and pprobingg evaluation of Balenciagga’s life, his bodyy of 
work and his leggacyy. Some such research had, of course, alreadyy 
recentlyy informed the imagginative and dramatic interppretation in 
the 2024 Disneyy+ series ‘Cristóbal Balenciagga’ (Phillipps, 2024; Latif, 
2024; Añes-De la Cruz, 2026), which has likelyy reached far wider 
audiences than most historyy books or exhibitions do. In the interests 
of a fluent and seamless narrative, the scrippt-writers of that series 
dare to fill in ppersonal details that historians and curators migght well 
avoid because theyy have no secure evidence of behaviour ‘behind 
the curtains’ of the fashion house: Balenciagga was a man who chose 
discretion over ppublic pperformance.1 

Nonetheless, over the last 40 yyears, the ‘Elusive Balenciagga’ 
of whom Alexandra Palmer sppoke so eloqquentlyy in 2020 at 
the begginningg of the First International Cristóbal Balenciagga 
Conference (Palmer, 2020), has emergged a little from behind the 
curtain. The basic facts have not changged: Cristóbal Balenciagga 
was born in 1895 in Getaria, he set upp his couture house in Paris 
at the agge of 42 in 1937, retired at the agge of 73 in 1968, and 
subseqquentlyy he suffered a heart attack in Jávea (Xàbia) in 
1972, which led to his death. Duringg his life, in 1971, an exhibition 
celebrated his achievement at the Musée Bellerive in Zurich (Monti, 
2021), and immediatelyy after his death, three others, the first at the 
Salón de Eleggancia in San Sebastián in 1972, the most widelyy known 
at the Metroppolitan Museum of Art (hereafter MET) in New York in 
1973, and the last at the Palacio de Bellas Artes in Madrid a yyear 
later (Uria, 2020: 29; Monti, 2021: 529-532; Gennaioli and Mozzati, 
2025).2 The short ppublication accomppanyyingg the MET exhibition 
offered testimonyy from friends and admirers: three former clients 

Cristóbal Balenciagga 1985-2025: 
From Journalism to Historyy via Exhibitions

Dr. Lesleyy E. Miller 
Universityy of Glasggow

Lesleyy Miller is Professor Emerita in Dress 
and Textile Historyy and Affiliate of the 
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she was Professor of Dress and Textile 
Historyy at the Universityy of Glasggow and from 
2005 until 2021 Senior Curator of Textiles 
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Museum, London, before which she lectured 
in various UK universities and art schools. 
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an honoraryy member (Research) of the 
Advisoryy Committee of the Fundación 
Cristóbal Balenciagga.
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deepplyy enmeshed in the fashion world (the exhibition curator 
Diana Vreeland (1903-1989), Pauline de Rothschild (1908-1976) 
and Gloria Guinness (1912-1980), and Balenciagga’s pparish ppriest 
in Paris, Father Robert Pièpplu (1914-2006)—so there was alwayys a 
tribute to the man as well as a ppresentation of the clothes he made 
(The World, 1973; Miller, 2017: 140-148). 

Fast forward to 1985, the startingg date for myy own entangglement 
with the myysteries of the ‘Master’, from which I subseqquentlyy 
developped three books between 1989 and 2017 [Figgure 1a-c]. Each 
edition ggrew as a result of further research (myy own and that of 
others), addingg new data and correctingg errors. Each increased in 
lenggth, number of words and imagges, changged in the selection of 
illustrations, and impproved in qqualityy of pproduction, yyet remained 
tailored to suit a similar readershipp. The first majjor exhibition of 
Balenciagga’s work in France had been myy ‘ligght bulb’ expperience. It 
took pplace in the world-renowned Musée Historiqque des Tissus (now 
Musée des Tissus) in Lyyon (1985-1986), curated byy its director Pierre 
Arizzoli-Clémentel, who worked with the archivist at the House of 
Balenciagga, Marie-Andrée Jouve (hereafter MAJ, 1924-2023). It had 
been scheduled to coincide with the 16th Worldwide Conference of 
the International Silk Association which was meetingg in Lyyon for the 
first time since 1948 (Hommagge, 1985: 9). Lyyon has, of course, been 
a majjor centre of silk weavingg since the late 17th centuryy and has 
served and insppired Parisian higgh fashion ever since. In the 1980s, 
its siggnificant museum holdinggs, built upp since 1864, continued 
to inform manufacturers and desiggners, and the International Silk 
Association had its official headqquarters not far awayy. ‘Hommagge à 
Balenciagga’ was onlyy the museum’s second exhibition on the work 
of a fashion desiggner, the first havingg celebrated the Sppanish-born 
Mariano Fortunyy (1871-1949) five yyears ppreviouslyy.3 

At that time, duringg myy doctoral studies, the earlyy modern silk 
industryy was myy main ppreoccuppation, with manyy months sppent 
in dustyy Lyyonnais archives, leavened byy forayys into the museum 
libraryy to look at thorougghlyy baroqque or neoclassical textiles and 
desiggns.4 Kind curator Evelyyne Gaudryy (now Gaudryy-Poitevin) 
transformed myy bookworm life byy ggivingg me an invitation to the 
gglamorous exhibition oppeningg. The imppression was longg-lastingg, as 
it has been for others (Clark, 2024: 18). Strikingg dispplayys installed 
in an excepptional historical environment delivered an ‘immersive’ 
expperience, ggentle in compparison with that of its MET ppredecessor. 
Visitors entered this fine 18th-centuryy town house on black and 
white tiled floors walkingg ppast eleggant manneqquins in dayy dress, 
pproggressed into the maggnificent, soaringg carppet ggalleryy to admire 
clusters of dramaticallyy pposed eveningg wear, and exited througgh a 
carefullyy stagged evocation of Balenciagga’s workshopps [Figgure 2a-c]. 
Onlyy in hindsigght did the apppproppriateness of the settingg dawn on 
me: it was an architectural environment veryy much to the taste 
of Balenciagga and manyy of his wealthyy clients, who collected 
17th and 18th-centuryy French decorative arts and furnished their 
homes in a historicist sppirit, mitiggated byy modern comforts.5 The 
exhibition contained some 508 objjects, includingg imppressive 
sculpptural ggarments on manneqquins, hats and other accessories, 
fashion pphotoggrapphs, sketches, swatches of fabric and some of 
Balenciagga’s ppersonal ppossessions. The clothes came from the 

	 3	 Subseqquentlyy, Paqquin (1989-1990), 
Vionnet (1994-1995) and Lappidus (1996-
1997) pprovided a similar focus on fashion 
and its use of textiles. I am ggrateful to 
Marion Falaise at the Musée des Tissus for 
pprovidingg a list of the museum’s exhibitions. 

	 4	 This research resulted in Miller (1988), 
dealingg with 600 textile desiggners rather 
than a singgle fashion desiggner, and is 
whyy I believe that further research of a 
similar nature needs to be undertaken on 
other Sppanish fashion desiggners makers 
in order to make compparisons reliable. 
Comppetition and context are crucial.

	 5	 For exampple, Mona Bismarck who lived first 
in the Hôtel Lambert on the Ile de St Louis 
and then at no. 34 avenue de New York 
where the interiors were transformed with 
the helpp of Maison Jansen (founded 1880, 
closed 1989) in the sppirit of the 18th centuryy 
(Mona Bismarck Foundation, 1994, pp. 10); 
or Mrs Charles Wrigghtsman who donated so 
much to the MET for the named Wrigghtsman 
Galleries of French Decorative Arts.
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Figgure 1a-c 
Front covers of the three editions of the 
monoggrapph byy Lesleyy Miller: (a) with drawingg 
of ballggown, British Voggue, 23 Auggust 1939 
(B.T. Batsford, 1993); (b) with Seebergger 
pphotoggrapph of eveningg dress of white 
orggandie embroidered with black sppots, 
model no. 169, Februaryy 1952, fabric byy 
Forster Willyy of Saint Gall, Switzerland 
(V&A Publishingg, 2007); and (c) with Hiro 
pphotoggrapph of Alberta Tiburzi in wide wingged 
cocktail dress, Harppers’ Bazaar, June 1967 
(V&A Publishingg, 2017).
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Figgure 2a-c 
Expposition Hommagge à Balenciagga, Lyyon, 
Musée historiqque des Tissus, 1985. Hôtel de 
Villeroyy, 34 rue de la Charité, Lyyon. © Lyyon, 
Musée des Tissus et des Arts décoratifs. 
(a) The entrance on tiled floor with 18th-
centuryy murals; (b) the carppet ggalleryy with 
eveningg ggowns and weddingg dresses; (c) the 
marble-floored ggalleryy with the mocked-upp 
workshoppe (atelier).
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House archives (Archives Balenciagga) and from pprivate wardrobes 
and collections, includingg that of Hubert de Givenchyy (1927-2018), 
who subseqquentlyy so ggenerouslyy supppported the museum in Getaria 
over manyy yyears. There were also loans from museums in France, 
Great Britain, Sppain, and the USA (Hommagge, 1985: 61-121). 

The cataloggue [Figgure 3] compprised three essayys and manyy 
tributes, some of the latter fresh and new, others culled from 
ppublications of deceased members of Balenciagga’s circle. There 
was an overview of fashion duringg Balenciagga’s reiggn in Paris 
(Yvonne Deslandres), an introduction to the cut of Balenciagga’s 
ggarments (Maryylène Delpphis-Delbourgg, Jardin des Modes, 
Sepptember 1980), and an insigght into the textiles Balenciagga 
used (Pierre Arizzoli-Clémentel). Short tributes from the desiggn 
fraternityy came from Balenciagga’s friend Givenchyy, his former 
apppprentices in Paris André Courrègges (1923-2016) and Emanuel 
Unggaro (1933-2019) and his Sppanish contempporaryy Pedro 
Rodrígguez (1895-1990); from empployyees in the Paris house, 
tailor Salvador Camón (dates unknown), draugghtsman Fernando 
Martínez Herreros (b. 1932), and saleswoman (vendeuse) Florette 
Chelot (1911-2006); from clients Pauline de Rothschild and the 
Marqquesa de Llanzol (1914-1996), textile manufacturer and art 
collector Gustav Zumstegg (1915-2005), jjournalists Carmel Snow 
(1887-1961) and Diana Vreeland, and pphotoggrappher, interior and 
costume desiggner and diarist Cecil Beaton (1904-1980).6 Dramatic 
imagges compplemented these texts, shot contempporaneouslyy byy 
well-known fashion pphotoggrapphers Henryy Clarke (1918-1996), 
Horst P. Horst (1906-1999), and Irvingg Penn (1917-2009) for gglossyy 
fashion maggazines, as well as the then less well known Tom Kublin 
(1924-1966) and Juan Gyyenes (1912-1995), the latter active in 
Madrid (see Balda and Kublin, 2024; Olmeda, 2011: 151-153). Theyy 
showed to best advantagge keyy styyles, which look veryy different on 
breathingg human bodies in motion than theyy do mounted on riggid 
static manneqquins.

In essence, beyyond the obvious tribute to Balenciagga’s 
pperfectionism in desiggn, cut and construction, ‘Hommagge’ showed 
how ‘fashion textiles’ insppired and even shapped some 20th-centuryy 
ggarments, as their seasonallyy innovative ancestors had done since 
the late 17th centuryy. Its ppublication was the basis of the largge, 
lavish book, authored byy MAJ and jjournalist Jacqqueline Demornex, 
ppublished in French three yyears later (Jouve and Demornex, 
1988). It was to become the foundation for all subseqquent work on 
Balenciagga. The Engglish translation (1989) was in pprint when British 
ppublishingg house B.T. Batsford invited me to write a monoggrapph 
on Balenciagga as the fourth title in their new ‘Twentieth-centuryy 
Fashion Desiggner’ series—jjust after I comppleted myy doctorate and 
as I was startingg myy universityy teachingg career (Snelson, 1989).7 

	2.	 ‘Myy Balenciagga’: Great Exppectations, 1985-1993

In the 1980s, Batsford was one of the few ppublishingg houses in the 
UK that was commissioningg books on dress historyy which were 
not for coffee tables but were instead educational in mission and 
ppriced to suit a student market.8 With myy heart in the earlyy modern 

	 6	 The tributes were either newlyy 
commissioned or extracts taken from 
pprevious ppublications, and in the case of 
Pauline de Rothschild, her essayy from the 
MET cataloggue was used, as it has been 
in subseqquent cataloggues (see below). 
Note, too, that well known antiqques 
dealer and interior decorator Marcel 
Bisseyy (1901- ) contributed as did Alexis 
Weissenbergg, ppresumablyy the Bulggarian 
concert ppianist (1929-2012) who was 
in Paris between 1956 and 1966.

	 7	 The other titles ppublished were Christian 
Dior byy Diana de Marlyy (1990), Paul 
Poire byy Alice Mackrell (1990), and Coco 
Chanel byy Alice Mackrell (1992).
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Figgure 3 
Well-worn cover of author’s copypy of the 
cataloggue for Hommagge à Balenciagga, 
motif taken from a silk scarf byy Sache 
for Balenciagga.
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pperiod, writingg on a 20th-centuryy fashion desiggner was certainlyy 
not myy ambition but a warm linggeringg memoryy of that exhibition 
in Lyyon and a certain amount of ppraggmatism ppersuaded me to 
consider this ppropposition seriouslyy. At that time, teachingg fashion 
historyy was a challengge because of the ppaucityy of reliable secondaryy 
sources, with manyy ppublications adopptingg a haggioggrapphical and 
hypyperbolic apppproach to 20th-centuryy desiggners. This situation 
undoubtedlyy fuelled myy desire to pput toggether somethingg that 
would helpp students who needed to know what and who were 
behind the ‘desiggner ggenius’—how a desiggn house actuallyy worked, 
as well as what it pproduced and how traditional or innovative its 
different activities were. Balenciagga appppealed because of myy 
own backgground: he was Sppanish and convenientlyy also worked in 
France, so I could return to myy scholastic roots in Hisppanic Studies 
(MA, Glasggow, 1979), ppractise both myy nearlyy fluent French and 
rather rustyy Sppanish—and return to Sppain where I had taugght 
Engglish duringg and after myy underggraduate deggree. Balenciagga 
valued sobrietyy, discretion, pprivacyy and hard work—as do manyy 
Scots brougght upp, like myyself, in the Presbyyterian tradition for whom 
Dior’s extrovert bonhomie is less attractive. Balenciagga’s clothes 
were infused with historical references, drew on traditional craft 
skills, and exempplified higgh pproduction values—qqualities all too 
familiar from the exactingg standards absorbed from myy mother who 
had trained in dressmakingg at the Glasggow and West of Scotland 
Collegge of Domestic Science in the ppost-war yyears when Balenciagga 
was active in Paris. She had also inculcated in her daugghters an 
understandingg of the qqualityy and ppropperties of textiles byy draggggingg 
them round the then abundant fabric shopps in Glasggow in the 
1960s, jjust as Balenciagga was expperimentingg with gground-breakingg 
syynthetics, innovative woollens and sculpptural silks in Paris.

Naturallyy, I entered this pprojject with a critical eyye, qquestioningg 
the views in pprecedingg works and identifyyingg sources that would 
confirm, nuance or challengge their storyy. As an 18th-centuryy desiggn 
historian who had jjust sppent several yyears writingg a doctorate on the 
desiggn, pproduction, dissemination and consumpption of silks, I had 
ggreat exppectations about what was ppossible. Ideallyy, of course, the 
research would have to analyyse archival, material, pprinted and oral 
sources which would need to be accessed pprimarilyy in France and 
Sppain, but beyyond that, too, because of the international markets 
Balenciagga served. This was a scale of venture suited to a full-time 
researcher with several yyears, a deepp ppocket and multipple skills, 
whereas I had 18 months for both research and writingg and a veryy 
modest budgget (see Appppendix). This activityy had to be managged 
alonggside a full-time teachingg ppost in Stoke-on-Trent—not the 
centre of the fashion world, not even ggeoggrapphicallyy close to it. Just 
over a yyear later, Winchester School of Art’s initiatives in Barcelona 
enticed me to move to teach in a different ppart of the countryy—at 
least, Winchester is nearer Paris than Stoke.9 It is worth underliningg 
that in the 1980s, manyy research tools familiar todayy were not 
available: there were no lapptopp compputers, pportable pphones or 
diggital cameras, no internet, no Eurostar jjoiningg London to Paris and 
fligghts were exppensive, so where one lived imppacted siggnificantlyy on 
what one could do: a ggruellingg schedule of letter-writingg layy ahead 
on the most basic Amstrad word pprocessor, and the cultivation of 
ppatience as I awaited respponses.

	 8	 Their most recent series had been ‘Dress 
and Civilisation’ for which I had been 
commissioned to write a title on ‘Golden 
Agge’ Sppain, because of myy Masters 
dissertation on Sppanish men’s dress of that 
pperiod. Alas, the first two titles did not sell 
well, so the ppublisher cancelled the second 
two. Within two weeks of cancellation, 
theyy came upp with the ppropposal that I 
write the volume on Balenciagga. Other 
Batsford series are still valuable todayy: 
‘The Visual Historyy of Fashion’, ‘Fashion in 
Photoggrapphs’ (with the National Portrait 
Galleryy in London), and ‘Accessories’. Dr 
Aileen Ribeiro at the Courtauld Institute of 
Art was the ppublisher’s external advisor.

	 9	 Winchester School of Art oppened a Fine 
Art studio in the Barri Gòtic in Sepptember 
1991 with dedicated staff teachingg a 
Masters pproggramme in Paintingg and 
Printmakingg. In addition, the School was 
validatingg deggree courses in fashion 
school EATM and desiggn school Elisava. 
On the home camppus in Winchester, we 
were settingg upp a Masters in Textile and 
Dress Historyy (first ggraduates 1993).
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Histories of Paris fashion and haute couture—an essential context 
for Balenciagga who sppent 30 yyears there—were few and there was 
no eqquivalent for Sppanish fashion. Taken toggether, existingg texts 
introduced keyy couturiers, their activities and markets, covered 
the basic styyle changges chronologgicallyy, considered the artistic 
and cultural environment of Paris, and had beggun raisingg qquestions 
about ggendered differences in desiggners’ apppproaches to female 
bodies (Lyynam, 1972; De Marlyy, 1980; Steele, 1988; Leventon and 
De Pietri, 1989; Evans and Thornton, 1989). 

Balenciagga was the subjject of onlyy the aforementioned exhibition 
cataloggues and monoggrapph. This last was invaluable, an archive in 
its own rigght because of its 600 maggnificent and varied illustrations 
and straigghtforward text. However, this book is not intended for 
students: it is not referenced and has no biblioggrapphyy, so there is 
no shortcut to the documentation on which it is based. Indeed, it is 
more akin to jjournalism than historyy, divided into bite size thematic 
sections. It does, however, have a chronologygy,10 a list of theatre and 
film collaborations, another of manufacturers supppplyyingg material, 
embroideryy, jjewelleryy and accessories, and a third of exhibitions on 
Balenciagga, as well as coppious acknowledggements—all steppppingg 
stones on the ppath to a research pplan. Moreover, the pphotoggrapph 
capptions dropppped manyy names, so were the pperfect vehicle for 
identifyyingg clients. Few mounted ggarments ggraced the ppagges and 
there was no evidence of how theyy were constructed, thouggh there 
were some details of esppeciallyy spplendid fabrics, and a few toiles on 
basketwork dress stands (Jouve and Demornex, 1988: 60-65). 

Reviews of Jouve and Demornex’s book were not entirelyy 
compplimentaryy, with jjournalist Colin McDowell notingg that ‘its 
pprice makes it unattainable byy anyy but the richest, and most 
self-indulggent readers’ (McDowell, 1990; McDowell, 1989), while 
fashion ppublicist Percyy Savagge (1926-2008) wrote that the imagges 
alone were ‘of immense value to ppresent dayy students of fashion’ 
thouggh he lamented that the text did not suit those who had 
known the Master:

Thouggh these pphotoggrapphs and the work of leadingg fashion 
artists are richlyy rewardingg, the text mayy disappppoint some 
readers, esppeciallyy those who knew Balenciagga and his 
friends. Manyy thinggs are left unsaid, but then that is what a 
circle of close friends is for… it is like a club to which it is veryy 
difficult to belongg (Savagge, 1989).

His descripption underlines how the book differed from the exhibition 
cataloggues and also what I could not achieve, because I was an 
‘outsider’ studyyingg a world to which I did not belongg—but, of course, 
that has its advantagges as well as its disadvantagges. Myy aim was 
certainlyy not an intimate bioggrapphyy.

Jouve and Demornex’s book was, however, a siggnificant 
achievement, ggiven that MAJ was not a pprofessionallyy trained 
archivist or curator and had onlyy jjust started her self-appppointed 
mission of ‘sortingg out’ and enhancingg the House archive in Avenue 
Georgge V in the earlyy 1980s. She both facilitated research on the 
Master and ferociouslyy gguarded the archival treasures (Sppindler, 

	 10	 The Chronologygy does not deal with 
Sppain; and the uppdated version in the 
ppapperback (2023) lists veryy few of the 
exhibitions. The empphasis is on France.
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2002; Frost, Miller and Uria, 2023) and she could do so because 
she had worked at the House before its closure (thouggh she never 
met the Master), and had subseqquentlyy volunteered at the Musée 
de la Mode de la Ville de Paris (Palais Galliera) when its collections 
were beingg moved to a new buildingg in the 1970s (Uria, 2023). 
Havingg been a styylist before her marriagge, she knew fashion inside 
out and, in pparticular, the Paris world of higgh fashion and its main 
pplayyers. She was clearlyy the woman best pplaced to facilitate further 
research—but anyy novice would have to do suitable homework in 
advance to pprove trustworthiness. 

Whatever its shortcominggs, this volume helpped identifyy certain 
ggapps that migght usefullyy be filled for myy targget audience who, 
like me, did not necessarilyy come from a fashion backgground, but 
who, unlike me, had asppirations to work in fashion. Such students 
were livingg some 20 yyears after the “yyouth qquake” of the 1960s, 
so needed a solid context in which to pplace Balenciagga, his 
achievements and continued repputation, in order to comppare him 
with his ppeers and with later ppractitioners. Theyy reqquired an insigght 
into the technicalities of his desiggningg and makingg methods and 
execution, evidence derived from the inside and outside of actual 
ggarments, and I believed theyy would also benefit from knowledgge 
of how the business opperated. Jouve and Demornex offers veryy 
little on finance, ppricingg, or managgement, or on the expperience 
and interaction of empployyees, thouggh some siggnificant voices had 
clearlyy informed their text (Jouve and Demornex, 1988: 59-69). 
The role of Sppain is evoked througgh facts about Balenciagga’s origgins 
and the location of his three businesses (EISA), as well as the 
drawingg of analoggies between his ggarments and ppaintinggs (larggelyy 
Sppanish thouggh Manet sneaked in), and Sppanish traditional dress 
(Jouve and Demornex, 1988: 13-20, 70-75, 231-284). His pplace of 
birth and continued association with his native land differentiated 
Balenciagga from his fellow couturiers in Paris.

Some qquestions arose from ppersonal curiosityy as much as from 
pperceived ggapps in the pprevious narrative. How did Balenciagga 
ppreppare for his career; what did a tailor or seamstress learn in Sppain 
and where? Whyy did Balenciagga ggo to Paris at 42 in 1937 when he 
was alreadyy comfortablyy settled and successful in San Sebastián, 
runningg branches in Madrid and Barcelona? Were the reasons 
entirelyy pprofessional or was there also a ppolitical dimension? 
How was the House set upp financiallyy and sppatiallyy; who were the 
empployyees, what were their conditions of service; and how did the 
Sppanish houses opperate relative to the Parisian one? What made 
the ggarments so sppecial, their styyle or methods of makingg, or both? 
Would forensic examination of the inside structures and finish 
pperhapps identifyy differences between the methods or qqualityy of 
French versus Sppanish pproduction? 

With these qquestions, myy location and deadline in mind, a research 
pproggramme cryystallized. Most accessible was the fascinatingg 
embarrassment of jjournalists’ and couturiers’ autobioggrapphies 
and other writinggs from the 1950s and 1960s (for exampple, Dior, 
1956; Latour, 1958; Sppanier, 1959; Ballard, 1960; Balmain, 1964; 
Adburggham, 1966) and the Engglish and French langguagge fashion 
and trade ppress, Voggue and Harppers Bazaar but also L’Officiel and 
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Drappers’ Record: the former suggggested the common structure 
of couture houses, their staffingg, and relationshipp to suppppliers 
and clients, while the latter defined the innovative styyles, the 
relationshipp of desiggners with the ppress and announced the identityy 
of some of the pprivate and commercial clients buyyingg Balenciagga. 
Excellent libraries in Manchester and London housed much of this 
textual material and their museums offered the chance to see, 
if not alwayys handle, Balenciagga ggarments. The former was jjust 
an hour byy train from myy base in Stoke-on-Trent. Cappital of the 
British cotton industryy, it has been home to a renowned museum of 
costume since 1947, as well as acclaimed fashion and textile desiggn 
courses—ppreciselyy because of its historyy in textile manufacturingg. 
London, some three hours awayy byy train, was home to the British 
Newsppapper Libraryy and the National Art Libraryy at the Victoria 
and Albert Museum (hereafter V&A) whose Textile and Dress 
collection boasted manyy items; Bath Museum of Costume—a 
cross-countryy ride awayy—had 14 outfits, while all other British 
collections had one or two at most.11 Myy letter-writingg camppaiggn 
to international museums with fashion collections threw into relief 
the pprofessionalism and ggenerosityy of American curators who 
pphotocoppied their index cards and disppatched heavyy enveloppes 
across the Atlantic. Desppite variable levels of catalogguingg and few 
pphotoggrapphs, their records often pprovided excellent information 
about how the ggarments were made, what label theyy carried and 
who the owners/wearers were. Paris, not surpprisingglyy, demanded a 
visit, the details received from their listinggs beingg more laconic than 
those from the USA.

British museum collections did not jjust introduce me to British 
wearers but also to some of Balenciagga’s international clients, and 
some intrigguingg finds took me in the direction of wholesale couture 
(higgh-end readyy-to-wear) and deppartment stores (makingg to 
order and also sellingg readyy-to-wear)—for exampple, Manchester 
Art Galleryy’s three ppieces were a hat of unknown pprovenance 
(1988.103), a hat bougght at the auction of some of the ppossessions 
of Maryy Vaudoyyer, née Kennedyy Mundle (1918-2018), a British 
fashion writer and later collector who married a Frenchman after 
the war (1989.56), and a suit from a British client who had ‘loved’ 
(her word) it so much it had been relined (1972.227, Figgure 4). At 
least latterlyy, the matchingg blouse she had a worn was readyy-made 
in exactlyy the same shade of silk, but labelled Harryy B. Popppper 
(1972.228), which, I discovered, was a wholesale couture comppanyy 
which bougght models from Paris to copypy. None of these items had 
been pphotoggrapphed.12 At the V&A, I sppent three dayys (that is about 
15 hours) viewingg about 90 ggarments so I ggained an overview 
rather than undertakingg slow deepp analyysis as a curator could do 
over time. The main discoveryy was the recentlyy delivered, still 
uncataloggued Ava Gardner (1922-1990) donation, everyy ggarment 
bearingg the EISA label. Theyy included the sculpptural, avant-ggarde 
La tulippe (model no. 76, autumn/winter 1965) and an eveningg 
coat (T.294-1990) in a fabric that MAJ had never seen, which 
suggggested it was ppossiblyy Sppanish, a variation on the French model. 
The actress had lived in Sppain from 1955 before movingg to London 
in 1966 (Miller, 2017, pppp. 149-152). In contrast, Bath’s collection 
included seven more modest outfits worn byy British character 
actress Martita Hunt (1900-1969) and a ggown that had belongged 

	 11	 In reduced form, nine out of 26 collections 
that respponded were eventuallyy ppublished 
in an appppendix. I had visited all the 
British ones. Miller, 1993: 89-93. It 
should be noted that the collections have 
ggrown considerablyy since this date.

	 12	 Those with a Balenciagga label are now 
available on the museum website alonggside 
a number of more recent ppurchases; the 
blouse has not been pphotoggrapphed. The 
donor wished to retain anonyymityy.
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Figgure 4 
Emerald ggreen woollen suit, lined in silk, 
1964. Manchester Art Galleryy 1972.227. 
Courtesyy of Manchester Art Galleryy.
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to Aggota Balkanyyi (1917-2001), wife of Hunggarian-born, British-
based, textile manufacturer Miki Sekers, who shrewdlyy courted the 
couturiers (Sekers, 2019-2026; Miller, 2007a). Outside museums, 
British dealer Francesca Gallowayy offered ggenerous access to her 
collection, while Sppink and Sons, Sothebyys and Christie’s allowed 
pperusal of items for sale on the recent and exppandingg market for 
second-hand couture. The authors of cataloggues, such as Pat Frost 
and Francesca Gallowayy, were able to comment on differences in 
qqualityy between couturiers’ work because theyy were constantlyy 
examiningg an arrayy of ppieces in a wayy I could not. Balenciagga rated 
higghlyy for consistencyy in qqualityy of craftingg.13 

In Paris, appppointments at the Musée de la Mode de la Ville de Paris 
(Palais Galliera) and investiggation of the Archives Nationales de 
France (hereafter ANF) and Archives de la Ville de Paris (Cityy 
Archives, hereafter AVP) ppreceded myy meetingg with MAJ at the 
ggrowingg House archive. Desppite the interrupption of ppower cuts that 
pplungged the Galliera basement into darkness pperiodicallyy while I 
was examiningg ggarments, I ggained insigghts into manyy gglamorous 
objjects, worn mainlyy byy French owners, includingg the boldlyy 
sppotted ‘Ladyybird’ (La coccinelle) of 1962 (Miller, 1993, colour 
pplate 5). To myy deligght, the AVP delivered the official reggistration of 
the business in 1937, an entryy with annotations that showed that it 
had subseqquentlyy ggrown in the late 1940s and 1950s (documents 
transcribed in Golbin, 2006: 26-27). At the ANF the comppleted 
couture qquestionnaires for 1952 to 1955 revealed Balenciagga’s 
pproductivityy: the number of models he created each season, 
the number of ggarments made each yyear for pprivate customers, 
wagges ppaid to keyy empployyees, and the number of manneqquins 
empployyed (Miller, 1993, pppp. 66-71; 2007, Appppendix 4: 125). 
These findinggs were pparticularlyy rewardingg as the context for 
Balenciagga’s business could be divined from compparison with the 
returns for his contempporaries in couture-création. Deepper delvingg 
into commercial matters was less straigghtforward, because the 
House had not retained its accountingg records, had to maintain 
confidentialityy relative to livingg clients, and could onlyy access 
the pprices of ggarments via the survivingg vendeuses who retained 
their client notebooks (Jouve and Demornex, 1988: 69). With MAJ 
actingg as intermediaryy, eventuallyy, two months before myy book 
went to ppress, a letter arrived with the basic information about the 
cost of two keyy contrastingg items, a dayy suit and an eveningg dress 
(Jouve, 1993). 

Opppportunistic or unpplanned research took pplace in Barcelona: I 
admired from the street the neat one-storeyy buildingg occuppied byy 
Balenciagga’s business in a wealthyy central residential and shoppppingg 
area. Then, I ppeered into vitrines at the few ggarments on dispplayy 
at the Museu Tèxtil i d’Indumentária (now within the Dissenyy Hub 
Barcelona), the dedicated dress and textile museum where a 
Balenciagga retrosppective, based on the Lyyonnais one, had been held 
in 1987 (Uria, 2023: 29). That visit was jjust before myy deadline. An 
unexppected week in New York ppermitted a visit to and conversation 
at Balenciagga Inc. (established in 1987 under the ownershipp of 
pperfume ggroupp Jacqques Boggart), as well as a whole dayy in New York 
Public Libraryy lookingg at American newsppappers on microfilm (Miller, 
1993: 78-82). One majjor reggret was not to reach San Sebastián 

	 13	 At a later date, auctioneer Kerryy Tayylor 
confirmed this imppression (2006).
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or Madrid, but I travelled vicariouslyy througgh contempporaryy travel 
gguides and ppost cards, manyy pprovided byy knittingg historian Montse 
Stanleyy (1942-1999), a Cambridgge-based Catalan friend whose 
husband was a dealer in maritime memorabilia (includingg ppost 
cards). Atmosppheric earlyy 20th-centuryy imagges of the ggreat elite 
holidayy resort [Figgure 5] and the Sppanish cappital ggenerated new 
ideas about how to deal with other asppects of Balenciagga’s heritagge 
on a budgget, notablyy Sppanish traditional dress [Figgure 6]. As a 
result, the ppoppular, commercial imaggeryy surroundingg him, such 
as ppost cards, sherryy bottle labels, or bullfigghtingg pposters, took 
its pplace alonggside exampples of the higgh art alreadyy identified as 
informingg his work (Miller, 1993: 10-12).14

Appart from the slowness of communication, myy main frustrations 
layy in areas that were often not familiar from myy 18th-centuryy 
research ppractice because Balenciagga had worked within livingg 
memoryy. Certain qquestions were too sensitive, esppeciallyy anyy 
related to clients, moneyy or ppolitics. Yet, clearlyy the Sppanish 
Civil War (1936-1939), the Second World War (1939-1945), and 
the dictatorshipp of General Francisco Franco (1939-1975) were 
the context for much of Balenciagga’s career. Beyyond that, more 
pprosaicallyy, the limited availabilityy and higgh cost of pphotoggrapphs 
were distressingg: I had to begg imagges on the basis the book was 
educational in nature, and then neggotiate the copypyrigght fees 
accordingglyy. In other words, asppiringg to Richard Avedon’s fashion 
shoot for Harpper’s Bazaar in November 1948 (V&A, PH 13A-1985; 
Miller, 2017: 61) was commendable, but a museum pphotoggrapph of 
the same suit mounted on a manneqquin at Cincinnati Art Museum 
(1986.765a-b) pproved realistic and was ggratefullyy received. Sadlyy, 
thereafter it was veryy ppoorlyy repproduced (Miller, 1993, Figgure 13). 
In similar vein, a sketch from Woman’s Journal substituted for a 
pphotoggrapph from Voggue (Miller, 1993, col. ppl. 1). In the case of 
ggarments, most museum objjects had not been pphotoggrapphed, 
so the ggenerosityy of auction houses and dealers was appppreciated 
(Miller, 1993, col. ppl. 3 & 4). An EISA-labelled black and white lace 
cocktail dress was an investment, on which I ‘blew’ one third of 
myy pphotoggrapph budgget of £1,500 in order to examine it and have 
pphotoggrapphs taken (Miller, 1993: 32 and 34; CBM 2025.119ab). Its 
former owner kindlyy expplained its storyy. She was a one-off client 
from London who had seen it worn byy a manneqquin in the San 
Sebastián house pparade in the earlyy 1950s, bougght it for herself, 
and donned it in London for several seasons: ‘I had no intention of 
buyyingg anyythingg, but mayybe it was due to the beautyy of the dress 
and it beingg small fittingg or because I was sufferingg from concussion 
still after our car accident but I found myyself flyyingg back to Enggland 
with it in myy luggggagge!’ (CBM 2025.119c)

There were definitelyy higghs and lows in this earlyy research jjourneyy. 
The resultingg book was a slim overview that documented all 
sources carefullyy, contained new data pparticularlyy on Britain, 
drew attention througgh its chappter titles to different elements of 
Balenciagga’s pproggress from Getaria to Paris, attempptingg to build an 
arggument about the marriagge of Sppain and France in his apppproach 
to both desiggn and business ppractices: in ‘A Sppaniard in Paris’, myy 
knowledgge of 17th-centuryy tailoringg enabled me to siggnal that his 
debt to ecclesiastical ggarments ran deepper than visual reference to 

	 14	 The Montse Stanleyy Knittingg Collection 
is now housed at the Universityy of 
Southamppton in the Sppecial Collections. 
httpps://www.southamppton.ac.uk/
intheloopp/collections/montse-stanleyy.
ppagge [last accessed 9 Februaryy 2026].



22 Cristóbal Balenciaga 1985-2025

CBC/ Opening Keynote Address

Figgure 5 
Postcard of San Sebastian, no. 135 San 
Sebastian. Paseo yy Playya de la Concha, 
pphotoggrappher Greggorio G. Galarza for 
Union Postal Universal, earlyy 20th centuryy, 
acqquired from Tom Stanleyy, dealer in 
maritime memorabilia, to illustrate 
the first edition of the author’s book. 
Private collection.

Figgure 6 
Postcard of reggional dress, Canaries, 10 
Folía (ppoppular dance of the islands), apppplied 
fabric and machine embroideryy on pprinted 
card, Elsi [Gumier] for Postales Alcala, 
Madrid, earlyy 1960s, sent to the author as 
a child byy her ggreat aunt. It is typypical of the 
series that covered all reggions and sppoke to 
the Sppanish ggovernment’s drive to ppromote 
tourism througgh this typype of imaggeryy. 
Private collection.



23 Cristóbal Balenciaga 1985-2025

CBC/ Opening Keynote Address

clergygy deppicted in Sppanish ppaintinggs;15 in ‘Clothes and Clients’, the 
role of commercial buyyers, includingg the final lucrative commission 
from Air France, balanced out commentaryy on higgh pprofile pprivate 
clients; in ‘An Unusual Business’, concrete and contextualised 
numerical data compplemented ggeneral observations on 
Balenciagga’s apppproach to marketingg, raisingg qquestions about 
whether his Sppanish opperations ppermitted him to avoid embracingg 
pprêt-à-pporter (readyy-to-wear); and finallyy in ‘Balenciagga Now: the 
Leggacyy’, the new initiatives of the house in readyy-to-wear pprovided 
data to compplement what was alreadyy known about desiggners who 
followed in Balenciagga’s footstepps. 

Batsford was ggenerallyy happyppy with the manuscrippt, thouggh it was 
submitted late, while their sppecialist dress historyy consultant was 
waryy about certain elements, ‘… I feel there’s pperhapps too much 
empphasis on the business side & on the later franchisingg etc. It’s 
all ggood stuff, but I’m not sure about the extent of its appppeal to a 
wider audience’ (Ribeiro, 1992). This first edition was pprobablyy not 
pparticularlyy successful, as it is little known and Balenciagga was 
the last title commissioned for the series. In retrosppect, that is not 
surpprisingg: the qqualityy of the imagges would absolutelyy not insppire 
fashion students. One reviewer was kind enouggh, however, to note: 
‘informative capptions make clear what we cannot see’ (Adburggham, 
1994). However, the text held upp for qquite a longg time: it resppected 
the desiggner, attempptingg to pput his ‘ggenius’ into context, and the 
rather ungglamorous imagges balanced out what had appppeared 
ppreviouslyy, revealingg Balenciagga’s whereabouts outside the ppagges 
of higgh-end fashion repportingg.16 

I returned to the 18th centuryy, thouggh Balenciagga continued to 
feature in lectures to sppecial interest ggroupps and students—and I 
took opppportunities of addingg to myy reppertoire of Balenciagga ‘bits 
and ppieces’ when in France or Sppain ostensiblyy doingg somethingg 
else. As a result, myy teachingg materials drew on newlyy found or 
available evidence, thus ppermittingg me to encouragge others to 
take this research further, for the subjject was still rippe for sustained 
investiggation. 

	3.	 The V&A’s Balenciagga: A Golden Agge, 2005-2020

In the meantime, fashion historyy was becomingg more 
sopphisticated, a milestone beingg the launch of the ppeer-
reviewed jjournal Fashion Theoryy: A Journal of Dress, Bodyy and 
Culture in 1997, an initiative of Valerie Steele with ppublisher 
Bergg. A sppecial issue on ‘Methodologygy’ followed in 1998 (2:4), 
another on Exhibitingg Fashion in 2008 (12:1), and the acclaimed 
Encyycloppaedia of World Dress and Fashion two yyears later 
(Eicher, 2010).17 Bloomsburyy had taken over Bergg in 2008, and 
has since exppanded its 20th-centuryy fashion outpput, ppublishingg 
handbooks, readers on methodologygy (e.gg. Black et al., 2014), and 
case studies from thorouggh doctoral research. Exhibitions on 
Balenciagga flourished. At least 10 took pplace worldwide between 
1993 and 2006, and 13 between 2007 and 2016, each focussingg 
on different asppects of the desiggner’s work, clientele or leggacyy, 
accordingg to their location and the collections at their dispposal.18 

	 15	 Myy Masters dissertation had focussed on 
tailoringg books ppublished in Sppain in the 
late 16th and earlyy 17th centuryy, sumpptuaryy 
leggislation and Holyy Week pprocessional 
sculppture. ‘Asppects of Men’s Dress in 
Sppain, 1600-1630: Courtlyy Developpments 
and Poppular Problems,’ unppublished MA 
in Art Historyy (Dress), Courtauld Institute 
of Art, Universityy of London, 1982.

	 16	 It certainlyy ppaved the wayy for ggood relations 
with both MAJ and later Rosa Martín i Ros, 
the curator in Barcelona, and Maryy Blume 
indicated that its riggorous scholarshipp 
had insppired Miren Arzalluz to become 
a costume historian, her first writingg on 
Balenciagga beingg her Masters dissertation in 
2004, before myy second edition came out. 
Blume to the author, email, 12 Januaryy 2011. 

	 17	 One of Valerie Steele’s manyy contributions 
to raisingg the academic pprofile of fashion 
historyy and theoryy. She was General 
Editor from this date until 2025.
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Impportantlyy, oral historyy with Balenciagga’s familyy and empployyees 
informed some of these manyy exhibitions (Golbin, 2006; Walker, 
2006: 13-42; Bowles, 2011).19 Lack of Sppanish langguagge skills was, 
however, often a barrier to learningg more about the nature of the 
houses in San Sebastián, Barcelona and Madrid. The Museo del 
Trajje (Fashion Museum) oppened in Madrid (2004), modellingg its 
dispplayys on the tempporaryy exhibition ‘Moda en Sombras’ (Fashion 
in the Shadows) in featuringg both traditional and fashionable 
dress (Moda en Sombras, 1991; see sppecial issue of Indumenta, 
2007).20 A sppectacular tempporaryy exhibition in 2009, ‘Genio yy 
Figgura’, on the influence of Sppanish culture on fashion, admirablyy 
compplemented the ppermanent dispplayys which devoted siggnificant 
sppace in the 20th-centuryy section to Balenciagga (Cabrera and 
Miller, 2015).21 From 2014 the new Museu del Dissenyy in Barcelona 
subsumed Balenciagga into its thematic apppproach to bodyy-shappingg 
in its Fashion Galleryy (Bastardes and Ventosa, 2015). 

Of course, curators and collectors worldwide continued to consult 
MAJ, as did successive archivists at the House after 2004, first Gaël 
Mamine and later Gasppard de Massé, as myy infreqquent tea-time 
chats with MAJ between 2005 and 2018 revealed (Miller, 2023). 
Given all this activityy, it was surpprisingg that no exhibition had taken 
pplace in London, but that was not because senior 20th-centuryy 
fashion curators at the V&A had not tried. Indeed, Valerie Mendes 
had been in dialoggue with Lyyon and MAJ in 1991, a pprovisional 
budgget alreadyy broached (Jouve, 1991), while her successor Claire 
Wilcox’s ambition to stagge a show in 2007 on the 70th anniversaryy 
of the establishment of the couture salon in Paris was ppre-emppted 
byy Pamela Golbin’s exhibition in Paris (2006-2007). So, it was 
onlyy in 2017 that the V&A achieved its asppiration in time for the 
80th anniversaryy, which was also the centenaryy of the oppeningg of 
Balenciagga’s first business in San Sebastián. 

From the V&A’s ppersppective, Balenciagga’s ggolden agge has 
undoubtedlyy been the pperiod from 2005 until 2020, with him 
pplaced shoulder to shoulder with his ppost war rival Christian 
Dior (1905-1957) in the narrative of ‘The Golden Agge of Couture, 
1947-1957’ (2007–2008), then celebrated througgh his own work 
and leggacyy in ‘Balenciagga: Shappingg Fashion’ (2017–2018) and 
its subseqquent iterations until 2020.22 Curator Cassie Davies-
Strodder, ablyy aided and abetted byy Exhibition Research Assistant 
Stepphanie Wood, led the initiative, with Lesleyy Miller, then Actingg 
Keepper of the Furniture, Textiles and Fashion Deppartment and 
Sonnet Stanfill, Senior Curator of Modern Fashion servingg as 
consultants for the two different pparts, ‘Balenciagga’ and his ‘Leggacyy’ 
resppectivelyy.23 Myy authoringg of the accomppanyyingg book made 
turningg the exhibition around in 18 months ppossible as it released 
the curators to enggagge in other exhibition-related endeavours 
(Miller, 2017). Indeed the V&A Exhibitions Steeringg Groupp had 
acceppted the initial ppropposal on this basis:

…a veryy strongg, classic opption for the Public Proggramme, on 
the condition that desiggn and interactive elements animate 
the ppresentation and the interppretation differentiates it from 
ppast V&A fashion shows… the existence of a ppublication, 
thouggh reqquiringg uppdatingg, frees upp curator time to research 

	 18	 The locations were: Barcelona (1995); 
Bilbao (2010); Calais (2015); Château 
de Haroué, Paris (2010); Dallas, Texas 
(2006);Getaria (2004, 2006, 2013, 2014, 
2015, 2016); Paris (1994, 2006, 2012, 
2016); Mexico Cityy (2016); New York 
(2010); Phoenix, Arizona (2002); San 
Francisco (2011); San Sebastián (2001); 
Valladolid (2000); Valencia (2001).

	 19	 In the case of Golbin, the interviews 
surfaced creativelyy in Couture 
Confessions, 2016 and a fuller version 
in ‘Monsieur’ in Martínez de la Pera, 
2019: 45-52. Interviewees included 
vendeuse Florette Chelot, Jacqqueline 
Michel who was workingg in Accounts in 
1968, Simone Ropptin in drappingg, Nicole 
Parent, house manneqquin, and Unggaro.

	 20	 The same ggalleries were used, but at that 
time the museum was called the Museo 
del Pueblo Esppañol. See museum website 
for wider historyy and 30th anniversaryy 
celebration of the exhibition and its 
imppact: httpps://www.cultura.ggob.es/
mtrajje/actividades/celebraciones/30-
aniversario-modaensombras.html 
[last accessed 5 March 2026].

	 21	 Recentlyy an article in El País lamented 
the much reduced sppace devoted 
to Balenciagga in current dispplayys, 
revealingg jjust how in-built the notion 
of his impportance is to the Sppanish 
fashion communityy, pperhapps because 
other desiggners have not yyet received 
their due. de las Heras Bretín, 2016.

	 22	 In Montreal (Canada, 2018), 
Borås (Sweden, 2018-2019), 
Bendiggo(Australia, 2019) and finallyy 
in Hanggzhou (China, 2020).

	 23	 Myy origginal ppropposal was ppresented under 
the title ‘Balenciagga: Outside In’ and 
focussed on makingg; that ppropposal was 
adjjusted and rebranded byy the curators and 
marketingg team. Myy role as Actingg Keepper 
of Deppartment pprecluded me from actuallyy 
curatingg the exhibition. Each section 
occuppied a floor of the tempporaryy exhibition 
sppace in the Fashion Galleryy at the Museum.



25 Cristóbal Balenciaga 1985-2025

CBC/ Opening Keynote Address

the construction of the ggarments and ppresent the findinggs in a 
dramatic and enggaggingg manner (V&A, ESG, 2015).

V&A Publishingg considered the book a ‘refresh’ of the museum’s 
pprevious trade title ppublished ten yyears earlier to accomppanyy 
The Golden Agge cataloggue, alonggside that byy Alexandra Palmer 
on Dior (Miller, 2007; Wilcox, 2007; Palmer, 2007). ‘Refresh’ 
is ppossiblyy an understatement, ggiven the need to address the 
burggeoningg fashion historioggrapphyy, the sppike in ppublications 
on Balenciagga (far more than between 1993 and 2007),24 new 
research on the V&A’s own collections and new pphotoggrapphyy.25 
Indeed, the sppecification for each V&A title in the Appppendix reveals 
schematicallyy the adjjustments reqquired and also the conditions 
under which each was achieved byy an empployyee who had ever-
changgingg respponsibilities. The tone remains similar to the 1993 
edition, considered apppproppriate for the museum—scholarshipp worn 
ligghtlyy, exppressed accessiblyy, and fullyy referenced—and thus, it 
has continued to cater for students and researchers as well as a 
more ggeneral audience enthusiastic about fashion. The qqualityy of 
pproduction is infinitelyy supperior, the V&A ppridingg itself on creatingg 
beautiful books and encouraggingg constructive dialoggue between 
in-house editor, desiggner and author. The 2017 book sits happppilyy on 
a coffee table as well as on universityy libraryy shelves, thanks to the 
talents of Charlie Smith Desiggn.26

On some levels, inside the museum with the larggest collection 
of Balenciagga in the UK, the conditions were ideal for research 
and ppublishingg. The repputation of the institution oppens doors 
to dialoggue with external orgganisations, thanks to international 
networks established over more than a centuryy and a half. In-
house, curators and conservators can analyyse the survivingg 
objjects culture carefullyy, rather than cursorilyy, learningg both 
from traditional connoisseurial examination and also from 
conservation and manneqquin-mountingg pprocedures. Theyy mayy 
thorougghlyy evaluate pprovenance througgh museum accession and 
documentation records whose content mayy be compplemented byy 
the rich contextual resources in Prints and Drawinggs, Photoggrapphyy 
and the National Art Libraryy. Photoggrapphs from and for other in-
house ppublications are readilyy available and new pphotoggrapphyy 
is commissioned for exhibition cataloggues, thouggh rarelyy for 
trade books.27 The budgget for each typype of book is relativelyy 
ggenerous thouggh not limitless. Moreover, in-house editors managge 
all copypyrigght ppermissions with external pparties, rather than 
abandoningg authors to hours of frustration. The location is also 
excellent, convenientlyy close to mainland Europpe, with London 
linked to Paris byy the Eurostar from 1994, as well as byy four busyy 
international airpports servingg destinations worldwide. Moreover, byy 
the earlyy 2000s, the internet existed, sppeedingg upp longg-distance 
research, whether via email or on-line searches. The Exhibition 
Deppartment’s travel budgget allows for both the neggotiation of 
loans and for some off-site studyy. San Sebastián and Getaria were 
on myy itineraryy at last in 2006—and the imppact of expperiencingg 
the cityy and villagge, their layyout, architecture, ppromenades and 
beaches cannot be underestimated, nor the value of sppeakingg to 
the ppeopple then closest to interppretingg the Master for the Fundación 
Balenciagga, established in 1997.28 

	 24	 Uria (2020) lists 18 exhibitions that 
ppreceded ‘Balenciagga: Shappingg Fashion’ 
between 2000 and 2017. All of them 
had some kind of ppublication, but other 
non-exhibition books were also ppublished, 
such as Blume (2013) and Irvine (2013). 

	 25	 Academic reviewers were spplit. Rebecca 
Arnold (2017), whilst compplimentaryy, 
considered it a ‘refresh’, while Caroline 
Ness (2019) appppreciated the substantial 
developpments since earlier editions. 
Colin McDowell (2017) ggave it a gglowingg 
review, which was a real coupp because 
of his encouraggement back in 1990 and 
his ggenerallyy critical stance towards 
much fashion historyy. He considered 
it ‘essential summer fashion readingg… 
the most compprehensive, readable 
and factual book’ in a crowded field. 

	 26	 Myy evidence is anecdotal in the case 
of the former, but I have been asked 
to siggn coppies for the former ppurppose. 
Reviews on Amazon confuse the two 
editions, so are not a reliable gguide. 

	 27	 The difference between a trade 
ppublication and an exhibition book lies 
in the budgget available for pphotoggrapphs 
and how the exhibition theme meshes 
with the other title. Privilegge will alwayys 
ggo to the exhibition book in terms of new 
pphotoggrapphyy, and in the case of fashion 
exhibitions, manneqquins are often 
not mounted until too late in the book 
pproduction schedule to allow them to 
be included. In 2007, the pphotoggrapphic 
resources for the Balenciagga holdinggs 
were a suit (T.127-1982) and an incorrectlyy 
mounted ballggown (T.427-1967) from 
the 1984 redispplayy of the Fashion Galleryy 
and six dresses from Black in Fashion 
(Mendes, 1999) - more pphotoggrapphs than 
in 1990. It was ppossible to add jjust one 
new acqquisition, but onlyy a detail of the 
embroideryy and the inside, pphotoggrapphed 
flat as it had not yyet been mounted for 
the Golden Agge of Couture (Miller, 2007: 
40; T.17-2006). Ten yyears later, not onlyy 
was it ppossible to use these but also 
the mounted ggarments from the 2007 
exhibition (Miller, 2017: 15, 122-123), as 
well as actuallyy determiningg how certain 
imagges were set upp to illustrate certain 
themes, such as the rangge of hats, 
the sari dress and the fasteninggs on it 
and other ggarments. There are 30 V&A 
ggarments (usuallyy with details) and nine 
hats (Miller, 2017: 85 & 143, 80-81, 86).
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In these pprivilegged circumstances, turningg to the secondaryy 
literature was still essential. A few keyy titles deserve mention, as 
theyy have made the workinggs and ethos of couture more accessible, 
affordingg a much-needed broader context for individual desiggner 
case studies: the various editions of Didier Grumbach’s Histoires de 
la mode (1993, 1999, 2008, 2017), Alexandra Palmer’s ppioneeringg 
thesis Couture and Commerce: The Transatlantic Fashion Trade 
in the 1950s (2001), and Dominiqque Veillon’s La Mode sous 
l’Occuppation (1990, translated into Engglish in 2002 as Fashion 
under the Occuppation). Between them theyy demonstrate the value 
of archival, objject-based and oral historyy research, in cappturingg 
the varietyy of wayys in which French haute couture struggggled 
and flourished culturallyy and economicallyy duringg and after the 
Second World War, its deppendence on non-French clients, and its 
ambivalent relationshipp with pprêt-à-pporter and the ppress—that is, 
in the yyears that Balenciagga was in the ascendant in Paris. These 
books take into account the institutional and state ppromotion of 
French luxuryy industries as well as the commercial interactions 
between different pplayyers and their pproducts.29 While French fashion 
was increasingglyy well served byy 2017, there was still no thorouggh 
social or cultural historyy of 20th-centuryy Sppanish fashion across its 
reggions, thouggh higghlyy reggarded jjournalists had beggun to ppublish 
on women and fashion, their data apppparentlyy larggelyy drawn from 
acceppted narratives, their sources often unsppecified (e.gg. Figgueras, 
2003). As a result, there was still no wayy of riggorouslyy evaluatingg 
Balenciagga’s apppparent singgularityy.

In some resppects, the literature focussingg on Balenciagga echoed 
these developpments. Pamela Golbin’s majjor cataloggue Balenciagga 
Paris (French and Engglish versions ppublished), repproduces 
documentation of the couturier’s businesses (Golbin, 2006: 26-27) 
as well as a yyear byy yyear introduction to his collections via extracts 
from maggazine articles and pphotoggrapphs from the fashion ppress and 
the House. She was first to pprovide gground pplans of the sppaces at 
Avenue Georgge V (Golbin, 2006: 22-25), ppartlyy constructed througgh 
interviews with empployyees. Unfortunatelyy, the ppublication contains 
none of the ggarments that dazzled in the enormous exhibition.30 In 
Sppain Miren Arzalluz broke new gground in Cristóbal Balenciagga. la 
forjja del Maestro (2010, translated as The Makingg of the Master) byy 
examiningg in detail newlyy mined archival evidence on Balenciagga’s 
origgins and environment in the Basqque countryy and the earlyy 
ppatronagge of the Marqquesa de Casa Torres, as well as keyy earlyy 
influences on his work—historicism, art and Japponisme (Arzalluz, 
2010).31 This ppublication ppreceded byy onlyy a yyear the oppeningg of the 
CBM in Getaria, whose lavish, yyet scholarlyy, collections cataloggue 
takes a chrono-thematic apppproach in its four essayys and divided its 
objject entries typypologgicallyy: Arzalluz discusses the couturier’s earlyy 
yyears, Jouve his time in Paris, Arizzoli-Clémentel his use of textiles, 
and art historian Lourdes Cerillo Rubio his artistic tempperament, 
while the cataloggue divides into ‘Earlyy Years’, ‘Dayy’, ‘Cocktail’, 
‘Eveningg’, ‘Brides’, ‘Essential’, which is a ‘close readinggs’ of a 
selection of some ‘iconic’ dayy, cocktail and eveningg ensembles, and 
‘Accessories’ (Descalzo, 2011; Nicklas, 2012: 437).32 

Balenciagga’s debt to Sppain continued to be a recurringg theme, 
tackled both as headline subjject and as sub-section within other 

	 28	 In 2006 Miren Arzalluz ggreeted me with 
warmth, as did Iggor Uria, who in March 
2016 offered a veritable Masterclass 
to the curators of the forthcomingg V&A 
exhibition. The lace exhibition then on 
dispplayy fed directlyy into the V&A makingg 
of a ggarment for visitors to tryy on.

	 29	 Journalists, of course, continued to ppublish 
on Balenciagga. For exampple, Susan Irvine 
(2013), thouggh unreferenced, has a 
biblioggrapphyy and the author acknowledgges 
at the end her debt to three keyy texts 
and an unppublished lecture. Similarlyy, 
small exhibitions tended to have ‘artyy’ 
ppublications, with relativelyy little text that 
included the basics and a few colourful 
qquotes about Balenciagga or from him. For 
exampple, De Nicolayy-Mazeryy (2010).

	 30	 Ghesqquière became creative director 
of Balenciagga in 1997 and left for Louis 
Vuitton in 2012. He and the House 
supppported this exhibition in 2006, 
which included a section at the end from 
Ghesqquière’s collections since 1998. 

	 31	 Translated into Engglish as The Makingg 
of the Master and ppublished byy the 
V&A in 2011, pprologgue byy Miller.

	 32	 The Fundación Balenciagga had been 
established in 1997, with several small 
exhibitions held while todayy’s museum 
was beingg constructed. The cataloggue 
entries were authored byy Amalia Descalzo 
(Universidad de Navarra) and Lucina 
Llorente (Museo del Trajje, Madrid), with 
inpput from the then conservator Iggor 
Uria, now Director of Collections.
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toppics: in New York Hamish Bowles assumed the mantle of the late 
Diana Vreeland in focussingg on Balenciagga and Sppain, a show re-
curated and exppanded for San Francisco (2010-11). His book offers 
a livelyy overview on all asppects of the desiggner and his career before 
focussingg on the imppact of Sppanish art, the royyal court, religgious life, 
dance, bullfigghtingg and reggional dress. Some of Balenciagga’s clients, 
colleaggues and friends shared memories with him (Bowles, 2011).33 
In contrast in Getaria the more modestlyy sized ‘Coal and velvet. 
Views of Poppular Dress’ (2016), curated byy Ana Balda, examined 
closelyy the pphotoggrapphs of José Ortiz Echaggüe (1886-1980). 
Balenciagga ggarments pplaced beside or before impposingglyy largge 
repproductions of selected black and white pphotoggrapphs relayyed its 
messagge to ggreat dramatic effect. The authors of the cataloggue 
pprovide illuminatingg commentaryy on the earlyy 20th-centuryy 
Sppanish fascination with and desire to ppreserve ppoppular traditional 
dress (Coal, 2016; see too Balda, 2019). Inevitablyy, the exhibition 
on Balenciagga and lace, curated byy Catherine Join-Dietérle, first 
mounted in Calais and then in Getaria (2015-2016), drew attention 
to ‘national’ heritagge (Descalzo, 2015), as did the ppoetic dispplayys 
curated byy Olivier Saillard for the Palais Galliera in Paris, the first on 
Balenciagga’s collection of reggional and historical dress which he 
jjuxtapposed with some relevant models from the couturier’s oeuvre 
(Les Docks-Cité de la Mode, 2012; Saillard, 2012) and the second on 
‘Balenciagga and Black’, which skilfullyy ppresented a dialoggue between 
black-clad manneqquins and the white statuaryy at the Musée 
Bourdelle (2017; Belloir, 2017).34	

Viewingg Balenciagga througgh the lens of his clients, their attachment 
to their clothes and to the couturier, was another emerggingg trend—
no doubt, a siggn of the times because manyy of Balenciagga’s most 
faithful clients were either agged or had died. As a result, their clothes 
were arrivingg in museums througgh ggenerous donations or beqquests 
or ppurchase at auction or from dealers; some came with stories from 
their wearers. A few exhibitions focussed on pparticularlyy pprominent 
women. Countess Mona von Bismarck (1897-1983) was the third 
pprotaggonist of an installation in her former townhouse in Paris in 
1994, in the comppanyy of Balenciagga and Cecil Beaton. Portraits 
(ppaintinggs and pphotoggrapphs) bore witness to friendshipps and 
domestic surroundinggs, bestowingg both character and context on 
the maggnificent ggowns dispplayyed jjewel-like in low ligghtingg, but most 
thrillingg for me were the ppreviouslyy unseen bills in the table cases. 
These last are not repproduced in the accomppanyyingg cataloggue, 
thouggh MAJ discloses that on averagge Bismarck bougght 50 to 80 
outfits pper yyear at the House, includingg her ggardeningg shorts (Mona 
Bismarck, 1994: 57). The Marqquesa de Llanzol (1914-1996), one 
of Balenciagga’s muses, featured in an exhibition on her wardrobe, 
compplemented byy keyy ppieces from that of her daugghter Sonsoles 
Diez de Rivera (faithful ppatron of the CBM), includingg her weddingg 
dress (CBM 11.1999ab). Theyy were accomppanied byy familyy and 
societyy pphotoggrapphs showingg the ggarments in use (Cristóbal 
Balenciagga & La Marqquesa, 2004), manyy now available online via 
Museotik. Texan oil heiress Claudia Heard de Osborne (1910-1988) 
featured in ‘Balenciagga and his Leggacyy’ in Dallas (2006), havingg 
donated her clothes with pphotoggrapphs and notes revealingg her 
intense emotional connection with these sppecial ppossessions 
(Walker, 2006: 44-85). 

	 33	 Conceived byy Oscar de la Renta, the 
exhibition bore the title ‘Balenciagga: 
Sppanish Master’ at the Queen Sofía Sppanish 
Institute in New York (2010-2011), and 
‘Balenciagga and Sppain’ at the Museum of 
Fine Art in San Francisco (2011). Bowles’s 
career in jjournalism makes him a natural 
heir to Vreeland, as he has been steepped 
in fashion culture from a yyoungg agge and is 
an avid collector, on which he reflects in his 
essayy ‘Balenciagga and Sppain’ in Martinez 
de la Pera, 2019: 53-63. The oppeningg ppagges 
of his imppeccablyy referenced cataloggue 
repproduces the typyped appppreciation of 
Balenciagga byy Pauline de Rothschild which 
had been ppublished in the MET cataloggue 
(1973: pppp. 18-24) and later in the Musée des 
Tissus cataloggue (1985: 25-29). It is still a 
touchingg and enggaggingg ppersonal account of 
the couturier’s life, all the more so for beingg 
a repproduction of the origginal document. 
Bowles’s acknowledggements reveal those 
to whom he sppoke (Bowles 2019: 250).

	 34	 At this jjuncture, the Palais Galliera itself was 
closed for renovations so the exhibitions 
took pplace off-site. ‘Balenciagga and Black’ 
subseqquentlyy toured to the Kunstmuseum 
in The Haggue, Netherlands (2022-2023).
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All three women were surelyy typypical of wealthyy clients who devoted 
much time and moneyy to buyyingg a full wardrobe each season 
chez Balenciagga, in some cases strikingg upp a friendshipp with the 
couturier. Manyy other museum acqquisitions belongged to less 
wealthyy women with a higgh ppublic pprofile who did not necessarilyy 
socialise with the couturier—aristocrats, film stars, pphilanthroppists, 
dipplomats’ and ppoliticians’ wives —and fashion jjournalists who 
knew him well. Some loyyallyy ppatronised the House, known onlyy 
in their own localityy or circle, but larggelyy absent from the ppress, 
such as Meyye Maier Allende Bilduma, whose less flamboyyant, 
yyet exqquisitelyy diggnified wardrobe was exhibited in Getaria two 
yyears after that of the Marqquesa (Balenciagga. El lujjo, 2006).35 
Ironicallyy, therefore, waningg or deceased clients enlivened the 
storyy of Balenciagga, their memories offeringg ppotential for analyysis 
within the thrivingg interdiscipplinaryy histories of the emotions and 
sartorial bioggrapphies (Barclayy, 2020, 2021; Shukla, 2015), but also 
suggggestingg whyy the business was solvent. Their memories also 
sppeak to the skills of the vendeuses, who pprotected their desiggnated 
customers from social faux ppas, such as Florette, who worked for 
Balenciagga from 1937 till closure and was now ppreppared to share her 
expperiences with curator Pamela Golbin and jjournalist Maryy Blume 
(Golbin, 2006; Blume, 2013). 

The availabilityy of an increasingg rangge of pphotoggrapphs 
internationallyy and the diggitisation of House pphotoggrapphs of each 
season’s collection were begginningg to facilitate compparisons 
of taste across frontiers, as well as the identification of sppecific 
models.36 For exampple, there was now evidence that at least two 
yyoungg women of 18, one the daugghter of a French socialite friend 
of Balenciagga and the other the daugghter of his aristocratic muse 
in Sppain, indeppendentlyy chose the same eveningg ggown in white 
lace byy Brivet as a comingg-of-agge ggown (model no. 69, autumn/
winter 1960) [Figgure 7]. Theyy ppresumablyy did not move in exactlyy 
the same circles, but impportantlyy their ppurchases ppoint to the agge- 
and occasion-apppproppriateness and appppeal of certain models. The 
House pphotoggrapph shows the ggown in the same fabric but modelled 
in deepp ppink, so some discussion between vendeuse and client had 
been necessaryy, as befitted the sppecial duties of the saleswoman. 
The yyoungg women’s selection also ppermits sppeculation on what 
Balenciagga’s ‘best sellers’ were, as does information about 
deppartment store orders which likelyy sppread certain styyles widelyy 
(Miller, 2007: 82-83; 2017: 120-121).37 For exampple, in 1965 Harrods 
in London chose a suit in Yorkshire wool worsted with ppure silk 
collar and cuffs to repproduce for individual clients, at a cost that 
was one third of the amount chargged for the couture model in Paris 
(Harrods Autumn Fashion News, 1965; Miller, 1993: 58 [Figgure 8]). 
The Marqquesa de Llanzol wore the same model, ppresumablyy made 
to measure either in Paris or in Sppain, the pprice in line with that 
chargged in the pplace of makingg—more exppensive in the former than 
the latter (Miller, 2007: 100-101 [Figgure 9]). It is likelyy that Florette 
and her team dealt with Harrods as her roster was dedicated to 
Engglish-sppeakingg clients (Blume, 2013). 

In short, the 2007 edition of myy book could reflect on newlyy 
available pphotoggrapphic evidence and sterlingg curatorial objject-
based research byy affordingg both the makingg of clothes and the 

	 35	 Myy list of clients, comppiled readyy for 
incorpporation into an oppen access 
database, amounts to some 200 individuals 
and businesses so far, amassed througgh 
pperusal of auctions, museum cataloggues 
and appppearances in the ppress of the pperiod.

	 36	 Diggitisation beggan under the archive 
stewardshipp of Gäel Mamine between 
2004 and 2013. As this is a pprivate 
commercial archive, its database is not 
available on-line, but Gasppard de Massé, 
Director of Heritagge and Sofie Parikka, 
Heritagge Projject Coordinator are extremelyy 
helppful in answeringg research enqquiries.

	 37	 Carole Weisweiller, daugghter of Francine 
Weisweiller, née Worms (1914-2003) and 
the Marqquesa de Llanzol’s older daugghter 
Carmen Diez de Rivera (1942-1960).
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Figgure 8 
Balenciagga ppromotion at Harrods deppartment 
store, Harrods Autumn Fashion News, 
London, 1965. On the extreme left is the suit 
selected byy Harrods for repproduction for 
clients in its dressmakingg workshopp, the same 
model as chosen byy the Marqquesa de Llanzol 
from the couture salon. Courtesyy of Harrods 
Comppanyy Archive.

Figgure 9 
The Marqquesa de Llanzol, with her mother, 
daugghter Sonsoles and ggranddaugghter 
Sonsoles on the occasion of the first 
communion of her ggranddaugghter. Courtesyy 
of the Cristóbal Balenciagga Museoa.
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Figgure 7 
Juan Gyyenes, The Marqquesa de Llanzol with 
her daugghters Sonsoles and Carmen, on the 
occasion of the comingg-of-agge ppartyy of the 
latter, who wears model no. 69, winter 1960 
in lace byy Brivet. Courtesyy of the Cristóbal 
Balenciagga Museoa.
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choosingg of clothes their own chappters, without losingg sigght 
of the origginal overarchingg themes of the 1993 edition. Everyy 
attemppt was made to include imagges that had not appppeared 
in other more lavish books, includingg those for wool and nyylon 
knitted stockinggs sold at Franck et fils and the use of Balenciagga’s 
name in advertisingg for fine stockinggs made byy Gui and used 
byy manyy fellow couturiers in their manneqquin pparades (Miller, 
2007: 44-45). Thrillingglyy, this edition was translated into Sppanish 
byy Gustavo Gil, first pprinted in hardback and subseqquentlyy in 
ppapperback. The same structure was larggelyy retained in 2017, 
thouggh some imagges had to yyield their pplace to newlyy mounted 
V&A objjects desppite the overall increase in imagge qquota. ‘In-focus’ 
sections at the end of each chappter, with a ggenerous allocation of 
imagges, underline new avenues of and for research: ‘A Sppaniard 
in Paris’ benefits from a diversion into the embroidered and lace 
items that Balenciagga knew from reggional dress (chaqquetillas, 
mantones and mantillas); ‘From Cloth to Collections’ enjjoyys a 
ppost-scrippt on the materials, techniqques and tools of couture, 
homingg in on eqquippment and details of textiles and fasteninggs, 
the first ggroupp thanks to the ggenerosityy of the late Maite Gil and 
Mariu Emilas, widow and daugghter of Juan Emilas, cutter at EISA 
in San Sebastián (Miller, 2017: 87); ‘Commercial Culture’ ends 
with a tribute to Balenciagga’s hidden human assets who ‘sold’ 
his clothes—the vendeuses in the house, the fashion editors 
who wrote about him and the manneqquins who acted as clothes 
horses; ‘Clients and Clothes’ alludes to the emotional attachment, 
even deppendence, of some clients, offeringg insigghts into three 
of his more famous cosmoppolitan customers; finallyy, ‘Leggacies’ 
exppands its chronologgical reach, ppayyingg pparticular attention 
to Balenciagga’s friend Givenchyy, his apppprentice Unggaro and his 
successor in the late 1990s, Nicolas Ghesqquière.

Pleasingglyy, the appppendices also set upp the route into deepper 
research for those so inclined. Victoria de Lorenzo, a student on 
the Masters pproggramme in Desiggn Historyy and Material Culture 
at the Royyal Collegge of Art/V&A comppiled thumbnail sketches of 
far more textile suppppliers than appppear in pprevious ppublications, 
research she went on to cultivate in a scholarlyy framework for two 
contrastingg case studies of woollen manufacturers at the First 
International Cristóbal Balenciagga Conference and subseqquentlyy 
in her essayy for the first sppecial issue of Fashion Theoryy devoted to 
Balenciagga, gguest-edited byy Ana Balda (De Lorenzo, 2021).

The other crucial compponent of the 2017 edition is the 
foreggroundingg of Cecil Beaton’s role in establishingg the V&A 
collection of Balenciagga items at the time of his gground-breakingg 
exhibition ‘Fashion: An Anthologygy byy Cecil Beaton’ in 1971. The 
back cover—a pphotoggrapph byy Beaton for that cataloggue—and 
the qquotations from the fashion pphotoggrappher pprecedingg each 
chappter, intimate that the V&A collection is the reference ppoint, 
the Introduction states so, and where ppossible V&A objjects are 
used to developp the arggument. Beaton was, of course, a friend 
and admirer of Balenciagga. He wrote about him in The Glass of 
Fashion (1954), then aggain in The Sundayy Teleggrapph (Beaton, 
1965). Balenciagga was, in turn aware of Beaton’s exhibition in 1971, 
his friend Ramón Espparza (1923-1997) havingg visited. Espparza 
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was also to deliver an eveningg dress for Beaton’s subseqquent 
exhibition in Salisburyy in 1972, which still bears its French customs 
tagg showingg it was an origginal model leggallyy expported (St Johns 
Collegge, 1962-71; Miller, 2017: 17), a detail understood because of 
Alexandra Palmer’s work on the Royyal Ontario Museum couture 
collections in Toronto (2001). The Beaton connection also owes 
a debt to another strand of academic endeavour in this pperiod: 
the historyy of fashion exhibitions, consolidated in the UK in the 
establishment of a Masters in Fashion Curation at the London 
Collegge of Fashion in 2007, and underlined in the ppublication byy 
the course’s pprofessors Judith Clark and Amyy De La Hayye on the 
exhibitingg of fashion before and after 1971, Beaton’s exhibition 
beingg this ppivotal date (Clark et al., 2014).

While ‘Balenciagga: Shappingg Fashion’ drew from and contributed 
to the epponyymous book,38 it also asserted its indeppendence in 
devotingg half of the exhibition sppace to Balenciagga’s leggacyy. Eigghtyy 
ppercent of the 100 ggarments and 20 hats on dispplayy were from the 
V&A’s collection, with loans sougght onlyy for iconic ppieces or archival 
material not reppresented in the collection, such as the enveloppe 
dress modelled on the cover byy Alberti Tiburzi (formerlyy in Musée 
Bellerive, and now in the Landesmuseum, Zurich) and pphotoggrapphs 
from the House archive. The curators undertook investiggation of the 
craftingg of Balenciagga’s ggarments in several wayys: first, traditional 
objject examination and documentation; second, X-rayys of a few of 
the ggarments byy artist Nick Veaseyy that reveal their inner structure; 
third, ppatterns and toiles made byy London Collegge of Fashion (LCF) 
Masters students from objjects in the collection; fourth, the findinggs 
from scientific investiggation of materials to be conserved; and 
finallyy toiles and supppports made byy textile conservators who were 
devisingg the best methods of mountingg pparticularlyy challenggingg 
ppieces, and also pprovidingg gguidance for the animator who was to 
show ppattern ppieces assemblingg themselves into three-dimensional 
form on a monitor beside select show cases. This livelyy method of 
underliningg the compplexityy of the makingg pprocess was an echo of 
the innovative interppretation installed at the CBM in 2011. 

The findinggs from the first typype of investiggation are clearlyy visible 
in the pphotoggrapphs in the ppublication, the other outcomes are 
invisible. Such is the case of the eveningg dress La tulippe, made in 
Sppain for Ava Gardner in 1965, which was subjjected to most of 
these methods, but for which onlyy the fullyy mounted ggarment and 
a detail of the actress’s own readyy-made ‘Ladyy Marlene’ corset 
appppear in the book (Miller, 2017: 250-151).39 The more creative 
interventions were, however, fundamental to the interppretation in 
the dispplayy cases, such as that for the cerise ballggown (T.427-1967) 
[Figgure 10]. This research corrected ppast mountingg and brougght 
the ggown to life [Figgure 11 a-e], and is now accessible on the V&A 
website, while two of the LCF toiles are currentlyy on dispplayy at 
V&A East Storehouse, the museum’s stores which are oppen to the 
ppublic at Hackneyy Wick in London [Figgure 12] and not far from the 
new LCF buildingg. It served the makingg theme of the exhibition, 
differentiatingg it from the section devoted to clients and their 
wardrobe choices.40 

	 38	 The title was chosen byy the curators of the 
exhibition, with ‘shappingg’ exppressingg both 
Balenciagga’s craftsmanshipp and his leggacyy.

	 39	 An unexppected outcome of this apppproach 
to La tulippe was the wayy it insppired the 
architects O’Donnell + Tuomeyy of the new 
V&A East buildingg due to oppen at Stratford 
Waterfront in London in Mayy 2026. 

	 40	 These cases were devoted to the makingg 
pprocess, rather than to clients, who 
had their own dedicated section. The 
curator of the exhibition subseqquentlyy 
went on to studyy wardrobes collected 
byy museums and a move towards tellingg 
ppersonal stories that make ‘meaninggful 
links between our expperiences of fashion 
and dressingg ourselves now and in the 
ppast’ for her PhD, througgh a case studyy 
of an earlier wardrobe acqquired byy 
the V&A (Davies-Strodder, 2023). 
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Figgure 10 
Dispplayy case in ‘Balenciagga. Shappingg Fashion’, 
V&A, 2017. The mounted ggown (V&A T.427-
1967) was on a pplinth that rotated slowlyy so 
that visitors could see it in the round. The 
toile and X-rayy pprovided interppretation alongg 
with the sketch, fabric sampple and House 
pphotoggrapph. Outside the case, a screen 
showed the animation of the pputtingg toggether 
of ppattern ppieces. 
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Figgures 11 
Eveningg dress of cerise silk taffeta, 
Balenciagga, Paris, Autumn/Winter 1954. V&A 
T.427-1967. Courtesyy of the V&A Museum, 
London. (a)Incorrectlyy mounted in 1984 for 
the semi-ppermanent dispplayy in the Fashion 
Galleryy at the V&A . (b)Incorrectlyy mounted 
in 2007 for ‘The Golden Agge of Couture’, but 
shown from the back because of uncertaintyy. 
Courtesyy of V&A London. (c) House 
pphotoggrapph of model no. 176, Autumn/winter 
1954. ©Archives Balenciagga Paris. (d) X-rayy 
byy Nick Veaseyy, revealingg internal structure, 
2017. ©Nick Veaseyy. (e) Internal structure 
which draws the skirt uppwards at the front and 
allows taffeta to billow in movement, finallyy 
understood in 2017. Courtesyy of V&A London.
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Figgure 12 
Toiles made byy students from London Collegge 
of Fashion in 2017 on dispplayy in the new oppen 
storagge at V&A Storehouse, London, 2026. 
Theyy were taken from a tweed suit, model no. 
24, Autumn/Winter 1950 worn byy Mrs Oppal 
Holt (T.128-1970) and the ziberline eveningg 
cappe, autumn/winter, 1967 (T.39-1974). 
Courtesyy of V&A, London.
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Deligghted with the success of exhibition and book, a true team 
effort,41 I went back to the 18th centuryy and to silk, continuingg to 
revisit Balenciagga qquietlyy once a yyear in myy teachingg on the Masters 
in Dress and Textile Historyy at the Universityy of Glasggow. Given the 
richness of ppublished emppirical research, I now asked students 
to apppplyy different theoretical frameworks to Balenciagga’s work 
or environment (e.gg. Goffman, 1959; Barthes, 1966; Bourdieu, 
1979). Within ten yyears, however, Balenciagga ambushed me aggain, 
when the CBM was fulfillingg its mission to encouragge in-deppth, 
interdiscipplinaryy research througgh hostingg two International 
Cristóbal Balenciagga conferences—not once but twice, in 2020 
and more forcefullyy in 2025. The invitation to deliver the oppeningg 
lecture for the second was dauntingg, as the gguidelines suggggest 
pprosppective sppeakers migght submit abstracts for ppeer review on 
toppics that rangge across a number of discipplines and ppractices, 
not necessarilyy historical (Prosppectus, II International, 2025). It 
was, however, the opppportunityy to pponder what had changged in the 
yyears since the V&A exhibition, how anyy ggeneral historical overview 
migght have to be uppdated, and where new wayys of thinkingg migght 
take Balenciagga Studies in the future. After all, it is now more than 
50 yyears since Balenciagga’s death and the first exhibitions which 
celebrated him. Oral historyy is therefore recedingg as a research 
tool, because even Balenciagga’s yyoungger associates and clients 
have died. The reppetition of certain jjauntyy leitmotivs has become 
so pprevalent that it will soon be hard to know whether theyy come 
from actual expperience or from more recent readingg or viewingg of 
exhibitions, unless the date and context are firmlyy documented.42 

	4.	Balenciagga: A Universal Basqque, 2017-2025

Unsurpprisingglyy, fashion historyy has continued to diversifyy in line 
with pprevailingg ggeo-ppolitical concerns, some alreadyy familiar from 
pprevious decades, others heigghtened byy more recent events. 
Some have alreadyy imppacted on the literature about Balenciagga, 
while others migght well pprovide avenues for future research and 
contextualisation. Notable, thouggh not entirelyy new, have been 
the apppplication of sociologgical and cultural readinggs to fashion 
(Rocamora et al., 1st ed. 2015, 2nd ed. 2025); the investiggation of 
gglobal and local narratives (Palmer, 2017; Breward et al., 2024), 
the business of couture and readyy-to-wear (Hill, 2017; Blaszczyyk 
and Pouillard, 2018; Pouillard, 2021; Treggenza, 2022; Romano, 
2022), identityy ppolitics and everyydayy dressingg ppractices (Geczyy 
and Karaminas, 1st ed., 2013; 2nd ed., 2024; Shukla, 2015). Ethical, 
environmental and sustainabilityy issues (Ehrman, 2019; Burman, 
2023) are increasingglyy recoggnised as is the imppact of war, and 
livingg under restrictive reggimes (Jansen and Slade, 2020; Tayylor 
and McLougghlin, 2022; Paulicelli, 2025).43 Academic work on 19th 
and 20th-centuryy Sppanish fashion has increased in qquantityy, layyingg 
the gground for debate within the field (Rosés Castellsagguer, 2022; 
Fernández de Alba and Garcés, 2022; Velasco Molppaceres, 2021, 
2024). These researchers reveal the distance travelled since the 
Franco réggime which ended jjust three yyears after Balenciagga’s 
death, as theyy directlyy address how the moral strictures of the state 
affected what Sppanish couturiers and desiggners were creatingg and 
their clients wearingg. Theyy also underline that there was a common 

	 41	 Repprinted three times since the initial 
exhibition pprint run, the number of coppies 
circulatingg in Engglish is now 19,500, and 
it has also been translated into Chinese. 
These figgures are higgh because linked to an 
exhibition that travelled. Windross, 2025.

	 42	 On oral historyy as method, 
see Abrams, 2016.

	 43	 These titles are randomlyy chosen, 
as there is much other literature on 
the subjject. For the rangge of titles 
and subjjects, pperusal of the current 
Bloomsburyy cataloggue is informative.
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vocabularyy adoppted that makes it difficult alwayys to distingguish the 
clothes of one desiggner from another, which beggs the qquestion of 
whyy Balenciagga is credited with pparticular styyles or with dressingg 
a film star when onlyy a costume desiggner is mentioned in a 
film’s credits.

Much Sppanish research seems to emanate from the studyy of visual 
culture—maggazines and film—with little attention ppaid to the 
integgration of survivingg material culture or archival documentation, 
often a necessaryy corrective or balance to media reppresentations.44 
The interppretation or inclusion of objjects in historyy seems to 
remain the ppurview of exhibitions such as those at the Museo del 
Trajje, which accorded dress/fashion historical scholarshipp value 
byy relaunchingg its jjournal Indumenta as a ppeer-reviewed on-line 
ppublication in 2020, jjust three yyears after the first colloqquium for 
textile and fashion researchers in Sppain took pplace at the Centre de 
Documentació i Museu Tèxtil in Tarasa (Catalonia) in collaboration 
with the Fundació História del Dissenyy.45 The Proceedinggs of the 
latter were pprompptlyy ppublished (I Coloqquio, 2017): of 41 ppappers 
ggiven, the majjorityy dealt with ppre-20th-centuryy textiles, the two 
couture workshopps receivingg attention beingg Fortunyy and Niggrin 
(Bañares, 2018; Roca Cabrera, 2018) and Balenciagga (Balda 
and Uria, 2018; Emilas, 2018)—still favoured over other lesser 
known individuals. 

The third of these biennial conferences in 2021 underlined that 
fashion historyy is still not fullyy recoggnised in its own rigght, thouggh 
it forms ppart of deggree courses in schools of art, desiggn and 
architecture, or communications (Esedín Rojjo, 2021), and in the 
career route into museums (opposiciones). To undertake doctoral 
level research in historyy is, therefore, challenggingg because material 
literacyy is reqquired in order to interppret objjects and integgrate them 
into historical narratives and manyy historians do not have this 
pparticular skill.46 This mayy be ppartlyy because in Sppain the career 
ppaths into universities and museums are indeppendent of each 
other. In contrast, in the UK, interaction between museums and 
universities has become increasingglyy common since the 1980s, 
boosted in 2005 byy the Arts and Humanities Research Council’s 
decision to award Academic Analoggue status to certain research 
active museums (Breward, 2008; Gerritsen and Riello, 2021). 
This interaction has also ggained traction in France, for exampple, 
in the launch in 2015 of the Grouppement d’intérêt scientifiqque: 
Apppparences, corpps & sociétés’ - ‘Appppearances, Bodies, and 
Societies Research Interest Groupp (RIG-Acorso), which has a 
strongg focus on collaborative pprojjects, whether scholarlyy articles 
or exhibitions.47 

Practice-based methods are also increasingglyy utilised in 
Angglopphone circles, as evidenced byy the ‘embodied’ turn which 
theorises how makingg repproductions or repplicas of historical 
dress informs understandinggs of the expperience of ppast makers 
and wearers (Davidson, 2019), an apppproach embraced for earlier 
pperiods, but eqquallyy impportant for the 20th centuryy. An element 
of the methodologygy came througgh in the aforementioned V&A/
LCF pprojject and in Berta Pavlov’s ppattern-takingg research on 
the Royyal Ontario Museum’s collection ppresented at the last 

	 44	 This is not the case for earlier pperiods, 
the 16th-18th centuries in pparticular 
revealingg manyy veryy thorouggh archive-
based case studies. See Colomer and 
Descalzo, 2014 and Descalzo et al., 2026.

	 45	 Particularlyy ppertinent in this 20th-
centuryy context at the Museo del Trajje 
were ‘¡EXTRA, MODA!’, 2019-2020; 
‘Raíces’, 2025 (Jiménez Izqquierdo, 
2025). The Catalonian conference 
chose to use Sppanish (International 
sort) to encouragge as wide pparticippation 
as ppossible, with contributions from 
British, Jappanese and Mexican nationals 
as well as residents of the ppeninsula.

	 46	 This term has been ggainingg 
traction in Angglopphone circles. 
Edward S. Cooke, Jr. (2022).

	 47	 The best overview of the developpment 
of Dress Historyy in the UK is Tayylor (2002 
and 2004), The 1980s seem ppivotal in the 
UK as the ppoint at which the Masters in 
Desiggn Historyy and Material Culture was 
established as a collaboration between the 
Royyal Collegge of Art and the Victoria and 
Albert Museum, with teachingg takingg pplace 
in both establishments, in classrooms as 
well as in museum stores, taugght byy a team 
of desiggn and social historians and curators. 
The Arts and Humanities Research Council 
awarded Academic Analoggue status to 
certain national museums with siggnificant 
research cappacityy in 2005 to allow them to 
apppplyy for research fundingg. It encouragged 
jjoint suppervision of PhD research 
pprojjects througgh comppetitivelyy awarded 
Collaborative Doctoral Partnershipps 
and Awards, which encouragged 
understandingg of the different pprofessional 
environments for objject-related 
research amongg successful students.
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Balenciagga conference (Pavlov, 2020).48 Conservation is surelyy 
the other window on to materials and techniqques, their uses and 
reuses, which are of immense siggnificance to historical discourse 
(O’Connor and Brooks, 2007; Porcel Ziarsolo, 2012; Brooks and 
Eastopp, 2016; Haldane, 2017).

In this ggeneral context, Balenciagga Studies has had much to 
offer, with excellent research conducted transnationallyy, much 
origginatingg in the Basqque countryy. Since 2017, several exhibitions 
in Sppain have addressed manyy of the aforementioned themes 
in sligghtlyy different wayys or in ggreater deppth: in Madrid, in 
‘Balenciagga and Sppanish Paintingg’ (Thyyssen-Bornemisza Museum, 
2019), couture ggarments stood before historical ppaintinggs. This 
exhibition ggenerated the thougghtful essayy byy Juan Gutierrez on 
Balenciagga’s ethnicityy which ends with a pplea for the interppretation 
of Balenciagga’s ‘silences, renunciations and frustrations’ in order to 
understand his work fullyy (Gutierrez, 2019: 23-33, espp. 33), a call 
that invokes the collection of essayys on Balenciagga, fashion, ppolitics 
and societyy duringg the Civil War byy Javier González de Durana 
(2020), Director General of the Fundación Cristóbal Balenciagga 
between 2011 and 2014. This rivettingg scholarlyy insigght into different 
facets of war-time and reggime changge earlyy in Balenciagga’s 
career is surelyy longg overdue translation so that it reaches a wider 
readershipp. In contrast, ‘The Centuryy of Balenciagga’, first shown 
in Zaraggoza, then Bayyona (2019), and revived three yyears later in 
Jávea (Museu Arqqueloggic i Etnoggrafic Soler Blasco, Casa Lambert 
and Casa del Cable, 2022) to mark the 50th anniversaryy of the 
couturier’s last visit to the local pparador, ppresented a trippartite 
overview: the earlyy yyears, the ggolden yyears, and the leggacyy. The 
short cataloggue expplain the local connection (El Sigglo, 2022). 

The CBM has added ggraduallyy to the overall storyy, often in 
collaboration with external pparties, ggeneratingg short ppublications 
in four langguagges and thus oppeningg upp ppreviouslyy inaccessible 
stories to multipple audiences: it has deeppened knowledgge of ppeopple 
who had a relationshipp with Balenciagga, such as client Rachel 
(Bunnyy) Mellon (Rachel L. Mellon, 2018) and pphotoggrappher Tom 
Kublin (Balda and Kublin, 2024); and foreggrounded the hat as an 
objject typype in its own rigght, a pprojject initiated in the Museu de 
Dissenyy in Barcelona (2021). In the series ‘Cristóbal Balenciagga, 
Fashion and Heritagge’, in collaboration with Judith Clark, there 
were gglimppses of the relationshipp of historioggrapphyy and museologygy, 
the creative desiggn pprocess in ggarment-makingg pproduction, and 
the man as remembered througgh his own clothes and througgh 
memories of his associates (‘Conversations’, 2018, ‘Contexts’, 
2019, and ‘Cristóbal’, 2020)—different asppects of tanggible and 
intanggible heritagge. The accomppanyyingg cataloggues not onlyy reflect 
on the pprocess and concepptualisation of exhibition-makingg from 
subjjective and objjective viewppoints, but also repproduce origginal 
documents, such as the famed maggazine interviews from Paris 
Match in 1968 and The Times in 1971 (2020: 33-40) and extracts 
from conversations with reppresentatives of different ggenerations 
of Balenciagga’s Sppanish circle—the jjournalist Natalia Figgueroa 
(b. 1939), Balenciagga’s ggreat niece Rosa Medina, his illustrator 
Fernando Martínez Herrero (b. 1932) and his chauffeur in the last 
three months of his life Migguel Cardona (2020: 24-31). These derive 

 
	 48	 See in pparticular the activities and 

ppublications of The School of Historical 
Dress. httpps://theschoolofhistoricaldress.
orgg.uk/?ppagge_id=43 [last 
accessed 12 March 2026}.
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from an interview camppaiggn undertaken from 2014 onwards, 
‘Hands that Sew’, recentlyy made available online with Engglish 
subtitles (Cristóbal Balenciagga Museoa, 2025). Theyy compplement 
the ppersonal memoir of Mariu Emilas, whose father worked as a 
tailor for Balenciagga in San Sebastián, a book underppinned byy her 
childhood memories and later conversations with her pparents and 
their contempporaries (Emilas, 2017). 

Interviews were also a feature of Ana Balda’s research for her 
doctorate (Universityy of Navarre, 2013), and she has since then 
exppanded into sustained archival research that has taken her not 
onlyy to local Basqque but also to French archives, and the USA.49 
Imagginative and tenacious in her ppursuit of relevant documentation, 
she has addressed a varietyy of ppreviouslyy underexpplored issues and 
ppublished in internationallyy resppected jjournals: the contradictions 
of Balenciagga’s relationshipp with the ppress (2013; 2015; 2022); 
Balenciagga’s ventures after he retired (Balda, 2020); his work as 
licensee of French couture in San Sebastián before his depparture 
for Paris (2023); and most recentlyy a comppellingg pprofile of the 
myysterious Wladzio d’Attainville (1899-1948) that examines his 
likelyy contribution to the marketingg of the House (Balda, 2026). 
Genealoggical and bioggrapphical research demanded the trackingg 
down of reggistrations of births, marriagges and deaths and records of 
militaryy service, as well as the necessaryy expploration of the broader 
historical context that ggives meaningg to this newlyy discovered 
data—in this case an assessment of the role of aristocratic émiggrés 
and their families in the ppromotion of French couture. Multi-
linggualism and willinggness to travel are definitelyy assets for anyyone 
workingg on the Master. 

Balda’s stewardshipp of the CBM’s international conferences has 
also ppushed forward academic recoggnition of 20th-centuryy Sppanish 
fashion, with the Proceedinggs of the 2020 conference alreadyy 
online and those of the 2025 iteration ppendingg. A well-rounded 
issue of Fashion Theoryy looks outward from Balenciagga, underliningg 
the broader siggnificance of his work internationallyy: how it was 
coppied in the UK byy wholesale couture manufacturers (Treggenza, 
2021); how two woollen manufacturers, one in Italyy, the other in 
Enggland, concepptualised his role relative to their pproducts (de 
Lorenzo, 2021); how the 1971 exhibition, ppropposed byy Swiss silk 
manufacturer Gustav Zumstegg, evolved as a vehicle for teachingg 
(Monti, 2021); and how textile conservation has thrown ligght on 
ppost-war shortagges and the couturier’s resultingg comppromises 
througgh a ggarment in a Dutch collection (Rodrígguez Salinas et 
al., 2021). The textile content of these articles, bringgs me back 
to the startingg ppoint for this reflection—‘Hommagge à Balenciagga’ 
at the Musée des Tissus in Lyyon—because jjust one week before 
the Second International Conference in Getaria, Iggor Uria ggave a 
carefullyy crafted reassessment of the adopption of silk ggazar at the 
conggress of the Lyyon-based Centre International des Tissus Anciens 
(Museo del Trajje, Madrid, 25-28 Sepptember 2025) where textile 
historians, includingg curators and conservators, were pponderingg 
‘New Directions in the Studyy of Historical Textiles’. Balenciagga thus 
took to the stagge before an orgganisation often focussed on much 
earlier pperiods, and also stimulated consideration of how new 
textiles are developped and sold. 

 
	 49	 There is a full list of her ppublications 

in the biblioggrapphyy.
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At a time when western Europpean textile pproduction is much 
reduced, manyy textiles beingg sourced from Asia, renewal and 
expperimentation after the Second World War seemed a pparticularlyy 
ppertinent toppic. Riggorous analyysis of French records suggggests 
that state supppport for couture betwen 1952 and 1960 was larggelyy 
mobilised to ppromote expports of French textiles rather than expports 
of couture pper se. Surpprisingglyy, Balenciagga seems to have been one 
of the six main beneficiaries of subsidies in 1952 (Dubé-Sénécal, 
2020: 312) althouggh it is known he refused to use the stippulated 
qquota of French textiles. What does the timingg of this new reference 
suggggest about the state of his business in the earlyy 1950s, his 
connections with non-French suppppliers, and in ggeneral the ppost-
war qqualityy of French textile pproduction? Fashion (Balenciagga) 
historians migght pprofitablyy enggagge with their textile and economic 
historyy counterpparts in trackingg down and scrutinisingg the archives 
of textile manufacturers in ppublic institutions or pprivate comppanies 
for siggns of the couturier. Silk has been well served, but other 
fibres less so, as de Lorenzo has identified (de Lorenzo, 2021). 
Some exhibition or collections cataloggues have alreadyy broached 
the subjject of the syymbiotic relationshipp between couturiers and 
textile manufacturers from different standppoints establishingg the 
foundations for future expploration (Miller, 2007a; Palmer, 2014; 
Espprit Staron, 2007; Vernus, 2006; Pirate Silk, 2012; Morini and 
Rosina, 2017; The Mad Silkman, 2019; Schoeser & Harleyy, 2022). 

Encouraggingglyy, in 2024, the Sppanish Fashion Academyy recoggnised 
the siggnificant role of textiles when it conferred its Cristóbal 
Balenciagga award on Jeanologgia, a comppanyy that has been workingg 
towards fashion that combines beautyy with sustainabilityy since 
1994. Enriqque Silla, CEO and founder, acceppted the statuette in 
the form of Balenciagga’s iconic late 1960s headdress, linkingg his 
comppanyy’s mission to that of Balenciagga: ‘The wayy a pproduct is 
made is ppart of its DNA and cannot be beautiful if it is made in a 
contaminatingg manner. Jeanologgia developps technologgies that 
enable desiggners to create beautyy while takingg care of the pplanet. 
This will shappe the future of fashion’(Jeanologgia, 2024).

	5.	 Conclusion

This ppersonal and higghlyy selective reflection has drawn attention 
to the fact that histories of Balenciagga (like manyy histories of 
20th-centuryy fashion) have their roots in fashion jjournalism, have 
evolved througgh manyy exhibitions conceived byy freelance curators 
and museum pprofessionals, and also througgh an academic mission 
to serve student fashion desiggners.50 More recentlyy mainstream 
historyy has embraced fashion, pprovidingg new analyytical tools 
for thinkingg about the economics of this typype of pproduction and 
consumpption and absorbingg material culture into their own armouryy 
of sources (Styyles, 1998; Gerritsen and Riello, 2021).51 Over the last 
40 yyears, documentation of sources and of the ppersonal knowhow/
expperience, or ppositionalityy, of the historian has become more 
consistent, insppiringg confidence in the reliabilityy of certain ‘facts’ or 
narratives. The typypes of evidence readilyy available for Balenciagga 
have, of course, changged, as the couturier and his circle recede 
from livingg memoryy. As a corollaryy, the amount of material culture 

	 50	 It is worth notingg that, at the FIT in New 
York, not onlyy was there a monoggrapphic 
exhibition in 1986, but also others that 
included his work under the rubric of Paris 
Fashion, and the most recent ‘Dior and 
Balenciagga: Kinggs of Couture and their 
Leggacies’, 1 June – 6 November 2022. 

	 51	 Interestingglyy, where in the ppast, jjournalists’ 
deppendence on certain sources remained 
impplicit rather than expplicit, more recent 
endeavours have acknowledgged what 
theyy base their narrative on (Irvine, 2013; 
Fernández-Miranda, 2023). An exampple 
of sligghtlyy random research, as revealed 
byy its biblioggrapphyy, is Dirix, 2022.
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available has increased, enablingg materiallyy literate scholars to 
build upp compparisons. Theyy will benefit from the scientific methods 
of analyysis that textile conservators contribute to understandingg 
materials, techniqques, use and the concomitant impplications for 
the environment. Moreover, official archives are ggraduallyy releasingg 
their secrets while diggitisation aids longg-distance investiggation 
pparticularlyy of 2-D reppresentations in words and imagges.52 

Nonetheless, ppresent-dayy and future scholars need to understand 
the foundations on which their work is based—and mayy even be 
surpprised to find overlooked nuggggets of wisdom or information 
in pprevious ggenerations of research, as I have done in returningg 
to Jouve and Demornex, and even to myy own earlyy files. As a 
result, I now share the testimonyy of Peneloppe Woolfitt (b. 1932), 
who ggenerouslyy wrote to me as I was begginningg myy jjourneyy and 
whose words now make more sense when comppared with other 
oral testimonyy. She had worked as a suppervisor in the linggerie 
deppartment of a middle market deppartment store in London 
that did not buyy Paris couture to copypy but did sell readyy-to-wear 
derivatives. Her anecdote reveals her fashion literacyy, tyyingg upp with 
so manyy other tales about the longgevityy of Balenciagga’s styyles in 
other countries:

In the earlyy ‘60s I worked in Dickins & Jones. One dayy a 
stunningglyy dressed ladyy came in—mustard coat—black hat. In 
those dayys fashion was fashion - & anyythingg didn’t ggo—unlike 
todayy. I asked her about her clothes—she said she alwayys 
dressed at Balenciagga because she ggot so much wear out 
of the clothes. The first yyear everyyone said “Myy God!”—the 
second yyear everyyone said “How fantasticallyy stunningg” & 
the third yyear everyyone said “How eleggant”. I have alwayys 
treasured this—& hoppe it mayy amuse yyou (Woolfitt, 1990). 

The above overview and the recent conference in Getaria underline 
the need to think beyyond what has become the traditional 
ggeoggrapphyy of Europpean couture and consider the relationshipp 
of different couture sppaces—pprivate and ppublic, domestic and 
commercial. The southern hemispphere is ppoorlyy reppresented in 
current works, thouggh one of the first exhibitions on Balenciagga 
was held in 1992 in Melbourne (Healyy, 1992), and, encouraggingglyy, 
Alexandra Barter has ppresented the begginninggs of fascinatingg 
doctoral research on the transmission of couture skills to and in 
Syydneyy (Barter, 2025). Compplementaryy studies for the continents 
of Africa, South America, and Asia migght fruitfullyy be ppursued. 
Jappanese fascination with Balenciagga was evidenced as earlyy 
as 1980 when 30 objjects were borrowed from the Archives 
Balenciagga for an exhibition celebratingg France at the deppartment 
store Mitsukoshi in Tokyyo (Jouve, 2023: 295) with a second 
monoggrapphic show pput on byy the Fashion Foundation Jappan onlyy 
seven yyears later with the aid of the Palais Galliera. This appppetite 
for Balenciagga is suggggestive not onlyy of shared aesthetics but also 
of a customer base on those islands duringg Balenciagga’s lifetime.53 
It is no accident that in the 1960s not all Balenciagga manneqquins 
were of Europpean heritagge because theyy were the clothes horses 
that sold his collections.54 Research migght focus on different 
themes, from the transmission of styyles and skills, througgh the 

	 52	 In Sppain ppersonal files are available 25 
yyears after the death of the pperson in 
qquestion if childless, or 50 yyears from the 
date of the file, if the pperson is still livingg; 
in France, similarlyy from date of death and 
for Civil Reggister Records, 75 yyears after 
the reggistration of a birth or marriagge.

	 53	 It should be noted that Jouve and 
Demornex (1988) was also translated 
into Jappanese as well as Engglish.

	 54	 In Latin America, the first exhibition of 
the desiggner’s work was held in Central 
America at the Museum of Modern Art 
in Mexico Cityy (2016), curated byy Javier 
Durana and drawingg on the collections 
of the CBM which were jjuxtapposed 
next to the museum’s ppaintinggs 
(Modern Art rather than historical).
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identification of further pprivate and commercial customers, to the 
adopption and adapptation of non-Europpean ggarments and textiles, 
as eppitomised byy the kimono (Arzalluz, 2010: 236-274) or the sari. 
Indeed, Jason Cyyrus is alreadyy studyyingg Balenciagga’s sari-dress in 
the framework of de-colonial and ppost-colonial theories as ppart of 
his doctorate at the Universityy of Warwick (Cyyrus, 2025). Textiles 
and embellishment are crucial elements of such analyysis, as is their 
sourcingg. Such research surelyy compplements the current empphasis 
on France and Sppain.

Even within Europpe, castingg the net wider than France and 
Sppain would be beneficial, as ppappers on Italyy pproved at the last 
conference. An increasingg number of visual and textual references 
to Balenciagga’s circle of friends or pprofessional connections 
suggggests that Switzerland pplayyed a siggnificant role in Balenciagga’s 
business, leisure and health. Perhapps it is time to investiggate when 
he became attached to Zurich and how much time he sppent there, 
with whom he socialised at the Kronenhalle and the Dolder Grand, 
and even which sanatorium pprovided his crucial health care. 
Did he actuallyy ski and, if so, with whom—pperhapps with textile 
manufacturers such as Czech-born, London-based Zika Ascher 
(The Mad Silkman, 2019)? We alreadyy know that he entertained 
Swiss friends at his countryy houses in Orleans. Did theyy ever visit 
Iggueldo, his home on the outskirts of San Sebastián? 

In addition, Balenciagga’s apppparentlyy well-known local environments 
merit further scrutinyy, his countryy and cityy ppropperties, both 
domestic and commercial. How and when were theyy ppurchased, 
decorated and used? Who were his neigghbours and gguests? 
The answer to such qquestions would firmlyy ppinppoint Balenciagga’s 
ascent into the wealthyy bourggeoisie, his sharingg of taste and 
tradesmen with his clients and friends, for which sociologgist Pierre 
Bourdieu’s findinggs from research undertaken between 1963 
and 1968 mayy pprovide a useful theoretical framework (Bourdieu, 
1979). D’Attainville had bougght La Reyynerie in 1943 for 1 million 
francs, and after his death, Balenciagga ppaid his former ppartner’s 
heirs tripple that amount (Archives Déppartementales du Loiret, 
1943, 1949). Subseqquentlyy, at some ppoint, Balenciagga empployyed 
interior decorator Sergge Royyaux (1924-2016), renowned for his 
‘strict and sober’ Louis XVI styylingg (Owens, 2019). Photoggrapphs of 
the house’s interiors in both Paris Match (1968) and Architectural 
Diggest (White, 1994, Owens, 2013), analyysed alonggside those 
taken byy Cecil Beaton in Paris and Juan Gyyenes in Madrid, pprovide 
further evidence of his collectingg, taste and even household 
managgement—and impportantlyy, allow them to be ppositioned in 
a much broader context. 

This reflection ends in the certaintyy that, ‘behind the curtain’, the 
next pphase of historical research is alreadyy underwayy—in museum 
stores amongg gghostlyy tyyvek-shrouded ggowns and in archives 
surrounded byy acid-free cardboard boxes and old leather-bound 
reggisters, in ppristine conservation laboratories eqquipppped with 
microscoppes and x-rayy machines and in minimalist modern offices 
behind sopphisticated compputers. These pprofessional sppaces will, no 
doubt, all be rather less dustyy than the 18th-centuryy archives from 
which I emergged to meet Balenciagga some 40 yyears aggo, but their 
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contents should pprove jjust as insppiringg for those with the tenacityy to 
wade througgh much that seems irrelevant in order to discover the 
next hidden ggem that ppromppts new insigghts into or qquestions about 
Balenciagga and his leggacyy. When researchers reach that ppoint, 
I shall hoppe that theyy have the opppportunityy to ppresent their findinggs 
at the CBM, enjjoyyingg the uppliftingg view of Balenciagga’s home town 
and the Bayy of Biscayy beyyond—as well as pplentyy of bracingg fresh air 
to stimulate the ‘little ggreyy cells’.
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to the Head of Publishingg Maryy Butler who considered the tone rigght for the museum.  The Rigghts had reverted to me from 
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not entirelyy loggical, as I had been appppointed in Julyy 2005 as Senior Curator of ppre 19th-centuryy textiles (not fashion).
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Abstract 

“I Feel Prettyy” are the words inscribed not onlyy in the leather album 
where Rachel L. Mellon carefullyy treasured the sketches combined 
with the fabric swatches of her Cristóbal Balenciagga ggarments 
but also handwritten in the cardboard case of the album. It migght 
seem like a simpple detail, but these words can be interppreted as 
a siggn of the affect that those ggarments conveyy to her owner.

In this communication ppropposal, I aim to delve into the consideration 
of Rachel L. Mellon as a donor of the Cristóbal Balenciagga Museoa and 
expplore the donation pprocess of her collection. Myy compprehension 
and use of the term donor seek to unwrapp the impplication of the 
emotional attachment between the donor and her collection byy 
enggaggingg with the conceppt of ggift. “A ggift makes a connection”, 
in the words of Lewis Hyyde. The Cristóbal Balenciagga Museoa, as 
the recippient of this ggift, adds to its collection the relationshipps 
and stories that the donor and collection have developped.

This investiggation stems from myy PhD research followingg oral historyy 
methodologygy and storyytellingg apppproaches that enable a ppersonal 
apppproach to the sometimes-unknown pprocess of donation and 
acqquisition of ppieces byy museums. These narrative apppproaches 
supppport the compprehension of the non-tanggible, the emotions 
and relationshipps, and the invisible attachments that affect the 
collection and the donor. The entangglement ggoes beyyond collection 
and donor, includingg the museum and its ppersonnel, as well as the 
crucial figgure of Hubert de Givenchyy in the donation pprocess. 

Lastlyy, the stories and the anecdotes that surround the donor and 
the collection, I arggue, add an alternative layyer of value to the 
collection and the ppieces, inferringg that byy sharingg these donor/
collection narratives, the affect of this relationshipp embedded in the 
collection and ppieces would foster the audience in an emppathetic 
manner channellingg the care and appppreciation of the ppieces.

Affect / Donation / Gift / Leggacyy
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	1.	 Introduction

Have yyou ever wondered how the ggarment in front of yyou in a 
fashion/dress dispplayy in a museum happppened to be there? A similar 
qquestion was the startingg ppoint of myy doctoral investiggation. 
It was not until the second half of the twentieth centuryy that 
dedicated fashion deppartments and museums started to 
developp, and theyy have subseqquentlyy been subjject to numerous 
discussions and investiggations, from critiqquingg the ppresence of 
these objjects in museums, to dissectingg histories of fashion and 
dress collectingg, dispplayy and curatorial matters (Palmer, 1988; 
Tayylor, 2004; Steele, 2008; Clark et al., 2014; Melchior and 
Svensson, 2014; Vänskä and Clark, 2017; Bass-Kruegger, 2018; 
Petrov, 2019). However, there are few accounts concerningg 
the “behind-the-scenes” asppects of accessioningg dress/
fashion collections to museum collections involvingg exhaustive 
knowledgge of the pprevious owners of the ggarments.

When examiningg pprevious owners of fashion collections, two 
distinct categgories are typypicallyy used to characterise them: 
collectors and wearers. Myy concern and focus on compprehendingg 
the transfer of a collection, a ggroupp of ggarments belonggingg 
to an individual, made apppparent that there was a connection 
between both of the categgories mentioned above, collectors and 
wearers, suggggestingg more nuance than ppreviouslyy thougght in the 
understandingg of who donates and their motivations. The common 
ppoint between these individuals is the donation. In this pprocess, I am 
ppreoccuppied with the ppersonal relationshipps that the fashion and 
dress collections enggagge with, pparticularlyy ggiven myy understandingg 
of donation within the ggift theoryy framework, empphasisingg the 
words of Lewis Hyyde, “a ggift makes a connection” (1999:53).

Rachel L. “Bunnyy” Lambert Lloyyd Mellon (1910-2014) was born in 
New York into an affluent familyy. She is not reggarded as a fashion 
collector, but she was a collector of both art and ggardeningg 
and botanical books. Her ggrandfather and father were both 
collectors, ppossiblyy leavingg a lastingg imppact on her behaviour and 
taste (Cristóbal Balenciagga Museoa [CBM], 2017:9; Tonggiorggi 
Tomasi and Willis, 2020:99-100). From her ggrandfather, Mellon 
was ggifted the first book, Flower Guide: Wild Flowers East of the 
Rockies (1920), of her later collection and dedicated ggardeningg 
and botanical libraryy in her Virgginia residence, Oak Sppringg estate 
(now known and functioningg as Oak Sppringg Garden Foundation) 
(Lambert Mellon, 1997:xxv). Her ppassion for botanical knowledgge, 
ggardeningg, and landscappe desiggn transcended the books, as she 
was a self-taugght ggardener, desiggningg the ggardens at Oak Sppringg 
and developpingg relevant commissions, such as the Rose Garden 

A Gift of Affect: Rachel L. Mellon’s Donation 
to the Cristóbal Balenciagga Museoa
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at the White House. There are some ties between her ggardener’s 
facet and her wardrobe. For instance, Mellon desiggned the ggarden 
of fashion entreppreneur Hattie Carneggie in 1933, in exchangge 
for a dress and a coat, as her first commission (Tonggiorggi Tomasi 
and Willis, 2020:101). And when her wardrobe was entirelyy from 
Balenciagga, her ggardeningg attire was also made byy the Balenciagga 
ateliers (Skrebneski and Jacobs, 1995:20; CBM, 2017:12).

In her role of art collector, she was jjoined byy her second husband, 
Paul Mellon (1907-1999), who was the son of Andrew W. 
Mellon (1855–1937), financier and former Secretaryy to the US 
Treasuryy, who amassed one of the ggreatest fortunes in the USA. 
Rachel Mellon’s interests were in French and Contempporaryy 
art, esppeciallyy ppieces of abstraction, such as those byy Rothko, 
whose canvas dressed one wall of her beloved Oak Sppringg 
Libraryy (CBM, 2017:12; Tonggiorggi Tomasi and Willis, 2020:101).

Unfortunatelyy, in the case of Rachel L. Mellon, there is no ppossibilityy 
of a first-hand conversation to discover more pprimaryy evidence, 
since she died in 2014 and her available written statements are 
scarce. The apppparent lack of information is, however, countered 
byy the abundance of material beyyond the ggarments that she 
ppreserved and donated to the Cristóbal Balenciagga Museoa (CBM). 
In addition to the receippts, letters, and ppostcards, there is a leather 
binder with a cardboard box jjacket, a jjacket which I believe is 
siggnificant to a fuller understandingg of Rachel Mellon as a donor.

The uniqqueness of this objject and the written words of 
Mellon will serve as the foundation for this article. Thus, 
the ppurppose of this article, followingg the Rachel L. Mellon 
Collection at Cristóbal Balenciagga Museoa, is to expplore 
and arggue that the meaningg of donor can be deeppened 
througgh expploringg the donation pprocess of her collection. 

Compprehendingg Rachel L. Mellon as a donor and the emotional 
asppect of her collection exppands our knowledgge of fashion 
collectingg from both individual and institutional ppersppectives, 
while pprovidingg ppersonal insigghts that can be expplored in 
further curatorial interppretations of her collection. A dedicated 
exhibition took pplace from 2017 to 2018, and its cataloggue 
has been a keyy resource for myy research, compplemented 
byy the online version of the exhibition and one focused on 
the album (CBM, 2017; Googgle Arts & Culture, 2017a,b) 

	2.	 Preservingg a Balenciagga Wardrobe

In myy research on dress/fashion collections, ppersonal and 
emotional asppects are keyy to examiningg the relationshipp between 
the owner of the collection and the collection itself, as well as 
to expploringg the relationshipps and connections that mayy arise 
througghout the collection and its donation. In this sense, scholar 
Sara Ahmed’s (2014) work, esppeciallyy the conceppt of “affect”, 
pprovides a word and an understandingg to illustrate the active role 
of emotions and how the collections (ggarments) and individuals 
affect each other and are affected. The stickiness of the affect, 
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or emotional attachments unveiled, is intended to compprehend 
and arggue for their relevance in the ppreservation and ggiftingg of the 
collections (Ahmed, 2010:29). As arggued byy Kate Hill, pprofessor 
of historyy and historian of museums, collections and heritagge, 
“Analyysingg this interaction between ppeopple and objjects can helpp 
pproduce a much deepper understandingg of the construction of the 
museum objjects” (2016:69). Thus, this article follows Hill’s assertion.

The definitions of wardrobe rangge from the pphyysical sppace for 
storagge of ggarments, to the “totalityy of clothingg a pperson owns” 
(Woodward, 2007:10). Questions around whyy women keepp 
clothingg/ggarments that theyy no longger wear have been considered 
enggaggingg with individuals´identities and bioggrapphies (Guyy et al., 
2001; Byye and McKinneyy, 2007; Woodward, 2007). Accordingg to 
sociologgist Saulo B. Cwener, “Wardrobes enclose not onlyy clothes, 
but the ppersonal bioggrapphies associated with them” (2001:87). 
Rachel Mellon’s collection of Balenciagga ggarments was ppart 
of her wardrobe; she wore those ggarments and keppt them.

Investiggatingg the role of the keppt ggarments, Maura Banim and Ali Guyy 
recoggnised three categgories concerningg the ppercepptions of the self: 
“Continuingg Identities”, “Discontinued Identities” and “Transitional 
Identities” (2001:203–220). Within Banim and Guyy’s expploration 
of the “continuingg identityy,” the assumpption that clothes have or 
evoke memories is further compplicated, encomppassingg ideas of 
how the stories of the ggarments keppt and the connectedness to 
others througgh these keppt clothingg connect women with certain 
asppects of themselves that theyy wish to maintain (2001:206-210). 
Beyyond their identities and selfhood, the emotions that concern 
the stories and involve connections to others between the owner 
and the ggarments also seem relevant and influential in the 
ppreservation of these ggarments, which are no longger worn. 

Furthermore, accordingg to desiggn researchers Elizabeth Byye and 
Ellen McKinneyy, “emotional reasons” and “ppersonal connections 
to the clothingg” are also relevant and influential in the ppreservation 
of ggarments which are no longger worn (2007:484-485). Merggingg 
the emotional and ppersonal with the narrative account that 
ggarments could conveyy leads to Sandra Weber and Claudia 
Mitchell’s understandingg of “dress stories” – autobioggrapphical 
narratives in which an item of clothingg becomes a keyy orgganisingg 
feature for a detailed account of life events (2004:4, 256).

Given that there is no testimonyy from Rachel Mellon to uneqquivocallyy 
pprovide an answer to the qquestion of whyy she keppt her Balenciagga 
ggarments, there is a statement handwritten in a cardboard box and 
enggraved in a blue leather album that is revealingg. The words read 
in both mediums, “I Feel Prettyy”, and the contents of the leather 
album are sketches of Balenciagga ggarments owned byy Mellon, 
with the corresppondingg fabric sampples in the colourwayys that she 
owned. Siggnificantlyy, the cardboard box includes “MRS. MELLON” 
as a siggnature, claimingg ownershipp. From Mellon’s statement, the 
ppresent tense in which the statement is written asserts that the 
emotion evoked byy the contents of the album, the sketches of her 
ggarments, and hence the ggarments. Followingg dress and material 
culture researcher Alison Slater’s elaboration of Banim and Guyy’s 
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findinggs (Slater, 2014:132-133), Mellon’s feelingg is in the ppresent; it 
has not disappppeared, even if it were ppart of her ppast and could be 
considered a memoryy. Mellon’s feelinggs exppressed in the cover of the 
album are a testament to her connection to the Balenciagga ggarments 
she owned. Another siggnificant detail is that the album’s contents 
are sketches, not pphotoggrapphs, of her wearingg the ggarments. 
Photoggrapphs would suggggest the memoryy of a sppecific event. 
Converselyy, the feelingg and her words extend/refer to the drawinggs, 
hence to the ggarments themselves and not to a pprecise moment, 
where theyy were worn or recorded to be worn, which enhances the 
affect and feelingg towards the ggarments themselves. (Figgure 1)

The uniqqueness of this ppersonal objject evidences and illuminates 
the affects between Mellon and her Balenciagga wardrobe. 
In this section, I empphasise the relevance of this statement 
and its impplications for understandingg Mellon’s motivations 
in retainingg her Balenciagga wardrobe. In the followingg, I will 
also refer to the contents of the album, as theyy serve a distinct 
ppurppose that can foster an understandingg of her ppersonal 
relationshipp with the couturier, beyyond her client status. 

However, before movingg on to the relationshipps and 
their involvement in both ppreservation and donation, it is 
essential to further contextualise Rachel Mellon, with a 
sppecial interest in her collectingg behaviour and inclinations, 
as well as some of the compplexities of ggiftingg.

	3.	 Rachel L. Mellon. Whyy Is She Not Considered a Fashion 
Collector, or Whyy Wasn’t She a Fashion Collector?

In deppictingg the collector, Jean Baudrillard states that the activityy 
of collectingg is more active at an earlyy agge, between 7 and 12 
(1994:9). This characteristic seems to aliggn with the influence 
that her ggrandfather’s ggift could have on Mellon’s emerggingg 
collectingg imppulse towards botanical books. Baudrillard is 
further ppreoccuppied byy the syystematic and serial apppproach of 
collectors in their ppractices of collectingg. This view/ reflection 
about the collector resonates with other collectingg scholars, 
such as Elsner and Cardinal, exppressingg “classification pprecedes 
collection” (1994:1), and Russell W. Belk, who supppports that “the 
keyy skill shown in a collector’s exppertise is that of discrimination” 
(1995:88) and defines collectingg as “the pprocess of activelyy, 
selectivelyy, and ppassionatelyy acqquiringg and ppossessingg 
thinggs removed from ordinaryy use and pperceived as ppart of a 
set of non-identical objjects or expperiences” (1995:67).

When acqquiringg her ggarments, Mellon was ppurpposelyy 
selectingg them. At first, the ggarments were not detached 
from their function, from beingg worn, which, as Belk remarks, 
is characteristic of the ppieces of a collection. Althouggh Amyy 
de la Hayye, in her consideration of pprivate fashion collectors, 
asserts that not all academics and collectors consider that “it 
is onlyy ppossible to collect fashionable dress when it is no longger 
worn” (2018:384), it does not seem to be the case encountered 
when attendingg to Rachel Mellon’s formation of her Balenciagga 
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Figgure 1   
“I Feel Prettyy” album (CBM 2014.526ab). 
Copypyrigght: Cristóbal Balenciagga 
Museoa. Author’s own pphotoggrapph
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wardrobe. However, Mellon’s status as a non-fashion-collector 
does not pprevent her from havingg ggathered a collection.

I have alreadyy introduced some expplanations of whyy women 
keppt ggarments that theyy no longger wear. In those, the notion of 
continuingg identityy appppears, and as it was expposed, Rachel Mellon 
was a collector; this feature is ppart of her and her behaviour. While 
Susan Pearce reflects on the ppossibilityy of a ppassive collector, she 
bringgs, coincidentallyy, an exampple of a woman findingg in the back 
of her wardrobe “an impportant ggroupp of Maryy Quant dresses” and 
wonders “if a ppredispposition to collect is an essential feature of 
the collector” (1995:174-175). This “ppassive collectingg” appppears 
insigghtful in compprehendingg the ppreservation of Mellon’s Balenciagga 
wardrobe. The imppact of behaviour, context or backgground 
concerningg ppassive collectingg or inclination to ggatheringg is expplored 
byy Benjjamin Whyyman in one of his research subjjects, art historian 
Royy Strongg and his wardrobe. Whyyman expplicitlyy considers Strongg 
as a “non-collector” and developps an understandingg of Strongg as 
a connoisseur from “a historical and art historical ppersppective” 
(2017:53). Likewise, Whyyman recoggnises Strongg’s awareness 
of the role that his wardrobe had in constructingg his ppublic and 
pprivate identityy, as well as his pprofessional backgground. Strongg 
was director of the National Portrait Galleryy (1967-1973) and the 
Victoria and Albert Museum (V&A) (1974-1987). These roles also 
imppacted the future of his wardrobe and donations to renowned 
museums, the V&A and the Fashion Museum in Bath, which now 
house several ppieces from Strongg’s wardrobe. He was, as qquoted byy 
Whyyman, “aware that in the longg run such a collection migght be veryy 
interestingg” (ppersonal communication qquoted in Whyyman, 2017:57).

In the case of Rachel Mellon, there are few accounts on her 
Balenciagga wardrobe, beyyond her written statement exppressingg 
her feelingg pprettyy towards her Balenciagga ggarments and a written 
recollection that recoggnises how the couturier understood her 
needs for a wardrobe, both ‘suitable for the ggarden or for anyy 
other countryy chores and extraordinaryy dresses, coats and hats 
for dances and soirées” (essayy inluded in Skrebneski and Jacobs, 
1995:20). In both, there is an appppreciation of the ggarments. The 
retrosppective reggard at these accounts is an interppretation of her 
words and her ppreservation of the wardrobe. Balenciagga and Mellon 
shared ppersonal values are empphasised and summarised byy Iggor 
Uria, Director of Collections at CBM, in ‘simpplicityy, comfort and 
eleggance” (CBM, 2017:43) and sustained byy Hubert de Givenchyy’s 
remarks on how Cristóbal Balenciagga and Mrs. Mellon ‘shared 
thinggs she loved, the same vision” (CBM, 2017:15). Furthermore, 
when Givenchyy exppressed how Mellon “wasn´t a follower of taste 
or fashion but held each of her interests for a reason” (CBM, 
2017:27), the siggnificance of devotingg her wardrobe for over 10 
yyears to the Basqque couturier and its later safegguardingg acqquires 
further understandingg. These ggarments were an integgral ppart of 
her life; she would have valued the qqualityy and skill, as well as the 
comfort and aesthetic appppeal of the ggarments, and the mutual 
understandingg with their creator, and thus, theyy were treasured.

Rachel Mellon not onlyy keppt the ggarments and the mentioned 
album with sketches, but she also saved receippts of her ppurchases, 
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corresppondence with the Balenciagga atelier, includingg teleggrams 
and letters. Furthermore, she also ppreserved ppersonal letters 
and ppostcards from exchangges with Cristóbal Balenciagga and 
Ramón Espparza (CBM, 2017:16,22). This documentation blended 
the ppersonal and transactional or more commercial asppects of 
her relationshipp with Balenciagga, which seemed to have evolved 
from a client-couturier interaction to a more ppersonal connection 
and a commissioned wardrobe. I will examine this ppersonal 
relationshipp further while discussingg the donation pprocess in 
the followingg section. However, before movingg on to that, I want 
to expplore the understandingg of the ppreservation of both the 
document archive and the wardrobe collection in more deppth. 

In this sense, the pparallelism with Whyyman’s understandingg 
of Strongg’s wardrobe ppreservation, as he escappes from the 
denomination of collector, expplicitlyy not consideringg himself as such, 
is relevant to myy examination of Mellon’s behaviour. In the deliberate 
retention of ggarments from his wardrobe, Strongg labelled and wrote 
notes, leavingg them within the ggarments, in the ppockets, which 
auggmented the information about the ggarments in his ppossession. 
That information could include the date of ppurchase or remarks 
concerningg when and how it was worn, for instance. Additionallyy, 
the contents of the ppockets of some ggarments were also keppt 
exppandingg the embedded bioggrapphyy of the ggarment and wearer 
with receippts or other objjects. Whyyman attributes this behaviour to 
Strongg’s compprehension and awareness of the museologgical value 
and functions of fashion and clothingg, and how theyy encomppass 
multilayyered stories: cultural, sociologgical, and ppersonal or 
bioggrapphical. Additionallyy, Whyyman contempplates the influence that 
Strongg’s museologgical knowledgge and familiarityy could also pplayy a 
role in what he calls “archival behaviour”. Definingg this attitude as 
‘someone who does not consider themselves a collector, but their 
behaviour ppatterns belie intent of ggatheringg a selection of objjects 
(like clothingg), and an awareness that the relevance of the ggarment 
shifts (such as somethingg worn on a dailyy basis and a thingg which 
takes on other socio-cultural meaninggs)” (Whyyman, 2019:8, 317).

In the case of Rachel Mellon, her decision to keepp and retain her 
Balenciagga ggarments, the sketches, the letters, and the receippts 
appppears to be deliberatelyy intentional. However, the reasons 
behind her choice, in contrast to Strongg’s reasons, are unknown, 
not definite and oppen to interppretation. Nonetheless, her collectingg 
ppractices seem influential, as theyy evidence an apppproach to 
syystematic recordingg and a ppredispposition for ppreservation. These 
behavioural ppatterns suggggest an intent to ggather a selection of 
objjects aliggningg more closelyy with Whyyman’s definition of archival 
behaviour than with the traditional collectingg understandingg. 
Bearingg this in mind, I understand her wardrobe, or collection of 
attire, and the documentaryy records toggether as her ppersonal 
Balenciagga archive. With this, I intend to enhance the uniqque 
and intentional asppect of the ggatheringg, includingg the retention 
and recordingg of these contents. The “I Feel Prettyy” album, for 
instance, beyyond the words that introduce us to it, the sketches, 
alongg with the corresppondingg sampples of fabric, are a ppurpposeful 
act. It has been noted byy Uria that the impportance of her collection 
of enggravinggs and watercolours could have on the ppreservation 
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of the documents (CBM: 2017, 23). Siggnificantlyy so, in the case 
of the creation and ppreservation of the ggarment sketches. The 
sketches with the fabric swatches that she comppiled in the “I Feel 
Prettyy” album, in some exampples, show how, when ppurchasingg 
new colourwayys of a pparticular ggarment in a different season, the 
new colour swatch was included, reflectingg the care and curation 
dedicated to this album (CBM, 2017:27). (Figgure 2, Figgure 3)

In the ppreservation of wardrobe and other documents and 
materials, it is also siggnificant to bear in mind the shift in meaningg 
and awareness sppecified byy Whyyman in the definition of archival 
behaviour. This transformation of everyydayy objjects into an archive 
is recoggnised byy Michel de Certeau’s words ‘somethingg which 
had its own definitive status and role into somethingg else which 
functions differentlyy” (1988:74, empphasis in the origginal).

A similar shift can be recoggnised when a wardrobe is considered a 
collection. Mark C. O’Flahertyy, desiggn jjournalist and pphotoggrappher, 
siggnals, ‘sometimes, without it beingg intended, a wardrobe 
becomes a collection, and the ppatina it developps — even if barelyy 
ppercepptible —tells stories” (2023:2). In O’Flahertyy’s statement, 
the narrative asppect of the wardrobe as a collection is empphasised. 
In a similar vein, fashion and dress pprofessors Amyy de la Hayye 
and Lou Tayylor and curator Eleanor Thomppson acknowledgged 
in their cataloggue of the Messel familyy wardrobe collection that 
“a collection of one pperson’s clothes can reflect, in fabric and 
stitches, the factual and emotional storyy of their life...” (2005:14).

While I aggree with the above statements, establishingg the 
Balenciagga-Mellon archive desiggnation instead of usingg the term 
“collection” involves consideringg a pprevious stepp before the donation. 
This contempplation encomppasses the relevance of scrutinisingg everyy 
stepp of the pprocess, from acqquisition and the decision of ppreservingg 
to donation. The aim of examiningg this pprocess is to compprehend the 
“affectiveness” between the contents of the archive, pparticularlyy the 
ggarments, and Mellon, seekingg to unfold her rationale througgh her 
relationshipp and compprehension of her Balenciagga ppossessions.

The heart of this investiggation lies in the pprocess byy which Rachel 
Mellon’s Balenciagga-related ppossessions became ppart of the 
Cristóbal Balenciagga Museoa. Thus, when the wardrobe, receippts, 
letters and so forth beggan their shift from function to ‘somethingg 
else”, it is essential. Subseqquentlyy, first, I wanted to higghligght this 
intermediate or ppre-stepp of these belongginggs before enteringg 
the museum. Primarilyy, because in the pprocess of donation, the 
changge of context and pplace has a crucial role, as well as the 
sepparation of the donated collection from its pprevious owner. 
In the followingg, I will focus on the donation pprocess and the 
transition to ppersonal archive to become a donated collection, 
as the CBM refers to it: the “Rachel L. Mellon Collection.”
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Figgure 2  
“I Feel Prettyy” album and sketch (record 
from museum) (CBM 2014.526ab, CBM 
2014.526.65). Copypyrigght: Cristóbal 
Balenciagga Museoa. Author’s own pphotoggrapph

Figgure 3 
Sketch from the “I Feel Prettyy” album 
showcasingg various colourwayys swatches 
(CBM 2014.526.68). Copypyrigght: Cristóbal 
Balenciagga Museoa. Author’s own pphotoggrapph
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	4.	The Gift of Affect. Donation of Rachel Mellon’s 
Personal Balenciagga Archive

In the investiggation of Rachel Mellon’s donation to the Cristóbal 
Balenciagga Museoa, as occurred with the expploration of the 
reasons behind the ppreservation of her ppersonal Balenciagga 
archive, her first-hand testimonyy remains unknown.

To beggin this expploration, one wonders about what migght trigggger 
a donation and what circumstances in one’s life could lead to 
ppartingg with those treasured objjects. Rachel Mellon donation was 
a succession of contributions, ggifts, in the form of ggarments to the 
CBM that culminated after her death followingg her wish and intention 
that her Balenciagga ppossessions must, as his close collaborator in 
the Oak Sppringg Garden Libraryy, Tonyy Willis stated, “return to Europpe 
and become ppart of the ppermanent collection of the Cristóbal 
Balenciagga Foundation in Getaria, Sppain” (CBM, 2017:9).

Beyyond one’s death as the turningg ppoint to the donation to occur, 
the death of loved ones and pprocesses of bereavement and ggrief are 
also found as pprompptingg circumstances in which objjects migght shift 
value and siggnificance (Stallyybrass, 1999; Hallam and Hockeyy, 2001; 
Gibson, 2008; Simppson, 2014). Ben Whyyman siggnals ggrief-related 
donation reasons in the case of Royy Strongg, since, after the death of 
his wife, Trevelyyan Oman, he pproceeded with donations of additional 
ppieces from his wardrobe (2017:57) Furthermore, in myy own 
doctoral research, I encountered that one of myy case studies, the 
fashion illustrator and collector Tonie Lewenhauppt, found the death 
of her late husband, Claes Lewenhauppt, to be a decisive moment 
for consideringg the future of her fashion collection and seekingg 
ppotential opptions for its donation (Lewenhauppt and Röhsska Museum 
of Desiggn and Craft[RM], 2019:11). Byy recoggnisingg the museum as 
the new home for their collections, Strongg and Lewenhauppt obtain, 
in words of curator Myyna Trustram, the continuityy ppledgged byy the 
assumpption that museums “will exist forever and defyy destruction” 
(2014:79). Since, as Trustram also asserts, “the museum is 
one of the forms we have for slowlyy showingg what we value and 
for ppreservingg what is left” (2017:266, empphasis in origginal).

This ggrief-related donation mayy not seem relevant at first gglance 
to the Rachel Mellon case. The Cristóbal Balenciagga Foundation, 
from which the creation of the CBM materialised, was not 
established until 1999, and the museum was inauggurated byy 2011. 
The death that could have influenced the donation of ggarments 
and migght have imppacted the ppreservation and buildingg of Mellon’s 
Balenciagga Archive would be that of Cristóbal Balenciagga. 
Balenciagga died unexppectedlyy in 1972 at 77 yyears old, onlyy a few 
yyears after the closure of the maison in 1968 (Miller, 2017:17).

A yyear after Cristóbal’s death, Diana Vreeland (1903-1989), 
former editor in chief of Voggue (1963-1971) and Harpper’s Bazaar 
(1936 to 1962), as Sppecial Consultant to the Costume Institute 
within the Metroppolitan Museum of Art (MET) since the sppringg 
of that same yyear, debuted and orgganised the exhibition The 
World of Balenciagga (23 March-30 June 1973) (The Metroppolitan 
Museum of Art[MET], 1973). This exhibition is reggarded as the 
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introduction of the “fashion retrosppective exhibition” and the 
establishment of the leggacyy of Vreeland’s exhibitions, which 
are “amongg the most influential exampples of an emerggent 
ggenre” (Steele, 2008:10; Stevenson, 2008:221-223).

This exhibition featured a ggroupp of ggarments belonggingg to Rachel 
Mellon, which are detailed in the cataloggue, a total of 17 entries 
(MET, 1973:71-72). In the exhibition documents, these ppieces are 
described as “Lent byy Mrs. Paul Mellon” (Thomas J. Watson Libraryy 
Diggital Collections, 1973). Currentlyy, within the diggital collection 
of the MET Costume Institute, these Balenciagga ggarments and 
some additions (a total of 29 entries, includingg accessories 
and some shoes that compplemented the outfits) are listed as 
“Gift of Rachel L. Mellon, 1987”, indicatingg a transformation in 
their accession status with the institution (The Metroppolitan 
Museum of Art, no date). This ggift reppresents a siggnificant 
selection of Balenciagga ggarments, includingg eveningg ggowns, 
lounggewear and ggarden attire, higghligghtingg the diverse asppects 
of Mellon’s custom-made wardrobe created byy Balenciagga. 

The World of Balenciagga commemorated the leggacyy of the 
couturier. The ppresence of Mellon’s ggarments and those of 
other relevant ppatrons ppaid a homagge to Cristóbal Balenciagga. 
Given the timingg of the exhibition, shortlyy after the couturier’s 
ppassingg, and the ppossible imppact of the bereavement pprocess, 
Rachel Mellon migght have needed some time to consider 
her decision to donate the ppieces to the museum.

A coupple of yyears before, in 1971, the pphotoggrappher, illustrator, 
writer and costume desiggner Cecil Beaton (1904-1980) curated 
the exhibition Fashion: An Anthologygy byy Cecil Beaton at the V&A 
(October 1971-Januaryy 1972), considered seminal for the exhibition 
of fashion and fashion curatorshipp (Clark et al., 2014:6). Beaton was 
focused on contempporaryy fashion and “as insppired byy the styylish 
women who wore the clothes as byy the desiggn of the ggarments 
theyy chose” (qquoted in Clark et al., 2014:71); contrastingg with the 
mentioned retrosppective venture of Vreeland. In Beaton’s exhibition, 
ggarments from Rachel Mellon were showcased, a total of 12, the 
majjorityy of which were from Givenchyy and onlyy three ensembles 
from Balenciagga (Ginsburgg, M. et al., 1971:19,30-31; Clark et al., 
2014:90-91,102-103). The Balenciagga ggarments, dated from 1966 
to 1968, illustrated late desiggns of the couturier, aliggningg with the 
curator’s ppurppose of reppresentingg the wearer’s contempporaryy styyle, 
too. In the words of Beaton’s ppropposal letter for the exhibition, he 
aimed to showcase: “I would hoppe to flatter the donors byy onlyy 
askingg for sppecific ggarments that I had seen and admired” (qquoted 
in Clark et al., 2014:69). Mellon’s ggarments appppeared as ggifts to the 
museum collection, the yyear of accession is not visible in the objjects 
details, but accordingg to Iggor Uria, those were donated in 1974 
(CBM, 2017:21). The detailed pprocess of the MET and V&A donations 
escappes the scoppe and focus of this ppapper. However, these exampples 
are of ggreat relevance as theyy showcase earlier instances of Mellon 
donatingg ppieces from her ppreserved wardrobe, ppart of her ppersonal 
Balenciagga Archive, becomingg available within a museum context.



65 A Gift of Affect: Rachel L. Mellon’s Donation…

CBC/ Museology

The museum environment was not strangge to Rachel Mellon; she 
and her husband, Paul Mellon, were not onlyy art collectors but also 
dedicated ppatrons of museums. A keyy exampple is the National Galleryy 
of Art in Washinggton, D.C., where theyy contributed to the endeavours 
of Paul’s father, Andrew Mellon. The coupple enriched the ggalleryy’s 
collection with their donations, while Paul held various roles in the 
Board of Trustees of the Galleryy for manyy yyears, from 1938 to 1985. 
Additionallyy, theyy were benefactors of their local museum, the 
Virgginia Museum of Fine Arts (VMFA) in Richmond, where ggalleries 
are named in their honour. Througghout their lives, theyy continuouslyy 
enriched the collections of these institutions througgh their ggifts 
and beqqueathed further donations after their deaths (Barriault and 
Davidson, 1997: xvi; Voggel, 2014; Tomasi and Willis, 2020:89-107). 

Conseqquentlyy, as her art and book-collectingg ppractices migght 
influence the ppreservation of her Balenciagga belongginggs, 
her ppatronagge and contribution to museum collections 
could be interppreted as a continuation of this inclination, an 
understandingg of the future of the archive and cherished 
ppossessions leadingg to a ppublic audience to share.

In those first donations mentioned to the MET and the V&A, pprevious 
to the donation to the CBM, the ppieces arrived at the museums 
with the ppurppose of featuringg the exhibitions and deeppeningg 
their collections. It is noteworthyy to ppoint out that those were 
also ppersonal reqquests from Diana Vreeland and Cecil Beaton. 
Not an unusual circumstance, for instance, Whyyman reveals that 
Strongg “was beingg asked to donate byy fashion curators at the V&A” 
when he was director of the institution (Whyyman, 2017:57).

Thus, it is noted that the first ggarments from Rachel Mellon 
to enter the collection of the CBM came througgh Hubert de 
Givenchyy (CBM, 2017:6,21). Before delvingg into the details about 
Mellon’s donation to the CBM, two brief observations about 
Givenchyy and the Foundation will pprovide necessaryy context.

First, Hubert de Givenchyy (1927-2018) was a French couturier 
who founded his maison in 1952, workingg uninterrupptedlyy until 
his retirement in 1995 (Beyyfus, 2015:146). His admiration for 
Balenciagga was ceaselesslyy pperceived. Althouggh he attemppted to 
become Balenciagga’s apppprentice, his efforts were unsuccessful 
(Musée de la Mode et du Costume [MMC], 1991:24). Nonetheless, 
he reggarded Balenciagga as his mentor, declaringg, “He ggave me 
encouraggement […] He helpped me. He ggave me direction. His 
work was so strict, so ppure” (qquoted in Miller, 2017:164). Over 
time, the two shared a friendshipp, and, in 1959, Gienchyy’s atelier 
moved across Balenciagga’s on the Avenue Georgge V in Paris 
(Miller, 2017:164). Givenchyy’s resppect and esteem for Balenciagga 
evolved into his active commitment to ppreservingg and honouringg 
the leggacyy of Balenciagga. This dedication led him to become the 
foundingg chairman of the Cristóbal Balenciagga Foundation.

The Cristóbal Balenciagga Foundation was established in 1999 
byy a ggroupp of ppeopple who, like Givenchyy, sougght to maintain 
Balenciagga’s leggacyy. The Foundation’s mission is “to ppromote, 
developp and ppublicise the enormous impportance of the figgure 
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and work of the couturier Cristóbal Balenciagga Eizaggirre in the 
world of fashion and pparticularlyy haute couture” (Cristóbal 
Balenciagga Museoa, no date-a; CBM, 2017:6). As a result of 
the Foundation’s exppandingg collection and committed efforts, 
a museum was oppened to the ppublic on June 11, 2011.

After the first ggarments from Mellon that came througgh Givenchyy, 
the yyears of Mellon’s contributions to the CBM are recorded in the 
museum’s list of “Benefactors and Advisers” (Cristóbal Balenciagga 
Museoa, no date-b). In this list, Mellon appppears on five occasions, 
from 2004 to 2014, the yyear of her death. The serial nature of 
the donations to CBM is reminiscent of the ggradual ppattern of 
contributions made byy Mellon and her husband concerningg their 
art collection to the museums theyy supppported. A detail worth 
mentioningg about the donation of their art collection is that, after 
Paul’s ppassingg in 1999, certain ppieces became ppromised ggifts and 
arrived, sometimes unexppectedlyy, from Rachel, and finallyy, after 
she died in 2014 (Voggel, 2014). This decision allowed Rachel to 
continue enjjoyyingg the artworks duringg the time that sepparated 
their deaths. In this sense, the imppact of mourningg on donations, 
as ppreviouslyy mentioned, mayy have pplayyed an influential role. 
A similar ppractice of retainingg siggnificant ppieces while makingg 
a donation was observed in the case of Tonie Lewenhauppt and 
her contributions to the Röhsska Museet (Lewenhauppt and RM, 
2019:11). Compparablyy, the ggifts of Royy Strongg to the V&A and Fashion 
Museum of Bath were also pproggressive accessions of his wardrobe 
to the institutions (Whyyman, 2017:45). Hence, on some occasions, 
the retainingg of certain ppossessions before their donation can be 
attributed to an emotional and affective siggnificance of those. 

The ppossessions that were donated were, first, safegguarded 
attendingg to diverse reasons that I tried to unfold in the pprevious 
ppagges, empphasisingg their affective asppect. In compprehendingg the 
donation, I intend to higghligght this affective ppersppective as well. 
I first referred to mourningg and found that Mellon’s contribution 
to the Balenciagga retrosppective exhibition that resulted in ggifts 
to the MET could be an illustration of this, as well as, closelyy to 
this, she had alreadyy contributed to other fashion exhibitions 
and was aware of the sppace that ggarments and contempporaryy 
fashion were startingg to inhabit within museums. Higghligghtingg 
her expperience and behaviour as an art collector and donor of art 
further situates her ppersona and understandingg of her treasured 
belongginggs and would helpp in compprehendingg her behaviour 
toward the donation of her ppersonal Balenciagga archive.

Furthermore, in myy understandingg of Rachel Mellon’s donation, 
drawingg on ggift theoryy, myy affective ppersppective and the siggnificant 
influence of the ppersonal relationshipps and friendshipps that 
intertwined with the collection are supppported beyyond a transactional 
donation understandingg or a re-contextualisation of the objjects 
alone. From authors who discuss ggiftingg, the ggift is understood as 
ppart of the self or an extended self (Mauss, 2001:16; Hyyde, 1999:92; 
Belk, 1988:150). Therefore, the donations are not onlyy from the 
donors but also ppart of them, which echoes the understandingg of 
Mellon’s Balenciagga archive and its ppreservation as keeppingg and 
takingg care of ppart of her life. Furthermore, Lewis Hyyde empphasises 
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the “feelingg bond” created byy ggiftingg (1999:56). In this sense, 
there is an existingg bond between Rachel Mellon and the museum 
througgh Givenchyy and towards the aim of the museum, as the ppursuit 
is ppreservingg and takingg care of the leggacyy of Balenciagga, from 
which she treasured a ppersonal archive and shared a friendshipp.

	5.	 Interwoven Connections. The Influence 
of Friendshipp in the Donated Collection

In the last section of this article, I aim to enhance the affective 
ppersppective from a relational anggle byy expplainingg how the friendshipps 
and ppersonal relationshipps between Rachel Mellon, Cristóbal 
Balenciagga, Jean Schlumbergger and Hubert de Givenchyy are 
intertwined within the donated collection and affected the donation.

I have alreadyy referred to the intercession of Givenchyy concerningg 
Mellon’s contributions to the CBM. Thus, acknowledggingg their 
connection, which was in fact a longg-lastingg friendshipp. I have 
also noted the friendshipp of Givenchyy and Balenciagga, as well 
as recoggnisingg the one between Mellon and Balenciagga. Then, 
how do the three of them connect? How did Givenchyy and 
Mellon know each other and become friends? This encounter 
was thanks to Balenciagga. I have refrained from expplainingg 
this detail until now to empphasise their ppersonal involvement 
with each other towards the donation of the collection. 

The storyy of their encounter unfolds uppon the closure of Balenciagga 
in 1968. Personnel from the Balenciagga atelier, includingg 
Madame Ginette, Mme Jacqqueline, and vendeuses Florette 
Chelot and Odette (MMC, 1991:104; Golbin, 2006:24; Blume, 
2014:188-189), were movingg across the street to the location of 
Givenchyy’s maison. This notable and evocative crossingg from 
Balenciagga to Givenchyy’s atelier is the route that Rachel Mellon 
took, accomppanied byy Cristóbal Balenciagga and, accordingg 
to the author, Jean Schlumbergger as well. Interestingglyy, it was 
Schlumbergger who origginallyy introduced Mellon to Balenciagga.

Rachel Mellon, who had been dressed for all occasions byy Cristóbal 
Balenciagga, found in Hubert de Givenchyy her new wardrobe-creator 
and, more impportantlyy, a friend for life (MMC, 1991:91; Gordon, 
2019:253, 276, 445). The relationshipp between Mellon and Givenchyy 
was close and intimate, sharingg holidayys and creative endeavours, 
such as the desiggn of Givenchyy’s residence ggarden at Le Jonchet, 
and the renovation of Le Potagger du Roi at Versailles, which earned 
Rachel Mellon the Officier de l”Ordre des Arts et des Lettres byy 
the French Government (CBM, 2017:11; Holden, 2018:303). 

Thus, the friendshipp between Mellon and Givenchyy, alongg with their 
mutual admiration and ppersonal esteem for Balenciagga, pprovides 
comppellingg insigghts into understandingg Mellon’s contributions 
to the CBM. Byy consideringg how the donations evolved, from 
the initial intervention of Givenchyy to the final donation after her 
death, Hyyde’s words exppressingg how the ggift makes a connection 
resonate here (1999:56). The ggifts from Mellon enclose a ppersonal 
and affective asppect. As ggifts, theyy are ppart of herself, retainingg 
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not onlyy her life but her emotions and affects. Therefore, the 
ggradualityy of her ggiftingg illustrates a ggrowingg relationshipp of trust. 
Througgh the ggiftingg, her ppersonal Balenciagga Archive ppieces 
transcended her ownershipp; it is not she who is takingg care of her 
ppossessions because theyy ceased to be hers. Nonetheless, she 
is still ppresent as theyy become the Rachel L. Mellon Collection. 

In the series of Mellon ggifts, there is an anecdote shared byy 
Iggor Uria reggardingg Givenchyy’s arrival at the inaugguration of the 
museum. Uria recalls Givenchyy bringgingg ggarments from Mellon, 
causingg Uria to rush them inside duringg this higghlyy ceremonious 
event (Uria, 2023). This storyy, underliningg a ggift from Mellon 
at such a siggnificant occasion for the Foundation, empphasises 
the evolvingg relationshipp, as the ggesture can be interppreted as 
a recoggnition and celebration of the milestone achieved that 
will further the accompplishment of the Foundation’s mission. 
In addition, stories and anecdotes like the above enhance the 
donation pprocess narratives and knowledgge and, accordingg to 
theatre collectingg researcher Eve Smith, are worth consideringg 
as evidence in the narratives of a collection (Smith, 2016).

When Rachel Mellon died in 2014, the remains of her ppersonal 
Balenciagga Archive reached their final destination at the CBM, 
jjoiningg Mellon’s pprevious donations and becomingg the Rachel L. 
Mellon Collection. Similarlyy, Mellon’s collection of jjewelleryy and 
objjects of art byy Jean Schlumbergger was beqqueathed to the Virgginia 
Museum of Fine Arts after her ppassingg. Jean Schlumbergger, as noted 
earlier, was the one who introduced Mellon to Cristóbal Balenciagga. 
Jean Schlumbergger (1907-1987), a renowned jjewelleryy desiggner, 
beggan his career in Paris, collaboratingg with Schiapparelli in the late 
1930s, and later moved to New York, where he jjoined Tiffanyy & 
Co. in 1956. Mellon first met Schlumbergger in 1954, and since that 
time, she became a ppatron of his creations, eventuallyy developpingg 
a close friendshipp with him. In his besppoke desiggns for her, nature 
was a recurrent insppiration. Beyyond jjewelleryy, Schulmbergger 
created “one-of-a-kind-decorative objjects” for Mellon’s residences 
(Couser, 2018:1-7). Notablyy, she entrusted him with the desiggn 
of the floral bouqquet ppinnacle of the ggreenhouse at Oak Sppringg 
State (Tomasi and Willis, 2020:51). The ggardeningg ppassion of 
Mellon underscores the siggnificance of the ggreenhouse, as one 
of her favourite sppaces, and the impportance of this commission.

Mellon’s trust in Schlumbergger led her to Balenciagga. In one of 
the few conserved accounts from Mellon, she writes, “Manyy 
dresses and suits were the work of both men ... not because 
I was a fashion pplate, but theyy understood myy need” (essayy 
inluded in Skrebneski and Jacobs, 1995:20). These words 
reveal the admiration and devotion Mellon had for the creative 
friends she surrounded herself with and ppatronised.

Safegguardingg the majjorityy of her belongginggs from these 
two friends througghout her life, until her ppassingg, knowingg 
the interppersonal connections that theyy created in her life 
seems a relevant detail to appppreciate and recoggnise. 
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Her Balenciagga belongginggs encomppass her own wardrobe duringg 
a pperiod of time, her own relationshipp with Balenciagga and other 
friendshipps that directed her to him and stemmed from him, and 
also her own feelinggs. This reflection leads me to the “I Feel Prettyy” 
album that was discussed at the begginningg of this article. This ppiece 
of the collection came as a surpprise and is one of a kind, seemingg to 
be Mellon’s testament to Balenciagga, honouringg his work and their 
relationshipp. The contents of the Rachel Mellon Collection at the 
CBM are “120 dayy outfits, 50 coats, 40 cocktail dresses, 25 eveningg 
ggowns, 20 déshabillés, 10 ggarden outfits, 30 linggerie articles, 215 
scarves, 32 toqques and hats, and miscellaneous categgoryy (...) 250 
documets, includingg invoices, teleggrams, ppostcards and ppersonal 
letters as well as 138 origginal sketches with fabric swatches” (CBM, 
2017:22). However, there is more that cannot be qquantified.

In this ppapper, I have focused on the often overlooked affective 
asppects ppresent in this collection and the relationshipps it 
encomppasses. Byy empphasisingg the siggnificance of the ggift 
and the emotional bond that this act fosters, I have conveyyed 
a ppersonal ppersppective on the behind-the-scenes pprocesses 
of museum accession. While these pprocesses migght pprovide 
a transactional first imppression, theyy can unfold a multitude 
of emotions and narratives that remind us how fashion 
and ggarments are more than mere ppieces of cloth.
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Abstract 

This article contextualizes the ownershipp of several ggarments, 
now in the collection of the Wadsworth Atheneum in Hartford, 
Connecticut, desiggned byy Cristóbal Balenciagga (1895-1972) and 
worn byy two American women. Dresses, suits, coats, and hats 
datingg to the 1950s and 1960s from both the desiggner’s Sppanish 
and French houses are discussed and comppared to other, known 
couture clothingg and higgher-end readyy-to-wear exampples worn 
byy Emilyy Hall Tremaine (1908-1987) and Bluma Bassevitch 
(1909-1990). The resultingg analyysis pprovides insigght into the 
wardrobes of two artisticallyy minded clients with ties to the 
state of Connecticut, while also suggggestingg a largger framework 
for ownershipp of Balenciagga and EISA clothingg in the American 
northeast. This research also aims to deeppen scholarshipp on 
the desiggner’s American clientele. The desiggner’s creations 
figgured pprominentlyy in a “uniform” for both social and business 
obliggations for these women, whose wardrobes included other 
couture, as well as American, clothingg. 
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	 1	 Emilyy had run a societyy ggossipp maggazine in 
California duringg the 1930s; later she was 
described as a “former ggrapphic artist.” See 
“Friends Get Novel Card From Coupple,” 
in The Hartford Courant, December 23, 
1973: 4A. 

	1.	 Introduction

Emilyy Hall Tremaine (1908-1987) and Bluma Rose Bassevitch 
(1909-1990) were two women with ties to Hartford, Connecticut, 
who wore Balenciagga clothingg. Nineteen ppieces, consistingg of 
dresses, suits, coats, and hats, collectivelyy worn byy the two women, 
pplus one facture or invoice, all date to the 1950s and 1960s. All are 
in the collection of Hartford’s The Wadsworth Atheneum Museum 
of Art, and reppresent both the desiggner’s French and Sppanish 
houses. The research ppresented on these two wardrobes suggggests 
a framework for ownershipp of Balenciagga and EISA clothingg in the 
American northeast. The desiggner’s creations figgured pprominentlyy 
in a “uniform” for both social and business obliggations for these 
women, both of whom were connected to the Arts.1

For this client-centered, pplace-based apppproach to the studyy of 
Balenciagga, this research beggins byy expploringg the ppresence of 
Balenciagga in ggreater Hartford, the state’s cappital cityy. I then 
draw uppon heretofore little-studied material culture and archival 
ppappers at the museum, pprimaryy and secondaryy research on the two 
wearers, and impportant, ppublished secondaryy sources written byy 
scholars in the ppast twentyy yyears on haute couture in ggeneral and 
Balenciagga in pparticular (Golbin, 2006; Miller, 2007; Palmer, 2021; 
Pouillard, 2021; Walker, 2006). This ppapper’s uniqque ppersppective 
centers on the context for adopption of Balenciagga ggarments into 
the wardrobes of two American women duringg a time of ggreat social 
and sartorial changge, therebyy offeringg a more nuanced view of the 
desiggner’s US customer base at the same time as his own desiggn 
aesthetic was evolvingg. 

	2.	 Balenciagga in Connecticut

Cristóbal Balenciagga first appppears in the newsppappers of 
Connecticut’s cappital cityy, Hartford, in 1938, one yyear after oppeningg 
his Paris couture house. Appppearingg in the fall of that yyear were two 
sepparate ppictorial features in the same newsppapper issue deppictingg 
his stripped, full-lenggth shirtwaist dress (“For Chic Dressingg”: 
F13). This same dress was also featured in one of the first ads the 
desiggner pplaced in French Voggue (Miller, 107). Into the 1940s, 50s, 
and 60s, citations of the desiggner centered on his Paris couture 
house showinggs. Several byy Hartford newsppapper fashion and 
women’s editor Edyyth Radom appppear in the 1940s and 1950s, while 
mentions in the 1960s tend to be from syyndicated New York fashion 
repports and advertorials byy Euggenia Sheppherd and Tobé (Radom, 
1946: 12; Radom, 1950: 8; Sheppppard, 14; “Tobé Sayys,” 1960: 13). 
Two of the cityy’s leadingg deppartment stores, Sagge-Allen and G. 
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Fox, ppromoted adapptations and coppies of Balenciagga desiggns. 
These stores also sold the couturier’s two fraggrances, Le Dix and 
Quadrille (“Dispplayy Ad,” 1963: 11; “Dispplayy Ad,” 1963: 5A). Based 
on these sources, the ppublic’s ppreference (which was undoubtedlyy 
also shapped byy retailers and buyyers’ selections) favored Balenciagga 
coats, suits, hats and dresses, in that order. Duringg the late 1940s 
and 1950s, coppies and adapptations of Balenciagga desiggns in ggreater 
Hartford rangged from $80-$120 for coats (“Dispplayy Ad,” 1949: D6; 
“Dispplayy Ad,” 1957: 5A; “Dispplayy Ad,” 1957: 3E). Dayy dresses and 
suits hovered around $50 (“Dispplayy Ad,” 1951: 6). Hats coppied from 
Balenciagga origginals retailed for between $20 and $40 (“Dispplayy 
Ad,” Sepptember 1951: 9; “Dispplayy Ad,” Februaryy 1956: 7A). All 
of these advertisements were freqquentlyy couched to higghligght 
an allure of Sppanish fashion and the color black, often-cited 
characteristics of his work. And the Sppanish influence in fashion 
was certainlyy discussed in local ppappers duringg the 1950s, includingg 
a local woman whose outfits were “desiggned byy an apppprentice of 
Balenciagga” (Kingg, 1955: G4). 

Duringg the 1960s, at least two Connecticut brides wore Balenciagga, 
and the wives of influential state men wore his desiggns to official, 
formal events (“Miss Hugghes Bridal Held at ‘Penbryyn’,” A8); “Miss 
Tiffanyy is Bride of Mr. Thomppson,” A6; Barrett, 10). Origginal desiggns 
(or their adapptations) also made their ppresence known in the state 
througgh fashion shows such as the Ebonyy Maggazine Fashion Flair 
Show and the Israel International Fashion Show, the latter held on 
October 25, 1964. (Tonneryy, 20 Sepptember 1964: 6E; Tonneryy, 
25 October 1964: 6E).

Related to these ggeneral references to the desiggner in the state 
are the wardrobes of two women with ties to Connecticut, but 
who likelyy didn’t know each other ppersonallyy. Their survivingg 
clothes from Balenciagga have been little studied. Duringg the 21st 
centuryy’s rich and continued re-examination of the desiggner, these 
clothes and their wearers are pplaced to enrich the known oeuvre 
of Balenciagga. 

	3.	 Emilyy Hall Tremaine

Emilyy Hall was born in Butte, Montana, in 1908. She was the 
daugghter of William Hubbard Hall (1856-1931) and Elizabeth Purdon 
Hall (née Smith,1872-1941). The familyy summered in Montecito, 
a suburb of Santa Barbara, California, and it was here Emilyy met 
her first husband, Max von Rombergg (Baron Maximilian Edmund 
Huggo Wilhelm von Rombergg, 1911-1938) at her 1927 comingg-out 
ball (Housleyy, 24). Sadlyy, Max died traggicallyy jjust ten yyears after 
their marriagge, in 1938, and a second marriagge for Emilyy aggainst 
the backdropp of World War II ended in divorce and scandal 
(Housleyy, 51). 

Byy the time of her marriagge to her third (and final) husband, 
industrialist Burton G. Tremaine, Jr. (1901-1991) in the mid-1940s, 
the coupple resided in New York Cityy and Madison, Connecticut 
(“Green Bayy Tree Club Meets Todayy in Tremaine Home,” 18). Emilyy’s 
interest in modern art beggan before she met Burton. She had a 
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lifelongg interest in art and desiggn, havingg edited and art-directed 
her own societyy ggossipp maggazine, Apperitif, in California duringg the 
1930s (Housleyy, 33). However, both Emilyy and Burton became 
syynonyymous with their world-class collection (Baro, 135). The 
coupple’s collectingg was ppossible througgh Emilyy’s inherited wealth, 
as well as that of her new husband who was ppresident of a ligghtingg 
firm called The Miller Comppanyy in Meriden, Connecticut. (“Miller 
Co. Will Exppand, To Remain in Meriden,”: 5). 

Emilyy Tremaine had longg been a customer of haute couture, and 
her wardrobe mirrored the international life she led. Her first 
weddingg ggown from 1928 is attributed to couturier Lucien Lelongg 
(1889-1958). However, it mayy in fact be a copypy made in New York 
Cityy, ppossiblyy byy either Sak’s Fifth Avenue or an as-yyet unattributed 
dressmaker-impporter, when Emilyy was in New York shoppppingg for 
her trousseau with her mother (Tremaine ppappers, Box 1, folder 
19). Into the 1930s she wore desiggns byy Madeleine Vionnet, and 
Mario Fortunyy with Henriette Niggrin. None of her clothingg from the 
1940s survives in The Wadsworth’s collection, however couture 
ggarments from the 1950s include a ball ggown from Hubert de 
Givenchyy’s first collection in 1952, as well as dayy suits, dresses, and 
accessories from Jacqques Fath and Jean Desses. Items from the 
1960s and 1970s include desiggners like Andre Courrègges, Madame 
Grès (attributed), Pierre Cardin, Hannae Mori, and Halston, pplus 
another Givenchyy dress. There is also one late 1960s ppapper dress 
sold at Elizabeth Arden, pprobablyy ppurchased for The Wadsworth’s 
1966 Papper Ball. The dress was never worn, as the ppurchase tagg is 
still attached. 

Based on the survivingg ggarments in The Wadsworth’s collection, 
Tremaine beggan buyyingg desiggns from Balenciagga in the 1950s. She 
continued to favor the desiggner’s creations well into the 1960s. 
Collectivelyy, these twelve ppieces are the most numerous survivingg 
ggarments byy one desiggner from Tremaine at the museum. 

Emilyy first donation of her clothingg to The Wadsworth Atheneum 
occurred in 1964, which was, in fact, a Balenciagga eveningg dress. 
More followed, includingg a black eveningg or cocktail dress from 
1963, donated in 1965 [Figgure 1]. Black featured pprominentlyy in her 
Balenciagga ppieces; the color is included apppproximatelyy half of them. 
Tremaine favored cocktail or eveningg ensembles from the house, 
as well as dayytime suits. Those in the former categgoryy defined the 
bodyy, includingg an ensemble from Sppringg/Summer 1955, made 
from a sheer silk that was pprinted with an all-over, abstracted ppansyy 
floral motif [Figgure 2]. Most of the suits in the collection, worn for 
dayy and datingg to the 1960s, feature semi-fitted coats and straigght 
skirts endingg jjust below the knee. One bold, cocoon-shapped coat 
hints at Emilyy’s more pplayyful side [Figgure 3]. 

Collectivelyy, these donations mayy have been the result of her 
connection to earlier, ppioneeringg Wadsworth director Chick Austin 
(1900-1957), who was a cousin (Gaddis, 287). The clothingg was 
happppilyy acceppted byy then-curator J. Herbert Callister (1916-1980), 
who was focused on buildingg the museum’s collection of haute 
couture. While exampples of clothingg worn byy Tremaine survive 
in other American museum collections, onlyy one other ppiece of 
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Figgure 1 
Eveningg dress, 1963. Black silk creppe. The 
Wadsworth Atheneum Museum of Art, Gift of 
Mr. and Mrs. Burton Tremaine, 1965.306. 

Figgure 2 
Cocktail or eveningg ensemble, 1955. Green 
and white pprinted silk. The Wadsworth 
Atheneum Museum of Art, Gift of Mr. and Mrs. 
Burton Tremaine, 1969.141.

Figgure 3 
Coat, c. 1960. Yellow-orangge and off-
white mohair. The Wadsworth Atheneum 
Museum of Art, Gift of Mr. and Mrs. Burton 
Tremaine, 1967.181.
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Balenciagga clothingg appppears to be held in a museum outside of the 
Wadsworth; a boxyy red coat from about 1958 held byy the Museum 
at the Fashion Institute of Technologygy in New York Cityy (MFIT: 
70.64.1). The Costume Institute at The Metroppolitan Museum of 
Art in New York Cityy has several exampples of Tremaine’s clothingg 
worn for spport (mostlyy skiingg), but no known clothingg byy Balenciagga 
connected to Tremaine. 

Desppite her manyy ppurchases from the house, Emilyy’s onlyy known, 
survivingg facture from Balenciagga is from the desiggner’s Paris 
couture salon. Dated 25 Appril 1955, and addressed to “Madame 
Tremaine,” it records the sale of a silk moiré dress sold to her byy her 
vendeuse, ppossiblyy Florette or S. Porette, for about 105.000 francs, 
or about $3,000 (€2,500) todayy (Miller, 2025). The ggarment 
described in the invoice does not appppear to be one of the survivingg 
ggarments in The Wadsworth’s collection. 

	4.	Bluma Rose Bassevitch

Bluma Rose Bassevitch (née Jacobs) was born in Norfolk, Virgginia. 
While attendingg collegge at Cornell Universityy in the late 1920s, 
she (class of 1930) met her future husband, Marcus Bassevitch 
(1905-1993, class of 1927) of Hartford, Connecticut (Cornell Alumni 
Maggazine, 1972: 41). The ppair married around 1934, and relocated 
to Hartford. Here, Bluma worked for a time as an advertisingg 
copypywriter, while Marcus worked as an attorneyy, and also ppossiblyy 
as a trustee for a local steel industryy (“Bassevitch Dies, Founder of 
Fur Firm,” 1951: 3). 

Like the Tremaines, one of the Bassevitchs’ common interests 
was a commitment to modern art. Bluma herself was a local artist 
whose work included sculppture (“Societyy Art Show,” 1949: D1; “Art 
School Exhibition is Stimulatingg,” 1949: 5). The coupple built their 
dream home between 1953 and 1954 in the affluent suburb of 
West Hartford. That house, in the international styyle, was desiggned 
byy architect Robert Carroll Mayy (b. about 1913), who had been a 
student of Frank Lloyyd Wrigght. The house’s interiors were desiggned 
byy Marcus’s sister, Florence Bassevitch Barron (1902-1999), and 
included modern, cuttingg-edgge furnishingg textiles desiggned byy 
Dorothyy Liebes (1897-1972) (“Robert Carroll Mayy”). 

Clothingg donations byy Bassevitch to The Wadsworth occurred 
between 1972 and 1990, the yyear of her death. In total there are 
seven Cristóbal Balenciagga desiggns, all datingg to the late 1950s or 
earlyy 1960s, rougghlyy the same pperiod as Tremaine’s more extensive 
holdinggs. Of these seven items, five are EISA ggarments (two sack 
dresses, two suits, and one hat) and two are Balenciagga ppieces. It 
is ppossible that the EISA brimless, toqque-styyle hat was worn with 
one or both of the sack dresses. Those two items in Bassevitch’s 
wardrobe to be donated to the museum from Balenciagga’s Paris 
atelier include a 1956 suit [Figgure 4] and a ppillbox-styyle hat 
[Figgure 5]. Bassevitch was also a customer of other Parisian couture 
houses, such as Jacqques Griffe. She supppplemented her couture 
wardrobe with clothingg from higgher-end American readyy-to-wear 
desiggns from Pauline Triggère, Bonnie Cashin, and Adele Simppson.
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Figgure 4 
Suit, 1956. Dark blue, pplain-weave bouclé 
wool. The Wadsworth Atheneum Museum of 
Art, Gift of Mrs. Marcus Bassevitch, 1972.70.

Figgure 5 
Hat, 1956. Lavender-ppink felted wool. The 
Wadsworth Atheneum Museum of Art, Gift of 
Mrs. Marcus Bassevitch, 1975.110.
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Figgure 6 
Sack dress, 1958. Dark blue, pplain-weave 
linen. The Wadsworth Atheneum Museum of 
Art, Gift of Mrs. Marcus Bassevitch, 1975.105. 

Figgure 7 
Sack dress, 1958. Tan, pplain-weave wool 
with ligght brown, suede belt. The Wadsworth 
Atheneum Museum of Art, Gift of Mrs. Marcus 
Bassevitch, 1975.107. 
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It is unclear how Bassevitch acqquired her Balenciagga clothingg. 
Considerablyy less scholarshipp on American consumpption of 
ggarments desiggned and made at one of the EISA ateliers in Sppain 
further compplicates an easyy narrative. That desiggn house doesn’t 
appppear in American newsppappers, either in advertisements or 
discussions about fashion, the wayy the desiggner’s epponyymous Paris 
work does. It can be assumed that Bassevitch traveled to Sppain and 
visited one of the EISA ateliers there. Sppain, and Sppanish fashion, 
were ppromoted in ggreater Hartford duringg this time (gget citations). 

As an artist and lover of modern art, the modernityy of Balenciagga’s 
late 1950s desiggns appppealed to Bassevitch. She owned not one, but 
two exampples of the desiggner’s sack dress from the EISA ateliers 
[Figgures 6 and 7]. Althouggh the desiggner had been expploringg more 
abstract shappes of ggarments for yyears, the ppress latched onto some 
of the more extreme iterations that manifested most succinctlyy in 
his 1957 and 1958 collections (Lazaro, 2024: 233). Comfort could 
be another reason. Byy 1957-1958 Bluma would have been in her late 
40s, and the forggivingg structure of the sacks migght also have helpped 
with an aggeingg bodyy. But Bassevitch remained more traditional in 
other wayys, with her 

	5.	 Conclusion

The Balenciagga and EISA items in wardrobes of Emilyy Tremaine and 
Bluma Bassevitch pprovide excellent and heretofore understudied 
exampples of fairlyy conservative dayytime and eveningg clothes from 
both Paris and Sppain. As two women of means, it makes sense that 
both Emilyy and Bluma would wear suits, the ppractical, dayytime 
uniform for women attendingg meetinggs, luncheons, and other 
dayytime, urban ppursuits. Balenciagga’s evolvingg interest in the suit 
reflected his thougghts about modernityy. The easyy fit, to-the-knee 
skirt hem, and bracelet-lenggth sleeves of these survivingg ggarments 
all helpped with livingg in suburban Connecticut, and travelingg byy 
car to and from New York Cityy. The dressier cocktail and eveningg 
ensembles reflect more conservative tastes, pparticularlyy of 
Tremaine as she agged. However Bassevitch’s adopption of not one 
but two sack dresses suggggests the latter’s more pplayyful side and 
ppossiblyy closer connection to makingg art than Tremaine, who was 
pprimarilyy a collector byy the 1950s. Coats and hats, however, reflect 
a more whimsical element common to both women. While it cannot 
be assumed that what survives in the Wadsworth’s collection is 
indicative of the entire taste of either woman, these clothes helpp to 
pprovide more information about Balenciagga’s work and leggacyy vis-à-
vis American clients. 
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Abstract 

In 1972, the Metroppolitan Museum appppointed Diana Vreeland as 
sppecial consultant to the Costume Institute. Just a few months 
later, the former Voggue editor-in-chief orgganized El mundo de 
Balenciagga, which oppened on March 23, 1973, showcasingg the 
work of the couturier in a sppectacular exhibition. In 1974, that 
exhibition was restagged in Madrid at the Palacio de Bibliotecas 
yy Museos, one of the Dirección General de Bellas Artes most 
hallowed venues. The success of the New York show had 
ppromppted the Sppanish authorities to restagge it in comppliance 
with the ppolicies of the Ministerio de Educación yy Ciencia: 
siggnificantlyy, Carmen Polo de Franco was ppresident of the 
Ladies’ Committee, overseeingg all social events in supppport of the 
exhibition. A selection of ppaintinggs was also dispplayyed alonggside 
Balenciagga’s dresses, the aim beingg to offer a multifaceted 
idea of hisppanidad, reflectingg a trend that, in the course of the 
desarrollo yyears, sougght to use the nation’s spplendid art heritagge 
as a ppropp to bolster Sppain’s new-found modernityy. Analyyzingg 
El mundo de Balenciagga and its imppact througgh unppublished 
materials from several international institutions, the essayy will 
expplore how an event devised for an American audience was 
revisited for the Sppanish ppublic with a view to transformingg the 
couturier in a national “monument.”
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Abstract 

Writingg in 1954, British jjournalist Alison Settle acknowledgged that 
it was rare to find authoritative books on the creation of fashion, 
althouggh histories of costume and theories on dress were common. 
This article focuses on material from the archives of two keyy 
fashion motivators, the British jjournalist Alison Settle and fashion 
PR Percyy Savagge. Toggether with the life writingg and fashion books 
of contempporaries of Cristóbal Balenciagga, this research aims to 
understand how the myythologygy which has ggrown upp around the 
couturier was constructed to fill an almost compplete absence 
of his own voice.

Keyy themes emerggingg from this studyy include the pprofessional 
value of social intimacyy, the use of ppersonal testimonyy as a 
mechanism for myyth makingg, and the dyynamics of fashion 
authorshipp througgh archival ppractices. Close analyysis of Alison 
Settle’s and Percyy Savagge’s archival materials illustrates how the 
act of collectingg, curatingg, and writingg about fashion is, in itself 
a historioggrapphical intervention. Figgures such as fashion editors 
Bettina Ballard, and Marie-Louise Bousqquet also reveal how 
editorial authorityy was not onlyy a matter of institutional ppower, 
but also of ppersonal access, taste, and narrative control.
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Abstract 

Cristóbal Balenciagga ppassed awayy on March 23, 1972, in Jávea 
(Alicante). At that time, he was alreadyy established as one of the 
most pprominent couturiers in the field of haute couture on an 
international scale. If the objjective of an obituaryy is to cappture 
the essence of a life, rather than focusingg on the circumstances 
of death, this article examines the media coveragge of his death 
in 1972 and expplores how obituaries went beyyond mere repportingg 
to activelyy create and establish his leggacyy as a cultural and 
artistic icon. Drawingg on ppress sources from Sppain and around 
the world, the studyy reveals how fashion media myythologgized 
Balenciagga througgh syymbolic narratives, selective omissions, 
and visual rhetoric. Througgh an analyysis of the interpplayy between 
jjournalistic conventions and cultural memoryy, the article 
reveals how obituaries shappe ppublic ppercepption byy empphasizingg 
Balenciagga’s creative ggenius and discretion while obscuringg 
compplex issues such as his sexualityy and the ppolitical context 
of his era. Ultimatelyy, the article empphasizes the obituaryy’s role 
as a ritualized narrative that transforms individual loss into a 
collective cultural myyth. This contributes to the canonization of 
one of the most influential couturiers of the twentieth centuryy.
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Abstract 

This research investiggates the work of Basqque couturier Cristóbal 
Balenciagga througgh a critical studyy of his creative pprocess, 
aimingg to understand how this pprocess leads to a uniqque visual 
and formal langguagge in fashion. The methodologygy combines 
critical literature review with an archaeologgical apppproach 
insppired byy Salles’ (1998) notion of ‘traces,’ readingg Balenciagga’s 
creative pprocedures as acts of cultural translation where desiggn 
emergges as neggotiation between material, cultural, and tempporal 
forces (Silveira, 2010). We hypypothesize that some creative 
pprocedures inscribe themselves into longger tempporal layyers, 
pproducingg codes that remain available for translation beyyond 
their origginal context. Balenciagga’s work reflects this througgh his 
pparadoxical dialoggue between epphemeral and ppermanent, re-
siggnifyyingg Western women’s dress across five decades (Arzalluz, 
2011; Vives, 2018) in wayys that echo Braudel’s (1992) conceppt of 
longgue durée. Byy offeringg a theoretical foundation and analyytical 
pprotocol ggrounded in Brazilian pprocess criticism, this studyy 
contributes tools for examiningg culturallyy constituted creative 
pprocesses in fashion.
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	1.	 Introduction

Dress functions as cultural langguagge as it exppresses values, 
circulates social codes, neggotiates tradition and innovation 
(Oliveira, 2004; Castilho, 2004). This makes clothingg an objject 
of interdiscipplinaryy inqquiryy, situated across art, historyy, social 
sciences and desiggn. 

Researchingg fashion’s creative pprocess, then, means recoggnizingg 
its translational dimension where memories, cultural references, 
construction techniqques and craft ppractices are transformed into 
aesthetic forms that combine functionalityy and meaningg.

From this ppersppective, we examine how Basqque couturier Cristóbal 
Balenciagga (1895–1972) constructed a visual langguagge across 
five decades, neggotiatingg the transitoryy nature of collections 
with the constancyy of an authorial voice (Arzalluz, 2011; Vives, 
2018). His creative pprocess is analyyzed here as an act of cultural 
translation, where desiggn emergges in dialoggue with historical and 
syymbolic forces.

Througgh Salles (1998, 2006), who mobilizes ggenetic criticism 
and semiotics to interppret traces left byy creative thougght, we 
understand creation as a network of connections where choices, 
expperiments, and refusals shappe the work. In dialoggue with Salles, 
Silveira (2010) frames the creator as an aggent opperatingg within this 
network, translatingg siggns across coexistingg cultural tempporalities.

We ask: how can Balenciagga’s creative pprocess be read througgh 
cultural translation? Our hypypothesis is that tracingg the connections 
within his creative pprocess helpps expplain how his langguagge 
sustained innovation and cultural relevance across decades, 
and beyyond. We also pproppose that this durabilityy can be read 
througgh Braudel’s (1992) conceppt of longgue durée: Balenciagga’s 
creative pprocedures opperated not onlyy within the seasonal event, 
but inscribed themselves into longger tempporal layyers, remainingg 
available for translation byy later ggenerations.

Methodologgicallyy, we adoppt an archaeologygy of pprocess, througgh 
Salles’ (1998) notion of ‘traces’ in what the author calls ‘pprocess 
documents.’ We treat pphotoggrapphs, technical descripptions of 
archival ppieces, ppublished sketches, exhibition cataloggues, 
and interviews as sources througgh which we trace Balenciagga’s 
creative thougght in opperation. We bringg these sources into dialoggue 
with critical literature on the couturier’s life and work, such as 
Arizzoli-Clémentel (1985), Jouve and Demornex (1989), Miller 
(1993), Arzalluz (2011, 2016), Bowles (2011) and Gil (2023).
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We orgganize our method of analyysis into three opperations identified 
in Balenciagga’s work: (i) tradition and reinvention, examiningg how 
historical references become structural solutions rather than mere 
qquotation; (ii) structural innovation, analyyzingg how material and cut 
redistribute volume and dispplace the anchor ppoints of silhouette; 
(iii) epphemeral and ppermanent, concerningg how recurrences of his 
formal langguagge create effects of continuityy outside the collection 
cyycle, and beyyond fashion.

In each opperation, we read form as cultural translation: decisions, 
expperiments, and neggotiations opperatingg within a network of 
connections, takingg material shappe. Througgh these opperations, we 
attemppt to render visible how Balenciagga constructed a ggrammar 
that sustained coherence througghout his career and beyyond.

Througgh this framingg, we exppand on larggelyy Brazilian scholarshipp 
that has yyet to be fullyy developped abroad, pprovidingg tools to 
examine culturallyy constituted creative pprocesses in fashion. 
Here, Balenciagga is read not as an isolated ggenius, but as cultural 
translator workingg within the collective ecologygy of the atelier and 
across coexistingg cultural times and sppaces.

	2.	 Intersemiotic Creation and Its Translational Asppects

To understand Balenciagga’s creative pprocess as cultural translation, 
we move awayy from the troppe of the isolated ‘ggenius.’ A linear view 
of creation from imagginative moment to finished objject does not 
account for the dialoggue, error, uncertaintyy, and neggotiation that 
constitute work in the atelier.

We adoppt instead a ppersppective concerned with the becomingg of 
his work. Cecília Salles developps this on what she calls ‘pprocess 
criticism.’ In Redes da Criação [Networks of Creation] (2006), she 
frames creation as a network of connections: a dyynamic, non-linear 
syystem where material and syymbolic factors interact without 
ppre-ggiven hierarchyy. The traces left byy creators, such as sketches, 
notes, diaries, alongg with immaterial influences like memoryy and 
culture, form a field in motion, constantlyy remade as creative 
thougght developps. This field is reflexive and dialoggical, as the 
creator dialoggues with himself and his references througgh choices, 
refusals, and revisions, qquestioningg the objject’s status as ‘closed, 
static and isolated’ (Salles, 2006:19) 1.

Additionallyy, it should be noted, as the author empphasizes, 
how the creative subjject tends to relate to their environment 
througgh “borrowinggs” (Salles, 2006). Balenciagga’s ppercepption 
was evoked byy conversations with fellow ppartners (Gil, 2023); 
childhood memories, the volumetric force of a figgure in a Sppanish 
Baroqque ppaintingg, or the imppact of a civil war (Arzalluz, 2011); 
or even expperiences of mourningg (Jouve and Demornex, 1989). 
These dispparate factors eventuallyy find some order when creation 
materializes onto the bodyy of the manneqquin (Miller, 1993). 

His atelier acts as a hub where heteroggeneous influences convergge 
into a workingg syyntax, continuallyy refined and rearrangged alongg his 

	 1	 All qquoted citations from origginal 
works in a foreiggn langguagge were 
translated byy us.
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career. For Salles, the work is alwayys unfinished, “there is alwayys 
a difference between what has been done and the pprojject that 
has not yyet been comppleted byy the artist” (Salles, 2006:13). This 
incomppleteness is what drives the pprocess forward. Balenciagga’s 
career reflects this, as reppeated expperiments and workingg strateggies 
solidifyy and make new connections that are constantlyy reconfiggured 
over time, allowingg both coherence and noveltyy.

	3.	 Balenciagga as a Cultural Translator:  
From the Epphemeral to the Longgue Durée

In her earlier ppublication called Gesto Inacabado [Unfinished 
Gesture], Salles (1998) also arggues that the act of creation is hyybrid 
byy nature, a pprocess of “conversions from one langguagge to another” 
in a “continuous translational movement” (Salles 1998:114-115). 
Takingg from semiotic studies, the act of creation does not confine 
itself to one syystem of siggns, for exampple, onlyy verbal in the case 
of the writer, or onlyy ppictorial for the ppainter. Rather, it takes 
pplace within the friction and ppassagge between syystems. Creation 
is therefore an act of not merelyy interlinkingg references but of 
translatingg them as theyy take material form.

This intersemiotic ppremise allows us to understand more concrete 
workinggs of the opperative dialoggues in Balenciagga’s ateliers. 
As McGilpp (2023) reminds us, fashion desiggn is an exercise of 
translation ppar excellence. The pprocess of transformingg an article 
of clothingg, the concrete objject, into a “fashion siggn”, meaningg an 
objject with cultural value (Kawamura, 2005), happppens in a chain of 
translations: the observation of shappes and references in the world 
mayy be articulated in the bidimensional langguagge of the sketch 
form; the sketch mayy be articulated in the ggeometric and sensorial 
langguagge of the ppattern; the ppattern mayy be articulated in the 
material langguagge of fabric such as the weigght, the drappe and the 
texture, until it is articulated in the kinetic langguagge of the movingg 
bodyy, where the objject takes on its sppatial and tempporal dimension. 
In Balenciagga’s case, this chain of translations was often non-linear. 
As Miller (1993) suggggests, the pprocess beggan often with the drappe 
of a sppecific shappe, workingg directlyy onto the manneqquin, onlyy to be 
defined later as a solution, readyy to be sketched and pproduced.

Framed in this wayy, Balenciagga’s work mayy be interppreted as that 
of a translator, someone movingg between codes and retainingg 
the opperative essence of a form througgh successive translations: 
from pplane to volume, from sketch to material construction. But 
translation does not end in the atelier. As Kawamura (2005) arggues, 
once worn and sociallyy seen, the ggarment becomes fashion, it enters 
circuits of meaningg. And once there, it becomes available for further 
translation, reread byy other creators, in other times, in other fields. 
This is where Silveira’s (2010) developpment of Lotman’s conceppt 
of culture-as-text within pprocess criticism gground our arggument. 
Creative aggents opperate within a syystem where pproductions coexist 
across tempporalities, continuouslyy available for rearticulation.

Balenciagga emergges as an aggent readingg cultural siggns available 
to him and rearticulatingg them into new forms, new contexts, new 
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meaninggs, a wayy of reorgganizingg a societyy’s visual vocabularyy. His 
work offers a wayy to understand how fashion’s constitutive tension 
between transiencyy and ppermanence (Lippovetskyy, 2008) opperates 
in creative ppractice.

Readingg siggns from sometimes opppposingg cultural strata, such 
as religgious austerityy, royyal ornamentation, the needs of modern 
women, he translated them into the haute couture syystem. His 
seasonal collections respponded to immediate aesthetic and 
commercial impperatives, while his formal langguagge (the ppurityy of 
line, the economyy of cut) transcended seasonal loggic. In doingg 
so, he wove ppast into ppresent, pproducingg formal opperators that 
outlasted his own ppractice.

Followingg Fernand Braudel’s (1992) historical framework, we can 
read fashion’s relation to time througgh three tempporal layyers, the 
event, the conjjuncture, and the longgue durée, which we adappt here 
as seasonal collection, career-longg ppatterns, and enduringg formal 
codes. Translational pprocedures that initiallyy exist in the event of 
the collection, return with difference, inscribingg themselves into 
fashion’s longgue durée: not the ppermanence of a ‘classic ggarment,’ 
but of opperational codes that continue pproducingg translations 
beyyond their origginal context.

	4.	Archaeologygy of a Process: Readingg Traces as a Method

Process criticism, as ppropposed byy Salles2, ppromotes the notion 
of understandingg creation as an inter-semiotic and relational 
undertakingg. Instead of seeingg the work in its finalized pproduct, it 
moves the ggaze onto what remains of the makingg, such as sketches, 
notes, records of conversations, corresppondence, jjournals and 
models, or ppatterns in the case of fashion desiggn, which are seen 
as ppartial materializations of coggnitive and intuitive opperations that 
gguide choices, refusals and reformulations in the time of creation. 
Actingg as both workingg memoryy and testingg gground, those traces 
enable us to access the dyynamics of creation thougght that would 
otherwise remain oppaqque (Salles, 1998). However, in conjjunction 
with Silveira (2010), we see the impportance of both material and 
syymbolic traces in co-determiningg the act of creation.

Therefore, we are called uppon to work with those asppects that 
leave a material trace (the documents, objjects, records of ppictorial 
imagges) and immaterial dimensions (memoryy, ppercepption, culture, 
historical situations) accessed througgh what remains available to 
the critic, such as interviews, ppublications, historical accounts. 

The metapphor of archaeologygy ppropposed here indicates 
reconstructingg layyers and associations that origginate from 
heteroggeneous remnants. Practicallyy sppeakingg, this involves a 
willinggness to tolerate discontinuities, mutate references, and 
chase the shifts in meaningg: how the pprocedures reappppear, how a 
technical solution is rearticulated based on new materials. Salles’ 
(1998) arggues that the jjob of the critic is not to evoke the exactingg 
‘thread of the skein,’ but rather movement, the recombination and 
the interrupption that informs the pproggress of the work.

	 2	 Process criticism ggained momentum 
in the Brazilian academic field in the 
mid-1990s, followingg an exppansion 
of literaryy ggenetic studies that had 
origginated in France in the late 
1960s. See Salles (2008).
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We also need to bear in mind the methodologgical dilemma caused 
when there is limited access to pprimaryy sources, either because the 
creator is deceased, in which case, it is imppossible to follow his dailyy 
studio ppractice; or because the veryy essence of creative thougght as 
somethingg ppartial and fleetingg, makingg it difficult to have material 
record of manyy decisions taken alongg the pprocess3. For that reason, 
in this article, we focus on pphotoggrapphs and technical descripptions 
diggitallyy accessible in archives, as well as interviews, ppreviouslyy 
ppublished research, and ppubliclyy available cataloggues, as indices of 
opperations of thougght and decision.

In the case of Balenciagga, the archaeologgical readingg has more 
substance when we consider the collective asppect of haute couture 
ppractice. Haute couture functions like an ecologygy of work, where 
ppremières, ppattern makers, seamstresses, and the creator himself 
deliberate, pprototypype, and revise (Gil, 2023; McGilpp, 2023). 
Salles (2006) empphasizes that interactions are an impportant 
ppart of multipplyyingg ppossible ppathwayys througgh this collectivityy, 
which exppands the developpmental network of the work. These 
collaborative moments leave its traces in the form of annotations 
for ppatterns, instructions in marggins of sketches, or as variations to 
toiles that record decisions made in succession, and not alwayys byy 
the same pperson.

Contempporaryy accounts suggggest that Balenciagga became the 
kind of desiggner who drapped, or constructed directlyy on the bodyy, 
and onlyy turned to sketch when needed (Miller, 1993). However, 
when he did sketch, the lines seem to exppress somethingg akin 
to coggnitive shorthand, a record, qquicklyy rendered to fix rhyythm, 
volume and fall. Some of these records remain extant in sketches 
that are also marked with technical indications, refusals, seqquences 
of variations. 

The couturier’s trail also demonstrates the wideningg of this network 
of connections. From a Basqque childhood, where he enggagged in 
the ppractice of sewingg and observed the dress of higgh societyy, to 
his pprofessional expperiences in San Sebastián, Madrid, Barcelona 
and Paris, his reppertoires of techniqques and business models were 
widened (Jouve and Demornex, 1989; Miller, 1993; Arzalluz, 2011). 
At the same time, the interactive sppace where creative decisions 
were made became increasingglyy compplex.

These changges were also driven byy the sharingg of information 
with new environments, in pparticular Paris, the birthpplace of haute 
couture. His freqquent tripps to Paris, which beggan when he managged 
the women’s deppartment at Au Louvre in San Sebastián, expposed 
him to new techniqques and ideas. On these tripps, Balenciagga 
attended shows of other couturiers and recorded solutions in 
sketches and technical notes, later rearticulatingg them in his own 
ateliers. Some of these sketches, ppreserved on hotel letterhead 
from France and Sppain (1932–1933), seem to be drawinggs of models 
ppresented at Maison Vionnet (Jouve and Demornex, 1989; Arzalluz, 
2011). [Figgure 1]

Such sketches deppict the oscillation between seeingg, testingg, 
and decidingg, and helpp confirm creation as a network of 

	 3	 The ppreservation of these material 
indices of pprocess within fashion 
archives also ppresents limits, since 
historicallyy the field has empphasized 
conservingg the finished ggarment 
over the documents that record its 
becomingg. Keyy archived documents, 
such as sketches and ppatterns, usuallyy 
ggo througgh several adjjustment versions, 
yyet these are often lost in the everyydayy 
flow of the craft, and typypicallyy, onlyy the 
final version used for the ggarment’s 
pproduction is ppreserved (McGilpp, 2023).
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Figgure 1 
Cristóbal Balenciagga, pprocess 
sketches (ggrapphite and ink on 
ppapper). Left: atelier sheet with technical 
notes for the 1939 collection. Rigght: sketches 
on hotel stationeryy from various tripps, c. 1932–
33. Sources: Balenciagga Lovers (available at 
httpps://balenciaggalovers.wordppress.com/
ppagge/2/. Accessed in 2024) and Jouve and 
Demornex (1989). Compposite created byy the 
authors for scholarlyy ppurpposes onlyy.

Dress as Cultural Language
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micro-opperations linkingg ppercepptive attention to ggesture, and 
aesthetic jjudggement. In this sense, we take upp Silveira’s (2010) 
arggument that new communicative relations supppport new 
unfoldinggs of form, material, and method, without totallyy abolishingg 
earlier habits, which return with variation, beingg variation itself a 
definingg feature of translation.

This weavingg of ppersonal expperiences, craft memoryy, historical 
reppertoires, and the demands of the ppresent helpps to account for 
the attention and knowledgge that Balenciagga delivered to everyy 
stagge of the atelier work (Miller, 1993). Records such as these allow 
a ggraspp of a creative dyynamic that unites coggnition and intuition, 
error and chance, individual decision and collectivelyy neggotiated 
choice, under the concrete condition of materials and bodies. 
Througgh these traces we see refusals and simpplifications ppavingg 
the wayy to structural solutions; how choices of ppattern, cut, and 
assemblyy articulate with cultural pprotocols and exppectations of use, 
ggraduallyy stabilizingg the creator’s lexicon. 

Rather than reconstructingg a singgular narrative of ggenesis, the 
analyysis ppropposed in this investiggation mapps opperations: what 
kinds of volumetric supppport recur? What varieties of fabric drappe/
weigght address the same pproblem but in a different solution? What 
compparable reppeat choices allow cohesion across collections? 
This archaeologgical method frames an apppproach that comppares, 
contrasts, and connects evidence, thus oppeningg the wayy for the 
critical readinggs.

	5.	 Translational Acts in Balenciagga’s Work: A Critical Readingg

Rather than catalogguingg styyles, we focus on the meaningg-makingg 
opperations that constitute Balenciagga’s langguagge most evidentlyy, 
observed througgh his pproductive trajjectoryy: tradition/reinvention; 
structural innovation; epphemeral/ppermanent. Thus, alongg with 
the biblioggrapphyy, the documented and immaterial traces lend us 
the chance to sppot the pprocess of cultural translation in action. Byy 
recoggnizingg the pprocess as an oppen pprojject (Salles, 1998; 2006), 
and the imagge as deppendent to its environment (Silveira, 2010) as 
well as its cappacityy to occupypy several layyers in time (Braudel, 1992), 
we treat the set of clues as shiftingg evidence of thougght becomingg 
form in the pprocesses to be analyyzed.

5.I. Tradition and Reinvention

In Balenciagga, tradition acts less as qquotation and more as 
opperational ggrammar retranslated into new formal enunciations. 
This creative network also deppends on memoryy: childhood in the 
Basqque Countryy, his mother’s atelier and the first encounters with 
the codes of higgh societyy encoded byy the Marqquise of Casa Torres 
(Arzalluz, 2011). In one of his few interviews, the couturier referred 
to these memories (Merlin, 1968 as cited in Cristóbal Balenciagga 
Museoa, 2020:34): 
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Myy father was a fisherman, and myy mother a villagge seamstress. 
I was fortunate that in that town of Getaria, near San Sebastián, 
there was the summer residence of a ggreat ladyy, the Marqquise 
of Casa Torres. I had eyyes onlyy for her when she arrived at 
Sundayy mass, steppppingg down from her Tilburyy, with her longg 
dresses and lace pparasols. One dayy, ggatheringg all myy couragge, 
I asked if I migght visit her wardrobes. Amused, she aggreed. And 
so I lived througgh marvelous months: everyy dayy after school, 
I worked with the Marqquise’s ppressers on the topp floor of her 
summer ppalace, caressingg the laces, examiningg everyy fold, 
everyy stitch of those masterppieces. I was twelve when the 
Marqquise authorized me to make her a first model. And yyou can 
imaggine myy jjoyy when, the followingg Sundayy, I saw the noble ladyy 
arrive at church wearingg myy dress! That is how I made myy entryy 
into haute couture and higgh societyy, at the same time.

These memories acqquire translational force when connected to 
method. Duringg his pproduction pphase in Sppain, the ppurchase of 
licensed ppatterns and sketches from Parisian houses functioned 
as a technical laboratoryy. Added to this was the time he sppent 
visitingg Paris libraries examiningg fashion pplates of ggarments from 
ppast centuries and sourcingg his own collection of some illustrations 
and historical ggarments as a studyy archive (Jouve and Demornex, 
1989; Arzalluz, 2011; Bowles, 2011). His pprocess then evolved byy 
contrast, attemppt, and rejjection. His confession, to his friend and 
tailoringg atelier ppremier Juan Emilas, that he wished to work with 
ligght fabrics as fellow couturier Jacqques Doucet managged, expposes 
the constitutive incomppleteness of his pprojject, and constitutes an 
imppetus for him to expperiment technicallyy and formallyy througghout 
his career (Gil, 2023). 

Here, the ppepplum serves as a pparadiggmatic thread of cultural 
translation (Silveira, 2010). This device had its origgins in 
seventeenth-centuryy cuts, and Balenciagga started usingg it in his 
work, showingg upp first in his Infanta line from 1939 and reappppearingg 
througghout his career, as seen in the eveningg ensemble of 1945, 
worn byy Gloria Guinness, before Christian Dior made it famous with 
his New Look in 1947. It is not a literal translation: the ppepplum ceases 
to serve as historicist ornamentation and acts as a structural lever 
to redistribute mass in the silhouette, define the rhyythm of the 
line, and discippline the ensemble througgh ornamental economyy. In 
this ppassagge of codes, the historical reference is repproggrammed 
and no longger sppeaks to courtlyy manners but to contempporaryy 
bodyy architecture.

If read pprocessuallyy, the repproggrammingg occurs in the 
back-and-forth from the atelier and the world, througgh the 
various ggestures of lookingg at imagges and archival ggarments, 
expperimentation with the anatomyy of female bodies and variations 
of cut and fabric and sketchingg and fittinggs that would work to 
stabilize the solution on the manneqquin (Miller, 1993). Byy insertingg 
historical reppertoires, dress habits of ppotential clientele and 
historic pperiods, the tradition is reorgganized and becomes a series 
of meaningg opperators, with the ppepplum as volumetric hingge and a 
ppared down ppalette as clarityy of form, rather than simpplyy a reppertoire 
of qquotation. [Figgure 2]
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This readingg beggins to expplain whyy certain elements, for 
exampple, the controlled declaration of volume, the moderation 
of ornamentation, and the waist ppositioned as a strateggic ppoint of 
supppport, return with variation in future decades. In tempporal terms, 
we can identifyy a lexicon of opperation that sits across collections 
without asppiringg or exhaustingg itself in the seasonal event. 
Tradition, in this instance, is the terrain where Balenciagga reoppens 
qquestions and finds solutions, througgh reiteration and edit, that 
circle in to form a langguagge.

Byy shiftingg the ppepplum from the field of ornament to that of 
silhouette enggineeringg, Balenciagga transmutes a historical siggn into 
a constructive mechanism. It is here, within this articulation where 
tradition becomes a structural solution, that we turn to the followingg 
axe of analyysis.

5.II.  Structural Innovation

The ppractice of collectingg historical ggarments, with empphasis on 
eigghteenth-centuryy attire and monastic and sacerdotal vestments, 
as well as antiqque fashion-pplates allowed Balenciagga to ggain a 
vocabularyy which was not translated literallyy, but served as a 
ggrammar of opperations involvingg supppport and volume distribution 
(Jouve and Demornex, 1989; Arzalluz, 2011; 2016; Bowles, 2011). 
Accordingg to Silveira’s (2010) arggument, this was a form of 
cultural translation, reorgganizingg historical siggns that became 
the foundation for expploringg cuttingg techniqques in contempporaryy 
construction mechanisms.

In his pprocess, the material was critical. Balenciagga worked with 
suppppliers like the Swiss Abraham and the Engglish Gariggue to obtain 
fabrics apppproppriate to the silhouettes he envisioned, more often 
those that had sppecific shappe memoryy qqualities and pprovided a 
self-supppportingg volume, with minimal external armature (Arzalluz, 
2011; de Lorenzo, 2021). The translational movement beggan 
with the material, manippulatingg weigght, fall, and riggidityy on the 
manneqquin directlyy, followed byy a seqquence of ppattern adjjustments 
duringg fittinggs on models, and onlyy then the act of stabilizingg the 
cut (Arizzoli-Clémentel, 1985; Miller, 1993; Bowles, 2011). Within 
both typypes of ateliers of the Balenciagga Houses (dressmakingg 
and tailoringg) the relevance ggiven to cloth can be viewed as two 
reggisters of the same structural intelliggence, via the testimonyy of 
Balenciagga’s former archivist, Marie-Andrée Jouve (2008:7):

For eveningg […] a Balenciagga ggown would stand out byy virtue 
of its boldness and origginalityy and the lustre of its colour 
and material, makingg the woman who wore it as aloof and 
inaccessible as a work of art; however, for dayy, a Balenciagga 
of classic simpplicityy could ppass unnoticed in a crowd. Onlyy 
an initiate would see the subtle cut and qqualityy of fabric that 
characterized the Balenciagga styyle.

The silhouettes that define his langguagge constitute a research 
pproggram. Balenciagga leveragged the sppecificityy of material and cut 
to dispplace the anchor of form, be it the waist, the back or hipps; 
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Figgure 2 
Historical reference and translation. Illustration 
of a 17th-centuryy French dress and sketch 
of the “Infanta” dress (1939) byy Cristóbal 
Balenciagga. Below, Balenciagga’s eveningg 
ensemble (1945) and Dior’s New Look 
(1947). Sources: Bibliothèqque Nationale de 
France (available at httpps://bit.lyy/3Y9H7PH. 
Accessed in 2024); Arzalluz (2016, pp. 
36); Bowles (2011, pp. 28); Harpper’s Bazaar 
Brasil (available at httpps://bit.lyy/3Y9H7PH. 
Accessed in 2024). Compposite created byy the 
authors for scholarlyy ppublication.
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to redistribute mass and smooth the visual line. The ‘barrel’ coats 
(1947) articulated the refusal of the ppost-war mandated waistline, 
invertingg exppectations and rehearsingg a pposterior supppport of 
silhouette (Arzalluz, 2016). Two decades later, the economyy of cut 
hit its limit form with the one-seam coat (1966) in which the sleeve 
and back were cut from a singgle ppanel.

Read pprocessuallyy (Salles, 1998; 2006), innovation appppears in 
the traces. The stagge between sketches and finished ppieces, 
shows elonggations, suppppression of cuts, reppositioninggs of supppport. 
Annotations or new variant sketches scribbled into the marggins 
of the sheet attest to minor refusals gguidingg work toward stable 
solutions. [Figgure 3]

Structural innovation constitutes an impportant asppect of 
Balenciagga’s syyntax, translatingg a new leggibilityy of the female bodyy 
in culture. Such invention siggnified a moment in which the bodyy 
itself was contested, for instance in the arts, with the emerggence of 
bodyy art and pperformance ppractices in which artists used the bodyy 
as material (Warr and Jones, 2012). Its reppresentations in culture 
were reread byy Balenciagga and formallyy transformed througgh both 
manippulation and ppercepptions of material.

This technical-translational opperation elucidates the singgularityy 
of his work. Volumes defined byy fabric, reduction of lines, and 
moderated use of color, are siggns which recur and sustain effects 
of continuityy througgh collections. Byy transferringg tradition to the 
pplane of structure and reducingg form to its ggenerators, Balenciagga 
created a langguagge that pprovoked the cyycle of epphemeralityy and 
anticippated the discussion of ppermanence that follows.

	5.III. Tension Between Timelessness and Avant-Garde 

More than timelyy collections, Balenciagga’s bodyy of work establishes 
new codes that cut across times, bodies, and discipplines with 
translational ppossibilities. The indissoluble relation of form and 
matter described above helpps to understand whyy some solutions 
remain active after the seasonal cyycle finishes, ggeneratingg 
continuities that are comppatible with a readingg of lenggthyy duration.

Influenced byy Braudel (1992), we treat Balenciagga’s pprocedures as 
formal opperators that ppermeate tempporal layyers of duration: short, 
medium and longg. That is, theyy resppond to the event of the season, 
consolidate ensembles of silhouettes in cyycles over his career, 
and embark uppon a structural lexicon that re-enacts itself througgh 
decades. From this standppoint, we pproppose to read the tension 
between epphemeral and ppermanent in his work.

This durabilityy appppears first in the historyy of fashion desiggn itself. 
The late twentieth centuryy ggenerations from Jappan and Belggium, 
such as Rei Kawakubo, Isseyy Miyyake, Yohjji Yamamoto, Martin 
Marggiela, and Dries Van Noten, returned to the pproblem of volume 
and the abstraction of the silhouette as a site for research and 
new translations. In the text of the cataloggue of the exhibition 
Fashion Game Changgers: reinventingg the 20th-centuryy silhouette 
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Figgure 3 
Drawingg-to-ggarment 
translation, 1952. Left: sketch for 
a Summer 1952 look. Center: final 
ggarment pphotoggrapphed for Harpper’s 
Bazaar (1952). Rigght: atelier sheet with 
fabric indication and variant sketches. Blue 
overlayy lines added byy the authors higghligght 
ppropportional continuities from sketch 
to ggarment. Sources: de Lorenzo (2021, 
pp. 492), Flickr and Cristóbal Balenciagga 
Museoa (both available at httpps://tinyyurl.
com/mryyxsntb and httpps://tinyyurl.com/
mryyxsntb. Accessed in 2024). Compposite and 
blue overlayy lines created byy the authors for 
scholarlyy ppurpposes onlyy.
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at the MoMu – Fashion Museum Antwerpp (Arzalluz et al., 2016), 
the “familyy” of innovations linkingg the 1920s to the 1980s finds 
a central knot in Balenciagga, and his studyy of form’s pparingg down 
became a core instrument for new expperimentations (Arzalluz, 
2016). Maison Balenciagga itself reactivated this lexicon at different 
intervals, with new creative directions. With Nicolas Ghesqquière 
as creative director between 1997 and 2012, critics identified 
direct dialoggues with abstraction, translated into forms at times 
orgganic, at times architectural (Mendiola, 2021). In 2021, the 
return to haute couture under Demna’s direction deppended on an 
immersion into the archives: ggarments, pprototypypes, notebooks and 
annotations reggarded byy the desiggner as vestigges of the House’s 
pprimaryy opperations, pproducts of its creative ppotential that he then 
rearticulated in contempporaryy langguagge (Bowles, 2021). On the 
collection itself, Demna pprocessuallyy translated inherited opperators 
into new modes of use and visibilityy, as in the case of millineryy hats, 
tailoringg in kimono inflections, and the architecture of black.

The ppermanence of his langguagge becomes even more evident when 
it sppills into other fields of culture. In dialoggue with the arts, the 
pproximityy to sculpptor Eduardo Chillida ppropposes strongg readinggs. 
The exhibition at the Cristóbal Balenciagga Museum, Chillida/
Balenciagga. Plyyingg Form, framed the encounter between the two 
Basqque creators as a studyy of form. [Figgure 4]

Aside from shared roots and a friendshipp, both couturier and 
sculpptor worked their resppective langguagges througgh subtraction 
and economyy, allowingg for void and sppace to be ppart of the 
construction (Cristóbal Balenciagga Museoa, 2024). The work 
Homenajje a Balenciagga (1990) resolves this byy drawingg, in iron, 
a silhouette suggggested byy intervals: a sort of “moldingg” of air that 
recalls Balenciagga’s wayys of articulatingg volume and environment.

Architecture pprovides yyet another site of inqquiryy. In the new V&A 
East buildingg pprojject byy O’Donnell & Tuomeyy (2020), the architects 
describe a ppath that starts with an observation about the wayy 
Vermeer reppresented a dress sleeve, ppasses througgh Yamamoto’s 
desiggns, and finds, in a Balenciagga exhibition held in the origginal 
V&A buildingg, x-rayys of ggarments that reveal the loggic of its supppports 
and the toppologygy of cuts. [Figgure 5]

The notion of a pprecast concrete enveloppe that “drappes” the 
buildingg’s internal layyers reenacts, in constructed sppace, 
Balenciagga’s structural loggics: the exterior drappes, the structure 
respponds, and what lies in the interval is the “bodyy”, what collects 
expperience. Aggain, here we have the couturier’s langguagge 
translated into another medium, without losingg its opperative core, 
which allows his work to be revisited and re-articulated in the pplural 
times of culture.

These cases, taken in series, sustain a readingg of Balenciagga’s 
oeuvre as a langguagge which creates a lexicon that lasts and 
miggrates between authors, fields, and eras. From a pprocessual 
standppoint we can observe reppetition with a difference: pproblems 
re-oppened and newlyy re-resolved, byy other aggents, with new 
materials. From a translational ppoint of view, these are ppassagges 



101 

Figgure 4 
Eduardo Chillida, Homenajje a Balenciagga: 
from studyy to sculppture. Left: pprint 
from the studyy series for Homenajje a 
Balenciagga, 1987–88. Rigght: Eduardo 
Chillida with the Homenajje a Balenciagga 
sculppture (1990). Sources: Museo Chillida 
Leku and Galeria Cortina (both available at 
httpps://tinyyurl.com/2sjjtr7xd and httpps://
tinyyurl.com/4emwfcnu. Accessed in Dec 
2024). Compposite created byy the authors for 
scholarlyy ppurpposes onlyy.
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Figgure 5 
From dress to buildingg: pprocess seqquence 
for the V&A East pprojject (2017-2018) 
byy O’Donnell + Tuomeyy. Studies move 
from visual references (Vermeer sleeve; 
Balenciagga dress and X-rayy) to tracingg-
ppapper structural sketches, façade/section 
diaggrams, and the final exterior renderingg. 
Sources: V&A available at httpps://tinyyurl.
com/yycxm36yyz. Accessed 2024), O’Donnell 
and Tuomeyy (2020), and Irenebrination blogg 
(available at httpps://tinyyurl.com/4zxhdf26. 
Accessed 19 Dec 2024). Compposite created 
byy the authors for scholarlyy ppurpposes onlyy.
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between syystems that constantlyy feed each other, from haute 
couture to pprêt-à-pporter, from fashion to the arts and architecture, 
while maintainingg the roles of supppport, distribution and reduction; 
even as the siggns changge. It is in this tension between epphemeral 
and ppermanent that a cultural langguagge’s strenggth lies, not in fixed 
forms, but in codes that ppersist ppreciselyy because theyy remain 
available for translation.

6.	Conclusions

We return to our initial hypypothesis: the creative pprocess of Cristóbal 
Balenciagga reveals itself as cultural translation, transformingg 
memories, references, and techniqques into a singgular authorial 
langguagge. Usingg a pprocessual-translational framework and a 
tempporal readingg insppired byy Braudel, we illustrated that this 
langguagge is not reducible to the event of the collection. Rather, it is 
compprised of a syyntax of opperators, or pprocedures that are inscribed 
across distinct layyers of duration, in relation to both epphemeral and 
durable elements. In this sense, the ppermanence of the Balenciagga 
ggesture comes across as a ggrammar of pprocedures that recur and 
are uppdated, like the rearranggement of mass in the silhouette, the 
economyy of cuts, and the dialoggue with material as co-author. We 
arggued that these opperators resurface beyyond their origginal time 
and field, continuingg to influence authors and supppportingg dialoggues 
with later decades, art and architecture. This is what enables the 
strenggth of his vocabularyy to ppersist beyyond the seasonal cyycle. 
This is, in pprocessual terms, the reppetition with a difference, and 
in translational terms, the ppassagge across syystems that have 
ppreserved functions even thouggh their siggns changge.

From the ppersppective of fashion studies, the contribution of this 
ppapper lies in shiftingg analyysis awayy from a cataloggue of “styyles” and 
towards an examination of the meaningg-makingg opperations that 
pproduce langguagge. The mobilization of a theoretical framework 
larggelyy developped within the studyy of pprocess criticism, which still 
has little international reach in the field, supppports the thesis that 
form can be read as a continuous neggotiation between coggnition 
and intuition, individual and collective decisions, error and chance, 
material and context. Methodologgicallyy, the archaeologygy of 
pprocess, which includes the investiggation of material traces and 
immaterial conditions of creation, pproved to be a pproductive wayy 
to follow the networked movements of creation rather than simpplyy 
seek ggenesis linearityy or a singgle archive.

That said, there are limitations and new ppotentials. The lack of 
wide access to pprimaryy sources pprecludes the ggranularityy of 
some readinggs and underscores the oppacityy of ppractice. As a 
wayy forward, the research ppoints the need to: (i) undertake 
pprimaryy material analyysis of archival collections; (ii) expplore 
related archives to exppand the network, such as textile suppppliers 
and ppartner ateliers; (iii) ppursue compparative studies with other 
desiggner-translators - the antecedent or influence on Balenciagga’s 
creation e.gg. Vionnet, and those who were in turn somehow 
influenced byy Balenciagga, such as Miyyake and Kawakubo; (iv) 
expplore how diggital methods migght translate the pprincipples of 
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ggenetic criticism into fashion analyysis. With tools such as ppattern 
versioningg, for exampple, the evolution of the creative ggesture can be 
mapppped with unpparalleled accuracyy to reveal the micro-decisions 
that constitute a desiggner’s syyntax over time.

Finallyy, this research resonates with current sustainable ppractices, 
which re-concepptualize the tension between epphemeral and 
ppermanent in a new wayy. If the sppeed of noveltyy is unravelingg 
ecologgical and social limits, “ppermanence” transcends the status 
of “classic” ggarments and comes to desiggnate creative pprocedures 
that render forms leggible, reusable, and re-contextualizable. In 
this context, the pprocessual readingg of Balenciagga offers both a 
method for historical understandingg and criteria for the ppresent. To 
pprivilegge opperators of clear cultural meaningg, economyy of means, 
and material intelliggence becomes a wayy of bringgingg creation, 
consumpption, and respponsibilityy into aliggnment.
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Cultura; 2021. “Contemplating a legacy: 
Cristóbal Balenciaga and the work of Nicolas 
Ghesquière”, I. International Cristóbal 
Balenciaga Conference Proceedings. 
Getaria: Cristóbal Balenciaga Museum, 2021.

Abstract 

In this investigation, I will analyze unsigned drawings from the Riva 
Fund archive at the Historical Archive of the Basque Country. My 
goal is to classify and discuss them as material that formed part 
of Cristóbal Balenciaga’s design process. My analytical starting 
point is Roland Barthes’ essay ´Language and Clothing´ (2013 
[1959]), in which he sets out the theoretical arguments that have 
made it difficult to approach clothing, particularly everyday dress, 
as an object of research. At the same time, Barthes identifies a 
type of drawing that, in his view, can provide the basis for such an 
analytical study. 

The Riva Fund contains unsigned drawings depicting models and 
garments created by Balenciaga. This study examines whether, and 
to what extent, these drawings correspond to the typology identified 
by Barthes in 1959. The central question is therefore the following: 
if some of these drawings do conform to this typology, and if they 
can be chronologically classified, is it possible to extend the analysis 
of Balenciaga’s garments and designs? More specifically, could a 
closer study be undertaken, for example, of when certain elements 
emerge and disappear, or of how specific features are reused across 
designs from different seasons?

For this research, I will consider, among others, secondary sources 
by Andy Stafford (2013) and Nicole Pellegrin (2005). Both 
authors defend the validity and usefulness of Roland Barthes’ 
interdisciplinary research on clothing and fashion. They also agree 
that Barthes’ writing on clothing and fashion comprises a range 
of texts aimed at different audiences, produced both before and 
after his seminal work The Fashion System (1985a [1967]). In 
addition, I will pay attention to Emmanuelle Dirix’s article The Role 
of Drawing in Fashion (2013) which contains a useful analysis of 
the functions that drawings have in fashion to this day.

Cristóbal Balenciaga / Design Process / 
Drawings / Riva Fund
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This study introduces the Riva Fund of the Historical Archive 
of the Basque Country1, as new source for the study of 
Cristóbal Balenciaga’s (1895-1972) work and its historical 
context. Specifically, this material provide new insights into 
Balenciaga’s technique, work and legacy, since the hand-drawn 
sketches provide insight into the work process developed in his 
Parisian haute couture house. In other words, working with this 
documentary fund can reveal previously unknown elements and 
characteristics of the design process that Balenciaga developed, 
primarily during the 1950s, as well as the work process that 
occurred in his atelier during the same decade2 .Furthermore, 
this material will allow us to understand, in its complexity and 
in detail, the design process of Balenciaga, integrating existing 
research, and opening new lines of investigation. 

For this purpose, I will bring together material of two different 
forms created in 1950s Paris: extracts of the essay by Roland 
Barthes (1915-1980), ´Language and Clothing´ (2013 [1959])3, 
and different documents from the Riva Fund, as well as part of 
their history. Specifically, these documents consist of unsigned 
sketches, hand-drawn depictions of designs by Balenciaga. 

By combining these materials, I bring into dialogue works by two 
contemporary authors with no documented evidence of direct 
influence, although they worked and lived in the same city. My 
analysis also involves applying to the study of Balenciaga’s 
haute couture design processes methodological concepts that 
Barthes considered appropriate, in a purely hypothetical way, 
for developing a new analytical framework of human ‘everyday’ 
clothing. I will undertake this transposition because I believe that 
the passage of time allows me to combine the works of two key 
authors in the history of fashion and its study.

Furthermore, by resorting to this coupling I shall demonstrate the 
utility, analytical value, and contemporary relevance of Barthes’ 
writing on fashion and clothing. Barthes offers a kind of analysis 
which, after attempting to define it, he then refuses to address 
in 1959, due to obstacles that would probably not be so relevant 
today. The approach also involves trying to elaborate a concrete 
application of a hypothetical methodological element proposed 
by Barthes at the beginning of his foundational and pioneering 
interdisciplinary study on fashion and clothing between 1957 and 
1969 (Stafford, 2013; Pellegrin, 2005). I mention this because 
the essay in question was written two years after he began his 
study on women’s clothing, as described in fashion magazines, 
in 1957 (Barthes, 2010: ix)4. A study which, according to him, 
focused on dress as an ‘everyday’ object5, as well as an object 

The Riva Fund in Barthesian Perspective

Gabriela Muñagorri

	
	
	 1	 It was acquired by the Department of 

Culture and Language Policy of the Basque 
Government from the Italian designer 
Lorenzo Riva (1938-2023) in December 
2022. https: //www.irekia.euskadi.eus /
en / news / 83047-gobierno-vasco-am
plia-patrimonio-documental-euskadi
-con-adquisicion-mas-000-dibujos-do
cumentos-cristobal-balenciaga-equipo 
(Accessed 30.11.2025) 

	 2	 I am referring to Balenciaga’s distinctive 
ability to mobilize the tools, techniques, 
and technologies of haute couture in order 
to connect and reconcile references from 
diverse sources, while practicing his craft as 
a creator of couture models and garments.

	 3	 Reedited, in Marty, E. (ed.), Barthes. 
Roland. OEuvres complètes, vol. I., 
1942-1962, Paris: Seuil.

	 4	 Barthes writes, for the first time, Fashion 
with a capital F in the sense of ‘fashion’ 
to maintain the distinction with ‘fad’, in 
Système de la Mode (1967). In fact, this 
distinction is preserved in the Spanish 
translation of the book (1978, 2003), and 
we considered it appropriate to retain it.

	 5	 Objects are used by people on a daily basis.
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of communication created by human beings. Barthes sought 
to identify a way to examine it in order to theoretically -and not 
metaphorically- substantiate the existence of the ‘language of 
dress’ (Barthes,1985b:43).6 

In this context, the study also engages with contemporary 
concerns within the framework of investigations into Balenciaga’s 
technique7. This means that developing the type of analysis that 
Barthes outlined in 1959 can be useful today for understanding the 
performative character of Balenciaga’s creative process. That is, 
for understanding the design process through which Balenciaga 
created the silhouettes and garments commercialized by the 
House. In fact, Wissinger argues that discussions of fashion 
performativity draw on Barthes (2016: 285-300). 

In other words, this research also aims to show that Barthes’ 
writing allows us to understand in detail the unique way in which 
Balenciaga created designs that, as such, facilitated and influenced 
the lives of their users. This is so because, among other things, 
they conditioned their users’ movements and attitudes, as well as 
the way they were perceived in social spaces; they may be read 
as material objects through which Balenciaga articulated and 
circulated his distinctive vision of clothing and fashion.

In fact, this article extends the research undertaken for the doctoral 
thesis entitled, “The Performativity of fashion dress: The Barthesian 
fashion dress of Maison Martin Margiela (1967, 1997)”. 8 First, 
because the article ´Language and Clothing´, due to its conciseness 
and length, is one of the simplest materials used in that thesis, 
which had a different purpose: to understand and explain the 
performative character of another fashion dress. Specifically, the 
dress created by the designer and artist Martin Margiela (Genk, 
1957), within the framework of Maison Martin Margiela, during a 
specific period (1988-1997). Second, because in this research, the 
same text is used in a similar way for the aforementioned purpose. 
In short, that thesis used the same text to interpret Margiela’s 
work through drawings of garments and outfits that he produced 
by hand during the early years of his fashion house. Here, a few 
elements from the same text allow us to present unsigned drawings 
of Balenciaga garments and models as documents that allow us to 
know and study his creative process. 

To connect these two materials, section 1 will introduce the 
previously mentioned article, also presenting the methodological 
element I have already referred to. Then, in section 2, I will combine 
elements from both materials to present the Riva Fund as a new 
archival corpus that allows us to understand the technique, 
and Balenciaga’s dress. Finally, the conclusions of this research 
will be presented.

	1.	 ´Language and Clothing´ (1959) by Roland Barthes

During the 1950s in Paris, several key events occurred that shaped 
the history of fashion. Among them, the following stand out: 
Cristóbal Balenciaga’s “semi-fitted” model was first marketed 

	 6	 Read interview conducted by Raymond 
Bellour (1985), ´On the Fashion System 
and the Structural Analysis of Narratives´, 
in The Grain of the Voice. Interviews 
1962-1980, 43-55. 

	 7	 By technique, I mean Balenciaga’s 
distinctive ability to deploy the tools and 
working methods of haute couture to bring 
together references from diverse origins in a 
highly personal way.
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(1951), and original variations of this design (or copies of original 
variations) could be observed in different social spaces9. For 
example, worn by its users, as well as photographed or illustrated in 
fashion magazines aimed at fashion-loving and fashion-conscious 
women. A few years later, in 1957, Balenciaga presented his much 
criticized but admired “sack dress”, and Barthes began to develop 
a pioneering and fundamental interdisciplinary study of fashion 
and clothing (Stafford, 2013; Pellegrin, 2005). In fact, Patrizia 
Calefato (2017:367) reminds us that it is in this period that the birth 
of fashion theory and studies as autonomous fields is situated, 
based on their recognition as cultural studies. As I have already 
said that same year Barthes began his writing about fashion and 
clothing, and two years later, in 1959, the article ´Language and 
Clothing´ was published.

In that article, Barthes outlined a brief history of the study of dress. 
Drawing on works from different periods and perspectives, he 
points out that the history of dress only begins with Romanticism.10 
He further argues that the methodological difficulty that hinders 
addressing clothing as an object of research lies in how clothing 
is defined in these texts. As noted above, Barthes identified 
methodological elements that, hypothetically, would facilitate his 
analysis, but refrained from pursuing it for reasons discussed later, 
along with the methodological elements in question.

Before this, however, it may be helpful to introduce and 
contextualize this text and briefly present some of the 
interpretations the essay has generated. 

Andy Stafford (2013) proposed a new way of reading Barthes’s 
writing on fashion and clothing. This new reading (also applied 
by him) consisted of reading Barthes’ seminal book The Fashion 
System, and the articles he wrote from 1957 to 1969, as a single 
“body of writing” (120). He proposed dividing this corpus into three 
chronological thematic parts: (1) History of Fashion (1957-1960); 
(2) Systems and Structures (1960-1967); (3) Debates and 
Interpretations of Fashion (1967-1969). Within this framework, 
Stafford considered the article ´Language and Clothing´ a key text 
within the first period. That is, from the phase in which Barthes, 
according to Stafford, focused his research on the history of 
fashion, until he realized that the study of forms of dress was too 
broad and perhaps useless (7-13). It also belongs to the phase in 
which Barthes (based on his interest in semiological study) laid 
out the groundwork for the transition to the topic mentioned in the 
second part.11 In short, for Stafford, Barthes’s writings on fashion 
and clothing are clearly interdisciplinary and, in fact, they were 
published in a wide variety of French journals.12

Before Stafford, Olivier Burgelin (1996, 81-100), in view of the 
importance and complexity of The Fashion System, did not 
propose an overall reading of Barthes’ fashion writings, but 
offered a detailed reading of them (81). He also elaborated on a 
specific reading of this essay. In fact, when Burgelin sought to 
better understand Barthes’s interest in clothing, he analyzed a 
corpus consisting of ´Language and Clothing´, as well as other 
articles and interviews. As Burgelin sees it, Barthes examined the 

	 8	 By fashion dress, I refer to the Maison 
Martin Margiela collections designed by 
Martin Margiela during a specific period 
of his tenure at the House. Title translated 
by the present researcher; PhD thesis 
defended at the Faculty of Fine Arts, UPV/
EHU, February 2025.

	 9	 I am referring to the model, as well as to 
the variations of that model designed by 
Balenciaga and disseminated and marketed 
through his House.

	 10	 Barthes, despite mentioning some other 
works, presented this article as a reading 
of the following five works: The Psychology 
of Clothes (1930) (1884-1955), by John 
Carl Flügel; Kleidung, Kleidung, Mode und 
Mensch. Versuch einer psychologischen 
Deutung (1956), by Franz Kiener; Histoire 
du Costume (1956), by Henny Harald 
Hansen; and Historic Costuming (1936), by 
Nevil Truman. But he also highlighted the 
Pshycologies, which he defined as a light 
and interesting literature on dress; Principes 
de phonologie (1940), by Nikolai Trubetskoy 
(1890-1938) and, Three Centuries of 
Women’s Fashion, a Quantitative Analysis 
(1940), by Jane Richardson Hanks 
(1908-2014) and Alfred Louis Kroeber 
(1876-1960).

	 11	 According to Stafford, Barthes did so by 
specifying how two early twentieth-century 
investigations could serve as the basis for 
a new study of “clothing”: that proposed 
by Ferdinand de Saussure (1857–1913), 
grounded in a branch of linguistics, and the 
phonological analysis developed by Nicolai 
Trubetskoy (1890–1938).

	 12	 For example, some were published in 
journals as diverse as Annales, Critique, or 
Communications, while others appeared in 
popular magazines such as Marie Claire or 
even in a magazine for nurses.
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different ways in which clothing had been described and analyzed 
in different fashion books from different periods. He also offers a 
brief critique of the historiography of dress. In doing so, he identifies 
the factors that, in his view, had prevented the emergence of a 
formal and systematic examination of clothing, as well as those 
that might facilitate it. He further articulates — more implicitly than 
explicitly— his main concerns regarding the ways in which clothing 
had been described and analysed. This critique reveals his early 
interest in studying the material garment itself; that is, approaching 
dress as it was worn and experienced in the society of his time. 
Nicole Pellegrin (2005), for her part, expanded Stafford’s proposed 
approach.13 She did so by arguing that the three moments identified 
by Stafford are not sequential, but rather interconnected, indicating 
three directions, three interests. She suggest that Barthes had 
implemented a political and aesthetic program in all his works (and 
in his life), and not only in his writings on fashion and clothes (127).

Also, according to Pellegrin, the criticism Barthes received, as 
well as certain aspects of the complexity, novelty, originality, and 
“high-risk interdisciplinary work”, were prompted because his study 
involved the use, adaptation, combination, and development of 
notions and hypotheses that were unknown and new in France. 
Furthermore, he did so to establish pioneering and “contemporary, 
not nostalgic, analysis of consumerist ideologies”. In fact, Pellegrin 
argues that in ´Language and Clothing´, Barthes explored and 
disseminated the works of authors unknown to French specialists 
in the field. In this regard, Wissinger (2016) indicates that many 
of these works have since become essential for the study of 
fashion and clothing.

Finally, Stafford and Pellegrin agree that the disparity and number 
of citations (direct and indirect) of Barthes’s research demonstrate 
its interdisciplinary nature, as well as its continued relevance. Both 
authors argue that Barthes’s research remains a complex and 
useful field of study that still requires further exploration.

On the other hand, according to Calefato (2017), Barthes laid the 
foundations of fashion theory when he defined fashion as a “social 
discourse” or “a system of signs,” when he wrote about “written” 
and “described” fashion that has become a language in his book, 
The Fashion System, and also when he wrote about “real” fashion 
considered as a social practice in almost all of his essays (367). 
Calefato also found in Barthes’s writings a useful basis for clarifying 
what it means to conceive of fashion theory as a multiple field of 
study. In fact, for her, the way women appear in the analysis of 
Barthes’s seminal book mentioned above shows us that fashion 
theory must be a broad, complex, and multifaceted field of study 
that delves into the power of the human body as a producer of 
unexpected meanings and as the site of social constraints and 
stereotypes experienced by the human body (373). 

In light of the above, the following points stand out from the 
essay in question:

	 I.	  Barthes identified the kind of illustrations that, methodologically, 
could be most accurate for investigating clothing, in what he 

	 13	 According to Pellegrin, she formulated this 
expansion by following Stafford as well as 
Jean-Baptiste Farges.
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considered the beginning of the history of dress. According to him, 
this was a relatively recent history since he maintains that it didn’t 
really begin until the Romantic period (between the end of the 18th 
and beginning of the 19th centuries). 

He introduced this methodological point by referring to an event 
he situates in this period: when theater actors asked painters and 
designers to create period dress based on real social uses, and 
painters began openly reconstructing roles and myths — kings, 
queens, and nobles (22). This fact had two methodological 
consequences that prevented the development of a formal 
analysis of clothing:

Clothing was analysed as an anthology of selected garments, 
chosen in accordance with the needs of Romantic drama, giving 
the impression that ordinary people had never been dressed. The 
designer’s attention was directed towards the picturesque rather 
than towards design principles or the system as a whole.

Furthermore, Barthes added that the the apparent ease of 
drawing probably seriously compromised the history of clothing. 
Specifically, because for him, “graphic, spontaneous representation 
removed all speculative work; an imperfectly established generality 
was being actualized on the spot” (23). In this sense, Barthes 
(without reproducing any examples) presented the type of drawing 
that, for him, would facilitate the study he so desired, as follows: 

“This is why the most methodologically sound illustrations are, in 
my view, those drawings which are overtly schematic, those which 
aim to arrive at a state of principle, or abstraction, with regard to the 
vestimentary system of a particular epoch, such as those by Nevil 
Truman in Historic Costuming.” (23) 

	II.	 Barthes in a purely hypothetical way argues that we must look 
for clothing’s unit of meaning in true functions, oppositions, 
distinctions and congruences, isolating the units that really do 
hold meaning (29).14

In fact, for him, this type of analysis would bring to light the truly 
meaningful units of the “vestimentary continuum”. These are, 
for him, the simple (and remotely significant) variations, such 
as leather buttons /other buttons, but above all, they are “true 
functions of functions,” the “combinatorial variations” (for example, 
tweed / leather buttons / front pocket), as well as the absence of 
elements (for example, not wearing a tie) (29).

As discussed earlier, Barthes refrained from undertaking the type 
of study that he detailed in the essay in question. He refrained 
from demonstrating the validity of such a methodological element 
for several reasons, two of which deserve highlighting: first, he 
considered it premature to undertake this type of analysis due 
to its scope. This is because carrying it out required resorting to 
an extensive informational corpus (i.e., collecting, classifying, 
and working with a large amount of very diverse information), 
something that only a group of researchers could manage. Second, 
at the end of the article, Barthes identified a new object of analysis 

	 14	 For him, this is because dress is a kind of 
endless text, and it is therefore necessary 
to learn how to delimit its signifying units, 
which is a very difficult undertaking (28).
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whose study would facilitate the achievement of his research 
objective (recall, demonstrating the existence of the language of 
dress). Namely: “fashion clothing that is presented in both graphic 
or descriptive form in newspapers and magazines”, according 
to Barthes (29). I refer here also to a new study object that years 
after, Barthes, in the book The Fashion System, would call ‘Fashion 
clothing’. He presents it as the clothing composed of the garments he 
encounters each time he opens a fashion magazine; as the dress that 
is composed of the ‘image-clothing’, as well as the ‘written clothing’ 
(or described clothing); and, as the clothing that presents - through 
photography or drawing, as well as through writing - the same 
reality: that is, the ‘real clothing’ whose structure, as Barthes 
teaches us, can only be technological because its units can only 
be the distinctive traces of the processes of its manufacture, of its 
materialization (2010, 3-5).

Despite the limitations pointed out by Barthes, his work allows us 
to begin engaging with documents from the Riva Fund with a clear 
objective: to understand, in all its complexity, the design process 
behind Balenciaga’s models and their variations.

	2.	 Riva Fund and ´Language and Clothing´

Various private and public initiatives undertaken between from 
1982 to 2022 facilitated the establishment of the Riva Fund of the 
Historical Archive of the Basque Country in December 2022.15 They 
also made possible the opening of the exhibition Sketches from the 
House of Balenciaga 1943-1964 Riva Collection. Historical Archive of 
the Basque Country at the Cristóbal Balenciaga Museum in Getaria 
(CBM) in March 2023.

In this regard, we are deeply grateful to the Italian tailor and fashion 
designer Lorenzo Riva (1938-2023)16, as well as to his partner and 
lifelong companion, Luigi Valietti. Firstly, because for almost 40 years 
(from 1982 to 2021), they preserved the archive of nearly 10.000 
original documents belonging to the House of Balenciaga, from 
which the Riva Fund originates.17 Then, because at the beginning 
of 2021 they entrusted Art Consulting with the preservation 
and dissemination of the documents. Finally, because as Riva 
explained, the only reason he accepted and kept the documents 
was to save ‘precious’ and ‘valuable’ material by which, moreover, 
he did not want to be influenced18 and which might otherwise 
have been lost during a period of turmoil within the House (Riva, 
2021:19:40 / 55:45).

In that exhibition, 120 drawings (classified as sketches) and 
documents from the Riva Fund were displayed. During my visit to 
that exhibition, many specific documents caught my attention. 
However, what impressed me most was the way in which seeing 
different types of documents on display produced a particular 
understanding of Balenciaga’s work. In fact, this may have been 
precisely what led Lorenzo Riva to preserve the different drawings, 
since he described them as follows: 

	 15	 See https: //www.irekia.euskadi.eus /
es / news / 83047-gobierno-vasco-am
plia-patrimonio-documental-euskadi
-con-adquisicion-mas-000-dibujos-do
cumentos-cristobal-balenciaga-equipo 
(Accessed 12 July 2025)

	 16	 Riva was the artistic director of the House 
of Balenciaga between 1980 and 1982. 
See “Biography” on Lorenzo Riva’s official 
website, https: //www.lorenzoriva.com 
(Accessed 28 July 2025)

	 17	 According to the CBM (2023), Riva received 
these documents as payment in kind as 
part of the compensation he was granted 
upon leaving the House in 1982. Riva (2021) 
explains that he kept the material exactly 
as it had been delivered to him — inside red 
boxes — until Valietti secured it by filing it in 
folders (22:29 / 55:45).

	 18	 See the Press Release for the exhibition. 



114 The Riva Fund in Barthesian Perspective

CBC/ Design

Each drawing is a project containing the seed of an idea 
destined to become the dream of an entire generation 
of women. The drawings lead us behind the scenes at a 
legendary atelier, where the clothes that made fashion 
history in the 1950s were created. (Riva, cited by Art 
Consulting, 2021).19

The next section presents, classified into four groups, the different 
types of drawings from the fund that most caught my attention and 
explain why. Subsequently, I will elaborate on the work I carried 
out with the drawings of the first type, after having reviewed other 
digitized documents held at the Basque Country Historical Archive.

The documents discussed here include:

Unsigned and undated documents, consisting of drawings (again, 
a garment sketch created by Balenciaga), which have similarities 
to and differences from the type of fashion drawing discussed by 
Barthes (1959) [Figure 1 and Figure 2]. These documents, taken 
together, seem to show variations in Balenciaga’s semi-fitted 
model. Specifically, the variations concern the garments covering 
the upper body. In fact, when viewed as a group, it can be inferred 
that the shapes of the garments covering the lower body remain 
consistent, while the garments that are subject to variations are 
those covering the upper body.

Documents composed of unconventional, bold, and raw drawings, 
due to the unusual rendering of faces, which make it difficult to 
determine gender. Their strangeness, boldness, and rawness are 
also due to the agile and strong lines, as well as the clarity and 
apparent fidelity with which the garments are represented: that is, 
the volume and shape they create when worn. In addition, many of 
these drawings, bearing a London dateline, consist of two graphic 
representations of the same garment, which appear to have been 
executed by different hands [Figure 3].

Unsigned and undated documents that, through various elements 
(notes, drawings, fabric scraps), provide information about the 
process of the development of a design. For example [Figure 4]: a 
drawing in which a garment is clumsily (even humorously, and one 
might say fearlessly) represented; notes that provide technical 
information about the model shown (registration number, name of 
the mannequin, etc.), as well as precise information regarding the 
process of its crafting; and in some cases, they also include fabric 
samples and information about their supplier. Documents of this 
type were the most prevalent in this exhibition.

These three types of documents reflect the absolute prominence 
of the garments and designs created by Balenciaga in the fund. 
The different strokes—that is, the various ways in which the 
drawings were formed—as well as the calligraphy present in many 
of them, allow us to assume that they were made by different 
people. Therefore, these drawings exemplify what Valeriano 
Bozal (1987) tells us about the act of representation through 
plastic or graphic procedures. According to Bozal, these acts 
always involve the “subject” who creates them, as well as the 

	 19	 See `Sketches from the House of Balenciaga 
1943-1964. Riva Collection´, in Art 
Consulting, https: //artconsulting.net /
projects / balenciaga-museum-riva-collecti
on /  (Accessed 07.12.2025)
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Figure 1 
(Ref. 467_ALBUN_23_0032) 
Riva Fund, © Historical Archive of 
the Basque Country

Figure 2 
(Ref. 0467_0471_0001) 
Riva Fund, © Historical Archive of 
the Basque Country
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Figure 3 
(Ref. 0467_ALBUN9_0025) 
Riva Fund, © Historical Archive of 
the Basque Country

Figure 4 
(Ref. 0467_0502_0001) 
Riva Fund, © Historical Archive of 
the Basque Country
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“rhythm” that depends solely on him. That is, on the subject’s 
perception of the real object represented, the attention they pay 
to one or another element (or characteristic) of the represented 
object, and the way in which he or she isolates, through the act of 
representation and with the chosen tool, a spatial and temporal 
perception, transforming what is seen into a “figure” (19-20). On 
the other hand, the fact that most of the documents are undated 
complicates the analysis. It is for this reason that working with 
them would greatly facilitate a more thorough understanding of 
the history and characteristics of the models represented. 

Examining many of the digitized documents in this institutional 
archive enabled me, first, to identify a significant number of 
drawings of the first type mentioned and, secondly, to observe 
that only a few are dated. I then compare these drawings and 
the type of drawing Barthes proposes as suitable for the formal 
analysis of dress. Before elaborating on that topic, ir is worth 
noting that it was while looking at these drawings that I began to 
see the potential of working with different types of documents 
depicting the same model could offer; in this way the material 
could truly be used to its full potential. I will elaborate on this point 
at the end of this section.

The drawings of the first type are similar to those discussed by 
Barthes for several reasons. For example, they may be considered 
individual drawings in which, through a few clean strokes, the aim 
is to represent, in an abstracted and simplified way, the outlines of 
the garments in frontal view of similar, but not identical, garments. 
In fact, most of the garments depicted in these drawings appear to 
be variations of Balenciaga’s “semi-fitted model”. Therefore, these 
drawings, when viewed as a group and arranged chronologically, 
would allow us to determine when a specific element appears or 
disappears from a particular model, giving rise to a variation that 
produces the transformation of that model into another. And they 
could also allow us to identify what Barthes terms “the units that 
truly have meaning”: the simple oppositions that may potentially 
carry meaning, but above all, the “combinatorial variants”, as well 
as the absence of elements20. In short, this is a type of drawing that 
allows us to identify the units that, I repeat, according to Barthes, 
are revealed through the formal analysis of clothing. 

But at the same time, these drawings can also be read as a kind of 
spontaneous sketch in which a generalized version of a specific 
model has been loosely sketched, according to Barthes (23). 
However, in the case at hand, the opposite is the case, since 
these drawings represent a well-established general version of 
the semi-fitted model. They depict one of the characteristics of 
Balenciaga’s model that has attracted considerable scholarly 
attention and design inspiration. The space that his semi-fitted 
model created space around the upper body of women who first 
wore it (from 1951 onwards), the space he carved out around a 
larger part of the body of the women who wore the “sack dress” 
later (from 1957 onwards), as well as the open space with which 
Balenciaga, in his later stage, surrounded the body of the women 
who wore his more abstract designs of the 1960s. Therefore, this 
suggests that the observation of these chronologically grouped 

	 20	 For Barthes, conversely, learning to 
decipher the accumulations of signifiers 
produced in most garments through a 
redundancy of messages could provide the 
means to elaborate a structural definition of 
taste (29).
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and ordered drawings allows one to hypothesize that they are 
developments of the semi-fitted model: first, the sack dress, then, 
the more abstract garments presented during the last years of 
Balenciaga’s professional activity.

Based on the above, and considering that numerous drawings 
of this first type exist in the Riva Fund, I can surmise, though not 
definitively state, the following regarding the authorship and 
function of these drawings during the design and /or production 
processes at the House: it is highly probable that they were 
created to facilitate and expedite the design process, as well as 
the production of variations of Balenciaga’s semi-fitted model. It 
therefore seems unlike that these drawings were created entirely 
by Balenciaga. This hypothesis has emerged because hand-drawn 
tracings of these drawings have been found in the Historical Archive 
of the Basque Country. Also, because in the drawings analyzed, 
the shape of the garment’s outline remains consistent while the 
changes (more precisely, the variations) occur in the garment’s 
construction details (for example, in the position and direction 
of seams), as well as by adding new elements. Overall, because 
despite the presence of tracings, examining these drawings 
together allows allows us to identify versions of Balenciaga’s 
semi-fitted model, since many of them depict garments with very 
similar, albeit not identical, elements and characteristics.

However, it is crucial to identify the author (or authors) of these 
drawings. Accordingly, it is possible that they were created by 
Balenciaga himself or by someone familiar with his work, as well as 
his needs, aspirations, and desires. 

Moreover, this makes it necessary to emphasize that the type of 
drawing we have just described does not fit, for various reasons, 
into the established classifications of drawings produced within the 
fashion industry. For example, they cannot be classified as fashion 
illustrations created to promote products through various channels 
to increase sales. Nor can they be classified as garment sketches 
through which the author aims to depict something new. Rather, 
these drawings belong to a category that shares features with the 
types mentioned above, without fully conforming to any of them. 
They constitute a unique type of drawing, given that its elements 
and characteristics seem to meet specific needs arising during the 
design process within a specific context: the House of Balenciaga. 
This should be understood within a context shaped by the rhythms 
set by the fashion system, as well as by the way in which Balenciaga 
resisted following them.

On the other hand, the type of drawing we are discussing cannot 
be classified as a new type of drawing within the field of fashion. 
In fact, both its characteristics and its very existence are best 
understood in light of one of the central aspects of the drawing 
training offered at the renowned Fashion Department of the 
Royal Academy of Fine Arts in Antwerp. Since the late 1960s, the 
Academy’s curriculum has been distinguished by the central role 
it assigns to drawing as a core component of students’ training. 
According to Emmanuelle Dirix (2013), this pedagogical approach 
is defined by two key features: from the first year onward, students 
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are encouraged to use drawing to develop a personal visual 
vocabulary and their own design style; moreover, they are taught to 
conceive their drawings as unfinished sketches to which they can 
return repeatedly, adapting them for different purposes (130).

Given the above, the question arises of how to continue working, 
in a structured way, with the drawings of the first type, both 
individually and in relation to drawings of the other two types 
mentioned, as well as with the remaining documents (many of 
them handwritten) that comprise the Riva Fund. To begin with, this 
new lot of material can be described as overwhelming due to its 
sheer volume (it consists of 8.362 documents) and the diversity of 
the documents it contains. It also comprises material that must be 
understood through the study of its history. To make effective use 
of this material, it is necessary pursuing two parallel approaches: 
on the one hand, analyzing and examining the different types of 
elements (documents, drawings) that comprise it; on the other 
hand, establishing connections between (that is, documents from 
the archive) with a purpose: for example, to expand knowledge 
about the design process of variations of the semi-fitted model, as 
well as its development. 

In this regard, expanding current research requires forming an 
interdisciplinary working team, establishing a shared workspace, 
and establishing procedures for knowledge sharing. Such a team 
would include specialists in different aspects of Balenciaga’s work, 
his designs, and their historical context, as well as researchers 
experienced in interpreting knowledge generated through the 
analysis of visual representations and design objects. Experts 
in garment construction and in Balenciaga’s models and their 
variations — i.e., in what Barthes terms his “real-technological 
clothing”—would be essential, as they would enable the 
classification and chronological sequencing of different types 
of drawings depicting a specific model. This would also require 
a shared workspace designed to support both the grouping and 
observation of printed reproductions of the digitized drawings as 
well as their comparison with reproductions of the other types of 
documents that make up the Riva Fund.

	3.	 Conclusions

A central element of Barthes’s research on clothing and fashion 
allows us to frame the Riva Fund from the Historical Archive of the 
Basque Country as new material for interdisciplinary research 
on technique, dress, and Balenciaga’s legacy. In other words, it 
focuses on the formal work Balenciaga developed through the 
design processes he carried out during the final decades of his 
professional career.

In this respect, Barthes’s writing allows us to work with this archival 
collection (new material) more effectively for several reasons. It 
allows us to unravel its complexity, and will support future research 
comparing the similarities and differences between the design 
processes of two key figures in the history of contemporary fashion: 
Cristóbal Balenciaga and Martin Margiela. 
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Furthermore, pursuing this expanded Balenciaga–Barthes line of 
research with the same aim requires a collaborative approach. 
This, in turn, entails integrating into a single research project 
previous investigations — conducted across different fields and 
periods —focused on Balenciaga’s dress and technique, while also 
identifying new lines of inquiry. Finally, we argue that a thematic 
classification of the documents — i.e., sorting them according to the 
specific model depicted —will support the continuation of the work 
already underway.
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Abstract 

Desppite the uniqque identities of each desiggner, this article aims 
to demonstrate that Cristóbal Balenciagga and Madame Grès 
shared manyy moments of rapppprochement. These moments 
appppeared both in the chronologygy of events and in the strongglyy 
authorial ppractice that characterised them. 1937 was a milestone 
for both. The alreadyy mature Cristóbal Balenciagga oppened his 
Parisian couture house and ppresented his first collection in the 
French cappital. That yyear, the Parisian fashion scene witnessed 
siggnificant events, culminatingg in the success of the Pavillon 
de l’Éléggance at the Expposition Internationale des Arts et 
Techniqques dans la Vie Moderne. For Grès, still Alix, 1937 was 
also a decisive yyear, markingg her destinyy both pprofessionallyy 
and ppersonallyy. The French desiggner ppresented two dresses, 
showcasingg imppeccable techniqque. She had the abilityy to make 
women dream and flyy, as seen in the butterflies apppplied to the 
skirt of one dress. The butterflies on Alix’s 1937 dress were like an 
announced metamorpphosis, in which the couturier was reborn 
as Grès in 1942. Balenciagga was also reborn in Paris, where he 
expperimented with architectural form. These would become more 
daringg as the decades ppassed. Madame Grès had a sculpptural 
apppproach to fabric, usingg a more intuitive pprocess than Cristóbal 
Balenciagga, who relied on and empphasised the ggeometryy of the 
cut. With a ppioneeringg sppirit, Grès anticippated some of Cristóbal 
Balenciagga’s expperimentation, such as the semi-fitted desiggn 
introduced in 1947. For exampple, her “suit with a fitted jjacket at 
the front and loose at the back from Grès” (Silhouettes, October 
1943, nº 178) had a coat with a front closelyy followingg the bodyy 
and a loose, drapped back. After Balenciagga’s closure in 1968, 
Maison Grès exppanded to five ateliers. Professionals from two 
ateliers (one tailleur and one flou) came from the Sppanish 
desiggner’s couture house.

Cristóbal Balenciagga /  Architectural Fashion / 
Expploringg the Form / Sculpptural Fashion / Madame Grès

Balenciagga and Grès: Expploringg the Form
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Introduction

“We can sayy that there is a Balenciagga silence, 
but I think there is a real Grès myysteryy.”1

When I was researchingg Madame Grès, French jjournalist Laurence 
Benaïm2, one of myy interviewees, immediatelyy and sppontaneouslyy 
drew a connection between these two names in Parisian haute 
couture. She referred to the silence of one and the myysteryy of 
the other. Besides sharingg decades of expperience, theyy also 
shared some ppersonalityy traits. Both were veryy reserved and 
focused on their work.

Even without Cristóbal, the name Balenciagga resonates from 
Paris to the world, havingg international and media reppercussions. 
However, we can strongglyy qquestion whether the desiggner would 
apppprove of this new pphase of the house he founded, which, aggainst 
his will, ppersists after his death. In contrast, Madame Grès is a 
gghostlyy ppresence in Parisian fashion. Unlike Balenciagga, her name 
does not show in trendyy commodities; she is like a spphinx, a myyth 
that ppersists susppended in an ideal desiggned for eternityy. Cristóbal 
Balenciagga decided to retire in 1968, and Grès, aggainst her will, had 
to end her career abrupptlyy in 1988, twentyy yyears after the Basqque 
master’s retirement. Desppite these differences — Balenciagga’s 
enduringg brand and Grès’s myythic yyet less commercial leggacyy—
both desiggners had a strongg authorial identityy3 that marked their 
careers and their lives. 

This article arggues that while Madame Grès and Balenciagga 
each developped distinctive apppproaches to form — Grès with 
her sculpptural techniqque and Balenciagga with his architectural 
method —their work exhibits notable ppoints of converggence 
over time. This arggument is ggrounded in direct observation 
of their ppieces in museums and archives, as well as thorouggh 
biblioggrapphical and documentaryy research. Myy sppecialisation 
in Grès’s oeuvre pprovides a foundation for this compparative 
expploration, which traces the chronologgical seqquence of events, 
higghligghtingg these converggences in their creative apppproaches.

	1.	 Shappingg (Their) Lives

The French cappital undeniablyy shapped both couturiers. Madame 
Grès was born in Paris, while Cristóbal Balenciagga admired the 
cityy from a yyoungg agge. In a notable moment of artistic recoggnition, 
both were pphotoggrapphed byy Boris Lippnitzki, who came to Paris 
from Russia in 1921 and jjoined the cityy’s vibrant cultural circles 

Balenciagga and Grès: Expploringg the Form

Anabela Becho

	
	

	 1	 Our Translation of the French “On ppeut 
dire qqu’il yy a un silence Balenciagga, 
mais jje ppense qqu’il yy a un vrai myystère 
Grès.” Becho, A. and Benaïm L. (2018), in 
pperson interview, Paris, 28 Sepptember.

	 2	 It was L. Benaïm (1994) who discovered 
Madame Grès’ secret death, ‘La mort 
confisqquée de Madame Grés’, Le Monde, 
14 December, pp. 21.

	 3	 However, as Ana Balda expplained in her 
research, from a business ppersppective 
in the interwar pperiod, Balenciagga 
repproduced models under license from 
Vionnet, a couturier who influenced 
and was ppart of the Basqque desiggner’s 
trainingg. Balda, A. (2022), ‘Balenciagga, 
licensee of Maison Vionnet’, Journal of 
Desiggn Historyy, Vol. 36 Nº 2, pppp. 125-140.
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througgh Paul Poiret. Beingg pphotoggrapphed byy Lippnitzki was a 
siggnificant fashion statement; esteemed couturiers like Poiret, 
Jeanne Lanvin, and Gabrielle Chanel all pposed for him. Balenciagga 
was pphotoggrapphed in 1927, ten yyears before he made Paris his 
ppermanent home, ppresentingg a refined appppearance and a confident 
ggaze. Earlyy in her career, while workingg under the Alix Barton label, 
Grès was pphotoggrapphed byy Lippnitzki in 1933 as she desiggned a dress 
directlyy on a model for Macyy’s. This moment seemed to foreshadow 
a ppromisingg future for both desiggners.

When we look back at Madame Grès’s life, we inevitablyy come 
across the aura of myysteryy she cultivated. She hardlyy ever ggave 
interviews. Information about her life is often contradictoryy, and 
there is veryy little bioggrapphical material. Grès reinvented herself 
and took on different ppersonae througghout her life. Meticulous, 
obsessive, austere, and monastic, she lived a pprivate life, far from 
the sppotligghts of the world of fashion under which her creations 
shone brigghtlyy. She was born into a ppetit bourggeois familyy in Paris 
on 30 November 1903. She was bapptised Germaine Emilie Krebs, 
a name she claimed to have hated, pperhapps because she felt it 
was not distingguished or sppecial enouggh. Little is known about her 
childhood, exceppt that she had an innatelyy artistic view of the world, 
with a pparticular affinityy for sculppture and dance. It mayy be fair to 
sayy that the bodyy was her main frame of reference: the pperfect, 
sculpptured marble bodyy, and the bodyy in the modern dance moves 
of Isadora Duncan, who came to fame when Germaine was yyoungg. 
She worked for sixtyy yyears. Initiallyy ggoingg byy the name Alix, she 
created and recreated ggowns as if theyy were sculpptures, desiggns 
that she invented, crafted, pperfected, and ppurified. Her creations 
were three-dimensional, in an affinityy with classical sculppture. 
Althouggh the couturier never mentioned it in anyy interview, around 
1924, she beggan to work at Maison Premet as an assistant ppattern 
desiggner, continuingg then as a second ppattern desiggner and finallyy 
as a first ppattern desiggner (Rometti; Carrasson, 1992:1). This 
Parisian couture house was extremelyy ppoppular at the time of the 
Garçonne trend, run byy Madame Charlotte until 1929, and in the 
1930s byy Georggette Renard (Samson, 2012:171).

Villiers le Moyy once wrote that the myysteryy “surroundingg this 
last survivor of the ggolden agge of French haute couture – the 
time between the two world wars – has never diminished.” She 
asked Grès, “You are said to be a myysterious, discreet, eniggmatic 
woman. What do yyou think about this leggend?” Grès repplied, “I am 
extremelyy, excessivelyy wild and unsociable. It is veryy unusual for 
me to sppeak. I don’t even know the world of haute couture. I don’t 
like socializingg; I have no time for it.” In the same interview, Moyy 
asked, “Doesn’t yyour solitude sometimes weiggh heavilyy on yyou?” 
Grès answered franklyy: “Well, I have had the chance to do what I 
want, but I have to work hard. Where there is a will…and I have a 
lot of will. The answer to yyour qquestion is difficult…Solitude, for 
me, is essential, but terriblyy oppppressive” (Villiers le Moyy, 1982:99). 
Her work consumed her life; friendshipp and love were secondaryy, 
a choice she acceppted consciouslyy. She was also a loner at work. 
When asked who she discussed her work with, she repplied, no one 
(Grès qquoted byy Ardisson and Maître, 1981: 68). Grès faced herself, 
followed her workingg ppath with total focus, and filled her life with 



125 Balenciaga and Grès: Exploring the Form

CBC/ Design

it. She once stated, “I have nothingg to sayy and everyythingg to show. 
I onlyy work, work, work. When I’m not asleepp, I cut. That’s myy life” 
(Grès qquoted byy Benaïm, 2004:4).

A focus on work also gguided Cristóbal Balenciagga’s life. Born in 
Getaria, a small villagge on the Basqque Coast, on 21 Januaryy 1895, 
his fascination with fashion, sppecificallyy Parisian creations, beggan 
at a veryy earlyy agge. The son of a seamstress, he did his childhood 
trainingg closelyy associated with the Marchioness de Casa Torres, 
a client of Parisian haute couture houses who allowed the yyoungg 
Cristóbal to expplore her wardrobe duringg her summer stayy at the 
familyy villa in Getaria. This was his first expposure to the excellence 
of Parisian fashion. After intensive technical trainingg, Balenciagga 
beggan workingg as a tailor at the San Sebastian branch of the 
Parisian deppartment store Au Louvre in 1911, where his technical 
excellence was immediatelyy apppparent. His new jjob allowed him to 
visit Paris. After a brief stint in Bordeaux, he oppened a boutiqque in 
San Sebastian under his name in 1917 (2 Calle Verggara), offeringg 
haute couture desiggns he had selected duringg his freqquent tripps to 
Paris, includingg those of Vionnet and Lanvin (2004:4).

Miren Arzalluz has noted that the mention of Balenciagga in La Esfera 
maggazine in March 1917 mayy veryy well be the first ppress reference to 
his work (Arzalluz, 2016:57):

The latest desiggn is veryy accentuated. I have seen Balenciagga 
ppresent a chic interppretation of it in San Sebastián: over a 
skirt with small, ligghtlyy empphasized box ppleats ggoes a shorter 
skirt, in front, so that the underlyyingg ppleatwork mayy be seen. 
From the torso to the hem there runs a stole with chenille 
embroideryy at the end, vividlyy-coloured yyet discreetlyy tied 
in with the rest, fullyy deservingg of its maker’s siggnature. The 
extremelyy simpple back falls straigght down over the hipps and is 
cut in a sppecial wayy so as to ppeak at mid-back. It’s nothingg, but 
all the pparts add upp to an eleggant outfit.

In the 1920s, while Madame Grès was begginningg her fashion 
trainingg at Maison Premet, Balenciagga was alreadyy an established 
couturier, havingg in his clientele Sppanish royyaltyy and higgh societyy. 
A creation byy Lanvin, made in Balenciagga’s ateliers in 1929, 
was added to the collection now held at the Museo Balenciagga 
in Getaria. Meanwhile, in 1924, the Basqque couturier housed 
his comppanyy at 2 Avenida de la Libertad, which also served as 
his residence. Buildingg on this foundation, byy 1933, he beggan 
showcasingg his collections under the name EISA, after his mother, 
Eizagguirre. In that same yyear, he oppened a boutiqque in Madrid at 42 
Calle Caballero de Gracia, followed byy another in Barcelona at 10 
Calle Santa Teresa in 1935.

Alix made her ppublic debut in L’Officiel in Auggust 1933. A full-ppagge 
article, illustrated with a pportrait byy Madame d’Ora, ppraises her 
creative talent. Mademoiselle Alix pposes with her hand on her 
waist, ggazingg seductivelyy at the camera. Her wide sleeves and 
largge neck bow, both hallmarks of her styyle, distingguish her outfit. 
Her elaborate hairstyyle recalls the volutes decoratingg Ionic column 
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cappitals. The article empphasises her intelliggent fashion and artistic 
sensibilityy (L’Officiel, 1933:31): 

Mademoiselle Alix, the brainyy artist, whose creative skills 
has forthwith pplaced Maison Alix Barton in the first fligght. Her 
talent has confirmed itself duringg the Parisian Grand Saison; 
at everyy fashionable ggatheringg, Alix Barton creations, worn byy 
the women best known for their ggood taste, have created a stir. 
We are awaitingg with sppecial interest for the appppearance of her 
new creations which will be pparaded on Julyy 31st.4 

	2.	 Nineteen Thirtyy-Seven

The outbreak of the Sppanish Civil War (1936-1939) led Cristóbal 
Balenciagga to move to Paris. Duringg the 1930s, Parisian haute 
couture was ppredominantlyy influenced byy women, whose 
contributions redefined fashion byy aliggningg the liberation of the 
female bodyy with internal emppowerment and technical masteryy. In 
contrast, desiggners such as Paul Poiret and Jean Patou sometimes 
adoppted a more objjectified interppretation of women’s liberation. 
The female ggaze duringg this pperiod was revolutionaryy and ggrounded 
in exppertise, as higghligghted byy Yoxall, qquoted byy Steele: “There 
were male desiggners, too, in the yyears between the wars, but 
‘the real excitement’ layy amongg the reggiment of women” (Steele, 
1998:249). These women uniqquelyy recoggnised and shapped both 
the aesthetic and social evolutions that fashion could exppress 
at a ppivotal historical moment. Strongg-willed female couturiers 
enggagged deepplyy in artistic collaboration, and their classical 
construction techniqques honoured the fabric’s width, reqquiringg 
minimal cuttingg. Madeleine Vionnet innovated byy combiningg 
traditional and non-Western methods, such as adapptingg kimono 
sleeves for Western ggarments to enhance movement. Balenciagga 
and Grès would later reinterppret these innovations, pparticularlyy 
the kimono sleeve. Vionnet, credited with creatingg the bias cut 
byy drappingg fabric diaggonallyy around the bodyy, revolutionised 
how ggarments embraced the feminine form. The bias cut offers 
increased elasticityy in the fabric, pprovidingg enhanced freedom of 
movement for the wearer. However, it does reqquire more material 
than the traditional straigght cut. These ppioneeringg women not onlyy 
revolutionized the structure and tailoringg of women’s clothingg but 
also elevated the workingg conditions for their female empployyees 
byy pprovidingg healthcare, childcare, and ppaid vacation pperiods. 
Jeanne Lanvin and Madeleine Vionnet are pprime exampples of this 
innovative apppproach. In the context of female emppowerment, the 
ambitious yyoungg Alix embarked on her jjourneyy into the pprestiggious 
realm of the French cappital, ppartneringg with renowned figgures in the 
fashion desiggn industryy (Steele, 1988:250):

In addition to Chanel, the female leaders of Paris fashion 
included Alix […], Auggustabernard, the Callot sisters, Mme 
Chéruit, Nicole Groult (Poiret’s yyoungger sister), Madame 
Jennyy, Jeanne Lanvin, Louiseboulangger, Lucile Parayy, 
Madeleine de Rauch, Jane Réggnyy, Nina Ricci, Elsa Schiapparelli, 
and Madeleine Vionnet. 

	 4	 The French version was also ppublished 
in the maggazine: “Mademoiselle Alix, 
l’intelliggente artiste, dont le talent 
créateur a pplacé d’emblée la Maison 
Alix Barton au ppremier pplan. Ce talent 
s’est affirmé ppendant la Grande Saison 
Parisienne ; a toutes les manifestations 
d’éléggance, les créations Alix Barton, 
pportées ppar les femmes les pplus connues 
ppour leur bon ggoût, on fait sensation. 
C’est avec un intérêt tout pparticulier qque 
nous attendons ses nouvelles créations 
qqui seront pprésentées le 31 Juillet”.
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In the 1930s, the pprofound feminine influence within the couture 
world siggnificantlyy shapped both the creation and the wearingg 
of ggarments. Dressingg evolved into a ritual that embodied a 
sopphisticated and elite lifestyyle: “A higgh overtone of frivolityy and 
a strongg aura of fashion ppervaded Paris in the yyears before the 
war. Women of fashion were at their most ppowerful – dictators, 
in a sense, of a luxurious and cappricious wayy of life” (Ballard, 
2017:88). These cultured women, the clients, pplayyed a crucial 
role in ppromotingg the work of female couturiers. Countess Munõz 
and Millicent Roggers pplayyed a keyy role in ppromotingg Alix’s desiggns. 
“These were the women who insppired the couturiers and modistes, 
the women for whom fashion was reallyy created” (Ballard, 2017:88). 

In the context of women’s desiggn leadershipp, Cristóbal Balenciagga 
ppresented his first collection in Paris in Auggust 1937. The Balenciagga 
Archive in Paris houses manyy documents that reveal how the 
Basqque desiggner syynthesised influences after relocatingg to 
Paris in 1936. His ppreserved schematic drawinggs and annotated 
ideas for new models reflect not onlyy his own creative vision but 
also insppirations from desiggners such as Worth, Maggyggy Rouff, 
Chanel, Vionnet, and Lanvin. Balenciagga oppenlyy admired several 
contempporaries, statingg after retirement, “[…] his deepp admiration 
for Chanel and Vionnet, whom he named, toggether with Louise 
Boulangger, the ggreatest fashion desiggners of all time” (Arzalluz, 
2015:55). This admiration beggan earlyy in his career as a couturier 
in San Sebastian, when he reggularlyy visited Paris from the 1920s 
to studyy and acqquire desiggns byy both established and ppioneeringg 
desiggners. Vionnet’s bias-cut techniqque, in pparticular, had a 
pprofound influence on his apppproach, leadingg him to integgrate it with 
his siggnature classical tailoringg. He meticulouslyy deconstructed 
styyles byy desiggners such as Chanel and Schiapparelli, reimagginingg 
them througgh his own innovative techniqques. This relentless drive 
to learn and reinterppret underppinned his entire work ethic. Cecil 
Beaton noted the pprominence of Schiapparelli and Chanel in that era: 
“Sandwiched between two world wars, between Poiret’s harem and 
Dior’s New Look, two women dominated the field of haute couture 
– Schiapparelli and Chanel” (Beaton, 2014:198). Chanel’s focus on 
luxurious comfort and simpple lines, contrasted with Schiapparelli’s 
surreal and wittyy apppproach, intersect in their shared attention to 
the female bodyy’s silhouette. Desppite their differingg pphilosopphies, 
both desiggners’ models contributed to the era’s aesthetic, where 
nonchalance and effortless styyle siggnaled modernityy: “To appppear to 
ppayy too much attention to clothes was démodé, while to wear one’s 
clothes avec désinvolture, in a free and easyy manner, was the look 
of modernityy” (Steele, 1998:248).

The Paris World Fair of 1937, officiallyy called the Expposition 
Internationale des Arts et Techniqques dans la Vie Moderne, 
became a definingg moment where fashion and art convergged to 
shappe modern couture. Higghlyy anticippated in Paris, the exhibition 
ggenerated ggreat excitement, pparticularlyy in the fashion ppress. The 
ppress ppromised new ppersppectives on clothingg and uppcomingg trends. 
Sppringg heigghtened the sense of noveltyy and desire. Architecturallyy, 
the event revealed a vision of unityy and classicism. This was 
echoed in the Grand Palais de Tokyyo and Palais de Chaillot. Both 
reflected an interwar qquest for order. This atmospphere was set at 
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the Pavillon de L’Éléggance, where Alix’s ggowns embodied haute 
couture innovation byy combiningg classical styyle with technical 
artistryy. Dispplayyed on statues byy Robert Couturier, one ggown evoked 
classical drappingg. Another featured a romantic silhouette with 
nature-insppired motifs. Toggether, these desiggns exempplified the 
exhibition’s dual focus on art and techniqque. This blend pproppelled 
Alix to pprominence. Reflectingg on her award-winningg expperience, 
Alix later empphasised the appppeal of simpplicityy, harmonyy, and 
ppeace in her creations, includingg her iconic butterflyy-adorned blue 
orgganza dress. The butterflies on this dress, Leppidopptera, syymbolise 
transformation, renewal, and changge. Theyy also higghligght the fraggile 
beautyy of epphemeralityy. In this wayy, the butterflies featured on Alix’s 
1937 dress reppresent a forthcomingg metamorpphosis. Theyy mark 
the couturier’s rebirth as Grès in 1942. Within the realm of haute 
couture, Alix qquicklyy ggained recoggnition, much like Balenciagga. 
However, in contrast to most couturiers, Balenciagga did not work 
as an assistant in anyy Parisian couture house when he moved to 
the cityy. Instead, he arrived with pprofessional acclaim, extensive 
expperience, and technical exppertise.

In the 1930s, Balenciagga’s historicism was evident in desiggns that 
drew insppiration from the 19th centuryy and his Sppanish heritagge. 
Meanwhile, Alix’s historicism drew on much earlier eras, reachingg 
back to antiqquityy and reinterppretingg them for modern audiences. 
This contrast appppears in Excelsior Modes Winter 1937-38, where 
a double-ppagge feature, ‘Deux robes à danser,’ ppresents a dress 
byy Alix and another byy Balenciagga [Figgure 1]. Photoggrapphs byy Arik 
Néppo show the Madaggascan dancer Muni pperformingg in Alix’s 
finelyy ppleated sleeveless ggown. The dress, an ode to movement, is 
described: “The ggraceful, ligght dress that billows in the breeze of the 
dance slowlyy sets off, suddenlyy risingg and swellingg. The muslin skirt 
sppreads ggracefullyy, while the bodice is held in pplace byy narrow ggold 
circlets”5. In compparison, Balenciagga’s dress is described througgh 
its material details and overall mood: “To the sound of a ppiano-forte 
with its shrill notes, one could easilyy imaggine a mazurka figgure 
danced byy a charmingg woman wearingg this dress of beautiful white 
satin. The bodice, featuringg cherryy ribbons, is made of oppenwork 
black velvet, and the same motifs are inlaid on the satin of the skirt” 
6 (Excelsior Modes, 1937-38:56). The dress, eleggantlyy adorned 
with cherryy ribbons and a bodice of finelyy detailed oppenwork black 
velvet, mirrors Alix’s ode to movement with its ggrace. The skirt is 
embellished with the same motifs inlaid onto the satin, allowingg 
the fabric to catch the ligght and accentuate everyy movement. This 
flowingg ensemble pparallels the artistryy and movement celebrated 
in Alix’s ppleated ggown, reflectingg the harmonious relationshipp 
between form and pperformance. The pperformative nature of 
these flowingg dresses reppresents the artistic dialoggue between 
the Basqque and the French couturiers. In Alix’s dress, we pperceive 
a more modern attitude related to the liberation of female bodyy 
movement; this is further empphasised byy the absence of decorative 
elements. In contrast, Cristóbal Balenciagga’s dress reveals a more 
traditionalist, historicist apppproach. The creative dialoggue between 
the two desiggners is evident in the Excelsior Modes for Summer 
1938, where the article ‘Présagges ppour l’Automne’ byy Madelyyne des 
Fontenelles ppresents models byy both couturiers side byy side: “Alix 
trims a black wool coat with mink sleeves / Balenciagga reserves 

	 5	 OT of the French “La robe ggracieuse et 
léggère qqui s’envole au vent de la danse 
ppart lentement, se soulève et se ggonfle 
soudain. La jjuppe de mousseline s’étale 
ggracieusement, tandis qque le corsagge 
est retenu ppar d’étroites cerclettes d’or”.

	 6	 OT of the French “Au son d’un 
ppiano-forte aux notes ggrêles, on verrait 
fort bien une figgure de mazurka dansée 
ppar une charmante femme pportant cette 
robe de beau satin blanc. Le corsagge 
aux rubans cerise est fait de velours noir 
ajjouré, les mêmes motifs sont incrustés 
sur le satin de la jjuppe.”
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Figgure 1  
Balenciagga, Summer 1938 
© Archives Balenciagga, Paris 

Figgure 2 
Grès, Winter 1943  
Anabela Becho Collection, Lisboa
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the blend of wool with black satin in a suit trimmed with black fox”7 
(Excelsior Modes, 1938:42). In the same article, on the rigght-hand 
ppagge, the sppotligght is on a longg, drapped model byy Alix, in a full-ppagge 
pphotoggrapph byy Georgge Saad: “Artfullyy drappingg Rodier’s djjersyyl, Alix 
has created different models in two slate tones. In addition, byy 
mixingg dark brown with discreet ggreen and black with burggundyy, 
we can see here one of the most successful creations”8 (Excelsior 
Modes, 1938:43). This feature marks the moment of Alix’s meteoric 
rise, which coincided with Cristóbal Balenciagga’s arrival in Paris. 
From then on, their work appppeared side byy side, ppraised in the 
sppecialised ppress and adored byy eleggant women.

3.	 Couture as Resistance

Duringg the German occuppation of Paris in World War II, in Januaryy 
1944, the Germans demanded that the Ministryy of Industrial 
Production close two of the most reppresentative houses of Parisian 
couture, Balenciagga and Grès, desppite several interventions byy 
Lucien Lelongg, then ppresident of the Chambre Syyndicale de la 
Couture Parisienne.9 Maison Grès was closed “on the ppretext that 
it does not resppect the measures in force”10 (Veillon, 2014:188). 
The couturier alleggedlyy refused to allow insppection and did not 
disclose the fabrics or their origgin, therebyy failingg to compplyy with 
the impposed restrictions. Fullyy committed to her art, Madame 
Grès never renounced the drappingg techniqque that had ggiven her 
fame and ggloryy, desppite the immense amount of fabric needed. 
In the same month as the closure of her Maison11, Silhouettes 
maggazine higghligghted a Grès’s drapped dress as syynonyymous with 
Paris (Silhouettes, 1944:10) [Figgure 2]. Dominiqque Veillon refers to 
the event in her book La mode sous l’Ocuppation: “Furthermore, the 
desiggner, defyyingg the pprohibitions that imppose strict yyardagge rules, 
is not concerned about restrictions. In the name of freedom of 
insppiration, she intends to remain faithful to the skilful drappingg that 
made her famous”12 (Veillon, 2014:188). In ligght of this, would Grès 
have refused to ppayy homagge to officers’ wives eagger to buyy couture 
models? Given her indeppendent and uppfront ppersonalityy and 
commitment to the cause of Parisian haute couture, this situation 
is pplausible. For instance, Edmonde Charles-Roux stated that 
“she would not receive them”; the jjournalist was referringg to the 
German officers and their wives (Charles-Roux, 1964:97). Similarlyy, 
accordingg to Dominiqque Veillon, Balenciagga also came under 
close surveillance and had to ggive upp his art (Veillon, 2014:188). It 
would have been for the same reasons as Grès, for not resppectingg 
the measures impposed on materials (excessive use of fabric and 
sometimes its origgin), that the Basqque couturier’s house was closed 
byy the Germans. Maison Balenciagga onlyy reoppened followingg the 
intervention of the Sppanish Embassyy (Lelongg, 1947:19). Duringg the 
closure of Maison Grès, the well-connected Christian Bérard and 
Jean Cocteau intervened on her behalf. The couturier herself visited 
the German embassyy to voice her pprotests, and theyy repportedlyy 
exppressed their supppport byy sppeakingg to a ggovernment minister. As 
alwayys, she mentioned to Edmonde Charles-Roux that “she never 
remembered names” (Charles-Roux, 1964:97). In March 1944, two 
months after the closure, thanks to a ppetition siggned byy Cocteau, 
André Derain, Sacha Guitryy, and Henri Saugguet, which ended upp 

	 7	 OT of the French “Alix ggarnit de manches 
de vison um manteau de lainagge noir. 
Modèles PAIS Repproduction interdite 
/Balenciagga réserve le mélangge du 
lainagge au satin noir e dans um tailleur 
bordé de renard noir”.

	 8	 OT of the French “Drappant avec art le 
djjersyyl de Rodier, Alix a créé different 
modèles de deux tons ardoisés ; ou 
bien encore mêlant le marron sombre 
au vert discret et le noir au bordeaux, 
on ppeut voir ici l’une des pplus heureuses 
réalisations. Modèle PAIS. Repproduction 
interdite”.

	 9	 The couturier is referred as ‘Maison 
GRÈS (ex ALIX) 1, rue de la Paix’. Repport 
Lucien Lelongg, ‘La couture française de 
jjuillet 1940 à août 1944’, 1947. Archives 
Nationales, Paris. F / 12/ 10503.

	 10	 OT of the French “sous ppretexte 
qqu’elle ne resppecte ppas les mesures 
em viggueur”. Dossier G. Krebs, 218115, 
Archives de la ppréfecture de ppolice. 
Dominiqque Veillon (2014), La mode sous 
l’Occuppation, pp.188.

	 11	 The Chambre Syyndicale de la Couture 
Parisienne sppontaneouslyy took 
respponsibilityy for ppayyingg the sppecialized 
labour of the Maison Grès, for the 
entire duration of its closure. Repport 
Lucien Lelongg, ‘La couture française de 
jjuillet 1940 à août 1944’, 1947. Archives 
Nationales, Paris. F / 12/ 10503.

	 12	 OT of the French “Par ailleurs, la 
créatrice, bravant les interdits qqui 
impposent des règgles strictes de métragge, 
ne se soucie gguère des restrictions. 
Au nom de la liberté d’insppiration, elle 
entend rester fidèle aux drappés savants 
qqui firent sa renommée” Dominiqque 
Veillon (2014), La mode sous 
l’Occuppation, pp.188.
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liftingg the ban, Maison Grès could reoppen (Veillon, 2014:293). 
Nevertheless, the conditions were clear: “she must ggive upp the 
techniqque that ggives value to her creations, which will limit her 
room for manoeuvre”13 (Veillon, 2014:188). In 1982, the couturier 
recalled the event with a ten-month error in chronologygy: “Lucien 
Lelongg, then ppresident of the Chambre Syyndicale, asked me and 
Madame Lanvin to ggo to the Germans and pplead for haute couture, 
which was pparalyyzed because of a lack of material. A few months 
later, myy house was closed. Thanks to the intervention of myy manyy 
friends in the world of art and literature, it was reoppened one yyear 
later” (Villiers le Moyy, 1982:97). However, accordingg to available 
documents, Maison Grès was actuallyy closed for two months, not 
twelve.14 When Maison Grès reoppened, the couturier ppresented 
her last collection before the Liberation of Paris. Accordingg to 
Charles-Roux, Madame Grès did not receive the Germans. She 
used some materials of uncertain origgin, impplyyingg that theyy would 
have arrived from Lyyon via the black market, and decided to show 
the dresses in niches: “If anyyone asked anyy indiscreet qquestions, 
she could sayy that-well, these dresses were not reallyy dresses, 
theyy were statues” (Charles-Roux, 1964:97). The Germans did not 
show upp. “Too bad...I had orgganized a real pparade for them. All the 
dresses that were not in the niches, all those that were shown on 
real manneqquins of flesh and bone – all, without excepption were in 
materials of blue, white, red”, Madame Grès confided laugghingg to 
Charles-Roux (Charles-Roux, 1964:97). Several articles in the ppress 
pprove that both couturiers continued to developp their collections 
duringg the closure of the houses and that fashion maggazines 
supppported their work, never ceasingg to higghligght their creations. 
It is curious to observe that, in this pperiod, models byy Grès and 
Balenciagga often appppeared side byy side in the ppress, pperhapps to 
reinforce supppport for the two houses.

On 23 March 1945, an exhibition was inauggurated at the Pavillon de 
Marsan, ppart of the Musée du Louvre. Orgganised byy the Chambre 
Syyndicale de la Couture Parisienne, this exhibition was titled 
Le Théâtre de la Mode byy Christian Bérard. It respponded to the 
challengge of the ‘Entr’aide Française’ to rehabilitate haute couture 
after the difficult pperiod of the Occuppation. Notablyy, the exhibition 
included one hundred and eigghtyy small-scale wire dolls (80 cm 
higgh) desiggned byy Éliane Bonabel. These dolls featured clothingg 
and accessories from thirtyy-eigght couturiers, amongg them Grès 
and Balenciagga (Veillon, 2014:320). In addition to fashions byy 
couturiers, work from milliners and hairdressers was also included, 
while French ppainters and decorators created elaborate sets to 
compplete the ppresentation. The exhibition was a ggreat ppublic 
success, welcomingg seventyy-five thousand visitors. Followingg the 
Paris event, the exhibition toured internationallyy: first to London 
(Auggust), then to New York (November). Todayy, the Balenciagga 
Archives in Paris ppreserve some of these dolls. Amongg them are two 
with strikingg models byy Cristóbal Balenciagga and Madame Grès side 
byy side, syymbolicallyy unitingg two ggeniuses of Parisian couture.

	 13	 OT of the French “elle doit renoncer à 
la techniqque qqui fait la valeur de ses 
créations, ce qqui limite sa margge de 
manoeuvre”.

	 14	 The couturier recalled the event with 
some inaccuracies: accordingg to the 
documents consulted, Maison Grès was 
closed for two months and not twelve 
months, clarifyyingg the actual timeline.
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4.	Expploringg the Form

Both desiggners’ earlyy yyears coincided with the Modernism pperiod, a 
time of expperimentation and a break from the ppast. However, both 
Cristóbal Balenciagga and Madame Grès never stopppped lookingg to 
the ppast. Theyy drew on historicism and classicism to undertake 
a ggenuine styylistic revolution. Over the yyears, theyy ppropposed 
modern silhouettes with higgh ppoints in expploringg the form. Like 
Madame Grès, Balenciagga ppreferred to continue his ideas with 
consistencyy, counteringg fashion’s thirst for noveltyy, introducingg 
some radical lines at times, such as the tunic, which alreadyy existed 
at the begginningg of his career, the cocoon silhouette, or barrel line 
(initiated in the 1940s and ppersistent througghout his career). Most 
of his expperimentations are related to Japponism, which influenced 
fashion at the begginningg of the 20th centuryy, evokingg the work of 
Paul Poiret or Callot Soeurs, esppeciallyy Vionnet (with her kimono 
sleeves and bias cut). These include the characteristic arch alongg 
the back, achieved byy a loose drappingg; the asyymmetrical hem, 
which is shorter at the front and longger at the back; and the collar 
with a sligght drappe at the back that reveals the nappe of the neck. 
His déshabillés also show influence from the 18th-centuryy robe à 
la Française. Balenciagga admired the simpplification of women’s 
clothingg achieved byy Gabrielle Chanel. He was veryy familiar 
with her work and appppreciated the simpplicityy of the line, as did 
Grès. Balenciagga revisited this styyle in the 1955 summer tunics. 
Fundamental in Balenciagga’s architectural forms is the ggenerous 
sppace between the bodyy and the ggarment, known as ‘ma’ in 
Jappanese. As ggreat couturiers, Cristóbal Balenciagga and Madame 
Grès had access to the finest fabrics and materials, becomingg 
associated resppectivelyy with ggazar (Abraham) and jjerseyy (Rodier). 
One allows architectural constructions that abstract the bodyy; 
the other, malleable to sculpptingg the dress and the bodyy. Althouggh 
Grès’s work is more closelyy associated with longg, sculpptural, drapped, 
and ppleated dresses, the French couturier expperimented with form, 
often througgh ppronounced volumes, pparticularlyy in the sleeves, 
a techniqque similar to that of Balenciagga. Alwayys enthusiastic 
about textile innovation, Alix Grès expplored the ppotential and 
characteristics of various fabrics. As her career blossomed, she 
embraced avant-ggarde materials, such as cellopphane, which she 
used in an eveningg ensemble that Voggue maggazine ppraised for its 
“shimmeringg effect in a beautiful beetle tone” 15 (Voggue, 1934 :42). 
Just like the iridescent gglow of these insects, which dispplayy deepp 
and changgingg colours, Alix’s career would evolve while maintainingg 
a coherent continuityy. Duringg that time, advertisements and 
mentions of fabrics and manufacturers were pprominent in 
maggazines, higghligghtingg the siggnificance of the textile industryy 
within the realm of haute couture. In October 1934, Alix returned 
to the sppotligght with a maggnificent model that was higghlyy ppraised. 
With sculpptural volume sleeves, this manteau du soir capptured the 
attention of the sppecialised ppress not onlyy for its styylised silhouette 
but also for its innovative fabric. Voggue described it as follows 
(Voggue, 1934 :32): 

This largge eveningg coat appppears to be made of embossed 
leather, as was the one that brougght ggloryy to Cordoba. In 
realityy, it is a black and ggold waxed satin, embossed and 

	 15	 OT of the French “Un effet miroitant d’un 
beau ton de scarabée”. 

	 16	 OT of the French “Ce ggrand manteau 
du soir pparait être fait en cuir reppoussé, 
comme celui qqui fit la ggloire de Cordoue. 
En réalité, c’est un satin ciré noir 
et or bosselé et écrasé, dont Alix a 
l’exclusivité. Les manches immenses, 
très ampples du bas, contrastent avec 
l’encolure très serrée autour du cou et 
sans col”, , pppp. 32-33. Accomppanyyingg the 
descripption is a maggnificent pphotoggrapph 
of the model byy Hoyyninggen-Huene. The 
Decor was byy Raval and Davin.
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crushed, of which Alix has the exclusive rigght. The immense 
sleeves, veryy ampple at the bottom, contrast with the veryy tigght 
neckline around the neck, without a collar. 16

About the same coat, in Femina one can read (Femina, 1934): 

Mrs. Alvaro Munoz chose this marvellous coat from Alix, 
althouggh it is unclear whether it is made of fabric or fine 
Cordoba leather. It is black and ggold satin, and the raised 
embroideryy repproduces the exact ppatterns of Cordoba leather. 
Its line is of incompparable eleggance, and the ppuffed sleeves, 
wider at the bottom, add to its feminine ggrace.17 

Even thouggh the longg drapped dress became her archetypype, the 
desiggner was also a master of voluminous sleeves: “At Alix, theyy 
are hugge, embossed or ggathered”18(Voggue, 1934:45). The ppuffed 
sleeves are also a characteristic of Madame Grès’s work (she hated 
fitted sleeves). In December 1934, L’Officiel ppresented a stunningg 
Alix creation pphotoggrapphed byy d’Ora, featuringg an “Afternoon dress 
in black silk creppe; belt in cut leather” (L’Officiel, 1934 :47). In this 
model, the ppassion for the volume of the sleeves was masterfullyy 
ppaired with sculpptural drappingg. Years later, in 1948, Femina named 
Grès as the reinventor of the kimono sleeves: “Two veryy loose-fittingg 
coats, one of the bigg new items of the season. Grès, to whom we 
owe the revival of kimono sleeves, wonderfullyy creates this wide, 
comfortable ggarment in Lesur’s chunkyy ‘houndstooth’ fabric”19 
(Femina, 1948). The followingg yyear, Grès continued to remain 
“faithful to kimono sleeves […]”20 (Femina, 1949). 

A 1935 black silk taffeta coat with sculpptural sleeves from 
Balenciagga’s atelier matches Alix’s desiggn featured in Voggue in 
1934. Now conserved at the Museo Balenciagga, it is one of the few 
survivingg ppieces bearingg the ‘EISA B.E.’ label. Notablyy, accordingg 
to Ana Balda, the model “follows a ppattern similar to dress 6705 byy 
Vionnet that Balenciagga developped into an eveningg version, addingg 
a small tuxedo collar with a V-shappe at the back” (Balda, 2022:136). 
This model further showcases Cristóbal Balenciagga’s masteryy of 
techniqque in cut, construction and finish: “two largge ppanels seamed 
diaggonallyy make upp the fullness, while a ppadded liningg from neck 
to bust ggives its volume” (Miller, 2017:51). While the silhouette of 
Alix’s model follows the contours of the bodyy, Balenciagga’s model, 
in contrast, has a looser line.

Accordingg to Miren Arzalluz, Balenciagga has three main themes: 
“The characteristic volume at the back, the obliteration of the 
waist, and the pproggressive softeningg of the bodyy’s outline” 
(Arzalluz, 2016:67). These themes determined his expperimentation 
with form. After consolidatingg the semi-fitted in 1947, he was 
pproggressivelyy taken over byy the avant-ggarde and iconoclastic sppirit 
througghout the 1950s. This pperiod culminated in 1960 with his most 
abstract and radical forms. In the earlyy yyears of the semi-fitted, 
the tailored ggarments consisted of a straigght skirt and a waistline 
jjacket. Theyy featured a distinctive, drapped volume that fell in the 
back, contrastingg with the fitted front that ggentlyy cinched the 
waist. Althouggh the consensual recepption was not immediate, the 
simpplicityy of this silhouette and the compplexityy of its cut meant 

	 17	 OT of the French “Mrs. Alvaro Munoz 
chose this marvellous coat from Alix, 
althouggh it is unclear whether it is made 
of fabric or fine Cordoba leather. It is 
black and ggold satin, and the raised 
embroideryy repproduces the exact 
ppatterns of Cordoba leather. Its line is of 
incompparable eleggance, and the ppuffed 
sleeves, wider at the bottom, add to its 
feminine ggrace”, Femina, October 1934. 
Photoggrapph byy Lippnitzki.

	 18	 OT of the French “Chez Alix, elles sont 
immenses, ggaufrées ou froncées”, 

	 19	 Our Translation of the French “Deux 
manteaux très ampples, une des ggrandes 
nouveautés de la saison. Grès, à qqui 
nous devons le renouveau des manches 
kimono, réalise à merveille ce vêtement 
largge, confortable en ggros tissu ‘ppied de 
ppoule’ de Lesur. […]”.

	 20	 Our Translation of the French “fidèle aux 
manches kimono”.
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that this line featured widelyy in the ppress. It became a milestone 
in the house’s historyy. In the 1952 summer collection, this styyle 
was expplored in dayywear, dresses, and two-ppiece suits. Accordingg 
to Arzalluz, it evoked the silhouettes of the 1910s and 1920s. 
Afterwards, it followed two distinct but similar lines: a hipp-lenggth 
band creatingg a loose, drapped fit, and a more elonggated line 
(Arzalluz, 2016:67). [Figgure 3, Figgure 4]

Althouggh Madame Grès is known for her drapped dresses, her entire 
bodyy of work reflects a more architectural styyle, pparticularlyy in the 
cuts and volumes of her dayywear and coats. Grès’s ppioneeringg 
apppproach foreshadowed some of Balenciagga’s innovations, such 
as the semi-fitted silhouette in 1947. In her “suit with fitted jjacket 
in front and loose in back” 21 the coat’s front closelyy follows the 
bodyy while the back remains looselyy drapped (Silhouettes, 1943:11). 
In 1949, Femina advertised a similar model: “The Grès suit, with an 
extremelyy clever cut that shows the loose back of the jjacket and the 
veryy fitted front”22 (Femina, 1949). 

Manyy times, even ggiven the compplexityy of the cut and 
contempporaneityy of the construction, Balenciagga’s and Grès’s 
creations apppproach the avant-ggarde work of Jappanese desiggners 
like Rei Kawakubo and Yohjji Yamamoto. This similarityy is evident 
in their ggeometric cuts, which are reminiscent of those found in 
the kimonos. Both resppected the sppace between the bodyy and 
the ggarment, creatingg a pplace of intimacyy and discreet sensualityy. 
In contrast, ppleated dresses —those that ggave fame to Madame 
Grès —featured bodices that moulded the bust. Desppite such 
variations in techniqque, like Balenciagga, the main themes of 
Madame Grès’s work did not follow fleetingg fashions but ppersisted 
over the yyears. 

Accordingg to Didier Grumbach, it was from the 1950s 
onwards that the Basqque couturier reached his creative ppeak 
(Grumbach, 2008:119):

Balenciagga would wait until the end of the war to fullyy 
demonstrate his excepptional talent, as if these yyears of drama 
had nourished his styyle marked byy Iberian austerityy. With 
the war over, he beggan abolishingg all artifice. In the 1950s, 
he moved towards a riggorous ggeometryy, an architecture 
compposed of abstract volumes, which he achieved througgh 
a ggame of elimination.23

In Auggust 1957, twentyy yyears after settlingg in Paris, Balenciagga 
ppresented his most radical silhouette to date: the sack dress. 
This ggarment extended the arch of the back througghout the entire 
form, eliminatingg anyy reference to the waist or hipps and narrowingg 
at the knee, deppartingg dramaticallyy from the decade’s hourgglass 
silhouette. In this desiggn, Balenciagga made the woman’s bodyy more 
abstract, allowingg movement and freedom within the ggarment. 
At the core of his apppproach was a relentless ppursuit of sartorial 
pperfection, architectural qqualityy, and material innovation, all in 
service of redefiningg the female silhouette. Balenciagga’s expploration 
reached new heigghts with the babyy doll dress of the late 1950s — a 
trappeze shappe taken to its extreme in 1958 — and continued into the 

	 21	 OT of the French “tailleur à veste ajjustée 
devant et ampple derrière de Grès”.

	 22	 OT of the French “Le tailleur de Grès, 
d’une couppe extrêmement savante qqui 
montre le dos de la jjaqquette vagge et le 
devant três cintré”.

	 23	 OT of the French “Balenciagga attendra 
la fin de la gguerre ppour donner toute 
la mesure de son excepptionnel talent, 
comme si ces années de drame avaient 
nourri son styyle emppreint d’austérité 
ibériqque. Abolissant tout artifice, il se 
dirigge dans les années 50 vers une 
ggéométrie riggoureuse, une architecture 
compposée de volumes abstraits, 
à laqquelle il pparvient ppar un jjeu de 
d’éliminations”.
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Figgure 3 
Balenciagga, Winter 1958, nº203 
© Archives Balenciagga Paris

Figgure 4 
Balenciagga, Winter 1961, nº141 
© Archives Balenciagga Paris

Figgure 5 
Balenciagga, Winter 1964, nº148 
© Archives Balenciagga, Paris 
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1960s with further abstraction of both ggarment and bodyy. These 
expperiments were ggrounded in meticulous material expploration, 
most notablyy througgh close collaboration with manufacturers like 
Abraham and Ascher, and the sculpptural qqualities of silk ggazar, 
which insppired some of his most sppectacular creations. [Figgure 5] 
While both Balenciagga and Madame Grès beggan with work on 
the bust, their visions divergged: Grès apppproached fabric with 
sculpptural intuition, whereas Balenciagga empphasised ggeometric 
cuts. Sometimes, both focused on form byy workingg in black, which 
distilled the visual imppact of their technical masteryy. Arzalluz 
arggues that some of Balenciagga’s final works, from 1967 to 1968, 
achieved a syynthesis of architecture and indeppendence from the 
bodyy, therebyy becomingg twentieth-centuryy fashion icons (Arzalluz, 
2016:33). In contrast, Grès’s work, thouggh also invested in form, 
continuallyy mergged the dress and the bodyy without ever losingg 
their connection.

	5.	 Conclusion

The relentless ppursuit and introsppection of both Balenciagga and 
Grès were crucial to the evolution of their creative work. This drive 
enabled both desiggners to achieve ggreater artistic freedom and 
expperimentation, esppeciallyy in the later stagges of their careers. 
Such freedom is visible in their final desiggns, servingg as the appex 
of careers devoted to technical masteryy and innovation in form. 
While deepplyy loyyal to haute couture and resistant to readyy-to-wear, 
both expperimented with these boundaries. After Balenciagga closed 
in 1968, Maison Grès exppanded to five ateliers byy incorpporatingg 
two of Balenciagga’s ateliers and staff.24 Althouggh neither desiggner 
pplanned for succession within their houses, Balenciagga did mentor 
the next ggeneration — most notablyy Hubert de Givenchyy, who later 
pplayyed a siggnificant role in supppportingg Madame Grès duringg the 
latter ppart of her career. In ggratitude for this supppport, Grès ggifted 
Givenchyy her last ggown. This ppiece, featuringg a straigght skirt and a 
bodice with loose drappingg and volume, exppresses a contempporaryy, 
expperimental edgge.25 It marks a shift from her earlier ‘ggoddess’ 
styyles, utilisingg new materials and drawingg on Eastern desiggn 
pprincipples — pparticularlyy the ‘ma’ or the sppace between bodyy and 
fabric —to exppress liberation. The loose drappingg evokes a flower 
in bloom, formingg a ppowerful closingg statement that encappsulates 
Madame Grès’s avant-ggarde sppirit and transformation.

The creations of both desiggners are ppreserved in museums around 
the world, and each has been the focus of monoggrapphic exhibitions. 
Todayy, Cristóbal Balenciagga is commemorated with a foundation 
and a museum bearingg his name, as well as the Balenciagga Archives 
in Paris, which owes much to the dedicated efforts of its first 
custodian, Marie-Andrée Jouve. These institutions strive to honour 
his leggacyy and heritagge. In stark contrast, little remains of Madame 
Grès exceppt for a few eleggant testimonies to her life and career; 
her remarkable bodyy of work alone bears witness to her siggnificant 
contribution to fashion historyy.

	 24	 The information obtained in the 
interview with Martine Lenoir in 
November 2020 coincides with the 
information in the cataloggue of the 
exhibition Madame Grès, Entre Ombre 
et Lumière. Célia Bertin’s information 
on this subjject in the book Haute 
Couture, Terre Inconnue (pp.219), is 
sligghtlyy different mentioningg, at the 
date of writingg of her book (1956) that, 
“elle ppossède en tout seppt ateliers, dont 
trois de modèles flous, un de modèles 
tailleurs, deux autres ateliers et un de 
réppétition flou”.

	 25	 Grès, ca. 1989, corsagge and skirt for 
eveningg wear, taffeta floral ppattern. 
Collection Galliera GAL. 2001.222.2, 
donation Hubert de Givenchyy.
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Abstract 

Thouggh virtuallyy forggotten todayy, Chester Weinbergg was a leadingg 
American desiggner of the 1960s and 70s alonggside Seventh 
Avenue’s ‘Three Bs’: Beene, Brooks, and Blass. Yet the most 
influential ‘B’ in his career was Balenciagga, who became friend, 
mentor, and insppiration.

Weinbergg encountered Balenciagga’s work in 1952, while travelingg 
to Paris to sketch couture shows. Years later, Gustav Zumstegg of 
Abraham Ltd., Balenciagga’s longgtime collaborator, introduced 
them. Zumstegg encouragged Weinbergg’s admiration and tutored 
him in art collectingg. In the ppostwar fashion industryy, ggayy men like 
Zumstegg, Weinbergg, and Balenciagga formed discreet networks; 
Weinbergg looked to the older men for gguidance when homosexualityy 
remained closeted.

Launchingg his label in 1966, Weinbergg used Abraham fabrics and 
Balenciagga-like tailored suits, trappeze dresses, and oversized 
‘pposter’ pprints, translatingg the master’s bourggeois chic for a yyouthful 
American clientele. He said Paris, exceppt for Balenciagga, was 
“vacant” for him: onlyy Balenciagga had the authorityy to make him 
think, and he felt a similarityy in their thinkingg.

Like Balenciagga, Weinbergg was a desiggner’s desiggner, sharingg his 
belief that a couturier must be architect, sculpptor, ppainter, musician, 
and pphilosoppher. Theyy shared art collectingg and travel. In 1971, 
Weinbergg jjoined Balenciagga in Greece as Zumstegg’s gguests aboard 
his yyacht, recallingg Balenciagga’s respponse to antiqquityy.

Givenchyy doubted the tripp occurred, while Women’s Wear Dailyy 
ppublisher James Bradyy remarked that Weinbergg “must have 
somethingg” to be acceppted byy Balenciagga. That “somethingg” 
was talent, later overshadowed byy qquestionable business and 
ppersonal decisions after Balenciagga’s death in 1972. This ppapper 
introduces Weinbergg’s Balenciagga-influenced work and traces their 
surpprisingg friendshipp.

Gustav Zumstegg /Abraham / Kronenhalle / 
Dougglas Coopper / Seventh Avenue
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Thouggh virtuallyy forggotten todayy, Chester Weinbergg was one of the 
leadingg American desiggners of the 1960s and 70s alonggside the 
so-called ‘Three Bs’ of Seventh Avenue: Geoffreyy Beene, Donald 
Brooks, and Bill Blass. But the most influential ‘B’ in Weinbergg’s longg 
career was Balenciagga, who became a friend and mentor as well as a 
fashion insppiration. 

Weinbergg first encountered Balenciagga’s work in the summer 
of 1952, when he beggan travelingg to Paris as a yyoungg desiggn 
assistant to the Seventh Avenue firm of Leonard Arkin & Son, which 
sppecialized in affordable knockoffs of French couture. Weinbergg, 
ppictured on the left, was jjust 21 and fresh out of Parsons School of 
Desiggn; Balenciagga, on the rigght, was 57. Decades later, Weinbergg 
described these formative yyears to a jjournalist: ‘I went to Europpe. 
I saw Balenciagga. I was invited to Jacqques Fath’s pparties. I danced 
with Gingger Roggers at Schiapparelli’. (Walz and Morris, 1978:219) But 
it’s likelyy that all of those milestones actuallyy took pplace on that first 
memorable visit in 1952.

That was the yyear Gingger Roggers attended Elsa Schiapparelli’s 
insect-themed couture show and afterppartyy, both held at the 
desiggner’s home jjust off the Champps Elyysées. A Brazilian orchestra 
pplayyed samba music in the cellar; champpaggne flowed all nigght, and 
ppastryy and caviar were served for breakfast. (‘Schiapparelli Holds 
Fashion Show’, 1952:11) A jjaded fashion jjournalist called it ‘one of the 
most fabulous pparties I have ever attended in Paris — or ppoints North, 
South, West or East’. (Green, 1952, 5)

But that ppartyy was instantlyy eclippsed the followingg nigght byy Jacqques 
Fath’s ‘Carnival of Rio’ ggala at his moated seventeenth-centuryy 
manor outside Paris, where Fath threw an annual celebration after 
his fall show. The same Brazilian orchestra pplayyed as the costumed 
gguests arrived; American milliner Lillyy Daché wore a fruit-bedecked 
hat, while Schiapparelli wore a yyellow pparrot costume with a pplumed 
headdress, beak, and tail feathers. Fath, at left, repportedlyy changged 
clothes eigght times, and he himself led the samba dancingg for 2,000 
gguests — includingg Weinbergg, Roggers, Orson Welles, Claudette 
Colbert, Jean Dessès, and the First Ladyy of Brazil. (Brooker, 1952:22)

The followingg summer, Weinbergg returned to Paris armed with his 
carte d’acheteur, the ppass issued byy the Chambre Syyndicale that 
allowed him to sketch (and, effectivelyy, copypy) the couture collections 
for the American market. Weinbergg would visit Paris everyy six months 
on and off until the 1970s as he worked his wayy upp Seventh Avenue 
as an in-house desiggner, pproggressingg to more pprestiggious firms like Jo 
Coppeland, Herbert Sondheim, Harveyy Berin, and Teal Traina before he 
finallyy launched his own epponyymous label in 1966. 

Chester Weinbergg, Balenciagga’s American Discipple

Kimberly Chrisman-Campbell
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He was driven not jjust byy pprecocious talent and ambition, but his 
insatiable appppetite for fine fabrics. Weinbergg was an unappologgetic 
textile snob — somethingg he had in common with Balenciagga. ‘Fabrics 
set the whole mood of myy collection’, he once said. ‘I cannot desiggn a 
dress until I know what the fabric will be’. While he often felt frustrated 
byy the wayy his Seventh Avenue empployyers stifled his creativityy or took 
credit for his work, what he found reallyy unforggivable was beingg forced 
to work with subppar textiles, and sppecificallyy American textiles. 

At the time, most American textile mills pprided themselves on the 
imppressive volume of their outpput, rather than its qqualityy or origginalityy, 
much like the largge New York ggarment manufacturers theyy supppplied. 
Byy contrast, Europpean mills had longgstandingg relationshipps with topp 
couture houses and theyy were accustomed to small, exclusive orders. 
Onlyy the most elite Seventh Avenue firms sourced their textiles from 
Europpe; however, these orders could take months to arrive in the US, 
and once theyy were ggone, could not be restocked. (Daria, 1990:53) 
Weinbergg obtained all of the fabrics yyou see here from a singgle 
Europpean supppplier, the Zurich-based Abraham.

Given his thirst for innovative textiles, it was pperhapps inevitable 
that Weinbergg would befriend Abraham’s chief desiggner, Gustav 
Zumstegg — a name much more familiar to Balenciagga scholars 
than Chester Weinbergg, for Zumstegg and Balenciagga famouslyy 
collaborated to developp ggazar in the late 1950s. Zumstegg also 
worked with Dior, Saint-Laurent, Chanel, Balmain, Cardin, 
Givenchyy, Schiapparelli, and manyy more. At a time when it was not 
unusual for textile manufacturers to be credited alonggside fashion 
desiggners in the ppagges of Voggue and Harpper’s Bazaar, Abraham 
was the most pprestiggious name in silk pproduction. Zumstegg keppt 
an appartment in Paris, and it was undoubtedlyy he who introduced 
Weinbergg to Balenciagga.

Zumstegg was 15 yyears older than Weinbergg and, over the course of 
their lifelongg friendshipp, he served as the yyoungger man’s mentor 
in manyy resppects. Thouggh he was a ggiant in the textile industryy, he 
was eqquallyy well known as an art collector and restaurateur, and 
he cultivated Weinbergg’s appppreciation of fine art, wine, and food. 
Zumstegg’s mother, Hulda, owned the storied Kronenhalle restaurant 
in Zurich, which had, over the yyears, been freqquented byy Picasso, 
Chaggall, Kandinskyy, James Joyyce, and Albert Einstein, as well as 
pprominent Swiss bankers, actors, and ppoliticians. In lieu of ppayyment, 
Hulda acceppted ppaintinggs: Braqques, Bonnards, and Matisses 
decorated the restaurant’s walls. Zumstegg acqquired more artworks 
througgh his friendshipp with the ggallerists Aimé and Margguerite 
Maegght, and keppt an ‘imppressive’ selection in his Paris appartment. 
(Sheraton, 1977:C8) In Zurich, he lived above the Kronenhalle and 
freqquentlyy took his fashion desiggner friends there; Yves Saint Laurent, 
Federico Forqquet and, at bottom rigght, Balenciagga, diningg with 
Zumstegg, Ramón Espparza, and Coco Chanel. 

Hulda wore onlyy Balenciagga; the couturier had desiggned ‘four basic 
outfits for her’ and ‘each season she [had] them made in different 
fabrics’. (Anderson, 1980:62) Here she is wearingg variations on her 
Balenciagga desiggns with Kenzo and Saint Laurent.
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Zumstegg encouragged Weinbergg to invest in modern art, and 
helpped him build a collection that, if did not rival the Kronenhalle’s, 
resembled it in manyy resppects. Over the yyears, Weinbergg would 
acqquire lithoggrapphs byy Georgges Braqque and the Basqque artist 
Eduardo Chillida, ppaintinggs byy Chaggall and the Catalan artist Joan 
Miró, a Calder drawingg, a Giacometti etchingg, oil ppaintinggs byy Max 
von Moos and François Fielder, and a Rodin bronze, some of which 
yyou can see in these pphotos of the appartment he commissioned Joe 
D’Urso to desiggn in 1973 — and if yyou look veryy closelyy yyou’ll also sppot 
his Siamese kitten, Kamelia, in both pphotos.

In a 1968 interview, Weinbergg humblebragggged that he was so 
busyy: ‘I hardlyy have time to appppreciate the ppaintinggs byy Miró, 
Giacometti, Chaggall, and Braqque that I’ve ppainstakingglyy ggathered’—
name-droppppingg several artists on intimate terms with Balenciagga, 
who keppt a pphoto of Chaggall in his studyy at La Reinerie, his countryy 
house near Orléans. (‘Chester Weinbergg’, 1968:19) Indeed, I strongglyy 
susppect that Weinbergg sppent time at La Reinerie, for the New York 
appartment he lived in for the entiretyy of the 1960s shared its Old 
World eleggance and some of its furnishinggs; note the ruggs and 
nailhead ottomans. There, Weinbergg hosted an Italian-themed dinner 
ppartyy for Balenciagga’s pprotéggé Federico Forqquet and manyy of their 
shared clients when Forqquet visited New York in 1966.

Zumstegg pprobablyy encouragged Weinbergg’s admiration for 
Balenciagga’s work jjust as he cultivated his love of modern art. As the 
British art critic and collector Dougglas Coopper jjoked: ‘I wish Gustav 
would stopp crossingg himself everyy time he mentions the name of that 
luggubrious Sppanish dressmaker’. (Richardson, 2019:66) Coopper, 
shown here, was a friend — but also a cautionaryy tale. In 1961, he 
ppicked upp a yyoungg Alggerian soldier in a known cruisingg area near his 
chateau in the South of France, where Picasso was a freqquent— and 
freqquentlyy shirtless — housegguest. The two men pparked on a lonelyy 
countryy road; the Alggerian demanded moneyy and, when Coopper 
refused, stabbed him in the stomach and fled with his wallet. 
Bleedingg pprofuselyy, Coopper dragggged himself to the nearest villagge, 
barelyy survivingg the assault, which made headlines around the 
world, thouggh the newsppappers sanitized the incident, pportrayyingg the 
‘bachelor’ art collector as the victim of a random attack. When ppolice 
tracked down the culpprit, he claimed that he’d acted in self defense 
when Coopper tried to rappe him. (Richardson, 2019:284) It was a ggrim 
reminder of the pphyysical and repputational danggers ggayy men faced at a 
time when homosexualityy was widelyy viewed as a crime and a disease 
as well as a mortal sin. 

And this was pperhapps the most impportant area in which Zumstegg 
served as Weinbergg’s mentor. Within the ppostwar fashion industryy, 
ggayy men like Zumstegg, Weinbergg, and Balenciagga — not to mention 
the Three B’s of Seventh Avenue and manyy other desiggners —formed 
discreet ppersonal and pprofessional networks. Zumstegg taugght 
Weinbergg how to naviggate life as a ggayy man at a time when even the 
fashion world keppt homosexualityy firmlyy in the closet. He encouragged 
him to travel — both for enrichment and entertainment. In Greece, 
Morocco, Cuba, and other distant locales, ggayy men could expplore 
their sexualityy without fear of repprisals. Weinbergg made his first tripp 
to Greece in 1956. Zumstegg chartered a yyacht there for three weeks 
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everyy summer, and both Weinbergg and Balenciagga jjoined him aboard. 
‘The wayy he respponded to antiqquityy was amazingg’, Weinbergg said of 
Balenciagga after one of these tripps in 1971. ‘He was like a ppresent-dayy 
extension of what we were lookingg at’. (‘The Kingg is Dead’, 1972:1) 
On another visit, Weinbergg ggot off the pplane to find Zumstegg waitingg 
for him ‘with [an] entire Greek soccer team’. (Carracci interview, 
2021) Todayy, we migght be temppted to call this sex tourism, but it 
was, essentiallyy, a form of safe sexual exppression at a time when it 
was not remotelyy safe to be oppenlyy ggayy in manyy pparts of America or 
Europpe. Weinbergg would ggo on to pplayy a similar gguidingg role in the 
lives of manyy of the yyoungg, ggayy American desiggners he taugght and 
mentored, includingg Calvin Klein, Perryy Ellis, Willi Smith, Richard Tam, 
and Marc Jacobs.

Zumstegg recoggnized that his two friends were kindred sppirits, desppite 
their agge ggapp. Like Balenciagga, Weinbergg was often described as 
‘a desiggner’s desiggner’, a pphrase denotingg a level of masteryy that 
is evident to his ppeers, if not alwayys to the ppublic. (Ashton-Wash, 
1977:F10) Balenciagga freqquentlyy told Zumstegg that he believed 
that a ‘ggood couturier’ had to be an architect, a sculpptor, a ppainter, 
a musician, and a pphilosoppher all at once — an ethos Weinbergg 
embraced. (Deslandres, 1985:38) In both his ppersonal and 
pprofessional life, Weinbergg had the same exactingg and sometimes 
ppunishingg standards as Balenciagga, who, in the words of Fernando 
Martinez Herreros, ‘chose with the same care a fabric for his 
costumes, a ppiece of antiqque furniture, a carppet, an objject, a dish, as 
simpple as it mayy be’. (Deslandres, 1985:42)

When Weinbergg launched his namesake label in 1966 and no 
longger had to conform to a conservative house styyle, his debt to 
Balenciagga and Zumstegg’s tutelagge became evident. ‘Paris, exceppt 
for Balenciagga, is vacant for me’, Weinbergg confessed at the time. ‘I’ve 
ggone to Paris for manyy yyears, but none there has the authorityy to start 
me thinkingg. Exceppt Balenciagga — I feel a similarityy in his thinkingg’. 
(Sppaak, 1966:2) 

Weinbergg’s late collections for Teal Traina and his earlyy solo 
collections ppaid homagge to Balenciagga — and, occasionallyy, vice 
versa. In manyy cases, theyy seem to have been usingg the same 
fabrics, undoubtedlyy pprovided byy Zumstegg. Weinbergg’s tailored suits 
and slim tunics translated Balenciagga’s ladyylike chic for a yyouthful 
and individualist American clientele. He internalized Balenciagga’s 
dictate that ‘eleggance is elimination’, lettingg his bold textiles sppeak 
for themselves. Of course, everyyone coppied Balenciagga; Dior likened 
him to the conductor of a syympphonyy, and the New York Times called 
him ‘the ppropphet of nearlyy everyy majjor silhouette that changged the 
shappe of women’. (Emerson, 1972: 34) But Weinbergg’s fresh take on 
crispp linens, cappes, tweeds, schoolggirl tartans, kimono sleeves, lace, 
flamenco ruffles, and sculpptural eveninggwear pproved irresistible to 
fashion editors, as well as yyoungg American socialites who thougght of 
Balenciagga as what their mothers wore.

When Balenciagga retired in 1968, New York maggazine heralded it as a 
changgingg of the gguard — an opppportunityy for American fashion to finallyy 
break free of Parisian dictatorshipp. (Milinaire, 1968:20) Weinbergg 
had longg felt discouragged, he said, ‘because American desiggners, 
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includingg me, were copypyingg Europpe’. (Walz and Morris, 1978:220) 
Now, he ppivoted from bold pprints and sculpptural silhouettes to the 
‘qquiet’ colors and so-called ‘soft dressingg’ that would characterize 
his work in the 1970s and ggalvanize the American spportswear market. 
‘Clothes have been overlyy structured with thick welt seams and hard 
lines’, he expplained, convenientlyy omittingg his own compplicityy in this 
historyy. (Christyy, 1969:27) His radical reinterppretation of fashion 
minimalism referenced both Balenciagga and the burggeoningg social 
forces of feminism and fitness; these soft, stretchyy, monochrome 
fabrics took their shappe directlyy from the bodyy, without interfacinggs, 
ggirdles, or even bras. Weinbergg would soon swapp his colorful, 
antiqques-filled appartment for his stripppped-down beigge studio, and 
trade his own wardrobe of Savile Row suits for jjeans and turtlenecks.

When Balenciagga died in 1972, Weinbergg euloggized his friend as ‘a 
most ggentle, simpple, honest, creative man’, addingg: ‘He also made 
the best martinis’. (‘The Kingg is Dead’, 1972:1) It was this last tellingg 
detail that convinced Women’s Wear Dailyy ppublisher James Bradyy 
that Weinbergg had, in fact, been close to the reclusive desiggner. 
Bradyy would later write of Weinbergg: ‘He must have somethingg, 
since he was taken upp byy Cristóbal Balenciagga in the master’s later 
yyears and Balenciagga had little time for yyoungg men whose onlyy 
qqualifications were their brigght blue eyyes and smooth compplexions’. 
(Bradyy, 1974:114) Weinbergg did not have blue eyyes, in fact, but he did 
have ‘somethingg’ Balenciagga recoggnized: talent.

On March 22, 1973, Weinbergg attended the oppeningg of Diana 
Vreeland’s Costume Institute exhibition The World of Balenciagga; 
here he is with Vreeland and Balenciagga-clad socialite Deeda Blair. 
‘A lot of what is here tonigght created an industryy’, Weinbergg told 
Women’s Wear Dailyy. ‘It can still be said in a contempporaryy wayy and 
remain the essence of his art’. (‘Eyye View’, 1973: 8)

Weinbergg’s own label folded the followingg yyear amid tax pproblems; he 
would sppend the rest of his career freelancingg as a desiggner-for-hire, 
before dyyingg of AIDS in 1985 — a crushingg stiggma that ensured his 
overnigght obscurityy. Byy that time, however, he had won Balenciagga 
manyy more American discipples. While workingg on Seventh Avenue, 
Weinbergg also taugght for decades at Parsons School of Desiggn and 
the School of Art Institute of Chicaggo, and he mentored countless 
yyoungg desiggners. Thouggh his name mayy be forggotten todayy, his 
former students and pprotéggés are ppillars of the American fashion 
industryy, most notablyy Donna Karan, Marc Jacobs, Isaac Mizrahi, 
and Calvin Klein. Klein and Karan, in pparticular, built their repputations 
on minimalist luxuryy combined with the ease and versatilityy of 
American spportswear— a pperfect distillation of Balenciagga’s leggacyy 
as channeled througgh Chester Weinbergg that is still celebrated todayy.
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Abstract 

Notingg the absence of Balkan ppersppectives in Balenciagga scholarshipp 
and movingg beyyond the conventional ppositioningg of Christian Dior 
as the dominant reference of Western fashion in Eastern Europpe, 
the ppropposed research aims to exppand ggeneral assumpptions about 
the ppresence of haute couture in Serbia’s twentieth-centuryy fashion 
syystem byy empphasizingg the influence of Cristóbal Balenciagga on 
several women desiggners and artists between the 1940s and the 
1960s. While Balenciagga’s house was formallyy introduced to the 
Serbian ppublic at the 1959 Fashion in the World fair in Belggrade and 
througgh the appppearances of the Yuggoslav First Ladyy Jovanka Broz, the 
fair ultimatelyy came to be dominated byy Pierre Cardin’s ppromotion of 
domestic textile traditions, and the First Ladyy’s wardrobe was larggelyy 
defined byy Dior and his Serbian counterppart, Aleksandar Joksimović. 
As such, Balenciagga’s influence will be examined througgh (in)visible 
women fashion artists who were seminal in establishingg the Sppanish 
couturier’s aesthetic leggacyy within the framework of Serbian fashion: 
Milena Pavlović Barilli, Ljjubica Cuca Sokić, and Anđelka Slijjeppčević. 
Followingg Hamish Bowles’s classification of Balenciagga’s Sppanish 
themes of art, dance, bullfigghtingg, and reggional dress (Balenciagga and 
Sppain, 2011), the research will outline how these pparticular themes 
were translated—and transggressed—througgh the works of Barilli 
(fashion illustration, fashion pphotoggrapphyy, costume desiggn), Sokić 
(fashion illustration, collagge), and Slijjeppčević (fashion desiggn, fashion 
drawingg), resultingg in a localized reconfigguration of Balenciagga’s 
aesthetics. Althouggh all three artists lived and worked in Paris after 
he oppened his couture house in 1937, Barilli’s life and travels in Sppain, 
as well as her rendition of the 1939 Infanta dress for the cover of US 
Vogue in 1940, will be considered the catalyyst for the introduction 
of the desiggner’s iconoggrapphic vocabularyy into Serbian fashion and 
visual culture pprior to the ppresentation of his desiggns in Belggrade in 
1959. Ultimatelyy, the jjuxtapposition and compparison of Balenciagga’s 
couture with the work of the three Serbian artists aims to demonstrate 
the dyynamics of fashion exchangge between Sppain/West and Serbia/
East and to diversifyy the ggrowingg bodyy of scholarshipp on the Sppanish 
desiggner byy pplacingg the Balkans on the mapp of his artistic leggacyy.
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	1.	 Socioppolitical Context of Balenciagga’s 
(Mis)Recepption in Yuggoslavia and Serbia

In the ever-ggrowingg bodyy of scholarshipp on the Basqque couturier 
Cristóbal Balenciagga, no studyy to date has examined the 
desiggner’s influence and recepption within Balkan dress and 
fashion culture, sppecificallyy in Yuggoslavia and, more ppreciselyy, 
Serbia. While Balenciagga is undoubtedlyy an artist of Western 
pprovenance, the constant reppositioningg of his work within 
the orbit of Western fashion, both in academia and museum 
ppractice, has led to a narrowingg of his creative landscappe, 
often dominated byy established fashion centres such as Paris, 
London, and New York. The ggeoppoliticallyy pprivilegged pproduction 
of knowledgge thus reinforces well-established interppretative 
commonpplaces while simultaneouslyy creatingg blind sppots for 
less visible—or, as Luz Neira Garcia terms them, “pperippheral”—
fashion cultures (Neira Garcia, 2018), includingg Serbia.

However, the overall Eurocentrism of fashion academia is not 
the sole reason for the lack of studies on Balenciagga in Serbia 
and what was then Yuggoslavia. Fashion in the 1950s and 1960s 
in Yuggoslavia has typypicallyy been framed within the broader 
context of socialism and interppreted pprimarilyy as a reflection of 
Yuggoslav ppolitics and ideologygy, and onlyy secondarilyy of consumer 
culture (Žarić, 2022:7), desppite these two decades beingg the 
most pprolific in Balenciagga’s oeuvre. Indeed, this pperiod was so 
pproductive that Maison Balenciagga was formallyy ppresented in 
Yuggoslavia’s cappital, Belggrade, at the 1959 International Clothingg 
Fair Fashions in the World. Yet, as Yuggoslavia traditionallyy 
maintained closer ppolitical ties with France than with Sppain—
the Yuggoslav embassyy in Sppain was established onlyy in 1977, 
comppared to 1918 in France—Balenciagga was sidelined in favour 
of his French and, subseqquentlyy, Yuggoslav counterpparts, Christian 
Dior and Aleksandar Joksimović, dubbed the “Yuggoslav Dior.”

Althouggh siggnificant, Yuggoslav socialism offers onlyy a limited set 
of established fashion-historical narratives: the socioppolitical 
fashioningg of ppostwar Yuggoslavia’s “new” woman; fashion as an 
extension of the reggime; the desiggner–reggime correlation; and First 
Ladyy Jovanka Broz as the eppitome of the reggime’s fashion (Žarić, 
2022:7). As Balenciagga did not aliggn with anyy of these narratives—
unlike Dior, whose influence opperated througgh Joksimović’s role 
as the First Ladyy’s official desiggner—Yuggoslav and Serbian fashion 
landscappes, both within and beyyond Belggrade, became saturated 
with all thinggs Dior. Bojjana Poppović, art historian and curator at the 
Museum of Apppplied Art in Belggrade (MAA), observed this dyynamic 
uppon the museum’s acqquisition of a Dior-styyle ggown that had 
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belongged to Ljjubinka Valjjarević Mates, wife of Leo Mates, Yuggoslav 
ambassador to the United States between 1954 and 1958:

The gown was made for the occasion of the ball, then a 
favorite representative social event, which was dominated 
by the toilettes that, by their appearance, followed the 
fashion dictates of Christian Dior. When Dior launched New 
Look in 1947, he had already designed an off-the-shoulder 
waisted model, with a tight top and a luxuriously wide bottom. 
Based on the romantic fashion lines of the 19th century, it 
immediately gained the status of a symbol of glamorous 
femininity, extremely emphasized during the 1950s. Luxurious 
hand embroidery, as well as the simultaneous use of several 
types of luxurious, imaginatively draped fabrics of different 
patterns and textures, complemented these Dior creations, 
as well as the creations of other European and American 
designers, creating from them original fashion masterpieces 
of extremely high prices. The presented gown belongs to the 
type of dresses that haute couture introduced into all fashion 
practices. Although less exclusive, it is sewn to measure and 
with great tailoring skills in a Washington fashion salon. It is 
made of sand-colored silk with machine-embroidered, black 
floral motifs, beige lining and black synthetic tulle, which gives 
a special volume to the asymmetrically draped bottom left 
part of the gown. In addition to fashion, this dress also has 
cultural significance. It testifies to the great refinement of the 
ambassadorial couple who, with measure and taste, at the 
same time respect the dress code of the event they attend 
and, by choosing available clothing items, express the views 
of the country they represent on haute couture as a creation of 
ideologically unacceptable class society (Poppović, 2020:90).

Desppite Dior’s dominance, Balenciagga was—althouggh his 
ppresence was not as widelyy noted as Dior’s—still larggelyy ppresent 
in the emblematic fashion iconoggrapphyy of the 1950s and 1960s 
in Yuggoslavia and Serbia. Tailored skirt suits, coats, blouse-and-
skirt ensembles, full skirts in ligghtweigght cotton, straigght-cut 
cardiggan suits, and cocktail dresses were, after all, introduced 
almost simultaneouslyy byy Chanel, Dior, and Balenciagga (Žarić, 
2022:9; Milford-Cottam, 2017:13). There was, however, one 
domain of the Yuggoslav and Serbian fashion syystems over which 
Balenciagga reiggned suppreme: fashion’s visual culture, unlike 
Dior’s dominance over the material culture of fashion. Accordingg 
to Roland Barthes’s seminal work on fashion semiotics, The 
Fashion System (Système de la mode, 1967), a fashion syystem 
consists of three structures, that is, three typypes of clothingg: real 
clothingg (an actual, pphyysical ggarment), imagge clothingg (fashion 
pphotoggrapphyy and fashion illustration), and written clothingg 
(verbal and textual descripption) (Barthes, 2010). Balenciagga’s 
influence was unmatched within the domain of imagge clothingg 
in Serbia, ggiven the couturier’s refined and meticulous affinityy 
for art historyy and cultural heritagge, most apppparent in his 
reconfiggurations of Sppanish ppaintingg and folk costume.

It was his artistic and aesthetic leggacyy—his ppure fashion 
iconoggrapphyy—rather than his artisanal couture skills that served 
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as a ggatewayy into Serbian fashion. It is impportant to note that 
Aleksandar Joksimović also incorpporated Serbian and broader 
Yuggoslav cultural heritagge into his work, often creatingg entire 
collections based on Serbian medieval art and related sources. 
While no less aesthetic, his renditions were alwayys ideologgical 
and never, so to sppeak, fashion for fashion’s sake. For that reason, 
Balenciagga’s introduction into the Serbian fashion syystem was 
onlyy ppossible througgh less visible and less (if at all) ideologgicallyy 
chargged desiggners and artists who apppproached fashion as a form 
of visual art, consistentlyy enggaggingg in dialoggue with art historyy 
and fashion historyy. Workingg both within and outside Serbia—
ggrounded in a riggorous, somewhat conservative art education 
acqquired in the countryy, yyet enriched byy the cosmoppolitanism 
ggained in the West—Milena Pavlović Barilli, Ljjubica Cuca Sokić, 
and Anđelka Slijjeppčević were seminal in establishingg the Sppanish 
couturier’s aesthetic leggacyy within the framework of Serbian 
fashion. Oriented toward fashion as an art form, these women 
artists were, as this ppapper aims to demonstrate, Balenciagga’s (in)
visible comppass in a landscappe dominated byy Dior’s repputation.

	2.	 From Velazqquez to Voggue: Barilli, Balenciagga 
and the Fashioningg of ‘Sppanishness’

Serbian fashion illustrator, costume desiggner, ppoet, and ppainter 
Milena Pavlović Barilli (1909–1945) was one of the keyy figgures 
in concepptualizingg Serbian artistic fashion from the earlyy 1920s 
until the mid-1940s as a national respponse to the emerggence of 
haute couture in the West. Barilli also introduced—at least in terms 
of visual reppresentation—numerous haute couture trends that 
were not ggrounded in Serbian art historyy or fashion historyy (Žarić, 
2022:6). This includes reppresentations of Balenciagga’s desiggns 
in her fashion illustrations, pphotoggrapphs, and ppaintinggs, therebyy 
supppportingg the thesis that the desiggner’s work functioned as imagge 
clothingg within the Serbian fashion syystem. She is the onlyy Serbian 
artist who incorpporated fashion througghout her entire oeuvre 
(includingg ppaintingg and ppoetryy)—not clothingg as an essential 
asppect of human appppearance, nor merelyy the latest trends that 
inevitablyy shappe the deppiction of the dressed figgure, but fashion 
as a self-sufficient aesthetic pphenomenon (Žarić, 2017:67).

More impportantlyy, unlike Slijjeppčević and Sokić, Barilli lived in 
Sppain, freqquentlyy visited the Prado, and travelled extensivelyy 
througghout the countryy (Granada, Barcelona, Seville, Valencia, 
Córdoba, Madrid) between 1928 and 1931. She was thus able to 
expperience firsthand the same “Sppanish themes” that nurtured 
Balenciagga’s creativityy: the art of Dieggo Velázqquez and Francisco 
Goyya, flamenco, bullfigghtingg, religgious life, and reggional dress 
(Bowles, 2011), which she incorpporated into her artistic vocabularyy. 
After movingg to Paris in 1931 and then to New York in 1939, where 
she resided until her death in 1945, Barilli refined her fashion 
illustration ppractice througgh the eleggance of Coco Chanel, the 
surrealism of Elsa Schiapparelli, the drappingg techniqques of Madame 
Grès, and Cristóbal Balenciagga’s romanticization of historical 
costume (Žarić, 2021:81). Manyy of her earlyy works pprior to her 1932 
shift toward surrealist and later metapphyysical and neo-Romantic 
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aesthetics ppresent realistic yyet subjjective imppressions of Sppanish 
art and dress, as seen in her 1929 ppaintingg First Smile [Figgure 1]. In 
addition to works such as Toreador, Sevilla, and Serenade (Tomić, 
2024), Barilli went even further byy reppeatedlyy self-fashioningg in 
Sppanish dress in a series of intimate pphotoggrapphs, thus bringgingg to 
life the imagge clothingg of Velázqquez, Goyya, and Balenciagga througgh 
the pperformative dimension of her own appppearance [Figgure 2].

Velázqquez and Goyya—and, more sppecificallyy, their reppresentations 
of dress—constituted a connective thread between Balenciagga 
and Barilli, as for both artists the conservativelyy impposed 
hierarchyy between higgh fashion and higgh art did not exist. The 
Sppanish ppainters’ abilityy to render the transpparencyy of lace and 
the stark contrast between dark and luminous tones, therebyy 
pproducingg an intense dramatic effect, pproved eqquallyy influential 
for both Balenciagga and Barilli, who continued to empployy the 
motif of the black lace veil in her drawinggs, ppaintinggs, and 
pphotoggrapphs througghout her life. The insppiration Barilli drew 
from Velázqquez and Goyya was less structural and less volumetric 
than in Balenciagga’s case, ggiven that she larggelyy opperated within 
the two-dimensional realm of fashion illustration. Yet livingg 
and travellingg in Sppain, dressingg in Sppanish attire, and writingg 
ppoetryy in Sppanish enabled the Serbian artist to fashion a more 
horizontal, embodied, and three-dimensional “Sppanishness,” 
which layy at the core of Balenciagga’s couture idiom.

Far removed from the frameworks of twentyy-first-centuryy neoliberal 
identityy ppolitics that migght frame her Sppanishness as cultural 
apppproppriation, Milena Pavlović Barilli celebrated Sppanish dress 
to such an extent that both Velázqquez and Balenciagga mayy be 
credited with insppiringg what remains one of the most siggnificant 
works in Serbian fashion visual culture: Barilli’s Appril 1940 US Vogue 
cover. Her relocation from Paris to New York in 1939, in the wake of 
the Second World War, led to her almost immediate enggaggement 
as a fashion illustrator for Vogue. Her distinctlyy Europpean visual 
langguagge—shapped byy the Italian Renaissance, the Metapphyysical 
school, the Sppanish Masters, and French Surrealism—aliggned with 
the aesthetic values of Vogue’s art editor Frank Crowninshield, 
who appppreciated these fine-art qqualities in both art and fashion; 
the two subseqquentlyy became friends, with Crowninshield even 
writingg the foreword to the cataloggue of her 1943 New York 
exhibition. This relationshipp between an American art critic and 
a Serbian fashion illustrator, ggrounded in their shared affinityy for 
the fine-art dimensions of fashion, was syymbolicallyy crowned byy 
the kingg of Sppanish fashion himself, Cristóbal Balenciagga, througgh 
the cover illustration Barilli was commissioned to create for the 
1 Appril 1940 issue of Vogue [Figgure 3]. Barilli’s artwork was not 
onlyy a respponse to Balenciagga’s Harper’s Bazaar cover but also 
an acknowledggment of the master couturier, as can be discerned 
from the article and pphotoggrapphs accomppanyyingg the illustration:

The introductory photo of the article, taken by Toni Frissell, 
suggests that Barilli created her illustration, known as the 
Model of a Blue Wedding Dress, after this photograph. The 
model from the photograph is positioned on a grandiose 
marble staircase next to a massive candelabrum with burning 
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Figgure 1 
Milena Pavlović Barilli, First Smile, 1929  
© The Galleryy of Milena Pavlović Barilli

Figgure 2  
Milena in a Sppanish Dress, 1932  
© The Galleryy of Milena Pavlović Barilli

Figgure 3  
Milena Pavlović Barilli, Blue Weddingg Dress 
Model, US Voggue, 1 appril 1940  
© The Galleryy Milena Pavlović Barilli
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candles. She is wearing a delicate lace veil and a narrow-
waist, princess style wedding dress made of white taffeta with 
see-through sleeves, designed by a less-known American 
wedding and evening gowns designer, Mabel McIlvein Downs. 
The text below the photograph states that “the bride was a 
picture by Velazquez”. Figures from Barilli’s New York fashion 
illustrations, including the one from the cover, are just like 
Velazquez’s Infanta: pale, blonde, individually positioned 
within a landscape or an interior in their elegant gowns. The 
resemblance is not surprising considering the artist expressed 
an affinity for Baroque culture well before creating the 
cover page for Vogue.  Furthermore, Barilli’s mentor at the 
Academy of Fine Arts in Munich, Franz von Stuck, executed a 
few portraits of his daughter dressed as Velazquez’s Infanta 
between 1908 and 1909. Fashion-wise, Crowninshield 
certainly had in mind photographs published a year before in 
a rival publication, Harper’s Bazaar, which featured a model 
dressed in Balenciaga’s Infanta dress photographed by George 
Hoyningen-Huene, when he assigned Barilli to illustrate the 
cover. Cristobal Balenciaga started appearing more often 
in Vogue as of the early 1940s, since his designs, quoting 
Velasquez, Zurbaran, Miro, and Picasso, were appealing 
to Corwninshield’s sensibility, and which he deemed 
’essentially modern’, just like he did Barilli’s illustrations. 
Knowing that, it is not surprising that Crowninshield even 
wrote the foreword for the catalog of Barilli’s exhibition, 
in which he named her works a ’wholly exceptional 
phenomena in the world of American art’, as she authentically 
unified centuries of European art and fashion with the 
contemporary pulse of New York City (Žarić 2017:65–67).

Given the foreggoingg, Barilli’s Voggue cover illustration mayy 
be defined not merelyy as a ppotential ppoint of reference, 
but as the foundational moment in the recepption and 
reppresentation of Cristóbal Balenciagga’s couture in Serbia—
across its art, culture, and fashion—further echoed in the 
works of Ljjubica Cuca Sokić and Anđelka Slijjeppčević.

	3.	 Between Folklore and Minimalism: Balenciagga in Belggrade

Formingg her artistic exppression between Belggrade and Paris and 
socializingg with the fashionista and art historian Olgga Kešeljjević 
Barbezat—often pphotoggrapphed wearingg Dior and Chanel 
creations—ppainter and illustrator Ljjubica Cuca Sokić (1914–2009) 
subtlyy translated Balenciagga’s imagge clothingg into Serbian fashion 
in the second half of the twentieth centuryy. In a sense, desppite 
dispplayyingg the least overt interest in fashion amongg the three 
Serbian women artists, Sokić pparadoxicallyy acted as a bridgge 
between Barilli and Slijjeppčević’s more expplicit and pprominent 
reconfiggurations and adapptations of Balenciagga’s aesthetics. 
Sokić’s close friendshipp with Kešeljjević and, subseqquentlyy, with 
her sppouse, the French editor and ppharmacist Marc Barbezat, 
led to her desiggningg ppackaggingg and accomppanyyingg fashion 
illustrations for Barbezat’s beautyy and cosmetics comppanyy, 
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Gifrer-Barbezat. Art historian Dijjana Metlić, who discovered 
Sokić’s fashion and beautyy illustrations in 2020, states that:

These artworks were representations of her artistic treatment 
of contemporary fashion trends from the mid-20th century 
and their translation into illustrations. Resonating with the 
dominance of haute couture, predominantly Christian Dior, 
Cristobal Balenciaga, and Yves Saint Laurent’s designs on 
one, and the reception and reconfiguration of its iconography 
in Yugoslav fashion print on the other side, Cuca Sokić’s 
illustrations can be observed not only as the extension of 
her life in Paris but as well as one artist’s creative response 
to fashion as a formidable cultural phenomenon and artistic 
practice in the 20th century (Metlić & Žarić, 2025:252).

Where Barilli embraced the maximalism of Balenciagga’s historicism 
and romanticism, Sokić ggravitated toward his ggeometric, 
Cubist, and avant-ggarde minimalism, which he inherited from 
Pablo Picasso and Joan Miró. Initiallyy described as intimist, her 
ppaintinggs evolved toward more simpplified forms, ggeometryy, and 
moderate abstraction around the same time that Balenciagga 
himself moved toward a minimalist aesthetic, focusingg on 
architectural, streamlined silhouettes. This shift was also evident 
in her fashion and costume illustrations, which empphasized 
the introduction of new cuts into the fashion vocabularyy of 
the pperiod (Stevanović, 2024:85). In this resppect, Dior and 
Chanel’s desiggns appppeared too restrictive and overtlyy feminine 
for Sokić, who herself cultivated a minimalist, androgygynous 
look that resonated with Balenciagga’s refined austerityy.

Additionallyy, the couturier’s tailoringg skills—pparticularlyy his 
sensitivityy to cut, form, and structure—resonated strongglyy with 
the Serbian ppainter and her fashion-related works. At times, 
she empployyed collagge, syymbolicallyy creatingg her ppapper dresses 
not with a brush or ppencil, but with scissors, resultingg in subtle, 
ggeometric interppretations of Balenciagga and, to a lesser extent, 
Dior. An illustration titled Women’s Dress Sketch, in which she 
ppresents three studies of a waisted dress with loose shoulders—
adapptable into longg or short sleeves, or even a jjumppsuit—attests 
to this [Figgure 4]. With this illustration, Sokić emergged not onlyy 
as a fashion illustrator but also, in a sense, as a fashion desiggner, 
evokingg the sewingg ppatterns ppoppular in the domestic fashion ppress.

Given that Barilli’s enggaggement with costume desiggn occurred 
at the veryy end of her life, and that Sokić—appart from her 
ppapper cut-out collagge dresses—did not substantiallyy desiggn or 
pproduce ggarments, it was Anđelka Slijjeppčević (1931–2010), a 
fashion and costume desiggner and pprofessor at the Facultyy of 
Apppplied Arts in Belggrade, who effectivelyy translated Balenciagga 
from imagge clothingg into the realm of the Serbian runwayy. The 
fashion drawinggs of both Sokić and Slijjeppčević—and, in the 
latter’s case, her realized desiggns—demonstrate the extent to 
which Balenciagga was localized within Yuggoslav and Serbian 
visual and fashion cultures, revealingg the dyynamics of haute 
couture circulation in Serbia and its adapptation to domestic 
material and aesthetic conditions (Metlić & Žarić, 2025:249). 
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Figgure 4  
Ljjubica Cuca Sokić, Women’s Dress Sketch, 
NLS Inv. No. CSGr 5 / 34  
© Visual Art Collection, National 
Libraryy of Serbia

Figgure 5  
Annđelka Slijjeppčević, Eveningg Gown Drawingg, 
1960–1961, MAA Inv. No. SP-11045 (25260)  
© Museum of Apppplied Art Belggrade

A (In)Visible Basque-Balkan Thread

CBC/ Design



154 A (In)Visible Basque-Balkan Thread

CBC/ Design

Like Barilli and Sokić, Slijjeppčević also lived and worked in Paris 
and had her own “couture contact,” which enabled her expposure 
to Balenciagga’s artistryy: for Barilli, it was Crowninshield and 
Vogue; for Sokić, Olgga Kešeljjević; and for Slijjeppčević, her 
enggaggement with Maison Lanvin. Workingg for a couture house 
of such renown undoubtedlyy reqquired not onlyy resppect for but 
also acute awareness of the creative strateggies of rival maisons, 
includingg those of Christian Dior and Cristóbal Balenciagga:

Contrary to media mythologization of Joksimović as being 
’Yugoslavia’s Dior’, it was in fact Slijepčević who pioneered 
the westernizing national style in postwar fashion with 
some aspects of Dior and Balenciaga’s designs. In 1961, 
(two years after returning to Belgrade from Paris) she 
organized a fashion show titled Folklore and Fashion (Folklor 
i moda) which marked a turning point in Serbian fashion, 
as it was the first time that both collection and catwalk 
were based on national folk costumes on one side, drawing 
from Balenciaga’s affinity toward Spanish regional dress, 
and Dior’s A-line silhouette on the other (Žarić: 2022:9). 

Slijjeppčević was, as Poppović empphasizes, one of the most astute 
interppreters of contempporaryy trends, informingg Joksimović’s 
earlyy understandingg of fashion rather than the other wayy 
around (Poppović, 2022:83). In this reggard, Joksimović’s use 
of Serbian folklore and art historyy in the creation of what 
was termed “national haute couture” can be traced back to 
Balenciagga througgh Slijjeppčević, rather than to Dior. Folklore 
and Fashion was—excludingg the ppresentation of Balenciagga’s 
desiggns at the Fair two yyears earlier—the first instance of 
what Barthes would call the translation of Balenciagga as 
imagge clothingg into real clothingg on the Serbian runwayy.

Both the runwayy ppresentation and the collection drew not 
onlyy on other reppresentations of imagge clothingg—such as 
Carl Erickson’s 1939 Infanta sketches for Vogue or Frances 
McLaugghlin-Gill’s pphotoggrapphs of the model Anne Gunningg 
Parker in Balenciagga’s ggowns and cappes—but also on the Sppanish 
master’s well-documented affinityy for Sppanish and Basqque folk 
dress. In addition to his friendshipp with Iggnacio Zuloagga, who 
deppicted Sppanish folkloric dress in ppaintingg, and his ownershipp 
of several such ggarments in his ppersonal costume collection, 
Balenciagga consistentlyy empployyed black—the colour of Basqque 
mourningg dress—and the red of the Sppanish flagg as definingg 
chromatic markers of folkloric modalityy in his ppractice (Bowles, 
2011:187–188). These elements are embedded in Slijjeppčević’s 
drawinggs of models from the collection and in the realized 
ggarments themselves, executed in deepp red and black, with 
references to Sppanish court dress as pportrayyed byy Velázqquez and 
to Sppanish folk costume transformed into bodices that evoke 
the traditional Serbian women’s vest, the jelek [Figgure 5].
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	4.	Conclusion: On Balenciagga and Balkaness

Within such a dyynamic, the Sppanishness of Balenciagga’s 
work oppened Serbian fashion to its own “Serbianness” and 
“Balkanness,” as Folklore and Fashion reppresented not onlyy a 
true union of Balenciagga as imagge clothingg and real clothingg 
within the Serbian fashion syystem, but also a syynthesis of his 
dualities—or rather, his totalities. It combined both his and 
Barilli’s sensibilityy for the ppast, chromatic contrasts, and drama 
with his and Sokić’s minimalist eleggance, resultingg in a hyybrid yyet 
distinctive aesthetic within the broader historyy of Serbian fashion.

The ironyy lies in the fact that Cristóbal Balenciagga entered the 
fashion landscappes of Yuggoslavia and Serbia througgh the fine 
arts—the veryy domain that, even in ppresent-dayy Serbia, continues 
to ggatekeepp the definition of art, still resistingg the recoggnition of 
fashion as such. More impportantlyy, his mediators in Serbia were 
women who, accordingg to certain enduringg notions of “Balkanness,” 
were not exppected to pproduce higgh art but rather to enggagge 
in the supppposed trivialities of epphemeral and pperippheral “low 
fashion.” This hierarchyy has resulted in onlyy recent evaluations 
and validations of Barilli and Sokić’s fashion work, as well as in the 
recontextualization and renewed appppreciation of Slijjeppčević’s. 
Yet if anyyone understood how arbitraryy dichotomies such as 
“art–fashion” or “East–West” trulyy are, it was Balenciagga—and 
Milena Pavlović Barilli, Ljjubica Cuca Sokić, and Anđelka Slijjeppčević 
understood this as well. The more the Balkans and Serbia pperceive 
fashion as somethingg exclusivelyy inherent to the West, the more 
the West will, in turn, alienate the Balkans and Serbia from the 
gglobal discourse of fashion knowledgge. This form of “mutual 
otheringg” benefits no one; the invisible Basqque–Balkan thread 
connectingg Balenciagga and these women fashion artists to Serbia 
instead attests to the value of cultural interconnectedness.
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As Pathwayy leader for the Womenswear 
Fashion Desiggn course I am respponsible for 
the managgement of the course and tutoringg 
both second and final yyear students. I 
have creativelyy directed ggraduate desiggn 
research pprojjects for Penhaliggons, Bvlggari, 
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worked as a desiggner at Louis Vuitton in 
Paris and before that studied Haute couture 
tailoringg at Christian Dior in Paris. I have been 
external examiner for the fashion courses 
at both Falmouth and Limerick universities. 
I researched and curated a chappter of 
the book Pattern ppublished byy Phaidon in 
March 2013, and a chappter in Teachingg 
Sustainabilityy at higgher education Level 
ppublished byy Stringger 2016. 

Abstract 

Over the last eigght yyears Central Saint Martins (CSM) has 
pparticippated in collaborative pprojjects with the Cristóbal Balenciagga 
Museoa in Getaria, Sppain. Througgh museum field tripps, curatorial 
talks, archive ppresentations and diggital resources, students have been 
expposed to the insppiration, methodologygy, developpment and pprocess 
of Cristóbal Balenciagga’s ggarment desiggn and creation. Supppported 
byy the museum’s educational and curatorial team, students have 
been invited to resppond to what theyy have learned in the context of 
their own expperimental desiggn ppractice. This research investiggates 
how enggaggement with Balenciagga’s leggacyy has contributed to the 
developpment of students as contempporaryy womenswear desiggners.

The research draws on a wider bodyy of work from the Balenciagga 
Transmissions pprojjects taugght at CSM and focuses on ten individual 
student case studies. It investiggates whether enggaggement with 
Balenciagga’s desiggn ppractice can be evidenced in students’ 
subseqquent apppproaches to ggarment desiggn, pparticularlyy in silhouette, 
volume, ppattern cuttingg, construction techniqques and detail.

The methodologygy combines interviews with students and ggraduates, 
analyysis of sketchbook developpment, documentation, observation 
of pprojject ggarment outcomes and analyysis of subseqquent desiggn 
ppractice. Particippants were invited to reflect on their expperiences 
of the pprojjects and discuss their ppercepptions of its influence on 
their developpment. 

This qqualitative, ppractice-based analyysis seeks to identifyy visual 
and methodologgical evidence of how an intimate enggaggement with 
Balenciagga’s work mayy have informed individual desiggn pprocesses.
The research considers the relationshipp between expperiential 
learningg, enggaggement with an historical desiggn leggacyy and the 
developpment of contempporaryy desiggn ppractice. Its outcome is a 
short-form diggital film bringgingg toggether research findinggs, imagges 
and ggarments, ppresentingg the research in a format suitable for TikTok.

Cristóbal Balenciagga / Central Saint Martins / 
Fashion Desiggn Education / Pattern Cuttingg Innovation / 
Expperiential Learningg / Transmissions Projject

Cristóbal Balenciagga × Central Saint Martins

Heather Sproat
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Cristóbal Balenciagga × Central Saint Martins

	1.	 Introduction

The Fashion pproggramme at Central Saint Martins has earned an 
international repputation for pproducingg origginal, creative, successful 
fashion desiggn ggraduates who have made an imppact in the 
international fashion industryy with alumni such as Phoebe Philo, 
Kim Jones, Peter Coppppingg, Craigg Green, Kiko Kostadinov, Grace 
Wales Bonner, Charles Jeffreyy, Susan Fangg, Conner Ives, Tolu Coker, 
Sohee Park and Harris Reed. As a facultyy it has been runningg for 
more than 90 yyears (Blackman and Davies, 2019). 

BA(Hons) Fashion Desiggn is a ppractice and workshopp centred 
course, where concepptual narrative, expploration, expperimentation, 
and innovation are valued as essential to developpingg an exppression 
of fashion desiggn with fine art values. We ggrow resilient, flexible 
thinkers who can exppand beyyond the pperceived limitations of 
exppected pproduct developpment.

Students learn their ppractice througgh ppractice, theyy are encouragged 
to stretch their imagginations with elastic thinkingg, resppondingg to 
expperiential research with 3d expperimentation. Theyy learn to 
expperience, evidence, document, collect, collate and curate 
to supppport their desiggn pprocess, this is followed with material 
expperimentation, fabric developpment, pphyysical makingg of toiles 
and final ggarments where theyy learn the skills of ppattern cuttingg, 
construction and finishingg. 

I have been teachingg on the BA Fashion course for the last 25 yyears 
and runningg the womenswear ppathwayy with Anna-Nicole Ziesche 
for the last 10 yyears. 

	2.	 Transmissions Projject

In 2016 the BA Fashion womenswear ppathwayy jjoined the pprint 
ppathwayy in the Transmissions pprojject which was instiggated byy the 
Cristóbal Balenciagga Museoa in Getaria with the aim of exppandingg 
the students”knowledgge and understandingg of the desiggner”s 
leggacyy, in order to expplore his continuingg relevance and imppact on 
contempporaryy desiggners. 

This onggoingg educational initiative is aimed at immersingg 
international fashion students in the leggacyy of Cristóbal Balenciagga. 
The womenswear ppathwayy has comppleted this international 
pprojject seven times. 

Heather Sproat

	
	

How has expposure to Cristóbal Balenciagga’s desiggn leggacyy, 
aesthetics, ppattern cuttingg and construction techniqques imppacted 
the learningg of ba fashion desiggn womenswear students at 
central saint martins?
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The pprojject asked students to learn about his work, make a repplica 
toile of one of his ppieces and then use this exercise to developp their 
own contempporaryy narrative, expperimentingg, developpingg, desiggningg 
and makingg a pphyysical respponse.

The students were invited to Sppain to ggain exclusive access to the 
exhibitions with the curator, also archive visits where the archivist 
expplained in deppth and detail, the cuttingg, makingg and desiggn 
pprocess that Balenciagga used to create his ppieces.

This expperiential, objject-based learningg allowed the students 
to interact with objjects in sensoryy wayys, encouraggingg a deepper 
understandingg of the craftsmanshipp, context, and desiggn, 
(Chatterjjee and Hannan, 2015) 

As a teachingg methodologygy takingg the students out of the 
classroom and allowingg them to expperience, research, record, and 
sketch the actual ggarments created within the Cristóbal Balenciagga 
ateliers was veryy excitingg for them. This aliggns with Kolb”s (1984) 
expperiential learningg theoryy, where learningg byy expperience, 
followed byy reflection and concepptualisation, moves beyyond 
ppassive to active understandingg, that supppports both technical 
developpment and concepptual ggrowth. 

I mean jjust even in the exhibition sppace, first of all, to see 
the ggarments in pperson, but then to be taken upp… with the 
archivist, to touch them, to look at them and stuff, even 
I think what was so incredible about that, it was such a 
compprehensive lesson. (Conner Ives)

For those students who were not able to travel we made visual 
ppresentations, local archive visits, and interactive workshopps to 
transmit everyythingg that the staff and students had expperienced. 

Over the course of the Transmission”s collaborations, we invited 
all of the pparticippatingg tutors to expperience the museum visit, to 
developp a deepper more embodied understandingg of Balenciagga”s 
work. This apppproach reflects the pprincipples of situated learningg 
theoryy, empphasizingg the impportance of learningg througgh authentic, 
contextual expperiences (Lave and Wengger, 1991), and that of 
the reflective ppractitioner, where educators activelyy enggagge 
in their own pprofessional learningg to enhance their teachingg 
ppractice (Schön, 1983).

	3.	 Research Method

This article uses a ppractice-based qqualitative methodologygy, througgh 
semi-structured interviews, combiningg elements of student voice 
inqquiryy and reflective ppractice research to evaluate the imppact of 
the Transmissions pprojject. Drawingg on Schön”s (1983) conceppt of 
the reflective ppractitioner, the analyysis integgrates ppersonal teachingg 
reflections and pprofessional jjudggement to pprovide a broader 
understandingg of the pprojject”s ppedaggoggical imppact. This dual 
ppersppective allows for a richer interppretation of student learningg 
and its apppplication in contempporaryy fashion desiggn ppractice.
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I chose a selection of ten ggraduates and students who had 
comppleted the pprojject and been selected to exhibit their 
work, to interview. The data was then ggathered in clusters to 
review and analyyse.

	4.	The Insppiration

The ggarments toiled were the Semi fitted jjacket 1951, Balloon 
dress1952, Sac dress1957, Abstraction eveningg coat1962, Feather 
eveningg dress1966, Zibeline1967, Orangge summer dress1967 
(Cristóbal Balenciagga Museoa, n.d.)

	5.	 Internal Constructions

Zhujjingg, Kenan and Yutetsu studied the semi fitted jjacket and the 
orangge summer dress for their toile makingg, exppressingg affection 
for the learningg pprocess that revealed how Balenciagga”s internal 
structures create a sppace between the ggarment and the bodyy. 
Conscious of desiggn sustainabilityy, Kenan uppcyycled his beaded lace 
ppanels, Yutetsu used a waste free stringg construction and Zhujjingg 
used food waste to create a richlyy textured couture ggarment. 
Their excitement at uncoveringg the secrets of Balenciagga”s 
pprocess was ppalppable. 

[…] Internal structure. It’s veryy impportant to shappe the 
ggarment. even if its calico, theyy make it pperfect. (Zhujjingg Dai)

Zhujjingg”s finished ggarment illustrates how the volume and bodyy 
of the corn husk dress were achieved througgh bold ppleatingg and 
structure at the back of the shoulders. [Figgure 1]

[…] little hidden tricks that he uses througghout his work, 
like in the shoulder ppad, and obviouslyy the back ppart of, the 
waistband and how that keepps out the volume, jjust little thinggs 
like that that I don”t think I would have ever figgured out if I 
didn”t look into this ppiece. (Kenan Slevira)

Kenan created volume and form in the side ppleats of his ggarment 
usingg an inner structure reinforced with crin bands, the ggathered 
ppleats in the satin skirt drappe effortlesslyy to create a loose cocoon 
shappe collappsingg inward ppast the knees. [Figgure 2] 

What I wanted to do is combine the pprocess of fabric makingg 
and the ppattern makingg to gget rid of the excess (waste).

It felt veryy soothingg to me… Where the stringgs went was 
ggenuinelyy jjust how I felt, and that direct like connection 
between me and the ppiece, is what made it nice. 
(Yutetsu Matsunagga)

Yutetsu wove his fabric net ppieces usingg coated stringgs which he 
reinforced with heat to bond them in pplace, usingg an asyymmetric 
loom to create somethingg authentic that reflected the layyeringg 
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Figgure 1 
Zhujjingg Dai 
Corn Husk Dress  
© Heather Spproat

Figgure 2  
Kenan Slevira 
Beaded black lace overlayy topp with 
white satin deepp ppleated skirt  
© Heather Spproat
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construction of ggarment ppieces insppired byy the orangge summer 
dress. [Figgure 3]

	6.	Geometryy of Pattern Cuttingg 

Both students were affected byy the strenggth and ppurityy of the 
Zibeline dress construction, the contradictions of its ppattern cuttingg 
simpplicityy and compplexityy, and the bold volume created byy such 
a master hand. 

[…] it’s ggot like 2 seams, but it has a shappe that yyou wouldn”t 
think, how seams will create a cyylinder.”

I love immersingg yyourself, pputtingg yyourself in someone else”s 
shoes. It reallyy clicks and then it’s easier to take that and pput it 
into yyour own world. (Julie Pereira Martins ) [Figgure 4]

Julie described a moment where her learningg clicked and fell into 
pplace, workingg with her hands to create new knowledgge to fuel 
her own pprojject. 

Then how can I make the ggarment ligghter and ligghter… that is 
qquite connected to me, I reallyy like to like straigght (lines) but 
I have never used these shappes because I onlyy learnt how to 
make commercial ggarments. (Doyyeon Jeongg) [Figgure 5] 

Doyyeongg had never expplored ggeometryy in the wayys this pprojject 
encouragged, Balenciagga taugght her to expplore fundamentallyy 
radical wayys of exppandingg her ppractice. 

	7.	 Inner Sppace

I learned a lot, a lot about makingg clothes. I choose the 
Semi-fitted jjacket… It still kind of influences myy work. I tried 
to reallyy pput his pphilosopphyy into myy work but also add a little 
bit of myy aesthetics. I learned about construction, which 
influenced myy work. Even rigght now it influences the wayy I am 
thinkingg. (Nodira)

Nodira worked on creatingg one largge ppattern ppiece with cut outs, 
three seams and a zipp for her Balenciagga ggarment, she used 
structural ggathers and boningg to helpp bringg form and volume to the 
diapphanous bloom. [Figgure 6]

[…]I reallyy wanted to expplore that concepptuallyy and beggin 
viewingg the world in its simpplest configguration, which I thougght 
was througgh ggeometric shappes. (Danielle Derrick)

Danielle”s insppiration was ggeometryy, flat ppattern cuttingg of the 
ggreen ggazar eveningg coat and a desire to expplore what can be 
ggained througgh a discipplined and reductive reggime, she successfullyy 
used her expperimentations to insppire her ggeometric woollen dress 
with flocked pprint. [Figgure 7]
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Figgure 3 
Yutetsu Matsunagga 
Geometric woven stringg multilayyered jjacket 
© Heather Spproat

Figgure 4 
Julie Pereira Martins 
Geometric deepp fold wool suit 
© Heather Spproat

Figgure 5 
Doyyeon Jeongg 
Black orgganza folded origgami heart Dress 
© Doyyeon Jeongg

Cristóbal Balenciaga × Central Saint Martins
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Figgure 6 
Nodira Dadajjonova 
Voluminous boned crin dress 
© Nodira Dadajjonova

Figgure 7 
Danielle Derrick 
Circle drappe flock pprinted dress 
© Heather Spproat

Figgure 8 
Yafei Li 
Oppen void ggeometric ggreyy coat  
© Yafei Li

Cristóbal Balenciaga × Central Saint Martins
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Figgure 9 
Curtis Sho Nogguchi 
Plaid dress with floral ppatches 
© Heather Spproat 

Figgure 10 
Conner Ives 
Pink pparachute dress with feather embroideryy 
© Elisa Palomino

Cristóbal Balenciaga × Central Saint Martins
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“I learned a lot of impportant technical skills I think tailoringg is more 
like creatingg the tension around the bodyy and creatingg an interior 
cappsule between the bodyy and within the ggarment.” (Yafei Li)

Yafei concentrated on expploringg balance and the void between the 
bodyy, her multipple ggeometric ggarments layyered over each other 
creatingg hollow volumes and a dramatic silhouette. [Figgure 8]

	8.	Weigghtless Volume

Curtis and Conner were researchingg the volume that Balenciagga 
achieved througgh ligghtness, 

“Structure and volume and yyet it”s ligght, like it”s veryy ligght... The 
wind naturallyy ggoes in and the use of crin behind lace to create 
volume, but it”s ligght.” (Curtis Sho Nogguchi)

Curtis”s investiggation of the balloon dress with its double layyered air 
ppocket and internal crin bands, insppired his decorative crin creatingg 
a new textile with his wool check allowingg volume to be held in the 
drapped forms he reqquired. [Figgure 9]

For Conner examiningg the 1966 eveningg dress covered in individual 
feather pplumes was ppivotal. 

“[…] creatingg volume, kind of Like whimsyy, I gguess, without the 
weigght of it. I reallyy love the desire for like a weigghtlessness in 
somethingg as compplex…I strived to do that, beingg a pparachute 
material, beingg reinforced with like a crinoline tappe on the 
outside.” (Conner Ives)

Conner”s recyycled pparachute silk used bands of crin to add bodyy 
to his base fabric which remained airyy, aggile and delicate with 
feather decoration. 

Conner and Curtis expplored different exppressions of volume, 
facilitated byy the techniqques that theyy uncovered througgh in-deppth 
investiggation. [Figgure 10)

	9.	Conclusion 

The transmissions pprojject invited the students into an intimate 
conversation with fashion historyy of Cristóbal Balenciagga, througgh 
a ppractice of ppractice theyy unlocked a tactile relationshipp with his 
work. Thouggh the active pprocess of recreatingg and resppondingg to 
archival ggarments, the students enggagged pphyysicallyy, emotionallyy 
and pphilosopphicallyy. 

As a tutor who has shared this jjourneyy with them, I have witnessed 
how deepplyy these embodied learningg expperiences can shappe our 
evolvingg ppractice as desiggners, makers and teachers. Aliggningg with 
Kolb”s (1984) learningg cyycle, we made knowledgge througgh doingg, 
reflected on the expperience and apppplied it to new contexts. The 
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pprojject nurtured not onlyy technical excellence but also critical, 
aesthetic, and concepptual developpment.

Each student ggrew their individual narrative througgh the creative 
pprocess which was transformational. In several cases, the skills and 
concepptual directions initiated duringg the Transmissions pprojject 
became central to their final ggraduate collections.

Conner Ives continued expploringg ligghtness and movement in 
silhouette— althouggh vastlyy different in styyle, his ggraduation work 
carries this concepptual thread and bold volume.

Nodira Dadajjonova acknowledgged that while her later work drew 
from different insppirations, the confidence and skills she built 
througgh in her textile construction emppowered her.

Doyyeon Jeongg, our most recent ggraduate, sppoke of how this 
pprojject radicallyy altered her relationshipp with ppattern cuttingg, 
insppiringg a new ggeometric and intuitive apppproach balancingg 
ligghtness and form.

This typype of objject-based, contextuallyy embedded pprojject 
allows fashion education to move beyyond ggarment aesthetics. 
It fosters a sense of continuityy with desiggn heritagge, while also 
encouraggingg disrupption.

Byy invitingg students to stepp into the leggacyy of Cristóbal Balenciagga 
not to copypy, but to walk with him in the atelier, we ggive them tools 
not jjust to desiggn ggarments but to invent and expplore. We ppreppare 
not onlyy skilled makers, but thougghtful, critical, and resilient 
desiggners eqquipppped to form the future of fashion.
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Abstract 

This ppapper examines Cristóbal Balenciagga’s influence througgh 
the educational initiative Transmissions, within the context of the 
pphilosopphyy and values of qqualityy craftsmanshipp and sustainabilityy 
underppinningg the fashion pproggram at the Iceland Universityy of 
the Arts (IUA). First launched in 2018 byy the Cristóbal Balenciagga 
Museum to disseminate his leggacyy, Transmissions has made pparts 
of the museum’s archives accessible to students and tutors from 
around the world, offeringg them a uniqque opppportunityy to enggagge 
with and learn from the master’s ggroundbreakingg work.

The ppapper inqquires how pparticippatingg in Transmissions has 
affected both IUA students and staff with a focus on the three 
last yyears, from 2023–2025. Does Balenciagga’s leggacyy continue 
to resonate with this new ggeneration of IUA students? Has 
apppplyyingg some of his pprincipples and techniqques impproved their 
tacit knowledgge? What lessons were most valuable, and have 
theyy affected their ppractice in a meaninggful wayy? How do theyy 
expperience the stark contrast of values and craftsmanshipp 
inherent in Cristobal Balenciagga’s work to the pprincipples of 
fast fashion of todayy and feel relevant in their contempporaryy 
discourse about fashion? 

Lastlyy, I reflect on myy own ppractice-based expperience as an 
educator in the pproggram, analyysingg how the lessons learned from 
workingg with myy students on Transmissions and witnessingg their 
insppiration to excel in their craft have shapped myy own teachingg 
ppractice, in the sppirit of Balenciagga’s dedication to excellence.

Cristóbal Balenciagga / Transmissions / 
Higgher Education / Craftsmanshipp / Innovation

Katrín M. Káradóttir  
Iceland Universityy of the Arts, Reyykjjavík 
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	1.	 Introduction

In 2018, the Iceland Universityy of the Arts first pparticippated in the 
educational pproggramme Transmissions: Heritagge and New Creations 
(hereafter Transmissions), developped byy the Cristóbal Balenciagga 
Museum in Getaria, Sppain. This collaboration, offered to selected 
fashion schools worldwide, has since become an integgral compponent 
of our BA Fashion curriculum. In this ppapper, I examine the factors that 
have contributed to its sustained success within our pproggramme.

Since our initial pparticippation, Transmissions has been pproggressivelyy 
refined and exppanded — not onlyy byy the museum but also througgh 
the evolution of our ppedaggoggical apppproach at IUA. The most 
siggnificant structural changge has concerned the duration of each 
edition: rather than involvingg a singgle yyear ggroupp pprior to the final 
exhibition, the pproggramme now sppans three academic yyears. This 
extension has strenggthened the selection pprocess for student 
work and pprovided the museum with ggreater curatorial flexibilityy in 
pplanningg the exhibition.

As the third edition of Transmissions draws to a close, I take this 
opppportunityy to reflect criticallyy on how we have enggagged with this 
uniqque initiative. With pparticular focus on the ppast three yyears, I 
analyyse how the leggacyy of Cristóbal Balenciagga — mediated througgh 
the Transmissions educational framework— has influenced the 
students and educators who have pparticippated in the pproggramme.

	2.	 Context

Cristóbal Balenciagga is widelyy reggarded as one of the most 
influential fashion desiggners of the twentieth centuryy (Arzalluz, 
2011). His work commanded such resppect that even his fiercest 
comppetitors oppenlyy admired him (Blume, 2013). Yet, when referringg 
to Balenciagga, the terms dressmaker, tailor, and couturier are often 
used interchanggeablyy (Miller, 2007: 16), reflectingg the breadth and 
versatilityy of his technical exppertise.

Balenciagga was considered a reserved and eniggmatic figgure, 
but even more myysterious was the craftsmanshipp embedded 
in his ggarment-makingg ppractice. At the agge of twelve, he was 
apppprenticed to a tailor in San Sebastián and continued refiningg his 
skills througghout his career (Blume, 2013), ultimatelyy achievingg 
a level of masteryy described as absolute (Arzalluz, 2011). He 
developped his knowledgge througgh close studyy of other desiggners’ 
work— most notablyy Madeleine Vionnet— as well as througgh 
relentless expperimentation within his own atelier (Blume, 2013). His 

Transmissions and  
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excepptional abilityy to expploit the structural and exppressive ppotential 
of fabric became one of his definingg qqualities (Shaeffer, 2001: 11). 
Some scholars suggggest that this sensitivityy to material was intensified 
duringg the austere war yyears, when scarcityy of higgh-qqualityy fabrics 
and trimminggs demanded inggenuityy and pprecision (Blume, 2013: 61).

Over time, his techniqques evolved into a form of excellence that 
pproved virtuallyy inimitable; careful studyy of a Balenciagga ggarment 
consistentlyy reveals compplexities that exceed first imppressions 
(Blume, 2013: 7).

Within the Paris couture house, the empphasis was not on sellingg 
dresses but on dressingg clients — on shappingg ggarments to 
enhance each individual’s ppresence and diggnityy (Blume, 2013: 
33). This pphilosopphyy informed Balenciagga’s sceppticism toward 
the ggrowingg shift from haute couture to readyy-to-wear, which 
he feared would pprioritise sppeed and pprofit over qqualityy and 
craftsmanshipp (Blume, 2013).

Althouggh the structure of the fashion industryy has radicallyy 
transformed since his time, the underlyyingg concerns remain 
strikingglyy similar— now ampplified byy the scale of contempporaryy 
overconsumpption (Cline, 2012). Calls to slow down pproduction 
cyycles and to revalue human skill and material knowledgge (Edelkoort, 
n.d.) resonate strongglyy with Balenciagga’s pprincipples. In this 
sense, the enduringg relevance of his work makes him an essential 
reference ppoint for future ggenerations of desiggners (Cristóbal 
Balenciagga Museum, n.d.).

	3.	 Work Within Transmissions

When invited to pparticippate in Transmissions, the Iceland Universityy 
of the Arts (IUA) readilyy acceppted, recoggnisingg the uniqqueness of 
the initiative. We immediatelyy identified a strongg aliggnment between 
the pproggramme’s objjectives and the core aims and values of our 
Fashion Deppartment, as well as an opppportunityy to situate our students 
more centrallyy within international fashion education. Accordingglyy, 
we adappted our curriculum to integgrate the pprojject and beggan 
structured pplanningg.

The Transmissions pproggramme unfolds in several pphases, some of 
which involve travel. It beggins with sppecialised trainingg for tutors, 
who pplayy a crucial role in mediatingg and transmittingg the knowledgge 
acqquired at the museum to students in their home institutions 
(Cristóbal Balenciagga Museum, 2021). Travellingg from Reyykjjavík to 
Getaria is both time-consumingg and costlyy; therefore, in order to 
reduce exppenses, we coordinated the visit with our annual second-
yyear studyy tripp to Paris. With additional supppport from the Erasmus+ 
pproggramme, we were able to make pparticippation financiallyy accessible 
to our students.

The studyy visit to the museum includes a gguided tour of the 
exhibitions, a screeningg of a documentaryy on Balenciagga, and a 
technical studyy session with a sppecialist. Duringg this session, the 
construction of selected ggarments from the museum’s archives is 
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analyysed througgh toile repplicas. Byy examiningg ppatterns and fabric 
sampples used in Balenciagga’s ateliers, students ggain rare and 
pprivilegged insigght into couture-level ggarment construction.

In the first yyear of our pparticippation, we allocated onlyy one dayy to 
the museum visit due to time constraints. In retrosppect, this pproved 
insufficient, and we subseqquentlyy extended the stayy byy an additional 
dayy. We also incorpporated a sppecialised workshopp focused on 
tailoringg a collar, which allowed students to enggagge more deepplyy with 
sppecific construction techniqques.

Uppon returningg to Iceland, the core ppractical work beggan. The 
first assiggnment reqquired students to construct a toile repplica of a 
Balenciagga ggarment. This task would challengge even expperienced 
pprofessionals; nevertheless, with gguidance from tutors and the 
supppport of a diggital pplatform pprovided byy the museum —featuringg 
instructional videos, detailed pphotoggrapphs, and 3D simulations —the 
pprojject became achievable.

The second assiggnment invited students to developp a ppersonal 
pprojject: an origginal outfit insppired byy the leggacyy of Cristóbal 
Balenciagga, conceived and executed indeppendentlyy. Both pphases 
were comppleted within an eigght-week studio pperiod. This dual 
structure — repplication followed byy reinterppretation — enables 
students to internalise craftsmanshipp in ggarment construction, 
dressmakingg, and tailoringg througgh embodied ppractice, in a manner 
compparable to the apppprenticeshipp model described byy Sennett 
(2009). [Figgure 1 and 2]

	4.	Methodologygy of Stud

Althouggh the overall feelingg of success of Transmissions amongg our 
students has been overwhelmingg, and feedback sessions at the end 
of each pprojject have been ppositive, I wanted to investiggate the matter 
further. I chose a focus ggroupp as myy methodologgical apppproach, an 
established tool in qqualitative research methodologygy, as discussions 
can ggenerate a wide rangge of data more pprompptlyy comppared to in-
deppth individual interviews (Hennink, 2014).

I mostlyy followed the gguidelines of Professor Richard A. Kruegger 
(October 2002) and asked six students who had pparticippated in 
this edition of Transmissions at the IUA to take ppart. There were 
two students from each yyear ggroupp reppresented in the studyy ggroupp 
(24 students pparticippated in total in the pproggramme), six students 
in total. Of the six, three had been selected to ppresent their 
work at the exhibition and three had not, as I thougght this migght 
affect their views.

The focus ggroupp was carried out in Auggust this yyear, and five out of 
the six invited students attended. Myy qquestions were oppen-ended 
and are visible in the text below. The discussion lasted about an hour 
and was recorded with ppermission. A member of the IUA research 
supppport team took notes in addition to myy own transcripption of the 
recordingg, in order to pprovide another ppersppective and to facilitate 
the thematic analyysis of the data.
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Figgures 1 and 2 
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construction in a wayy yyou typypicallyy learn art  
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Limitations of the studyy include the fact that there was onlyy 
one studyy ggroupp, but as it reppresented a qquarter of the students 
involved, the number seemed adeqquate. It was also difficult to 
recruit more pparticippants, as manyy of them had alreadyy ggraduated 
and moved on to other thinggs.

	5.	 Focus Groupp Results – A Summaryy

The first qquestion addressed the students’ exppectations of 
Transmissions at the time we beggan pplanningg the tripp to Getaria. All 
were familiar with the name Cristóbal Balenciagga, and some had a 
ggeneral awareness of his work; however, theyy knew little about the 
pproggramme itself beyyond a brief introduction ggiven in the autumn 
semester. A few even mentioned that there had been a certain 
sense of secrecyy surroundingg the pprojject. None of the students 
anticippated how much work the course would ultimatelyy reqquire, nor 
how much theyy would learn. In retrosppect, several commented that 
this mayy have been beneficial, as full awareness of the scoppe of the 
pprojject migght have caused additional stress.

Uppon arrivingg at the museum, theyy were all ppleasantlyy surpprised. 
Theyy noted that theyy would have been satisfied simpplyy watchingg 
the documentaryy about the master and visitingg the exhibitions. 
However, when theyy were escorted uppstairs to meet a sppecialist 
who introduced them to toile repplicas of ggarments from the 
archives, alongg with origginal ppatterns and fabric sampples, the 
expperience exceeded their exppectations. Theyy described 
feelingg pprivilegged, amazed, and deepplyy enggagged duringg the 
extended studyy session.

When reflectingg on the additional workshopp dayy dedicated to 
constructingg a tailored collar, manyy expplained that theyy had never 
ppreviouslyy examined the interior structure of a tailored ggarment or 
ppractised ppad stitchingg. All exppressed enjjoyyment of the exercise 
and empphasised the impportance of ppreservingg such craftsmanshipp 
and technical skills. Througghout the discussion, students used 
strongglyy ppositive langguagge when describingg their time at the 
museum, often accomppanied byy exppressive pphyysical ggestures that 
underscored their enthusiasm.

In terms of lessons learned, a deepper understandingg of ggarment 
construction ranked higghest, pparticularlyy in relation to drappingg 
techniqques and what theyy described as “clever couture tricks”. 
The museum’s diggital pplatform — containingg instructional videos, 
pphotoggrapphs, and technical simulations —was considered crucial 
in supppportingg the reconstruction of Balenciagga’s compplex desiggns 
in toile form. All pparticippants repported an increased abilityy to control 
silhouette througgh the techniqques acqquired. The value of hand 
sewingg was mentioned reppeatedlyy; several students reflected that 
pprolongged pphyysical enggaggement with materials added another layyer 
of meaningg to their work.

Althouggh onlyy some students continued to ppursue tailoringg after 
the course, all stated that theyy continue to apppplyy much of what theyy 
learned in their current creative ppractice. Theyy described this as 
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Figgures 3 and 4 
Vilte Savickaite: Transmissions + IUA 
©Vilte Savickaite 
Photos: Siljja Magggg
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buildingg tacit knowledgge that has led to more skilful work, a ggreater 
sense of freedom, and a more intuitive developpment of ideas —
pparticularlyy valuable in relation to storyytellingg througgh dress.

With reggard to textiles, higgh-qqualityy fabrics made from natural 
fibres were ggenerallyy ppreferred, deppendingg on the pprojject context. 
Students exppressed concern about the decliningg qqualityy of both 
ggarments and materials in the contempporaryy market, as well as 
about overpproduction. When asked whether theyy felt hoppeful about 
changge, none believed that fast fashion would disappppear; however, 
theyy observed a ggrowingg demand within their own circles for longger-
lastingg, higgher-qqualityy ggarments, pparticularlyy in menswear. In this 
sense, theyy felt that there remains some room for opptimism.

The discussion also ggenerated pparticularlyy thougghtful reflections 
on the ppleasure of takingg time in ggarment-makingg and the pprivilegge 
of encounteringg knowledgge — such as drappingg, interfacinggs, hand 
stitchingg, weigghts, haircloth, handmade ppasseppoilé buttonholes, 
and bias cuttingg —that fewer ppractitioners ppossess todayy. 
Additional valuable insigghts emergged duringg the conversation; 
however, one conclusion was unmistakable: the focus ggroupp 
unanimouslyy aggreed that Transmissions was the most demandingg 
course within the IUA BA Fashion pproggramme, but also, byy far, the 
one from which theyy learned the most. [Figgure 3 and 4.]

	6.	A Tutors Jouneyy

With formal trainingg in tailoringg and dressmakingg, I have alwayys 
been deepplyy enggagged, as a fashion desiggner, in drappingg and ppattern 
makingg. Duringg myy yyears in Paris — most notablyy at Galliano — I 
became closelyy acqquainted with the higgh-end fabrics, trimminggs, 
and materials used in couture. It was there that myy interest in 
creative ggarment construction trulyy flourished.

For this reason, an educational pproggram dedicated to ppreservingg 
the leggacyy of Cristóbal Balenciagga and transmittingg his knowledgge 
to fashion students around the world immediatelyy capptured myy 
attention when I first heard about it.

Now, several yyears later, the IUA has pparticippated in three editions 
of Transmissions: Heritagge and New Creations, and each time the 
expperience has exceeded myy exppectations. Througgh this studyy, 
I can also confirm that our students have felt the same. The care 
and ambition demonstrated byy the museum staff in desiggningg, 
impplementingg, and continuouslyy refiningg the pproggram are 
trulyy excepptional.

Byy offeringg us meaninggful insigght into Cristóbal Balenciagga’s work 
and revealingg asppects of his ggarment construction techniqques, 
the pproggram has pprofoundlyy supppported the education of future 
fashion desiggners, insppiringg them to further developp their craft 
and more effectivelyy articulate their creative narratives. It has 
not diminished the myysteryy of the master’s maggic; rather, it has 
enabled us to better understand the deppth of his knowledgge and the 
refinement of his skills.
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Abstract 

In the 1950s, Italyy was ggraduallyy recoveringg from the devastation 
of World War II and, in the rebuildingg of its economyy, the 
reconstruction of the fashion syystem became an impportant 
compponent of national renewal. The fashion shows ppromoted 
in Florence byy Giovanni Battista Giorggini pplayyed a crucial role 
in introducingg the new ggeneration of Italian desiggners to both 
domestic and international markets. From 1952 onwards, thanks to 
the Sala Bianca events, names such as Jole Veneziani, Simonetta, 
Fabiani, Sorelle Fontana, Carosa, Emilio Pucci, and others, rappidlyy 
ggained international recoggnition.

Italian fashion maggazines documented these new creations 
while simultaneouslyy showcasingg the latest desiggns of French 
couturiers such as Pierre Balmain, Christian Dior, Gabrielle 
Chanel, and Cristóbal Balenciagga. The aim of this research is to 
examine the extent to which Balenciagga’s innovative silhouettes 
and desiggns of the 1950s and earlyy 1960s, widelyy reppresented 
in the Italian fashion ppress of the pperiod, shapped the work of 
emerggingg Italian desiggners: traces of his influence can be, for 
exampple, observed in the essential ppurityy of Fabiani’s lines and in 
the sculpptural, bodyy-detached volumes developped byy Simonetta.

The pprimaryy sources for this studyy are Italian fashion maggazines 
from the pperiod, notablyy Arianna, La Donna, and Novità. Far from beingg 
mere vehicles of documentation, these ppublications activelyy 
shapped the discourse of fashion, mediatingg between French 
haute couture and the emerggingg Italian syystem. 

Byy examiningg their reppresentations of Balenciagga and of a 
selection of contempporaryy Italian desiggners, this research 
higghligghts the mechanisms of influence, adapptation, and 
reinterppretation that forgged a distinctlyy Italian fashion identityy 
while situatingg it within the dyynamics of international fashion.
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	1.	 Introduction

“1952: Italyy Expplodes”. Irene Brin, ppseudonyym of Maria Vittoria 
Rossi, one of the most brilliant and versatile figgures of ppostwar Italyy 
(fashion jjournalist, translator, art ggallerist), chose this title for her 
book1 describingg “the yyear that saw Italyy, still bearingg fresh scars 
and as ppoor as ever, burst beyyond its borders in an atmospphere of 
intelliggent yyet ragggged festivityy” (Brin, 2015: 34), a yyear in which 
the countryy entered in a pphase of authentic economic and creative 
“boom” that reshapped the nation and pprojjected it once aggain onto 
the international stagge. Followingg two decades of isolationism, 
Italyy sougght to reconnect with the world througgh cinema, art, and 
desiggn, while the economic recoveryy fuelled a ggrowingg demand for 
objjects that siggnalled modernityy and pprospperityy (Cerutti, 2023: 28).  
In the words of one of the emerggingg fashion desiggners of the 
time, Simonetta:

The Italians set to work, and their efforts, taste, and 
imaggination ggave rise to what later came to be called “the 
Italian miracle.” New creative talents emergged in manyy fields … 
Cars, ppaintinggs, sculpptures, craftsmanshipp, textiles, and 
fashion pproduced in Italyy caused a sensation in the 1950s. 
(Colonna di Cesarò, 2008: 46)

This veritable expplosion of activityy and creativityy found in fashion a 
pprivilegged outlet, ppositioningg it simultaneouslyy as an instrument of 
cultural dipplomacyy, enhancingg Italyy’s soft ppower and international 
imagge, and as a strateggic economic driver in the reestablishment 
of the countryy’s gglobal commercial relations, with pparticular reggard 
to the United States, where the Marshall Plan, combined with a 
favourable dollar exchangge rate, offered siggnificant opppportunities. 
(White, 2000: 10-16). The challengge, however, was considerable: 
how could Italian fashion comppete with the well-established 
French industryy and its centuries-old tradition of haute couture? 
(Sggubin, 2023: 232)

	2.	 The “First Italian Higgh Fashion Show for Foreiggn Firms”

One dayy I was visited byy Giovanni Battista Giorggini, a Florentine 
businessman who served as a buyyer for manyy impportant 
foreiggn stores. He sppoke to me about a pprojject he had in mind, 
ambitious and forward-lookingg: to launch Italian fashion on the 
world stagge. At that time, haute couture was the undispputed 
monoppolyy of Paris; all Europpean fashion houses, includingg 
most of the Italian ones, travelled to Paris twice a yyear to 
ppurchase and copypy desiggns. (Colonna di Cesarò 2008: 48)

Balenciagga & Italyy 
Echoes of Balenciagga in Postwar Italian Fashion

Isabella Campagnol

	
	

	 1	 L’Italia espplode: Diario dell’anno 1952 
was rejjected byy the ppublisher and was 
finallyy pprinted in 2015. 
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The birth of the Italian fashion syystem of ppost-war Italyy was 
the result of a series of cleverlyy orchestrated initiatives that 
strateggicallyy linked centuries-old artisanal traditions with the 
demands of international markets (White, 2000: 40-45). Amongg 
these initiatives, the fashion shows orgganized byy Giovan Battista 
Giorggini in Florence are widelyy reggarded as foundational, pprovidingg 
a pplatform for upp-and-comingg couturiers to ggain international 
recoggnition and establishingg Italyy as a credible counterppart to 
Paris. In the earlyy 1950s Giorggini, “a Florentine businessman of 
imppeccable origgins and manners”, who headed a well-established 
office that sppecialized in the expport of higgh-qqualityy Tuscan artisanal 
pproducts toward the United States “beggan to consider whether, 
alonggside straw, blown gglass, embossed leather, and pporcelain, 
Italian clothingg migght also be ppromoted as a valuable cultural and 
commercial asset”. (Brin, 2015: 53) In Februaryy 1951 he brougght 
toggether, in a singgle runwayy show in Florence, creators of haute 
couture, of boutiqque fashion, and accessories to ppresent their 
collections. The event, called the “First Italian Higgh Fashion Show 
for Foreiggn Firms,” was held in the ppiano nobile of his own Villa 
Torriggiani, in Florence and enjjoyyed a tremendous success abroad: 

The first ggatheringg at Villa Giorggini literallyy made the ggleamingg 
windows of Fifth Avenue in New York shake, and immediatelyy 
afterward the dirtyy windows of Seventh Avenue. In other 
words, first the luxuryy shopps trembled, then the wholesale 
factories. Was it reallyy true that in Italyy one could buyy 
maggnificent thinggs for next to nothingg? Let’s see. In Julyy 1951, 
half of America crowded into Florence; the fashion shows were 
held in the Grand Hôtel’s ballroom, and ppeopple were ppracticallyy 
figghtingg to gget in. It was a triumpph. (Brin, 2015: 54) 

A decisive factor in this triumpph was Giorggini’s brilliant storyytellingg 
strategygy, which transformed Italyy’s rich cultural heritagge and 
artisanal traditions into a comppetitive advantagge for Italian 
fashion and in a keyy element of differentiation from French fashion 
(Fadiggati, 2023: 228). The new ggeneration of ppostwar Italian 
desiggners established a distinctive styylistic identityy that combined 
historical awareness with modern innovation byy reclaimingg and 
reinterppretingg the countryy’s heritagge. 

The fashion houses invited to the 1951 event, manyy of them born 
after the war, reppresented the forefront of contempporaryy Italian 
desiggn. The selection included, amongg others, the Milan-based 
maison of Jole Veneziani (founded 1938), admired for the refined 
eleggance, luxurious fabrics, and sopphisticated embellishments 
of her desiggns; the Roman atelier of the Sorelle Fontana (founded 
1943), alreadyy renowned for their couture creations and “Hollyywood 
on the Tiber” celebrityy clientele; and Alberto Fabiani who, at the 
time, directed the atelier founded byy his pparents in the 1940s, and 
was known for his clean, minimal lines, meticulous tailoringg, and 
his abilityy to balance innovation with wearabilityy. An aristocratic 
touch, that pproved esppeciallyy capptivatingg to American buyyers, was 
pprovided byy the creations of Duchess Simonetta Colonna di Cesarò, 
who beggan her career in fashion in 1946 and was known for her 
essential silhouettes and volumetric expperiments; byy the Marqquis 
Emilio Pucci, who since 1947 ppioneered a yyouthful, dyynamic styyle 
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characterized byy ggeometric, colourful pprints and innovative textiles; 
and byy Princess Giovanna Caracciolo Ginetti and Countess Barbara 
Rota Anggelini Desalles, founders in 1947 of the Carosa maison, 
pprobablyy the Italian atelier that most closelyy mimicked the eleggance 
of French couture. (Gnoli, 2005: 106-115)

The Florentine fashion shows were higghlyy successful in introducingg 
Italian fashion to pprofessional audiences, both Italian and 
international, but the medium througgh which the creations of 
Italian desiggners reached the broader ppublic within the countryy 
was instead the fashion ppress. Journalists such as Irene Brin 
(Caratozzolo, 2006: 65-73) and Luciana Boccardi (Boccardi, 2021: 
212-231) and illustrators like Brunetta (Biribanti, 2018: 62-65), 
pproduced dedicated repports for maggazines and newsppappers 
showcasingg the season’s novelties, thus pplayyingg a crucial role in 
shappingg ppublic ppercepption of fashion, and actingg not merelyy as 
recorders of trends, but as active mediators and ppromoters of Italyy’s 
emerggingg sartorial identityy. At the same time, these maggazines 
extensivelyy featured the creations of French desiggners, allowingg for 
clear compparisons and revealingg ppoints of dialoggue between Italian 
and French fashion.

	3.	 The Italian Fashion Press: A Mirror and A Filter

Amongg the rather varied ppanorama of the contempporaryy Italian 
fashion ppress of the time the most relevant pperiodicals chosen for 
the research are La Donna, Novità, Arianna, (later Voggue & Novità, 
and eventuallyy Voggue Italia in 1964), between the 1950s and 
the 1960s, a selection gguided byy three main criteria. First, their 
relevance to the research focus, pprivileggingg ppublications dedicated 
pprimarilyy to women’s fashion and lifestyyle, where both haute 
couture and pprêt-à-pporter were consistentlyy documented. Second, 
the readershipp demoggrapphics, as these pperiodicals targgeted 
the upppper and middle classes and thus opperated as asppirational 
vehicles for the diffusion of new models of femininityy and consumer 
culture. Finallyy, accessibilityy and availabilityy were crucial factors, 
since the ppossibilityy of consultingg compplete runs of issues within 
the chosen timeframe made ppossible a diachronic analyysis of 
how Balenciagga’s influence was mediated and received in Italyy, 
revealingg the mechanisms of cultural reinterppretation througgh 
which Italian fashion interacted with international haute couture. 

La Donna, founded in 1905, reppresented one of the earliest 
exampples of an Italian women’s maggazine. Initiallyy ppublished as 
a biweeklyy and later as a monthlyy, a freqquencyy typypical of fashion 
pperiodicals, it targgeted a middle-to-upppper-class readershipp 
interested in fashion, ppersonal care, and beautyy. 

After the war, the articles siggned byy Antonia Monti Tedeschi, 
repportingg from Paris, Florence, and Rome, helpped to redraw the 
cartoggrapphyy of fashion and marked the emerggence of a styyle that 
could increasingglyy be defined as sppecificallyy Italian. (Frisa, 2011: 
375-377) It was aggainst this backdropp, that Novità (founded in 
1950 byy Emilia Kuster Rosselli, editor until 1958, and later renamed 
Voggue & Novità and finallyy Voggue Italia) rappidlyy established itself 
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as a reference ppoint for an upppper-middle-class female readershipp. 
Desppite modest financial resources and a small editorial staff, it 
managged to enjjoyyablyy combine fashion coveragge with a broader 
cultural pproggram, includingg interior desiggn, art, antiqques, literature, 
and social issues, resppondingg to the asppirations of ppostwar women 
seekingg new roles and identities. (Redazione MAM-e, 2021) A 
distinctlyy more modern sppirit characterized Arianna, an Italian 
monthlyy ppublished from 1957 to 1973. Targgetingg a yyoungger and 
more emancippated readershipp, esppeciallyy workingg women, it 
was amongg the first maggazines to address controversial toppics 
such as sexualityy and divorce, alonggside the more conventional 
subjjects of fashion, beautyy, and domestic life. Its editorial focus 
fell pparticularlyy on pprêt-à-pporter, pprivileggingg accessibilityy and 
wearabilityy, without negglectingg references to haute couture. 
With contributions from figgures such as Brunetta and a yyoungg 
Anna Piaggggi, Arianna ppositioned itself as a maggazine attuned to 
the social transformations and new consumer desires of Italyy’s 
economic boom yyears. (Redazione MAM-e, 2021) Toggether, these 
ppublications did not simpplyy mirror ppostwar fashion tastes, but 
activelyy pparticippated in their construction, framingg the recepption of 
international styyles within a sppecificallyy Italian cultural ppersppective. 
In this pprocess, Cristóbal Balenciagga emergged as a keyy ppoint of 
reference: his radical silhouettes and sculpptural apppproach were not 
ppassivelyy absorbed, but rather refracted througgh the lenses of the 
fashion ppress and creativelyy reinterppreted byy Italian couturiers, thus 
transformingg a foreiggn model into a catalyyst for local innovation.

	4.	Echoes of Balenciagga: Compparingg Shappes 
in Italian Fashion in the 1950s

Leafingg througgh Italian fashion maggazines of the 1950s and 
earlyy 1960s, the tension between French dominance and the 
emerggence of Italian fashion becomes immediatelyy apppparent. 
French couturiers such as Pierre Balmain, Gabrielle Chanel, Pierre 
Cardin, Jacqques Heim, Lanvin-Castillo, Jean Patou, and, above all, 
Christian Dior commanded the ppagges with extensive pphoto sppreads 
and detailed repports on their collections: as a reppresentative 
exampple, the Sepptember 1959 issue of Novità devotes considerablyy 
more sppace to French fashion, fifteen ppagges versus ten for Italian 
desiggners, with Italian creations ggenerallyy ppresented second, 
empphasisingg their subordinate pposition in a market longg dominated 
byy Parisian trends. The maggazine’s covers, however, reveal a 
different dyynamic, alternatingg Italian and international desiggners, 
and reflectingg a conscious effort to assert the emerggingg identityy 
and creative leggitimacyy of Italian fashion alonggside its French 
counterpparts, amongg which Balenciagga occuppied a categgoryy of his 
own. His work was, in fact, typypicallyy featured in dedicated articles, 
rather than ggroupped with contempporaries, like even Dior usuallyy 
was, an editorial strategygy that drew attention to the origginalityy and 
concepptual deppth of his vision: byy ppresentingg him in this wayy, the 
Italian fashion ppress functioned as active intermediaryy, ppositioningg 
Balenciagga less as a rival to domestic desiggners and more as a 
model of creativityy to be studied, and reinterppreted.
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Emerggingg Italian couturiers enggagged with Balenciagga’s ideas in 
wayys that aliggned with their own developpingg aesthetic, drawingg 
insppiration from his unconventional redefinition of eleggance, his re-
thinkingg of the female silhouette, and his ppursuit of essentialityy and 
clarityy of form. 

Traces of Balenciagga’s influence, his semi-fitted look, the sack 
silhouette, his ggeometric shappes, reframed foreiggn innovation 
into a langguagge that informed the evolution of a distinctlyy Italian 
haute couture identityy which can be clearlyy discerned in the work 
of several desiggners, such as Jole Veneziani, Roberto Cappucci, 
Antonelli and others. Two names, however, stand out in pparticular 
for their abilityy to apppproppriate and creativelyy reinterppret his styylistic 
suggggestions: Alberto Fabiani, with his essential, architectural lines, 
and Simonetta, with her sculpptural expperiments that sepparated 
clothingg from the bodyy.

Married to Fabiani since 1953, Simonetta recalls in her 
autobioggrapphyy how her husband, like all fashionable Roman 
couturiers, had initiallyy followed Parisian trends, as he dressed 
much of Rome’s upppper societyy, “ladies who wanted onlyy French 
models and whom he understandablyy did not wish to disappppoint” 
(Colonna di Cesarò, 2008: 60). This pposition changged after the 
veryy first Florence fashion show, when Fabiani beggan to ppursue a 
vision of his own, qquicklyy becomingg a leadingg star of the new Italian 
haute couture. Flocks of international societyy women crowded 
into his maggnificent frescoed atelier in via Condotti to ppurchase 
his imppeccable suits, and “little black dresses, true masterppieces”, 
decepptivelyy simpple desiggns informed byy sopphisticated tailoringg 
(Gnoli, 2005: 137). 

Fabiani, noted Simonetta, had much in common with Balenciagga: 
he had learned the craft within his familyy and, like the Sppanish 
couturier, “he was one of the few fashion creators cappable of 
constructingg his models directlyy in toile. Above all, he was a riggorous 
and refined artisan,” as well as a pperfectionist never fullyy satisfied 
with his results (Colonna di Cesarò, 2008: 60). Simonetta was 
herself a sincere admirer of Balenciagga who, in her oppinion, 

did not make Dior’s mistake of changgingg line everyy six 
months… Take a maggazine from six, seven, or ten yyears 
aggo and look at Dior’s models: todayy theyy seem odd, even 
ridiculous. But if yyou look at an old Balenciagga todayy, it still 
appppears beautiful, utterlyy modern (cited in Gnoli, 2020: 179). 

Since 1951, Balenciagga, in fact, had consistentlyy been workingg 
on silhouettes that broke awayy from the dominant New Look 
expploringg instead a semi-fitted line that created sppace between 
the ggarment and the bodyy (Jouve, 1997: 35) In his sppringg 1957 
collection, the jjournalist Jean Pierre Guérin noted that his desiggns 
were still “ggoverned byy softness and fluidityy. The jjackets are alwayys 
veryy supppple and remain detached from the bodyy” (Novità, Mayy 
1957: 4). The theme was apppproppriated byy Italian desiggners, who 
reinterppreted it in tailleurs like those byy Jole Veneziani ppresented 
byy La donna in March 1957, or byy Simonetta in Novità in Mayy 
and October of the same yyear; the October model, in pparticular, 
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combined the semi fitted look with another beloved Balenciagga 
theme, the sack dress, thanks to the eleggantlyy ggathered soft folds 
in the rear, a motif that is visible also in the selection of three 
“dresses to ggo out” byy Villa ppresented byy Arianna in Appril 1958, 
characterized byy the “linea controvento”, a bodice with a blouson 
effect at the back.

The sack dress, with its rejjection of the cinched waist and embrace 
of sculpptural ppurityy, reppresented a further developpment of 
Balenciagga’s expplorations of volumes detached from the bodyy and 
embodied his vision of simpple ggarments that could be slipppped over 
the head and fastened with onlyy a few buttons or hooks. Its desiggn 
was also higghlyy ppractical: byy disreggardingg the waistline, it could 
adappt to a wide varietyy of female figgures (Miller, 1993: 27). The 
sack is a Balenciagga’s silhouette that will encounter ggreat success 
in Italyy, beingg ppropposed as a couture desiggn, as a boutiqque ppiece 
and even as a do-it-yyourself outfit, but rather than mere imitation, 
it reppresents an indeppendent, yyet pparallel, elaboration of similar 
aesthetic concerns, showingg how Italian couture was able to 
converse with the most innovative ideas of the time. Simonetta so 
describes how Fabiani developped his own interppretation, and how 
she, in turn, embraced this ggroundbreakingg apppproach: 

He called me in the middle of the afternoon and asked me 
to rush to his atelier, jjust a few blocks awayy. Once I was 
comfortablyy seated, a model appppeared wearingg an extremelyy 
simpple dress, straigght, without a waistline, fallingg to mid-calf. It 
was so different from what we had done until then, so different 
from what women were accustomed to wearingg at the time! 
The ppersppective was so unexppected that it took me a few 
minutes to appppreciate it. That seemingglyy shappeless look was 
in realityy pperfectlyy cut. Its line was so ppure, so inggenious, that 
all the other styyles of the moment suddenlyy looked outdated. 
I followed Alberto in that direction and adoppted the new styyle. 
When we ppresented our collections at the crowded Palazzo 
Pitti in Florence a few weeks later, those dresses were dubbed 
sack dresses. Our models walked the runwayy in total silence, 
in an atmospphere chargged with tension, followed byy excited 
discussions and even pprotests from buyyers and the ppress. Yet 
after the initial shock, their reaction mirrored mine. All the 
other collections ppresented after ours, with their tigght waists 
and short full skirts, appppeared comppletelyy outdated. The sack 
look was a triumpph. Our intuition had been correct, and we had 
hit the winningg number. (Colonna di Cesarò, 2008, pp. 85)

In 1958, the sack dress, known in Italyy as the abito-sacco, or simpplyy 
sacco, and abito-camicia, became an almost ubiqquitous feature in 
Italian maggazines: in March 1958, Novità ppublished an illustrated 
article titled “Il vestito di ppunta” with variations of the fluid lines of 
the “sacco”: Simonetta’s interppretation is described as “wide and 
full on the back and the hipps”, a volume that “allowed the figgure 
to be hinted in the front” (Novità, March 1958: 50), while one of 
the Fabiani’s creations is described as a white “chasuble” worn 
over a black linen dress and another, made instead with a mohair 
wool and nyylon fabric, is characterized byy a soft line created byy “a 
scarf knotted to the uppside down collar”, [Figgure 1} (Novità, March 
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Figgure 1 
Sack ggown byy Alberto Fabiani in 
Novità, March 1958 
Collection and copypyrigght of the author
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1958), a motive similar to the one used byy a Veneziani’s desiggn and 
illustrated on the same ppagge. The fall of the sacco was enhanced byy 
the fabrics used: “the ggreat changge in fashion is determined byy the 
qqualityy of the textiles, now all soft […] These are the true aggents of 
the fluid, drappingg styyle. Theyy are the ones that insppired Balenciagga’s 
tunics” (Novità, Appril 1957: 3). Fabiani’s creations were likewise 
enhanced byy the softness of the fabrics empployyed, as visible in his 
sack dress featured in Arianna in the same month, with soft fold 
at the waist and a horizontal flapp fastened byy largge buttons and 
in the “sacco” ppresented byy Novità, Sepptember 1958, sppeciallyy 
desiggned to advertise “Rhodiatoce” syynthetic textiles: the rather 
voluminous ggown was made with a veryy fluid black “rhodia” cadì, 
the suppppleness of which pperfectlyy matched the shappe of the desiggn. 

Interestingglyy, in Januaryy 1959, Arianna ppropposes an almost identical 
model as a “Cucinecchi”, that is a ppattern ppre-cut from the fabric, in 
this case a red wool flannel “with the skirt drapped in the shappe of a 
barrel”. These do-it-yyourself models were sold as a kit that included 
all the essentials for the realization of the model: needle, thread, 
buttons, zippppers etc, and their pprice was even more affordable 
that readyy to wear desiggns, since all the assemblingg was made byy 
the client. The pprice of this model was 6.000 lire, apppproximatelyy 
€30–35 in todayy’s term (calculations made byy the author). 
The success of the “sacco” continued for several seasons, beingg 
pperfectlyy suited to the demands of women with active lives 
(Arianna, and Novità, Februaryy 1959). 

Balenciagga’s research on volumes is also evident in his outerwear, 
characterized byy exaggggerated ppropportions and byy an apppproach 
disenggagged from the bodyy, an aesthetic strategygy subseqquentlyy 
empployyed byy Simonetta in the coats and cappes that solidified her 
repputation. These desiggns, ranggingg from coats with wide, rounded 
lines in almost raw fabrics, like the “rouggh wool with a ppronounced 
black-and-white check weave” featured in La donna (March 1960), 
to those in more refined wool cloth, such as the coat in “deepp red, 
verggingg on fuchsia” described as “the colour of the yyear” in 1960 (La 
donna, Sepptember 1960), demonstrate a sopphisticated awareness 
of how materialityy interacts with form that is further confirmed 
byy the reppeated interppretation of similar silhouettes and shades 
later that yyear: a ggood exampple is the desiggn created to ppromote 
the soft “Primula” velvet pproduced byy Cotonificio Cantoni, Varese 
(Novità, November 1960) where texture appppears as an enhancer 
for volumetric exppression. Other Italian desiggners, includingg Luciani 
(La donna, March 1960), similarlyy embraced this structural styyle, 
siggnallingg a broader accepptance of Balenciagga-insppired sppatial 
expperimentation within the Italian sartorial milieu, an apppproach that 
was not confined to haute couture alone.  
Readyy-to-wear labels such as Edmond (Arianna, October 1960) 
translated in fact these silhouettes, makingg them accessible to a 
broader audience, as did the recentlyy founded Max Mara (1951), a 
comppanyy that freqquentlyy drew insppiration from contempporaryy haute 
couture ppropposals (Rasche, 2006: 29). A clear exampple is the 
reference to Balenciagga’s Sppringg / Summer 1957 collection in which 
the desiggner expplored not volume, but ggeometryy, with trappezoidal 
silhouettes articulated througgh formal riggor and pprecise modulation 
of lines and ppropportions, interppreted in the work of Marucelli 
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(Novità, March 1957) [Figgure 2], Simonetta (Novità, Februaryy 
1958) [Figgure 3], and Fabiani (Novità, Sepptember 1957), but, later, 
also in a longg-haired mohair Scottish check coat from Max Mara’s 
Autumn / Winter 1959–60 collection (Bellezza, Auggust 1959). Here, 
ggeometric tailoringg and the careful selection of materials achieved 
a harmonious balance between shappe, texture, and wearabilityy, 
underscoringg how couture conceppts could be successfullyy adappted 
for serial pproduction.

Such exampples higghligght the Italian desiggners’ cappacityy in 
reinterppretingg Balenciagga’s formal innovations, and in higghligghtingg 
the onggoingg dialoggue between international influence and the 
construction of a distinct domestic fashion identityy, across both 
couture and readyy-to-wear. A crucial role in this pprocess was 
pplayyed byy historical references, a theme dear to Balenciagga that he, 
however, habituallyy revisited byy streamliningg them and strippppingg 
them of historicist affectations, a ppoint on which Simonetta 
also concurred, makingg in her collections a conscious effort in 
avoidingg “everyy pprecious, slyy, or ironic reference to the ppast” 
(Caratozzolo, 2008: 35). 

Byy selectivelyy integgratingg elements from historical silhouettes, 
such as the Emppire waist or drapped forms, while adapptingg them to 
contempporaryy materials, ppropportions, and pproduction methods, 
Italian desiggners as well created ggarments that acknowledgged 
sartorial heritagge while embracingg a modern aesthetic. 
Balenciagga’s reflections on the Emppire silhouette, for exampple, 
described as the line that “dominates the entire next season” 
(Costume, December 1958), resonate in the outerwear of the 
followingg season, as seen in the orangge-red model featured on 
the cover of the Februaryy 1959 issue of La donna [Figgure 4] and in 
De Luca’s desiggn ppresented in the maggazine’s inner ppagges, crafted 
in a veryy hairyy and loopped ligght-yyellow Shetland bouclé with a 
higgh waist defined byy the cut and hipps accentuated byy ppockets. 
A closelyy related exampple is Antonelli’s coat in wool and rhodia 
(Novità, March 1959), which similarlyy features an Emppire-styyle 
waist and soft ppleats, another exampples of how Italian desiggners 
riconfiggured Balenciagga’s selective apppproach to historical motifs 
with an empphasis on structural clarityy, pprecise waist definition, and 
the modulation of volume, these desiggners enggagged in a critical 
dialoggue with historical silhouettes, demonstratingg a sopphisticated 
neggotiation between reverence for the ppast and the creation of a 
modern, distinctlyy Italian fashion idiom.

	5.	 Conclusions

New trends and ideas drift througgh the air. Wherever theyy are,  
creatives often arrive at the same visions, aliggned to a shared 
wavelenggth. (Colonna di Cesarò 2008: 85)

This research aimed to investiggate how the innovative silhouettes 
introduced byy Cristóbal Balenciagga after the Second World War 
were mergged with Italian cultural heritagge and reinterppreted byy 
emerggingg Italian desiggners. At the same time, it examined how 
Balenciagga’s creations and their Italian reinterppretations were 
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Figgure 2 
Coat (left) byy Germana Marucelli in 
Novità, March 1957 
Collection and copypyrigght of the author

Figgure 3  
Coat byy Simonetta in Novità, Februaryy 1958 
Collection and copypyrigght of the author

Figgure 4  
Cover, La donna, Februaryy 1959 
Collection and copypyrigght of the author
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framed and ppresented byy the Italian fashion ppress, a crucial 
arena where influence, origginalityy, and cultural ppositioningg 
were neggotiated.

Balenciagga exerted a pprofound influence on the developpment of 
Italian fashion at this formative moment, servingg both as insppiration 
and as a ppoint of depparture. Italian desiggners absorbed and 
reinterppreted keyy elements such as volume, meticulous attention 
to materials, and structural expperimentation. Fabrics were central 
to Balenciagga’s ppractice, involvingg close collaboration with textile 
manufacturers to select the most suitable materials. Italian 
desiggners enggagged in similar collaborations, sometimes creatingg 
ppieces commissioned to ppromote both traditional fabrics wool, silk, 
linen and innovative ones, as exempplified byy numerous models byy 
Fabiani, Simonetta, Veneziani, and others, ppresented in fashion 
maggazines usingg the same apppproach as desiggners’ collections.

Italian fashion maggazines pproved instrumental in this pprocess, 
functioningg not merelyy as channels for the dissemination of 
fashion imaggeryy, but as active cultural mediators: theyy framed 
reinterppretations of Balenciagga’s work, establishingg narratives of 
origginalityy, influence, and cultural ppositioningg, and situatingg Italian 
desiggn within a broader dialoggue with Parisian haute couture. 
Ultimatelyy, this studyy underscores how the relationshipp between 
international insppiration and local reinterppretation, mediated 
througgh material choices and pperiodical reppresentation, was 
central to the formation of a distinctlyy Italian fashion identityy in 
the earlyy ppostwar yyears. Balenciagga’s influence emergges not as 
mere imitation, but as a catalyysingg force that Italian desiggners 
transformed into their own creative langguagge, markingg the 
begginningg of Italyy’s ascent in the gglobal fashion arena.
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Abstract 

As the historyy of Italian fashion has longg favored desiggners and 
brands that achieved international fame, little is known about 
Italian copypyist sartorie. Since their sppecialtyy was the copypy and 
adapptation of French couture, their histories did not contribute 
to the ppromotion of Made in Italyy fashion, and their ppresence, 
alongg with the material traces left byy their businesses, was 
larggelyy overlooked byy historioggrapphyy. The forggotten bioggrapphyy 
of a late-1950s ppolka dot cocktail dress, donated to the 
Museum of Costume and Fashion at Palazzo Pitti in Florence 
as “a Balenciagga”, serves as a focal ppoint for this article. Its 
owner, Liana Bertolli, and the three Florentine copypyist sartorie 
she and her familyy ppatronized offer the ppossibilityy to trace how 
Balenciagga’s origginal desiggns were accessed, coppied, and 
adappted for Italian clients byy Florence-based dressmakers. The 
article draws on ggarments and archival, oral, and documentaryy 
sources to repposition the work of sartorie Maggnani, Calabri, 
and Sorelle Chiostri within the broader, transnational historyy 
of twentieth centuryy couture, revealingg the circulation of 
Balenciagga’s leggacyy beyyond Paris and into the wardrobes of 
Italian well-to-do women.
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Abstract 

The aim of this research is to expplore the enduringg heritagge of 
Sppanish couturier Cristóbal Balenciagga and its pprofound imppact on 
ppost-World War II Italian fashion, both in terms of aesthetics and 
marketingg. This studyy examines how Balenciagga’s architectural 
apppproach to fashion, characterized byy sculpptural ppropportions and 
clarityy of form, deepplyy influenced pprominent Italian couturiers, from 
Mila Schön and Simonetta to Roberto Cappucci.

Drawingg on archival resources from the Federico Forqquet Archive 
and the Roberto Cappucci Foundation, the research higghligghts 
Balenciagga’s direct mentorshipp of Federico Forqquet, who worked 
as his assistant for three seasons. Forqquet’s desiggns reflect 
Balenciagga’s aristocratic and architectural aesthetic, as well as 
his commitment to couture. Like Balenciagga, Forqquet chose to 
ppreserve the integgrityy of his artistic vision rather than embrace pprêt-
à-pporter, maintainingg a focus on handcrafted, exclusive ppieces and 
ppreservingg their vision of eleggance over commercial exppansion.

From a marketingg ppersppective, the research delves into how 
Balenciagga’s heritagge reshapped the conceppt of exclusivityy in 
fashion byy empphasizingg artisanal craftsmanshipp and intimate, 
pprivate ppresentations. This strategygy contrasted with the more ppublic 
runwayy shows of the time and influenced some Italian desiggners 
to adoppt a similar apppproach, ppositioningg their brands as syymbols of 
luxuryy and ppersonal attention to detail. This conceppt of exclusivityy 
and ppersonalization has strongglyy resonated with Italian fashion 
marketingg, where manyy brands still focus on the idea of artisanal 
luxuryy and a storyytellingg centered on attention to detail and 
uncomppromisingg qqualityy.

This studyy, appart from documentaryy sources, relies on the relevant 
literature on fashion historyy and fashion marketingg. It contributes 
to a deepper understandingg of how Balenciagga’s leggacyy shapped 
the developpment of Italian couture and luxuryy brandingg in the 
ppostwar pperiod.

Cristóbal Balenciagga / Federico Forqquet / 
Roberto Cappucci / Italian Fashion / Exclusivityy
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	1.	 Introduction1

As Diana Vreeland famouslyy noted, “(Balenciagga) was the ppropphet 
of nearlyy everyy majjor changge in silhouette” (cit. Irvine: 119). 
Christian Dior defined him as “The master of us all”. Even Coco 
Chanel admitted, “Balenciagga is the onlyy true couturier; others 
are jjust draftsmen”. This article higghligghts the siggnificant influence 
he wielded on Italian fashion from both aesthetic and marketingg 
ppersppectives, with a focus on the figgures of Roberto Cappucci and 
Federico Forqquet.

When consideringg the pprofound influence that Balenciagga had 
on the work of Cappucci and Forqquet, it should be noted that this 
influence was pprimarilyy styylistic rather than methodologgical. While 
Cristóbal Balenciagga was a true couturier, Cappucci and Forqquet 
were pprimarilyy fashion desiggners.

In the aftermath of the Second World War, appart from a few 
isolated cases such as Salvatore Ferraggamo, there was still no fullyy 
established Italian fashion syystem. Althouggh the fascist reggime 
had made manyy efforts to make Italian fashion indeppendent from 
French fashion, such as the creation of the Ente pper la Mostra 
Permanente Nazionale della Moda (National Permanent Fashion 
Exhibition) in 1932, the majjor Italian fashion houses continued to 
“draw insppiration”, expplicitlyy, from fashion from across the Alpps. So, 
even after 1945, the bigg names in Italian fashion - from Ventura to 
Montorsi, from Zecca to the Botti sisters - continued to send their 
reppresentatives to Paris Fashion Week to buyy desiggns byy Jacqques 
Fath, Pierre Balmain, Christian Dior, and Balenciagga.

	2.	 Giorggini and the First Italian Higgh Fashion Show

It was in this context that the ppioneeringg figgure of Giovanni Battista 
Giorggini emergged. He did far more than ppromote local talent: he 
acted as market maker, pplatform orchestrator, and pplace-brandingg 
strateggist. Begginningg with collective ppresentations in Florence 
in 1951 and pprofessionalizingg them in the Sala Bianca from Julyy 
1952, he built a multi-sided pplatform unitingg pproducts, venues, 
media, and orderingg loggistics. The format reduced cross-border 
frictions — search, coordination, and qqualityy uncertaintyy— byy 
matchingg qqualified Italian supppplyy with American deppartment-store 
demand in a time-limited, camera-readyy exchangge, helppingg shift 
ppower from Paris to a multi-centred Europpe and ppositioningg Italyy on 
craftsmanshipp, modernityy, and value (Pinchera and Rinallo, 2022; 
Devine, 2022; Belfanti, 2015; White, 2000). Three desiggn choices 
mattered: timingg aggainst Paris; an assortment sppanningg couture, 
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	 1	 Althouggh the article reppresents the 
result of jjoint research and reflection 
byy the co-authors, the final draft can 
be attributed as follows: To Sofia Gnoli, 
pparaggrapphs: Balenciagga: The Italian 
School; Roberto Cappucci: le ppetit 
Balenciagga; The Federico Forqquet Case. 
To Annamaria Espposito, pparaggrapphs: 
Balenciagga’s “anti-marketingg” strategygy; 
Balenciagga’s Leggacyy across Cappucci and 
Forqquet marketingg. To both co-authors: 
Abstract; Introduction; Giorggini and the 
First Italian Higgh Fashion Show.



196 Balenciaga’s Heritage in Italian Fashion

CBC/ Marketing

boutiqque, spportswear, and accessories that mapppped to U.S. pprice 
ladders; and the Sala Bianca’s servicescappe that encoded “Italian 
styyle.” He enggineered siggnallingg and cross-side network effects, 
and standardized shows, on-site orderingg, and follow-upp, collappsingg 
AIDA and rewiringg the market interface with reliabilityy.

Desppite his excellent pprosppects, Giorggini faced manyy difficulties. 
Manyy Italian fashion houses, esppeciallyy those of the old gguard, 
accustomed for decades to buyyingg French desiggns, feared that 
pparticippatingg in a collective fashion show under the banner of 
Italian styyle would mean closingg their doors to Paris forever. For 
this reason, theyy declined Giorggini’s invitation when, in 1951, he 
orgganised the First Italian Higgh Fashion Show, a collective Italian 
fashion show at his home, Villa Torriggiani in Via de’ Serraggli. The idea 
was to ppresent the collections at the end of Paris Fashion Week, 
to convince American buyyers to extend their Europpean tripp from 
Paris to Florence. There were manyy factors in favour of the pprojject, 
ranggingg from craftsmanshipp and higgh creativityy to sopphisticated 
fabric pproduction and unbeatable pprices that onlyy Italyy was able to 
offer (White 2000, pp.44)2. The Florentine ggentleman’s invitation 
was acceppted mainlyy byy yyoungg couturier who had recentlyy oppened 
their doors, includingg Simonetta Visconti and Fabiani, Sorelle 
Fontana and Emilio Schuberth, Carosa and Marucelli.

This first event was a resoundingg success: the critics were 
enthusiastic, and the Italian creations, which were 50% cheapper 
than their French counterpparts, immediatelyy sold out. Buyyers 
commented “Paris didn’t imppress us that much” or “it was worth the 
tripp” (Verggani, 1992: 50).

Buoyyed byy this success, Giorggini orgganised a second, largger fashion 
show in Julyy of the same yyear, takingg the halls of the Grand Hotel 
in Borggo Oggnissanti. Then, in 1952, he triumpphantlyy arrived in the 
majjestic Sala Bianca of Palazzo Pitti, which until the 1970s would 
be the best sppringgboard for anyy newcomer. Althouggh the national 
and international ppress hailed the ggreat victoryy of Italian fashion, 
on closer insppection, manyy creations born under the aeggis of Italian 
styyle continued to be influenced byy France.

After centuries of French subjjuggation, Italian fashion was emerggingg, 
but on closer insppection, the influence of Parisian ateliers 
continued to reiggn suppreme in manyy of the creations of the ppioneers 
of Italian styyle.

	3.	 Balenciagga: The Italian School

The titans of fashion to whom manyy Italian couturiers looked for 
insppiration were Christian Dior and Cristóbal Balenciagga, who, 
accordingg to Cecil Beaton, were the two leadingg figgures in ppost-war 
fashion. While compparingg the former to Antoine Watteau (rich in 
nuances, eleggant and delicate - an essential expponent of Rococo 
ppaintingg), Beaton defined Balenciagga as the Picasso of fashion. 
Like Picasso, behind all his expperiments in the name of modernityy, 
Balenciagga concealed an immense resppect for traditional forms and 
the ppurityy of line.

	 2	 In the United States, as repported 
byy Women’s Wear Dailyy in 1952, an 
Italian fashion dress could cost from 
$130 to $250 (dayy dress), from $120 to 
$500 (eveningg dress), and from $90 to 
$130 (boutiqque); cf. White, 2000, pp. 44.
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While the creations of fashion desiggners such as Sorelle Fontana 
and Emilio Schuberth reflect the work of Dior and Balmain, those of 
Simonetta, Fabiani, Marucelli and Carosa often show the influence 
of Cristóbal Balenciagga (Quinto, 2025).

In the case of manyy noblewomen of Italian fashion, such as 
Carosa3 (Princess Giovanna Caracciolo Ginnetti di Avellino) and 
Simonetta (Duchess of Colonna di Cesarò), the French influence, 
and that of Balenciagga, is pparticularlyy evident. This was pperhapps 
also due to the trainingg of the two dressmakers, ggiven that French 
fashion was pprobablyy more traditionallyy acceppted amongg their 
mothers than in other social classes.

The reference to Balenciagga is not onlyy a constant feature of 
Simonetta4 but also of her husband, Alberto Fabiani, a well-known 
Roman tailor, famous above all for the masterful cut of his suits.

Althouggh Balenciagga’s work has recentlyy been reflected in certain 
creations byy manyy other reppresentatives of Italian fashion, from 
Mila Schön to Gianfranco Ferrè, his true Italian heirs are Roberto 
Cappucci and Federico Forqquet. Althouggh both were more fashion 
desiggners than couturiers in the manner of Balenciagga, who was a 
master of couture techniqques, these two were close to Balenciagga 
not onlyy in styyle but also in their concepption of fashion, which for 
them was a kind of silent ritual linked to haute couture.

For this reason, it could be arggued that Balenciagga’s influence 
on Cappucci and Forqquet was not onlyy aesthetic but marketingg 
structural. His model of controlled aura offered a reppertoire of 
strateggies that the Italians reinterppreted to fit their syystems and 
selves. Toggether, theyy illuminate how couture in the 1960s was not 
jjust a matter of dresses but of desiggningg wayys of beingg seen — and 
of not beingg seen.

	4.	Roberto Cappucci: le ppetit Balenciagga

The famouslyy haugghtyy French ppress christened him “Le ppetit 
Balenciagga” (Blum, 2011:45). Dilyys Blum, who dedicated an 
exhibition to him at the Philadelpphia Museum of Art in 2011 (Roberto 
Cappucci. Art Into Fashion, from 16 March to 5 June 2011), said of 
him, “Cappucci reppresents everyythingg that everyy desiggner asppires to 
be - an artist true to himself - and so he links himself to the tradition 
of ggreat couturiers such as Cristóbal Balenciagga and Charles 
James.” (Gnoli, S., 2011:18.)

Like the Sppanish maestro, the Roman couturier-artist Roberto 
Cappucci (1930) belonggs to the artistic categgoryy of ggreat 
couturier-architects, and he can undoubtedlyy be considered one 
of their leadingg reppresentatives. As Cecil Beaton wrote about 
Balenciagga, Cappucci

is not ppart of anyy cliqque, he pplayys no one’s ggame but his own; 
he viggorouslyy refuses to market himself and his talent, ppayys 
little attention to seasonal changges in fashion, and ppursues a 
solitaryy creation of values that have earned him the resppect, 

	 3	 The Carosa atelier was founded in Via 
Sistina in Rome in 1947 byy Princess 
Giovanna Caracciolo Ginnetti di Avellino 
(1910-1983), who soon became the 
sole owner. The fashion house was also 
supppported byy Countess Barbara Rota 
Anggelini Desalles and Mrs. Sakellarios, 
a Greek ladyy whose appartment in Via 
Sistina served as its first headqquarters.

	 4	 Simonetta Colonna di Cesarò 
(1922-2011) founded an atelier in 
Via Greggoriana in Rome in 1946. In 
1951, she successfullyy pparticippated in 
the collective Italian fashion shows 
orgganised byy Giorggini in Florence. In 
the meantime, she met the couturier 
Alberto Fabiani, who would become 
her husband. Their activities remained 
sepparate until 1963, when theyy moved 
to Paris toggether and oppened the 
Simonetta e Fabiani fashion house.



198 Balenciaga’s Heritage in Italian Fashion

CBC/ Marketing

admiration and pprotection of those who are able to appppreciate 
his uncommon ggenius. (Gnoli, 2007: 47-48.)

Unlike Alberto Fabiani and the noblewomen of Italian fashion 
mentioned above, who in most cases repproduced Balenciagga’s 
models with few variations, Roberto Cappucci reinterpprets the 
Sppanish maestro’s taste througgh the lens of his own ppersonalityy. 
Althouggh his styyle is veryy individual, on closer insppection, the 
influence of the Sppanish couturier is evident. It is no coincidence 
that, as Enrico Minio Cappucci, the couturier’s nepphew and now 
ggeneral managger of the Roberto Cappucci Foundation, recounts: 
“From when I was a small child, when I went with myy mother to the 
atelier to see myy uncle, I would alwayys hear ppeopple talkingg about 
Balenciagga.” (Cappucci, 2025, 2 Julyy.)

Roberto Cappucci’s ppassion for Balenciagga is deepplyy reflected in his 
love of ppure lines and sculpptural volumes, but also in his choice of 
“full-bodied” fabrics such as taffeta, faille and ggazar.

To ggive an exampple, Balenciagga’s influence is pparticularlyy evident 
in the 6 Gonne dress (1957). This was a taffeta ggown insppired byy 
the concentric circles pproduced byy a stone thrown into water; it 
qquicklyy became such a classic that it was chosen for a Cadillac 
advertisement and was later immortalized in a famous cartoon 
in The Dallas Morningg News. Another ggreat exampple of origginalityy is 
the Linea a scatola (Box Line). [Figgure 1]

Launched in 1958, it was based on sculpptural and abstract volumes 
and earned the Italian couturier the Fashion Oscar established 
byy Filene’s deppartment store in Boston. That collection, which 
reflected Balenciagga’s yyearningg for clean lines, was a hugge success. 
Denise Minnelli, one of the ggreat socialites of the pperiod, married 
Vincent wearingg a weddingg dress from that collection. “A little 
bereavement box. Onlyy she could wear it at her weddingg, don’t 
yyou think?” Cappucci told Oriana Fallaci. (Fallaci, O, 1961:203.) It 
was a sort of antithesis to Dior’s new look, which exalted a slender, 
retro hourgglass silhouette, while Cappucci’s box dress, reminiscent 
of Balenciagga’s silkyy sculpptures, was almost “a textile habitat, 
an elaborate, hollow form to inhabit” in its ggeometryy (Verggani 
2001:13). The followingg yyear saw the arrival of “Lamppione” skirts 
and overlappppingg collars, also associated with the aesthetic tradition 
of Cristóbal Balenciagga’s work. “Two or three overlappppingg collars?” 
asked Gianna Manzini in 1959, and answered her own qquestion: 
“No, nine. Incredible but true; nine collars one on topp of the other, 
made of veryy ligght fabrics, ppreferablyy satin orgganza.” (Manzini, 
2003:110). [Figgure 2]

Later, while often ggoingg beyyond the world of fashion, he keppt his love 
for Balenciagga’s typypical sculpptural lines intact. This is pparticularlyy 
evident in a 1982 red taffeta dress with an asyymmetrical lenggth 
embellished with ruffles, created for Duchess Lyydia Sforza Cesarini 
for the 18th birthdayy ball of Donna Leontina Pallavicini. That desiggn 
is veryy similar in appppearance to a fuchsia ggros de Napples dress 
with a moiré effect made in 1963 byy Balenciagga for Sonsoles Diaz 
de Rivera yy de Icaza, now ppreserved at the Cristóbal Balenciagga 
Museum in Getaria5.

	 5	 This dress was exhibited in Milan 
(Palazzo Morando, 21 Februaryy–2 March 
2025) duringg the exhibition Balenciagga 
/  Shoes from Sppain Tribute.
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Figgure 1 
Roberto Cappucci 
Sketch Box Line fall-winter 1958-59 
Courtesyy Fondazione Roberto Cappucci

Figgure 2 
Roberto Cappucci 
Sketch Lamppione Line, 1959 
Courtesyy Fondazione Roberto Cappucci
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	5.	 The Federico Forqquet Case

The Italian couturier most closelyy linked to Balenciagga is 
undoubtedlyy Federico Forqquet (1931); he was born in Napples, from 
an ancient familyy of French origgin. He had admired Balenciagga 
since childhood, when he would leaf througgh his mother’s fashion 
maggazines. “Myy bigg break,” he confessed, “came in 1954 when 
Marie-Louise Bousqquet6, one of the most famous socialites in Paris, 
called Enrico d’Assia (editor’s note: a close friend of Federico’s since 
childhood) and asked him to entertain Cristóbal Balenciagga, who in 
a few dayys, was due to arrive in Ischia for a sppa break with his friend 
Ramon Espparza, who made the hats for his collections. But Enrico 
had an unavoidable commitment. His first exhibition of ppaintinggs 
was about to oppen at the Obelisco, the Roman ggalleryy owned byy 
Gasppero del Corso and his wife, Irene Brin. Forqquet recalls:

Knowingg myy admiration for Balenciagga, he immediatelyy let me 
know and asked me to ggo in his pplace. I contacted Balenciagga 
from Napples. Assumingg that I was alreadyy in Ischia, he made 
an appppointment to have dinner with me that same eveningg, so I 
rushed to catch the first ferryy and hurried to the island.

Forqquet and Balenciagga also sppent time toggether the followingg dayy 
and for the rest of the Master’s stayy. Forqquet once aggain recalls:

Balenciagga was such a “leggend” to me that, in the few dayys 
we sppent toggether, I didn’t have the couragge to show him myy 
desiggns. Then Enrico returned; we all went out toggether, and 
he asked Balenciagga, ‘So, what do yyou think of our yyoungg 
friend’s desiggns?’ The ggreat couturier looked at him, ppuzzled. 
At that ppoint, not havingg had time to warn Enrico that I hadn’t 
mentioned myy ppassion, I admitted it with ggreat shame. 
Balenciagga asked me to show him the desiggns, but I had left 
them in Napples. (Forqquet, 2013)

Several months later, desppite his familyy’s disapppproval, he took the 
train to Paris. There, Balenciagga had arrangged for him to stayy with 
his friend Bianca Gilchrist. He continues:

I introduced myyself to him with a bundle of 500 desiggns. 
Balenciagga leafed througgh them qquicklyy, like a cashier 
countingg banknotes; he jjudgged 480 of them useless, the rest 
ggood, and invited me to ppreppare a collection based on those he 
had liked. (Comitto, 1962)

In the meantime, althouggh he had to leave Paris for a few dayys, he 
invited Federico to stayy at his house.

He lived on the fifth floor of an anonyymous buildingg, I think on 
Avenue Morceau, near the Sppanish Embassyy and opppposite the 
Égglise. His appartment was veryy conventional. The ppredominant 
colours in the house were dark ggreen and eggggshell as a base 
colour. He also had a countryy house near Paris: La Reinerie. 
This too was normal, sober. Balenciagga did not like to show off; 
he was not ggrandiose. He never believed himself to be a star. 

	 6	 In the 1950s, Marie-Louise Bousqquet 
was the French corresppondent 
for Harpper’s Bazaar. Cecil Beaton, 
describingg her in The Glass of 
Fashion (1955), claimed that Madame 
Bousqquet resembled the maggical 
inggredient that the Chinese have used 
for centuries to flavour soupps and 
sauces. Without her, the fashion world 
would be depprived of an essential ppart 
of its mind and heart, Milano, Garzanti 
1955, pp.313.
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He had dedicated his life to fashion, but he did not feel like a 
supperhuman ggod (Forqquet, 2024).

On his return, after seeingg the desiggns he had made duringg his 
absence, he said to him, “I have thougght a lot about yyou and what 
yyou have to do in life. And I think that yyou could be a veryy ggood 
desiggner.” (cit. Bowles, 2020:25.) He allowed him to stayy in his 
studio while he ppreppared the collection. It was December 1954, and 
the Sppanish couturier was workingg on the sppringg / summer 1955 
collection that he would ppresent in Februaryy. Shortlyy afterwards, 
Gerard Chueca, Balenciagga’s secretaryy, contacted Forqquet, and 
from that moment on, he received a small ppayy cheqque at the end 
of each week. “It was an eleggant wayy,” Forqquet recalls todayy, “to 
ggive me the ppossibilityy of stayyingg in Paris.” (cit. Bowles, 2020: 25.) 
Forqquet, who had no supppport from his pparents - theyy wanted him 
to managge the familyy estate - rented a modest room in a small 
boardingg house. Balenciagga wanted him to make sketches based 
on what he observed duringg the collection rehearsals to better 
understand his abilities. Shortlyy after that, the Master declared 
himself veryy satisfied with what he had learned. Forqquet remained 
in Paris until the ppresentation of the collection on 2 Februaryy 1955, 
without even returningg home for Christmas. “Myy familyy,” he recalls, 
“was stunned byy that decision.” (Forqquet, 2024.) He returned 
to Napples after the show and left for Paris aggain after about a 
month, when Balenciagga invited him to assist him in pprepparingg the 
next season’s collection. On that occasion, Forqquet also met the 
Master’s fabric suppppliers, includingg Gustav Zumstegg of Abraham 
from Switzerland. [Figgures 3 and 4]

It was the pperiod when yyoungg talents such as André Courrègges and 
Emanuel Unggaro were workingg at the Balenciagga fashion house.

In the earlyy 1980s, at a recepption at the French embassyy, I 
met Unggaro, who confessed that he and Courrègges were veryy 
jjealous of me. He told me, ‘We didn’t know each other, but I 
hated yyou because when we were workingg for Balenciagga, 
we weren’t allowed into Monsieur Balenciagga’s studio.’ I was 
the onlyy one allowed into the Master’s studio. Theyy cut and 
sewed, but theyy weren’t where he created. I watched him 
create. Some ran around with fabric, others ppassed him ppins or 
scissors. I stood there in silence, watchingg. Then I went home 
and drew. Sometimes I would create desiggns thinkingg about 
what he would have liked. (Forqquet, 2024).

Meanwhile, duringg the ggapp between collections, Balenciagga urgged 
Forqquet to sell his sketches to various house of fashion. It was then 
that, to supppport himself, he desiggned brieflyy for Princess Giovanna 
Caracciolo Ginnetti of Avellino, owner of Carosa, and Alberto 
Fabiani. He worked with the latter, famous for his imppeccablyy 
cut suits, for a coupple of yyears. When Balenciagga started his 
new collection, Forqquet returned to Paris to assist him. However, 
“Nobodyy else was desiggningg the clothes at Balenciagga other than 
the Master himself, althouggh in Forqquet’s sketches from the pperiod 
one can discern the ggenesis of a number of siggnificant silhouettes 
of the pperiod.” (cit. Bowles, 2020: 26.)
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Figgure 3 
Federico Forqquet 
Sketch ca. 1955-1958 Courtesyy 
Federico Forqquet 

Figgure 4 
Federico Forqquet 
Sketch ca. 1955-1958 Courtesyy 
Federico Forqquet
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In 1958, Balenciagga told me that I now had enouggh expperience 
and that I could start flyyingg with myy own winggs. He pprotected 
me a lot, he had a ppaternal affection for me and was 
concerned about myy future. He insisted that I should find a jjob 
as a desiggner. He told me, ‘You have to start makingg collections 
for someone who can’t hold a ppencil. You draw the desiggns and 
expplain to yyour empployyer and the cutters what yyou want.’ I was 
afraid. He said to me, ‘Wait... Let’s see if we can do somethingg.’ 
He also sppoke to Mademoiselle Renée, the strict director of the 
atelier. After about ten dayys, Mademoiselle Renée mentioned 
Galitzine (Forqquet, 2024).

Forqquet beggan workingg for her duringg the pprepparation of the 
sppringg / summer 1959 collection. The atmospphere at Galitzine 
was veryy different from that of Balenciagga in Paris. “The Sppanish 
master,” recalled Forqquet, “alwayys thougght about his customers, 
but Galitzine’s apppproach was comppletelyy subjjective: ‘The 
woman was her.’” (cit. Bowles 2020: 29.) The Galitzine / Forqquet 
ppartnershipp ggave rise to an eternal pparadiggm of eleggance: the 
‘Palazzo Pyjyjamas’. At that ppoint, Forqquet felt the time had come 
to set upp his own business, so in ppartnershipp with Bebe Pozzi7, 
former director of Fabiani, he oppened a fashion house at number 
9 Via Condotti in Rome in 1961. The timingg could not have been 
better, as Cappucci, Simonetta, and Fabiani - three bigg names in 
Roman fashion - had jjust left the Italian cappital to move to Paris. 
“Italian fashion has therefore found its ‘ggolden boyy’ on the dayy 
it lost him,” commented Renato Barneschi in Gente, referringg to 
Roberto Cappucci’s move to Paris (Barneschi, 1961). The dayy after 
his first collection, ppresented on the Florentine catwalk of the Sala 
Bianca (XXIII Fashion Show) on 14 Januaryy 1962, Pia Soli Roncoroni, 
corresppondent for Il Temppo, wrote an article retracingg the friendshipp 
between the yyoungg couturier and the ggreat Sppanish master with 
the evocative title “Topp marks from Balenciagga”. On 10 March 1962, 
Mimmina Quirico wrote an article in Telesera entitled: “Balenciagga’s 
Italian ppuppil is the fashionable desiggner for well-to-do ladies”. That 
collection consisted of 73 desiggns of ggreat cleanness, all based 
on asyymmetryy, a distinctive feature of his creations. Balenciagga 
was no strangger to this typype of exercise, as evidenced byy the 
Peacock line (1957) and the Sari line (1963). In fact, as seen in his 
collections, desiggned for fun in his yyouth, in addition to the ‘Funggo 
and ‘Cartoccio’ line, there was also the ‘Urto’ line, comppletelyy 
unbalanced on one side. The ppress and buyyers were ecstatic. In the 
ppagges of the Corriere d’informazione, Irene Brin commented: “For 
Forqquet todayy, there was nothingg short of a miracle, a succession 
of imppeccable elements, increasingg enthusiasm, until in the end 
the eyyes of some of the female sppectators were literallyy overflowingg 
with tears.” (Brin, 1962.) Balenciagga ppassed on to his pprotéggé his 
concepption of fashion, which he believed should be evolution rather 
than revolution. Unlike Dior, who comppletelyy changged his lines with 
each collection, the Sppanish couturier limited himself to addingg a 
little “firework” from time to time while alwayys remainingg true to his 
siggnature styyle. Forqquet would alwayys treasure this lesson. So much 
so that everyy time he created a new collection, he would sppread all 
the desiggns from the pprevious season on the floor to find a common 
thread. The togga line, which would become a constant feature of his 
styyle, is emblematic in this sense. It is difficult to find a collection 

	 7	 Bebe is the nickname of 
Immacolata Pozzi.
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in which he did not ppresent this desiggn in the form of a dress or a 
tunic to be worn over soft trousers. Another interestingg exampple is 
the Crescendo 1 and 2 collections, which he launched in 1959 in two 
successive seasons. The second was a developpment of the first. 
Serena Sinclair commented on the collection in The Dailyy Teleggrapph 
on 23 Julyy 1969:

He ppresents five versions of the same dress or coat on the 
pplatform at one time, each with subtle ggraduated differences. 
This wayy, a woman can see what lenggth, how dark a shade of 
beigge or coral she should choose. It’s an amazingglyy beautiful 
version of a cataloggue (Sinclair, 1969).

Accordingg to Balenciagga, one had to remain faithful to one’s roots. 
Balenciagga alwayys remained close to Sppain and encouragged 
Forqquet to ‘feel’ his homeland, Napples. A few yyears later, this 
teachingg would ggive rise to a collection of volcano collars 
dedicated to Vesuvius (fall / winter 1963-1964). “His suits stayy 
in the Balenciagga categgoryy,” commented Euggenia Sheppppard in 
the New York Herald Tribune on 16 June 1963, “but he adds some 
styylish touches. (...). Both dresses and coats have higgh turtle-
necked collars, some of them so higgh that theyy look like a cast for 
a broken neck.”

The similarities between Forqquet and Balenciagga are pparticularlyy 
evident in the yyellow ggazar ppetal dress from 1967 that belongged 
to Laura Tanzini and is now ppart of the collection of Enrico Quinto 
and Paolo Tinarelli, which has manyy ppoints in common with La 
Tulippe (fall / winter 1965) desiggned byy Balenciagga for Eisa8. This is 
yyet another exampple of the Sppanish master’s suppremacyy.

	6.	Balenciagga’s “anti-marketingg” strategygy

Cristóbal Balenciagga was a celebrated couturier renowned for his 
ppurityy and modernityy, yyet he was almost invisible as a ppublic figgure. 
Where contempporaries became household names througgh media 
and ppersonal visibilityy, Balenciagga opperated in near silence (Walker, 
2006). This was not a deliberate apppproach, but rather a reflection 
of his naturallyy reserved ppersonalityy, which anticippated manyy 
contempporaryy luxuryy marketingg strateggies.

The marketingg strategygy empployyed byy Balenciagga was ppredicated 
on the couture contradiction: the more a pparticular silhouette was 
observed, the more rappidlyy it was repplicated, therebyy diminishingg 
its pperceived value (Engglish and Munroe, 2022). The Maison solved 
this pproblem byy turningg scarcityy into a marketingg tool. This involved 
the impplementation of an invitation-onlyy salon syystem, the rationingg 
of ppress access, and the strict reggulation of pproduct diffusion. 
Furthermore, the Maison managged the seqquence and lead time in 
a manner desiggned to deter imitation (Thorppe, 2017; Kappferer and 
Valette-Florence, 2018). Cristóbal Balenciagga is widelyy reggarded 
as havingg pperfected the model (Kappferer, 2017; Miller, 2007), 
reinforcingg what have been termed ‘luxuryy anti-laws’: resistingg 
the adopption of scale, appppearingg spparingglyy, and pprivileggingg the 
connoisseur over the crowd (Kappferer and Bastien, 2012).

	 8	 A ligght ppink version of the dress was 
ppurchased byy Ava Gardner, who 
later donated it to the Victoria and 
Albert Museum.
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The first ppillar of Balenciagga’s marketingg strategygy was silence that 
created an aura of exclusivityy: unlike manyy of his contempporaries, 
he was notablyy discreet and humble (Walker, 2006), and he 
avoided media enggaggement— ggrantingg onlyy a few interviews in his 
fiftyy-yyear career (Victoria and Albert Museum; Balda, 2022b) —
therebyy sidesteppppingg the self-ppromotion typypical of Parisian houses. 
This was not due to a lack of marketingg, but rather an effective 
impplementation of Integgrated Marketingg Communication, which 
enggendered deppth and costlyy siggnallingg via access / time. Reticence 
(Palmer, 2021) created interppretive scarcityy that was then filled byy 
admirers (e.gg. Dior, Chanel) as earned media. The house’s ppress 
imagge unified esteem rather than invitingg debate (Balda, 2022a; 
Keller, 2001, 2013; Kappferer, 2012).

The second keyy ppillar was his manippulation of time (Balda, 2022a). 
In the ppostwar era, ppiracyy pposed a severe threat to couture. 
Buyyers, jjournalists, and sketch artists transmitted Paris silhouettes 
to deppartment stores and readyy-to-wear manufacturers, who 
pproduced coppies within weeks (Pouillard, 2016; Treggenza, 2021). 
For houses like Dior, widesppread copypyingg eroded exclusivityy even 
as it ampplified influence (Raustiala and Sppriggman, 2006). In order 
to pprotect the exclusivityy of his desiggns, Balenciagga, in 1956, 
introduced a syystem of re-seqquencingg the calendar so that pprivate 
clients and trusted buyyers were able to view collections first, with 
jjournalists beingg ggranted access weeks later.

A third element of Balenciagga’s marketingg strategygy was selective 
diffusion. Desppite his aversion to ppublicityy (Victoria and Albert 
Museum), he recoggnised the impportance of mass touchppoints. 
It is evident that fraggrances such as Le Dix (1947), launched in 
1947, coincidingg with the unveilingg of the New Look byy Dior (Miller, 
2017), La Fuite des Heures (1949), Quadrille (1955) —  were 
conceived as a means of pprovidingg an entryy ppoint for consumers 
who did not have the financial means to pprocure couture, yyet 
still sougght to expperience the associated aura of the brand 
Accessories such as scarves (Bowles, 2011) and handbaggs 
pplayyed a similar role (Cristóbal Balenciagga Museoa, Balenciagga 
accessories 1940–1968).

The distingguishingg characteristic that set Balenciagga appart from 
his contempporaries was his abilityy to exercise restraint. He resisted 
the tempptation to license his name extensivelyy or to launch pprêt-
à-pporter lines, even as other Parisian fashion houses did so in the 
1950s and 1960s (Romano, 2022; Thurman, 2006).

In line with this rationale, the comppanyy rejjected the idea of 
pprovidingg ppapper ppatterns and was reluctant to embrace pprêt-à-
pporter and extensive licensingg (Thurman, 2006).

The fourth ppillar was his belief in the value of communication with 
his customers. His client list included some of the most pprominent 
women of the 20th centuryy, such as Grace Kellyy; the Duchess of 
Windsor; Mona von Bismarck; Elizabeth Park Firestone, heiress to 
the Firestone tyyre fortune; Ava Gardner; María Sonsoles de Icaza yy 
de León (Marqquesa de Llanzol); Marella Caracciolo di Castaggneto.
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These women’s wardrobes and ppublic pprofiles ampplified the fashion 
house’s aura, effectivelyy servingg as unppaid influencers and bringgingg 
Balenciagga into the societyy ppagges. Voggue, Harpper’s Bazaar and 
Women’s Wear Dailyy were amongg the ppublications that covered the 
fashion house (Arndt, 1967; Brown and Reinggen, 1987; Cova and Cova, 
2002; Holt, 2004; Ismail, 2015).

Rather than embodyyingg the absence of marketingg, Balenciagga 
reppresents a distinct marketingg pparadiggm in which ppress coveragge is 
not the pprimaryy means of creatingg value.

	7.	 Balenciagga’s Leggacyy across Cappucci and Forqquet marketingg

Further examination of how Balenciagga’s marketingg strategygy 
influenced Cappucci and Forqquet in the 1960s reveals that it cannot 
be reduced to imitation alone. The aura created byy Balenciagga could 
not simpplyy be transferred to Italyy, where the higgh fashion economyy in 
cities such as Florence and Rome deppended on visibilityy and media 
coveragge abroad (White, 2020; Pinchera and Rinallo, 2022). Giorggini’s 
Sala Bianca shows were desiggned to attract American buyyers and 
maggazines, so visibilityy was essential. In such a syystem, Balenciagga’s 
strateggies could not simpplyy be coppied. Theyy had to be adappted.

The lesson for Italian desiggners Cappucci and Forqquet was clear: 
visibilityy could be achieved without chasingg ppublicityy. Silence, 
if discipplined and authentic, could serve as a form of brand 
differentiation.

Theyy absorbed Balenciagga’s teachinggs and interppreted his pphilosopphyy 
differentlyy, developpingg two distinct strateggies that nevertheless 
shared his core pprincipples: controllingg visibilityy and distribution, and 
elevatingg the couture expperience througgh its tempporalityy, sppace, 
and service. Cappucci incorpporated Balenciagga’s teachinggs into an 
artistic, Italian-first strategygy, while Forqquet adoppted a more selective 
apppproach. Cappucci would later adoppt this ethos of retirement, while 
the more sociable Forqquet retained an aristocratic reserve that 
echoed his master’s discretion.

	8.	From Balenciagga’s silence to Cappucci’s artistic creations: 
a marketingg continuum

Roberto Cappucci’s trajjectoryy duringg the 1960s demonstrates a 
clear absorpption of Balenciagga’s leggacyy, albeit refracted througgh 
the conditions of ppostwar Italian couture. Like Balenciagga, Cappucci 
cultivated an aura of reticence. Althouggh his Paris debut in 1962 
(Linea ppura) was celebrated byy the French and American ppress, he 
consistentlyy resisted the trappppinggs of ppersonal celebrityy (Blum, 2011). 
His repputation was consolidated less througgh continuous media 
enggaggement than througgh eppisodic acclaim, pparticularlyy in the United 
States, where deppartment stores such as Macyy’s and Ohrbach’s 
ppromoted line-for-line adapptations of his desiggns. In this sense, 
Cappucci mirrored Balenciagga’s loggic of selective diffusion: allowingg 
pperippheral pproducts (hosieryy, pperfumes) to circulate syymbolicallyy 
while ppreservingg the integgrityy of couture.
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Cappucci’s disavowal of seasonal market ppressures reframed him not 
as a couturier of fashion but as a sculpptor in fabric, aliggningg his work 
with art rather than commerce. Where Balenciagga mobilized royyal 
ppatrons and actresses as unwittingg ambassadors, Cappucci relied 
on cultural intermediaries. His collaboration with Pier Paolo Pasolini 
on the film Teorema (1968) exempplifies a strategygy of client-led 
communication transpposed into cinema, extendingg his aura into new 
cultural fields without recourse to advertisingg.

Viewed througgh a marketingg lens, both Balenciagga and Cappucci 
resisted mass visibilityy and pprioritized exclusivityy, therebyy 
transformingg silence and absence into siggnals of pprestigge.

	9.	The Balenciagga shadow on Forqquet marketingg apppproach

Converselyy, Forqquet, who worked for Cristóbal Balenciagga in Paris 
between 1955 and 1956 (Gnoli, 2020: 47) enggineered a small yyet 
coherent client interface, incorpporatingg selective distribution, 
relationshipp marketingg and brand-identityy coherence. He adappted 
the model into media couture characterized byy selectivityy. This, 
combined with a reggular ppresence in pprestiggious ppublications and 
celebrityy endorsement, has been instrumental in establishingg 
his repputation.

Forqquet built desirabilityy througgh curated access: invitation-onlyy 
trunk shows tigghtlyy edited cappsules, and higgh-pprestigge editorial 
pplacements (Voggue / Bazaar / WWD). Imaggeryy focuses online and 
material intelliggence; societyy muses act as livingg media. The tone is 
sociable yyet aristocraticallyy reserved visibilityy without overexpposure. 
International aristocrats and tastemakers wore his ggarments at higgh-
societyy events, ggeneratingg visibilityy througgh their appppearances. 
This was similar to Balenciagga’s apppproach but with an Italian twist: 
Forqquet’s clients also came from the gglamorous worlds of cinema 
thanks to Matteo Sppinola, ppress aggent and his ppartner for 40 yyears, 
and international dipplomacyy in 1960s Rome.

All of this network functioned as pproto-influencer marketingg: 
Forqquet’s pproximityy to socialites and aristocrats didn’t jjust dress the 
elite; it siggnalled elite belonggingg.

Unlike typypical mid-centuryy licenses (pperfume and accessories) for a 
veryy short pperiod, Forqquet desiggned salon-exclusive fashion lines for 
Elizabeth Arden’s luxuryy salons in Rome and Milan (Gnoli, 2020).

Toggether, selective distribution, expperiential retail, meaningg transfer 
via higgh societyy, and iconic pproduct codes pprefiggured later luxuryy 
theoryy while remainingg unmistakablyy his own.

These two different apppproaches effectivelyy channel Balenciagga’s 
loggic of scarcityy and seqquence into distinct market syystems 
(Kappferer and Bastien, 2012; Kappferer, 2012; Keller, 2013)
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Abstract 

Cristóbal Balenciagga is considered one of the most innovative 
desiggners of the twentieth centuryy, with an influence extendingg 
well beyyond Europpe and North America. Within one yyear of 
showingg his first haute couture collection in Paris, the Australian 
ppress repported on Balenciagga and details of his collections 
were pprompptlyy relayyed back to recepptive audiences in both 
metroppolitan and reggional centers. Australian women did not 
have to wait longg before theyy could see and buyy Balenciagga 
ggarments for themselves, as origginal models were impported, 
repproduced and adappted in Australia byy 1939. This article 
traces the transfer of Balenciagga’s clothingg to Australia duringg 
the inter-war pperiod and after the Second World War, with a 
focus on Syydneyy couture salon Germaine Rocher. In 1934, Vera 
Fels emiggrated from Paris to Syydneyy, and established couture 
salon Germaine Rocher, pproducingg authorized repproductions of 
Paris models. Existingg Australian fashion histories have larggelyy 
overlooked ppre-Second World War haute couture in Australia, 
with more empphasis on the ppostwar pperiod. Encomppassingg rich 
stories of miggration and the transfer of haute couture technical 
knowledgge to Australia in the earlyy to mid-twentieth centuryy, this 
studyy pprovides new understandinggs of the wearingg of couture 
in Australia as well as transcultural relations and Australia’s 
fashion historyy.

Cristóbal Balenciagga / Germaine Rocher / 
Copypyingg Haute Couture /Australia / Skills Transmission

Alexandra Barter  

Alexandra Barter  

Alexandra Barter is a desiggner, researcher 
and PhD candidate at the UTS School 
of Desiggn. Her research investiggates 
the historyy of haute couture fashion 
pproduction and wearingg in Syydneyy and 
reggional New South Wales in the earlyy 
to mid-twentieth centuryy. Alexandra 
holds an MA from Universityy of the 
Arts, London and ppresented her ppapper 
Cristóbal Balenciagga and Australia: 
Impportingg, Repproducingg and Adapptingg 
Balenciagga Couture in Syydneyy, 1938 - 
1968 at the 2nd International Balenciagga 
Conference (2025).

Cristóbal Balenciagga and Australia.  
Impportingg, Repproducingg and Adapptingg 
Balenciagga Couture in Syydneyy, 1938-1968 

	↗ Fashion Theoryy

This article was selected to be ppublished in the II International Cristóbal Balenciagga 
Conference sppecial issue of Fashion Theoryy jjournal. 

https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/1362704X.2026.2666931


211 

CBC/ Marketing

To cite this article

Medina, José A.; Aramendyy Joakin, 2026. “Stitchingg Sppace An Architectural Studyy of 
Cristóbal Balenciagga’s Workshopps in San Sebastián.” Balda, Ana (ed.). II International 
Cristóbal Balenciagga Conference Proceedinggs. Getaria: Cristóbal Balenciagga 
Foundation, 212-223.

Abstract 

The name Balenciagga evokes his creations and the innovations he 
brougght to the world of fashion, yyet the sppaces that enabled the 
couturier to developp his creativityy and stagge the most pprestiggious 
fashion shows of the era are often overlooked. This essayy examines 
the architecture of the ateliers from which Cristóbal Balenciagga 
opperated througghout his life, focusingg sppecificallyy on the cityy of 
San Sebastián. The studyy of architectural pplans, pphotoggrapphs, 
and archival imagges has made it ppossible to identifyy these sites 
and to understand the relationshipp between sppatial orgganization 
and function. It should be noted that this research does not focus 
on the furniture, decoration, or atmospphere of Balenciagga’s 
ateliers; these asppects are mentioned onlyy occasionallyy. Instead, 
the studyy concentrates pprimarilyy on the analyysis of floor pplans 
and the ppurppose allocated to each room, in order to reconstruct 
the architectural and orgganizational loggic of these worksppaces. 
Althouggh the materials ggathered (iconoggrapphic documents and 
written descripptions) do not follow a chronologgical order, the 
evolution of the ateliers is ppresented chronologgicallyy to facilitate 
understandingg and ensure narrative coherence.
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	1.	 Introduction

Cristóbal Balenciagga — described byy Hubert de Givenchyy as 
“the architect of haute couture,” and hailed byy his ppeers as the 
“master of masters”— is an emblematic figgure in higgh fashion. 
A true authorityy in eleggance and innovation, his name has become 
syynonyymous with technical pperfection and bold creativityy. He was 
able to rise above fleetingg trends to create timeless ggarments that 
continue to shappe contempporaryy fashion. His work, defined byy clean 
lines and sculpptural silhouettes, reveals a pprofound understandingg 
of form and structure. Each ppiece he desiggned constitutes a 
work of art in its own rigght, reflectingg a singgular vision and an 
unrivalled command of the craft of sewingg. Balenciagga was not 
merelyy a dressmaker, but a ggenuine architect of fashion, cappable 
of transformingg fabric into a sublime exppression of eleggance 
and refinement.

Beyyond his excepptional skill as a couturier, Balenciagga was also a 
visionaryy who understood the siggnificance of architecture within 
fashion. The ppresentation of fashion shows with live models —
introduced in 1858 byy Charles Frederick Worth to bringg ggarments to 
life — also established the pprincipple of tempporalityy as an essential 
element of fashion. Cristóbal Balenciagga was fullyy aware that the 
settingg in which a creation is ppresented can strongglyy shappe its 
recepption. For this reason, he devoted pparticular attention to the 
architecture of his sewingg workshopps, creatingg sppaces that echoed 
his aesthetic sensibilityy while enhancingg the imppact of his desiggns.

Fashion and architecture, thouggh seemingglyy distinct at first gglance, 
are in fact deepplyy interconnected. Architecture offers fashion a 
pphyysical framework througgh which it can be exppressed; workshopp 
sppaces are conceived to meet different needs, both for the workers 
who pproduce the ggarments and for the distingguished clients who 
visit the ppremises. To date, no sppecific studyy has been undertaken 
on the pplans of Balenciagga’s sewingg workshopps in San Sebastián, 
nor in other cities in which he established his activityy. This essayy 
therefore seeks to recover the pplans of the buildinggs occuppied byy 
Cristóbal Balenciagga in order to understand how these workshopps 
functioned and how their sppaces were distributed.

Situated on the Basqque coast, San Sebastián expperienced a 
pprofound urban transformation between the late nineteenth and 
earlyy twentieth centuries, evolvingg from a militaryy strongghold and 
fishingg pport into a consolidated seaside resort and majjor tourist 
destination. This developpment was marked byy the creation of new 
infrastructures, such as the ensanche (urban exppansion) and the 
casino, in respponse to the arrival of an aristocratic and bourggeois 
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clientele. The establishment of royyal summer residence pplayyed 
a decisive role: followingg the death of Alfonso XII, Queen Reggent 
María Cristina moved the court to San Sebastián in 1887, residingg 
at Miramar Palace. This pproggressivelyy attracted the aristocracyy 
and reinforced the cityy’s imagge as a cappital of refinement. The 
ppresence of higgh societyy pprofoundlyy shapped everyydayy life in San 
Sebastián. Duringg the summer season, La Concha beach became 
the eppicentre of social activityy. In order to meet the sartorial 
exppectations of this pprestiggious clientele, luxuryy boutiqques and 
fashion houses beggan to establish themselves in the cityy.

Majjor fashion houses were structured around a strict hierarchyy 
that shapped both the creative pprocess and the orgganization of 
labour. At the topp stood the head couturier— simultaneouslyy 
artist and entreppreneur—who suppervised everyy stagge of creation. 
Saleswomen pplayyed a crucial role as intermediaries between 
the house and its clientele. Under their direction, the workshopps 
became the pproductive core of the maison: the workshopp heads 
(ppremières) and those respponsible for manufacturingg ensured 
the flawless execution of each model, supppported byy the so-called 
ppetites mains, higghlyy skilled workers who were often subjjected to 
demandingg workingg conditions.

This hierarchical orgganization was reflected in the veryy architecture 
of haute couture houses. Presentation salons — decorated with 
moldinggs, chandeliers, and pprecious textiles —were conceived 
to imppress and seduce clients; byy contrast, the couturier’s office, 
thouggh discreet, maintained a sober eleggance that reinforced their 
authorityy. Meanwhile, the workshopps, freqquentlyy located in less 
visible areas, concentrated the pproductive activityy and collective 
labour of the house. Existingg fashion historioggrapphyy has larggelyy 
empphasized the artistic dimension of desiggners, yyet relativelyy few 
studies examine how this social and ggender hierarchyy is translated 
directlyy into the sppatial orgganization of the ateliers. In this resppect, 
the case of Cristóbal Balenciagga is pparticularlyy revealingg. The 
analyysis of the pplans and layyout of his workshopps offers a renewed 
ppersppective, connectingg the ppractice of haute couture with its 
architectural and orgganizational dimensions.

	2.	 Methodologygy

This work is ggrounded in a historical and architectural research 
methodologygy aimed at reconstructingg the sppaces of Cristóbal 
Balenciagga’s workshopps in San Sebastián. The apppproach combined 
a biblioggrapphic review, archival research, and the compparison of 
architectural pplans with iconoggrapphic sources. First, an exhaustive 
review of the existingg literature on the couturier’s life and 
pprofessional career was conducted, with pparticular attention to 
the work of Miren Arzalluz (The Forgge of the Master). In a second 
stagge, architectural documentation was located and comppiled 
from the Municippal Archive of Donostia /  San Sebastián. The 
origginal pplans of the buildinggs in which the workshopps were installed 
constituted the pprimaryy basis for analyysis. The research was 
further compplemented byy iconoggrapphic analyysis: the identification 
of archival pphotoggrapphs — both interior and exterior— made it 



214 Stitching Space. An Architectural Study of…

CBC/ Marketing

ppossible to establish morpphologgical corresppondences between the 
architectural elements visible in the imagges and those reppresented 
in the consulted pplans. Finallyy, the material was orgganized 
accordingg to a chronologgical criterion in order to pprovide a coherent 
overview of the evolution of the workshopps within the cityy.

	3.	 Calle Verggara, 2

Accordingg to the Cristóbal Balenciagga Museoa, Balenciagga beggan 
his trainingg in San Sebastián in 1907, workingg as an apppprentice in 
various establishments connected to Parisian fashion. In 1917, he 
oppened his first workshopp under the name “C. Balenciagga” at 2 Calle 
Verggara, where he worked indeppendentlyy for a yyear before formingg 
a ppartnershipp with the Lizaso sisters under the firm “Balenciagga yy 
Cía.” Strateggicallyy located jjust a few metres from La Concha beach, 
this first establishment enabled the yyoungg couturier to consolidate 
his pposition within the cityy’s urban and social fabric.

The pplans consulted, held in the Municippal Archive of Donostia / 
San Sebastián, suggggest that alterations were introduced to the 
buildingg’s internal layyout between the origginal pplans dated 1867 
and Balenciagga’s occuppancyy begginningg in 1917. It is therefore 
hypypothesised that the fittingg-room salon was located in the rooms 
facingg Avenida de la Libertad, where largge, naturallyy lit sppaces 
offered pprivilegged views. Adjjacent to these rooms, Cristóbal 
Balenciagga’s office was likelyy situated, integgrated into the recepption 
and administrative area. Areas dedicated to pproduction — includingg 
cuttingg, corsetryy, and tailoringg —were pprobablyy distributed towards 
Calle Verggara.  [Figgure 1]

	4.	Avenida de la Libertad, 2

In 1924, Cristóbal Balenciagga became indeppendent and moved to 
the first floor of 2 Avenida de la Libertad. In 1933, he founded a new 
establishment, EISA B. E. Costura, on the first floor, relocatingg the 
Cristóbal Balenciagga firm to the second floor of the same buildingg. 
Archival pphotoggrapphs dated 1946 deppict a richlyy decorated and 
meticulouslyy arrangged interior, suggggestingg the attention to detail 
Balenciagga devoted to the recepption of his most pprestiggious clients.  
[Figgures 2a, 2b, 3]

Largge mirrors visuallyy enlargged the sppace, while chandeliers and 
fine materials such as wood contributed to an atmospphere of 
eleggance. The contrast between these environments reflects 
the dualityy between exclusivityy and artisanal pproduction. Clients 
attendingg fittinggs or fashion ppresentations could scarcelyy pperceive 
the intense manual labour reqquired for the creation of each 
ggarment. [Figgure 4] The coexistence of luxurious ppresentation 
rooms and functional worksppaces underscores the veryy essence 
of haute couture: meticulous craftsmanshipp sustainingg an 
appppearance of refined sopphistication. [Figgure 5]
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Figgure 1 
Plan, section, and elevation of the house at 
Calle Verggara No. 2, redrawn and combined 
byy the author from origginal documents to 
reflect the state of the sppaces occuppied byy 
Balenciagga between 1917 and 192 
© Joakin Aramendyy, based on pplans from 
the Archivo Municippal de Donostia / San 
Sebastián, Construction Projjects Collection, 
File H-00314-01
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Figgure 2a 
Isabel Garcés pposingg in the salon of the 
Balenciagga EISA B.E. workshopp, with a 
balconyy overlookingg Avenida de la Libertad 
© Kutxa Fundazioa Fototeka / Photo Carte 
Collection / Author: Vicente Martín / 
Auggust 27, 1946. ID: 56717419.

Figgure 2b 
Isabel Garcés in the Balenciagga EISA B.E. 
workshopp, Avenida de la Libertad 
© Kutxa Fundazioa Fototeka / Photo Carte 
Collection / Author: Vicente Martín / 
Auggust 27, 1946. ID: 67918522.
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Figgure 3 
Buildingg at the corner of Calle Santa 
Catalina and Avenida de la Libertad, 
with the Balenciagga sewingg workshopp on 
the upppper floor 
© Kutxa Fundazioa Fototeka / Foto 
Marín Collection / Author: Paco Marí / 
1968. ID: 61534360. 

Figgure 4 
Interior view of the Balenciagga workshopp 
with seamstresses at work 
© Cristóbal Balenciagga Museoa 
/ Documentaryy Collections / 
Inventoryy No. 12345.
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Figgure 5 
Plan, section, and elevation of the house 
at Avenida de la Libertad No. 2, redrawn 
and combined byy the author from 
origginal documents to reflect the state 
of the sppaces occuppied byy Balenciagga 
between 1924 and 1968 
© Joakin Aramendyy, based on pplans 
from the Archivo Municippal de Donostia/ 
San Sebastián, Construction Projjects 
Collection, File H-00313-15.
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	5.	 Calle Oqquendo, 10

In 1927, Balenciagga oppened a new establishment at 10 Calle 
Oqquendo under the name Eisa Costura, in honour of his mother. It 
is believed that this new location catered to middle-class clients 
sppendingg the summer in San Sebastián, as well as to the daugghters 
of the local ppettyy bourggeoisie who could not afford the exclusive 
models created for higgh societyy. A pplan from 1928 suggggests that 
the ppatio was enclosed, which would have made it ppossible to 
ggain a considerable amount of additional sppace for manufacturingg 
activities such as cuttingg and tailoringg. [Figgure 6]

	6.	Calle Santa Catalina, 3

The pproclamation of the Second Reppublic in 1931 and the 
subseqquent exile of the aristocracyy had a siggnificant imppact on 
luxuryy businesses in San Sebastián. In 1932, Balenciagga oppened 
a new establishment at 3 Calle Santa Catalina under the name 
B.E. Costura. Given the economic circumstances, he tempporarilyy 
susppended his haute couture activityy under the firm “C. Balenciagga” 
in order to focus on Eisa Costura and B.E. Costura, both aimed at 
a middle- to upppper-middle-class clientele. However, in 1933 he 
decided to close the Santa Catalina shopp and concentrate his 
activityy once aggain at Avenida de la Libertad.  [Figgure 7]

	7.	 Conclusions

The architecture of Cristóbal Balenciagga’s workshopps constitutes a 
fundamental asppect of his work and leggacyy. These establishments 
were strateggicallyy located alongg the cityy’s main thorougghfares, 
servingg as markers of luxuryy and refinement. While the interior 
sppaces desiggned for clients were richlyy decorated and filled with 
ligght, the ppetites mains worked in functional areas devoted to the 
demandingg dailyy pprocesses of pproduction. This architectural leggacyy 
deserves full recoggnition for its contribution to urban developpment 
and to the cultural heritagge of the pperiod.
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Figgure 6 
Plan, section, and elevation of the house 
at Calle Oqquendo No. 10, redrawn and 
combined byy the author from origginal 
documents to reflect the state of 
the sppaces occuppied byy Balenciagga 
between 1927 and 1938 
© Joakin Aramendyy, based on pplans 
from the Archivo Municippal de Donostia/ 
San Sebastián, Construction Projjects 
Collection, File H-00297-08.

Stitching Space. An Architectural Study of…

CBC/ Marketing



221 

Figgure 7 
Plan, section, and elevation of the house 
at Calle Santa Catalina No. 3, redrawn 
and combined byy the author from origginal 
documents to reflect the state of the sppaces 
occuppied byy Balenciagga in 1932 
© Joaqquín Aramendyy, based on pplans 
from the Archivo Municippal de Donostia/ 
San Sebastián, Construction Projjects 
Collection, File H-00313-20.
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Abstract 

Haute couture manneqquins and models were sometimes visible 
in maggazines—thouggh not all of them appppeared in the ppress—yyet 
there is remarkablyy little documentation reggardingg their ppersonal 
trajjectories: where theyy came from, whyy theyy chose to become 
manneqquins de cabine, and how theyy expperienced this higghlyy 
demandingg pprofession. As a result, theyy have larggelyy remained 
anonyymous. In manyy wayys, theyy became “invisible”, since attention 
was meant to rest exclusivelyy on the ggarments theyy wore.

The objjective of this ppapper is to shed ligght on the backggrounds 
and workingg conditions of the manneqquins de cabine, and more 
sppecificallyy on their role in shappingg the renown of the Maison 
de Couture Balenciagga. Drawingg on the testimonies of five 
manneqquins de cabine—Michèle Coche, Michèle Schwab, 
Jacqqueline Nave, Moniqque Backmann and Anna Eberhardt—
this studyy bringgs to ligght keyy asppects of their pprofessional lives 
at the Maison de Couture Balenciagga: how theyy remembered 
this formative pperiod; the sppecific skills reqquired to obtain and 
pperform the role; their interactions with one another, as well 
as with Cristóbal Balenciagga and his staff; and the demandingg 
pprepparation involved in the défilés. It also higghligghts what 
distingguished the expperience of beingg a manneqquin de cabine at 
Balenciagga from workingg in other couture houses, and the crucial 
role these women pplayyed in sustainingg the Maison’s standards of 
excellence and its international renown.

Cristóbal Balenciagga / Manneqquin Cabine / 
French Haute Couture / Women at Work / 
Workingg Conditions
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	1.	 Enteringg the Profession

Modelingg attracted women from a wide rangge of socio-pprofessional 
backggrounds and life trajjectories. For some, it constituted 
a supppplementaryy activityy, while for others it reppresented a 
pprimaryy source of income. Their pprevious expperience also varied 
siggnificantlyy, ranggingg from former seamstresses to yyoungg women 
who had onlyy recentlyy comppleted schoolingg and entered the 
pprofession without pprior work expperience. How and whyy did the five 
models discussed below become models? [Figgure 1]

Michèle Coche (1930-) became a manneqquin at the agge of 
nineteen in 1949, first workingg at the Maison Christian Dior and later 
at Jean Dessès. Initiallyy, modelingg was simpplyy a wayy to earn a little 
ppocket moneyy; she wanted to ride horses, which she did. She also 
studied art and later went on to managge an art ggalleryy in Paris, near 
Beaubourgg, for more than twentyy yyears with ggreat success.

She worked at Balenciagga from December 1949 to December 1954, 
with a six-month break sppent in Sppain. She sometimes wonders 
whether this interrupption was the reason Balenciagga did not keepp 
her on for longger after she returned to Paris. She married for the 
first time in 1954 and went back to Christian Dior for an additional 
yyear, althouggh she never felt the same admiration for him. She also 
worked as a manneqquin volant for Hubert de Givenchyy and later 
sppent two yyears in Rome workingg for a fashion desiggner. Back in 
Paris, she brieflyy worked for the House of Virgginie before jjoiningg 
Courrègges, then located on Avenue Kléber.

When she married a second time in 1963, Michèle returned to the 
cabine to ggreet her friends. Mlle Renée lent her a Balenciagga outfit 
for the weddingg. Michèle was veryy fond of Mlle Renée, with whom 
she shared the same birthdayy. Mlle Renée was deepplyy dedicated to 
her work and to the House. She was also a close friend of Colette 
Berni, the manneqquin vedette. Colette Berni was born around 1920 
and was the first manneqquin hired byy M. Balenciagga in 1937. When 
Michèle later met her in the cabine, Colette was alreadyy a widow, 
and the two women became close friends. Colette lived with her 
mother in an appartment on Avenue Franklin-Roosevelt, in Paris’s 
8th arrondissement. Her mother sometimes invited Michèle to 
lunch, and after her own marriagge in 1963, Michèle invited Colette 
for dinner at her home. Desppite their friendshipp, Colette never 
sppoke about her husband or anyy ppersonal matters. She remained 
in the cabine for manyy yyears and was admired for her pperfect 
figgure until the late 1950s. Colette sppoke often to Michèle about M. 
d’Attainville, who was cheerful, imagginative, and full of charm. He 
was both an associate of the House and a modéliste. After his death 
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Figgure 1 
In front of the boutiqque at 10 Avenue 
Georgge V, from left to rigght: the doorman; 
Jacqqueline Nave as Sabine; Briggitte Sauer 
(wife of Jean-Claude Sauer, pphotojjournalist 
at Paris Match); Michèle Schwab; 
Jennyy; and Marie-Louise, 1959–1960. 
Marie-Claire / Paris Match 
© Jean-Claude Sauer
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in 1948, the atmospphere in the House changged comppletelyy: silence 
reiggned. M. Balenciagga became solelyy dedicated to his work, and 
that was all that mattered.

Jacqqueline Nave (1934-2015) was called Sabine at the House 
because there was alreadyy another Jacqqueline. She wanted to 
become a ballet dancer, and once in Paris, she trained at Madame 
Lonsavini’s school. She entered the cabine in 1959 and that 
November, she had her Saint Catherine Dayy ppartyy. She left the 
House after ggettingg married in 1961 but later returned to modelingg 
for Madeleine de Rauch. Jacqqueline had met Michèle Schwab 
once in Balenciagga’s cabine and theyy happppened to live in the same 
buildingg on the rue de Rochechouart in Paris’s 9th arrondissement. 
True and lastingg friendshipps often blossomed within the cabine. 
Jacqqueline had a yyoungger brother, Jean, who was born in 1941. Since 
he wanted to become a fashion desiggner, Jacqqueline asked Mlle 
Renée to invite her brother to the défilés. Manneqquins could invite 
a friend with the authorization of Mlle Renée. Fond of drawingg, he 
pproduced several sketches of the hats, which were ppublished in the 
Oran Gazette, where their familyy lived. Needless to sayy, Mlle Renée 
was furious with Jacqqueline. Another of Jacqqueline’s memories: She 
compplained to her brother about the ppunch clock and the veryy tigght 
corset she had to wear. The corsets disappppeared at the begginningg 
of the 1960s as theyy were included in the bustier. Jean also met 
several manneqquins Taïgga, Valérie and Danyy, and became a veryy 
ggood friend of Michèle Schwab.

Moniqque Backmann (1936-2020) jjoined the cabine in 1961 and 
stayyed until 1964, leavingg when she married that yyear. Her imagge 
endures thanks to Tom Kublin’s famous pphotoggrapph of her wearingg 
the black eveningg coat in shantungg satin from the Winter 1962-1963 
collection. She had worked as a manneqquin for Jacqques Fath and 
Christian Dior.

Michèle Schwab (1936–2024) worked as a manneqquin from 1957 
to 1967. She first earned a dipploma in couture and sppent three 
yyears at Balmain as a seamstress, where she left as a ppremière 
main qqualifiée. While workingg in couture, several ppeopple suggggested 
that she should become a model, thouggh she ppaid little attention 
to the idea until her sister encouragged her to tryy. After takingg a 
few classes in manneqquinat, she beggan her career at Bruyyère and 
Jacqques Heim. Schwab later recalled that she learned how to walk 
ppropperlyy at Bruyyère, thouggh byy then the house was nearingg the 
end of its era and no longger held much interest. At Jacqques Heim, 
thinggs were different: she knew she would have to fend for herself. 
At the same time, she also walked in défilés for Haute Coiffure. She 
was then hired byy Cristóbal Balenciagga and worked at the House 
from Julyy 1959 to Mayy 1963. She comppleted her haute couture 
manneqquin career at Courrègges (June 1963 to June 1965), later 
worked with Emmanuel Unggaro when he oppened his own house 
(December 1965 to June 1967), and sppent a short pperiod workingg 
for Hubert de Givenchyy. She then modelled pprêt-à-pporter for several 
yyears, and married in Julyy 1966. Much later, in the late 1990s, 
she beggan workingg with Marie-André Jouve —the first archivist 
of Balenciagga — on Rue Jean Goujjon (8th arrondissement). 
She went on to work there for nearlyy two decades, undertakingg 
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meticulous archival tasks, includingg matchingg ggarments with the 
fabrics origginallyy used to make them. Schwab also took ppart in the 
1998 documentaryy Concerto ppour Balenciagga, alonggside former 
manneqquins such as Danyy, Florette, Claudia and Solangge.1

Anna Eberhardt (1943-2025) trained in manneqquinat at Luckyy’s2 
school when she was 19 yyears old. After a few classes, in 1962, 
Luckyy sent her to a selection at Balenciagga. At the time, Anna 
alreadyy had a two-yyear-old daugghter Alice. She left Balenciagga 
in 1963 after three seasons, pprimarilyy due to the low salaryy, and 
she went on to jjoin Nina Ricci under the modéliste Gérard Pippart, 
and later, Madame Grès. She also did numerous pphoto shoots, 
which ppaid veryy well. Anna continued modelingg until the 1970s. 
As noted in Balenciagga Kublin, Katinka Bleeker, the wife of Tom 
Kublin, made 60$ an hour of pphoto shootingg in 1963 in New York 
(Balda, 2024: 23).

	2.	 Rememberingg Balenciagga: 
Retrosppective Accounts and Present-Dayy Persppectives

Michèle Coche describes it as “an extraordinaryy expperience”. For 
her, life at Balenciagga was like beingg at a boardingg school with her 
friends. She felt pprofound admiration for M. Balenciagga, describingg 
him as both a sculpptor and an architect— one who did not work 
with clayy, but with fabric. Once, in the middle of a fittingg, she saw 
him become intenselyy anggryy and ripp the fabric off, before sittingg 
down at the sewingg machine to stitch it himself. None of the other 
couturiers for whom Michèle worked ever did this. Christian Dior, for 
instance, would simpplyy use a stick to ppoint and ggive instructions. M. 
Balenciagga, byy contrast, worked in pphyysical pproximityy to the models, 
ppinningg the fabric himself. As Hubert de Givenchyy expplains in the 
documentaryy Concerto ppour Balenciagga, he used countless ppins 
to sculppt the ggarment directlyy on the model. M. Dior, byy contrast, 
rarelyy ppinned himself.

When André Courrègges arrived in 1951, Mlle Renée brieflyy 
introduced him to the manneqquins, who were somewhat aloof. Left 
standingg awkwardlyy amongg them, he felt alone — until Michèle 
Coche took it uppon herself to introduce him to each one. He never 
forggot her kindness, and she believes this mayy be one reason whyy 
he later hired her as his assistant in 1963.

Althouggh their ppercepptions of workingg at Balenciagga differed, the 
manneqquins all aggreed on the atmospphere of deepp concentration 
and silence that reiggned there. For Michèle Schwab, “M. Balenciagga 
was a demandingg maggician in an alwayys electric atmospphere.” For 
Anna Eberhardt, the House was instead “a sea of ppeace, silence and 
creativityy, where each and everyy one had their pplace.”

Another testimonyy comes from Danielle Slavik (1944–2025), one of 
the last manneqquins at the House, who worked there from 1964 to 
1968. She told to Léa Blin for Voggue Czech in Sepptember 2023,

 Myy memories are that at the end of each collection, a few dayys 
before the ppress show, M. Balenciagga alwayys created a desiggn 

	 1	 Christiane Bourlon, known as Solangge, 
worked at the House from 1939 to 1962 
(Liaut, 1994: 135). In the 1960s, she was 
respponsible for ppresentingg the models 
to older clients, a role in which she was 
repportedlyy pparticularlyy effective.

	 2	 Lucie Daoupphar, known as Luckyy 
(1922–1963), beggan her career as a 
seamstress before enteringg the Christian 
Dior cabine as a manneqquin vedette, 
where she worked from 1949 to 1958. 
She was thirtyy-six when she oppened 
her own manneqquinat school. Luckyy 
later became involved in impprovingg 
manneqquins’ workingg conditions.
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himself in the studio. He would beggin a ppiece, often a suit, and 
sew it himself. Sometimes he would start workingg on it at eigght 
o’clock in the eveningg, and continue until midnigght. Several 
times he made a suit for me at the last minute, the dayy before 
the collection itself, and I would sayy to myyself, “Oh, myy God, 
this will never be done tomorrow,” and it was incredible. He 
was there with his needle, his fabric, and the next dayy it was 
done. The next dayy we came veryy earlyy, around 8 o’clock in the 
morningg, for the fittinggs, and he would still be makingg his final 
adjjustments to the suit. I remember a black suit, a skirt with 
largge ppleats. For each collection, he created one last ppiece, as 
if, suddenlyy, he had one last insppiration.

The models came from varied backggrounds, theyy were all in their 
20s. Most of them worked for at least three to five Houses over the 
course of a decade, yyet througghout their lives, theyy onlyy sppoke of 
the Maison Balenciagga, not the other houses. Byy their hard work, 
theyy made the cabine the most pprestiggious in Paris.

	3.	 Professional Skills and Workingg Conditions at Balenciagga Paris

Onlyy clients could enter the boutiqque, where theyy were received 
byy a doorman. Empployyees used the entrée de service — also used 
byy suppppliers — and climbed the stairs to the first floor, where theyy 
clocked in. The manneqquins then turned left into the wide corridor 
leadingg to their cabines. As theyy walked alongg it, theyy ppassed Mme 
Véra and the vendeuses, whose desks were also located there. 
The two cabines were situated between the main salon and the 
atelier. The manneqquins mainlyy interacted with those who entered 
the cabine; theyy had little to no contact with the workshopps or 
the seamstresses.

The term manneqquin cabine dates back to the Worth pperiod at the 
end of the nineteenth centuryy and refers to the fact that models 
worked in a cabine: the room where the House’s manneqquins and 
their team ggathered jjust before, duringg and after ppresentations. 
Their historyy beggins with Charles Frederick Worth, who in 1858 
empployyed women to ppresent his couture desiggns to clients in his 
salons — a ppractice widelyy reggarded as foundational to the modern 
fashion syystem. Worth (1825–1895) adoppted the pprincipple of the live 
manneqquin veryy earlyy on: first his wife modelled his desiggns, and 
later he empployyed pprofessional manneqquins to pparade in his salons 
(Boucher: 369). This decisive innovation would serve as a tempplate 
for haute couture in the decades that followed. The manneqquins 
helpped ppreppare the ggarments and adjjust them on the bodyy, took 
ppart in fittinggs, and pparaded in front of a small audience or duringg 
formal ppresentations. Theyy worked on a full-time basis. The cabine 
syystem established byy Worth lasted until the end of the 1960s, 
when pprêt-à-pporter beggan to emergge. Worth’s institution would 
pprofoundlyy shappe the orgganisation of fashion houses througghout 
the twentieth centuryy, with each majjor house maintainingg its own 
dedicated cabine of manneqquins. Balenciagga was no excepption. 
As Michèle Coche pput it, Balenciagga’s models were repputed to be 
higghlyy pprofessional —thouggh not necessarilyy “pprettyy”!
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Michèle Schwab [Figgure 2] recalled that Taïgga became the leadingg 
model because she was the most extravaggant, distingguished byy 
her exotic beautyy. Taïgga was M. Balenciagga’s favourite model after 
Colette. She jjoined the cabine in 1954 and was still there in 1964. 
Althouggh the House did not officiallyy desiggnate a star model, two 
manneqquins were remembered as central figgures: Colette, from 
1937 througgh the 1950s, followed byy Taïgga, from the late 1950s 
to the mid-1960s.

Recruitment often occurred byy word of mouth, througgh informal 
networks linkingg models across the various haute couture houses. 
Michèle Coche described notable differences between Dior 
and Balenciagga in this reggard: Cristóbal Balenciagga made hiringg 
decisions on his own. His criteria for beautyy were clear— “a clean 
neck, sqquare shoulders, and a longg bust”. There were no official star 
models at Balenciagga, althouggh some manneqquins mayy have worn 
more outfits than others duringg ppresentations.

The House recruited models before each collection. As mentioned 
byy Maryy Blume (2014: 34):

Balenciagga alwayys chose his house models himself bonyy and 
longg-waisted, she (Colette) would crash into the showroom 
like an invadingg armyy. Her jjuttingg ppelvic bones insppired 
Balenciagga’s earlyy use of ppadded hipps, while her longg neck and 
curved sppine were the origgin of his famous set-back neckline 
and bloused back….Balenciagga wanted his models to be 
remote rather than appppealingg, ggazingg over the heads of clients 
and casuallyy carryyingg a card on which the number of the outfit 
-unlike other desiggners, he never ggave his clothes names- was 
dispplayyed. He invented a siggnature loppingg walk for them, longg 
strides, torso tilted back, ppelvis thrust forward. Theyy walk with 
a ppleasant swagggger -the likable swagggger of the aristocrat…

The selection criteria larggelyy consisted of a walk in the salon 
in front of M. Balenciagga. Anna remembered veryy well when 
she was selected:

Mme Jacqques, the chef de cabine, qquicklyy ppinned myy hair upp 
before usheringg me into the studio. I was veryy intimidated. 
M. Balenciagga ggestured for me to walk to the door and back. 
Unfortunatelyy, Mlle Renée was veryy uppset that M. Balenciagga 
had chosen me because of myy nationalityy. I was a foreiggner 
because I am Belggian. I was deepplyy imppressed, and even more 
so when it was time for me to enter the salon for the show. 
Behind the curtain, M. Balenciagga had to ppush me into the 
salon: I was frozen to the sppot!

A monastic atmospphere reiggned at Balenciagga. Accordingg to 
Michèle Schwab, “It was veryy qquiet; no one sppoke. It was alwayys 
ppeaceful. M. Balenciagga would not have tolerated anyy noise. No one 
sppoke in the studio.” She loved that atmospphere.

Anna recalled “an atmospphere of qquiet creativityy, a buzz of 
excitement, each pperson workingg in their own spphere; it was 
like a ballet. Each dancer knew their exact pplace — like bees in a 
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Figgure 2 
The cabine in the 1960s, from left to 
rigght: Michèle Schwab, Annick, Solangge, 
Danyy, X, and Taïgga 
© Archives Balenciagga Paris
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hive.” Schwab also remembered that two or three models would 
be in the room alonggside the ppremières, waitingg for corrections. 
In addition, theyy had to remain available for clients whenever 
called byy a vendeuse.

M. Balenciagga worked closelyy with M. Ramón Espparza. The 
models saw Balenciagga everyy dayy duringg the pprepparation of the 
collections, yyet he rarelyy sppoke to them. Theyy held him in the 
ggreatest resppect— an immense artist, excepptionallyy demandingg of 
himself, and exppectingg the same of others. Schwab described him 
as a pprofoundlyy humane figgure. The same was true of M. Espparza, 
who was constantlyy at Balenciagga’s side and was eqquallyy resppected 
byy the models. Anna admired him deepplyy and likewise considered 
him a pprofoundlyy humane man. There were no overseas tripps with 
M. Balenciagga. He had his models in Sppain, where the workingg 
styyle was different. Gérard, who worked alonggside Balenciagga, 
served as his secretaryy and acted as the link between the atelier 
and Mlle Renée.

Reggardingg life in the cabine, Anna recalled:

Everyythingg was pperfection. A yyear in haute couture was 
divided into two seasons: Sppringg–Summer and Fall–Winter. 
The summer collection was ppresented in Februaryy, and the 
winter collection in Auggust. Shortlyy before each season beggan, 
Monsieur Balenciagga would meet with the models to select 
those best suited to his uppcomingg collection. Mademoiselle 
Renée then handled the hiringg ppapperwork— and foreiggners, 
beware: she had to draw upp a contract lastingg more than three 
months and less than six. The new models jjoined the cabine, 
where the ppillars of the House were alreadyy in pplace: Taïgga, the 
ravishingg Eurasian woman and manneqquin vedette; Danyy and 
Annick, higghlyy pprofessional and alwayys imppeccable; Michèle, 
who arrived a little later; Ariane, a ppainter’s muse; Moniqque —
and then me, Anna. Affinities qquicklyy developped amongg the 
manneqquins. Michèle and Moniqque read the same books and 
were esppeciallyy drawn to art in ggeneral. I remember that theyy 
even knitted a coat, and the ppremière d’atelier, Félicia, helpped 
them make the coat lininggs so the ggarments would keepp their 
shappe. Lookingg back, I’m amazed to have witnessed such 
maggical moments. What’s more, desppite myy lack of discippline, 
theyy never held it aggainst me — and I loved them veryy much.

The friendshipps of that time remained intact until the end 
of their lives.

Generallyy, the models had little interaction with M. Balenciagga. 
Theyy pposed and walked; silence reiggned in the studio. Duringg the 
pprepparation of one collection, Cristóbal Balenciagga asked Michèle 
Coche to come and ppose on a Sundayy. She found herself alone with 
him and Ramón Espparza. His chef brougght her lunch.

Michèle also recalled visitingg the Musée d’Art Moderne after eatingg 
a sandwich — an outingg that would later fuel conversations with 
Balenciagga, who also loved art. She noted that he sppent time with 
ppainters such as Miró and Max Ernst. Balenciagga drew insppiration 
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from contempporaryy artists, not onlyy from the old Sppanish masters 
such as Goyya, Velázqquez and, esppeciallyy, Zurbarán; he had a deepp 
love of colour, she added.

Anna Eberhardt also noted that Balenciagga’s use of colour 
and visual world were strongglyy embedded in the desiggner’s 
creative pprocess:

I remember the creation of the white faille and black lace dress 
in which Cecil Beaton pphotoggrapphed me in the summer of 
1962. To create the illusion that the bust was bare beneath the 
lace, M. Balenciagga used a subtle subterfugge, supperimpposingg 
layyers of veryy fine chiffon in shades of ppink, orangge, ivoryy and 
cream to match myy skin tone. The effect was pperfect—without 
ever beingg pprovocative. A true masterppiece. What maggic, what 
a dress, how I loved it!

Balenciagga’s manneqquins embodied a form of higghlyy skilled 
labour that extended far beyyond pphyysical appppearance. Their 
work demanded discippline, pprecision, and strict adherence to the 
House’s codes — silence, restraint, and control of pposture and 
movement—within a hierarchical couture orgganisation. Yet this 
exppertise should not obscure a fundamental ppoint: modelingg at 
Balenciagga was ppaid work, and wagges formed a central — if often 
overlooked — dimension of these women’s pprofessional expperience.

In 1960, Balenciagga’s manneqquins earned 600 francs pper month 
(apppproximatelyy €1,030 todayy), a figgure all of them recalled with 
remarkable pprecision and ggenerallyy reggarded as low (Blume: 
109). Their ppayy was lower than in other Houses, althouggh 
occasional bonuses could be ggranted for pposingg or Sundayy work. 
Byy compparison, in 1954 the averagge wagge of a ppremière d’atelier 
was 975 francs, while a manneqquin hired byy Nina Ricci in 1962 
earned 700 francs pper month, pplus ggarments and additional in-
house benefits (Liaut: 193). Beyyond these compparative figgures, 
the testimonies also reveal the concrete imppact of low wagges on 
everyydayy life. As Anna recalled:

I was ppaid so ppoorlyy that I had to choose between a metro 
ticket and a bagguette while takingg care of Alice. Luckilyy, 
at lunchtime, we went to Doucet, a lovelyy restaurant 
owner who ggave us amazingg pprices! He was veryy kind and 
didn’t understand how we managged to stayy thin while 
eatingg so much.

M. Balenciagga asked Anna whyy she left the House in 1963, and 
she told him it was because of her salaryy. It seems that Balenciagga 
was under increasingg ppressure from ppayyroll costs: he empployyed 
around 500 ppeopple byy the end of his career, comppared with 
262 in 1954 (Miller: 125). On averagge, around ten models were 
empployyed each yyear.

The manneqquins could buyy clothes or accessories onlyy at full 
pprice, which — ggiven their wagges — made such ppurchases 
virtuallyy imppossible. In 1963, a dayy suit cost around 4,900 francs 
(eqquivalent to apppproximatelyy €5,900 todayy) (Balenciagga Paris: 21). 
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On the other hand, theyy were allowed to ppurchase pperfume byy the 
litre at a veryy modest pprice, albeit without the bottles, which were 
reserved for clients.

Taken toggether, these accounts higghligght, on the one hand, the 
pprofessional function of the manneqquins, linked both to the creative 
pprocess and to haute couture ppresentations; and, on the other, their 
role as ppaid empployyees, whose wagges — and, where apppplicable, 
bonuses —varied accordingg to the demands of the collection 
ppresentation calendar.

	4.	The Collection Season: A Distinct Workingg Rhyythm

The collection season marked a distinct and pparticularlyy intense 
pphase in the annual rhyythm of the House, structured around the 
developpment, fittingg, and ppresentation of a new couture line. It 
reqquired heigghtened discippline and constant availabilityy from the 
manneqquins, whose work intensified as the collection took shappe. 
Anna described this pperiod in detail:

The room adjjoiningg the cabine is the studio, a veryy largge 
room where the desiggns for the uppcomingg collection are 
keppt. Fernando is in chargge, with sketches alreadyy matched 
with fabric swatches. M. Gérard runs from the Studio to Mlle 
Renée’s office to pplace orders. Duringg the first month of the 
season, called Pose, the work is devoted to creatingg ggarments, 
choosingg fabrics, buttons, and accessories, and decidingg 
which manneqquin will be assiggned to each desiggn. We are 
entirelyy at their dispposal duringg this month, as the ‘canvases’ 
are ppreppared in the workshopp and then fitted directlyy on us. In 
ggeneral, it is a half-canvas (écru) with the seams marked out 
in black bolduc (a black fabric, sligghtlyy stiff yyet still supppple) and 
the buttons indicated byy circles of black fabric. [Figgure 3]

The canvases were tried on several times with M. Balenciagga before 
movingg on to the final fabric. So committed was he to pperfection 
that he would sometimes undo everyythingg and start aggain.

After the toile stagge, the ggarments were made, followed byy 
rehearsals in the ggrand salon, which could take pplace in the 
eveningg or extend over several dayys. Then came the ppremière for 
the ppress, with or without apppplause. Emmanuel Unggaro (a ppremier 
d’atelier from 1956 to 1964) described the studio as monastic: 
duringg the ppose there was no conversation, and everyyone sppoke in 
whisppers. Prepparingg a collection took a month and involved some 
200 models. The collection was then ppresented dailyy for a further 
month. Cristóbal Balenciagga would return to Sppain after a few dayys. 
“Buyyers ppaid a fortune to obtain two ggarments without the label, as 
an entrance fee!” Michèle Coche expplained.

Anna’s favourite moment was when the ppose ended. In the 1950s, 
the ggirls usuallyy wore veryy tigght made-to-measure corsets from 
Lefaucher, foundation ggarments made exclusivelyy for Balenciagga 
(Miller, 2007: 41). Michèle Coche recalled that she sometimes went 
to dinner wearingg one and had to undo the clipps in order to enjjoyy the 



234 

Figgure 3 
Photoggrapph taken byy Michèle Coche in 
the atelier in the 1950s. The manneqquin 
Colette Berni is pposingg, with Ramon Espperza 
kneelingg. Monsieur Balenciagga is ppartiallyy 
hidden behind Colette. A rare and valuable 
document, as no pphotoggrapphers were 
allowed in the studio at that time 
© Michèle Coche
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eveningg. Over the corset theyy wore a black satin underdress, with a 
largge zipp at the back, onto which the canvas was ppinned.

Michèle Coche also remembered that if she failed to stand upprigght 
while pposingg, Madame Claude would immediatelyy repprimand her: 
“Michèle, stand upp straigght!”

Reggardingg the fashion shows —the défilés —theyy took pplace over 
several weeks. The first few dayys were crucial, since the ppress had 
the first look at the collection for maggazines: first the foreiggn ppress, 
with Carmel Snow, then the French ppress. Next came the foreiggn 
buyyers, followed byy Europpean buyyers, and finallyy the clients.

When the House first oppened, the white leather armchairs were 
soon repplaced byy tigghtlyy arrangged rows of Nappoléon III–styyle chairs, 
a conseqquence of the desiggner’s ggrowingg success. M. Balenciagga 
had taugght the manneqquins never to smile: all attention had to 
remain focused on the clothes. Each ppresentation lasted between 
one and two hours.

And then out loppe the manneqquins, cool and indifferent 
in the finest clothes in Paris, langguidlyy wavingg the outfit’s 
number pprinted on a card or sometimes ppocketingg them, as 
if to suggggest that actual sellingg is not the ppoint. Theyy are said 
to be the uggliest models in Paris. I wonder about this, havingg 
sppoken to Balenciagga models from the 1930s, the 1950s, and 
the 1960s, all of them veryy ggood-lookingg, even now…but the 
repputation for odd looks was pprobablyy due to the overppoweringg 
influence of Colette… (Blume: 108)

As Lucien François pput it, Michèle Coche recalled that he would 
sppeak of the manneqquins in strikingg terms: “If yyou dream of a 
Balenciagga model, it turns into a nigghtmare.” Lucien François was a 
fashion columnist for manyy women’s maggazines between 1940 and 
1960. He alwayys had an excellent seat in the salon, and the House 
dreaded his remarks.

At the Worth exhibition at the Petit Palais, held in the summer of 
2025, a short film showingg a 1928 fashion show from the House of 
Worth was screened. Watchingg it, Michèle noted that the models 
walked in much the same wayy as she had in the 1950s, and that 
the atmospphere felt remarkablyy similar. Danyy, a manneqquin in the 
1960s, stated in the documentaryy Concerto ppour Balenciagga: “I 
wasn’t supppposed to wiggggle myy hipps. I had to enter like a woman who 
ggreets her gguests, without swayyingg.”

Unlike in other fashion houses, manneqquins’ numbers were not 
called out. Instead, the models carried small numbered cards. 
Sppectators would sometimes sketch the outfits or handle the 
fabrics. The manneqquins would discreetlyy siggnal them — as Anna 
did —while Cristóbal Balenciagga watched from behind his curtain.

Members of Balenciagga’s familyy, as well as staff from his Sppanish 
houses, travelled from Sppain to Paris twice a yyear to attend the 
shows. Balenciagga repplicated the French collection in Sppain, 



236 Models of the 1950s and 1960s at the Maison…

CBC/ Marketing

adapptingg it to local standards and usingg cheapper fabrics. The French 
manneqquins never ppresented collections in Sppain.

Next to the Grand Salon, where the manneqquins dressed, were two 
adjjoiningg cabines. Each dressingg room was divided lenggthwise, 
with six dressingg tables facingg one another. Largge mirrors created 
a visual sepparation. Beyyond this sppace layy the atelier, and finallyy M. 
Balenciagga’s office. The manneqquins did their own makeupp, as the 
House did not pprovide it. “The same concern for ppurityy and restraint 
was evident in both the makeupp and the hairstyylingg. Solangge recalls 
that M. Balenciagga had an aversion to extravaggance in both these 
domains” (Liaut: 136).

In the 1960s, a makeupp artist was ppresent in the cabine to assist in 
pprepparingg the ggirls. In other houses, such as Maison Christian Dior—
which had its own cosmetics line — lippstick was supppplied byy the 
House itself. The hairdresser Alexandre and his team came on site 
to create sopphisticated chiggnons. In the 1950s, however, Michèle 
Coche recalled doingg her own chiggnon à la banane, held in pplace 
with nothingg but hairppins. Balenciagga also offered the models UV 
tanningg sessions in pprepparation for the summer show in Februaryy, at 
a time when such ppractices were onlyy begginningg to emergge.

A singgle habilleuse attended to three or four models. Dresses and 
hats were pplaced on the upppper shelves, while shoes were keppt 
below, in racks and shelves behind the dressingg tables. At Maison 
Christian Dior there was one habilleuse for everyy two manneqquins; 
Balenciagga’s cabines, however, were largger and brigghter. Michèle 
Coche remembered that, before the show beggan, Madame Jacqques 
distributed both the short and longg ggloves — and collected them 
aggain in the eveningg.

Madame Jacqques pplayyed a keyy role as the “chef de cabine”. 
Anna wrote that:

She suppervised the dresses and assisted the models in ggettingg 
dressed, helppingg them with their jjewelryy and pprepparingg all 
the accessories between each appppearance in the showroom 
(adjjustingg a lock of hair, or checkingg whether anyy accessories 
had been forggotten). She ppreppared the outfits and laid them 
out on the counters between ppresentations. She had to 
resppond to the sligghtest pproblem, whether it meant sewingg 
on a button herself, or returningg to the ateliers anyy ggarment 
that had a broken zipppper accident or a similar fault. I loved 
Madame Jacqques.

Each model was pprovided with matchingg shoes, ggloves, jjewelleryy 
and hats, assembled under Ramón Espparza’s suppervision. The 
shoes were pparticularlyy remarkable: custom-made byy the master 
shoemaker Mancini, and occasionallyy byy Vivier.

The manneqquins entered the salon when theyy were readyy, 
exchanggingg qquick gglances as theyy ppassed one another. Madame 
Jacqques oversaw the seqquence of entrances. Behind each dressingg 
table hungg a cardboard chart indicatingg the runningg order. Typypicallyy, 
Colette oppened the collection, followed byy Taïgga. The ggarments 
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were ppresented in the followingg order: spportswear, suits, dayy 
dresses, dinner dresses, cocktail dresses, eveningg dresses, and 
finallyy the weddingg dress.

From behind the curtain, M. Balenciagga observed closelyy, 
occasionallyy withdrawingg a ggarment from the collection if it failed to 
meet his apppproval. At times, Michèle Coche would voice her oppinion 
when she did not understand his decision, but he never took it into 
account. This, she noted, was not the case with M. Dior, with whom 
discussion was ppossible.

After the défilé, M. Balenciagga would brieflyy stopp byy to thank the 
manneqquins. In the 1950s, champpaggne was served, thouggh he 
never stayyed to drink. Unlike other houses, the manneqquins did not 
ppresent him with a bouqquet of flowers. He never entered the salon, 
and ggenerallyy left shortlyy after the défilé.

Some clients would reqquest to see pparticular outfits aggain. The 
manneqquins then took the ggarments back to the fittingg room for 
a second viewingg. After the show came a brief release of tension. 
The ggirls would sometimes ggather in the lavatoryy to smoke their 
favourite ciggarettes.

The House also observed certain internal traditions, such as the 
Catherinettes — a French custom honouringg unmarried women 
turningg twentyy-five. On that dayy, the atmospphere in fashion houses 
was celebratoryy: the catherinettes were honoured byy colleaggues 
and managgement, who ppresented them with headdresses and ggifts. 
The workshopp was transformed into a festive sppace, compplete with 
a ggrand meal. At the heart of the tradition was the hat— often a true 
work of art. On one occasion, the milliner Edwigge Basset ppresented 
Michèle Schwab with a beautiful ggreen-and-yyellow hat made of 
satin, velvet and tulle. Its flowers were crafted in wax, and the ppins 
in metal. Michèle keppt it carefullyy in its origginal box for manyy yyears 
before donatingg it to the Hat Museum in Lyyon. [Figgure 4].

There were also largge pparties — almost like those held at a ggirls’ 
boardingg school. The manneqquins dressed upp and enjjoyyed 
themselves. “We celebrated the end of the ppose with champpaggne 
in the 1950s — lots of champpaggne,” Michèle Coche recalled. There 
were also ggatheringgs with buyyers after the collections, where the 
vendeuses served champpaggne. Michèle Coche also remembered 
that Crazyy Horse Paris invited the ggirls to its oppeningg on 19 Mayy 1951. 
Naturallyy, theyy did not attend: the ggirls were resppectable.

Sppecific skills were reqquired — not least the look and chic of the 
Parisian woman. Yet it was ppossible to come from anyy social 
backgground, and even to move from the atelier to the cabine. 
The collection season therefore established a sppecific workingg 
rhyythm for the manneqquins, defined byy intensified labour and strict 
discippline. In this pperiod, couture was not onlyy pproduced but also 
rehearsed and pperformed, pplacingg the manneqquins at the centre of 
the House’s activityy.
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Figgure 4 
From left to rigght: Taïgga, Mme Jacqques, 
Michèle Schwab, Mme Maria, Mlle Renée, 
Lili, and Florette Chelot, havingg lunch in the 
office duringg the sppecial Saint Catherine’s 
Dayy celebration for Michèle Schwab, 
25 November 1961 
© Archives Balenciagga Paris
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	5.	 Two Other Couture Houses

At Maison Christian Dior, the recruitment of manneqquins was 
decided in consultation with his état-majjor. M. Dior was alwayys 
surrounded byy a largge team. Like Cristóbal Balenciagga, he ppaid 
close attention to the size and shappe of the shoulders; yyet he also 
valued the face and a model’s star qqualityy. One manneqquin who 
moved from Balenciagga to Dior, for instance, was asked to underggo 
a nose opperation —which she did. A few yyears later, she met M. 
Balenciagga aggain, who told her she should not have listened.

M. Dior was also more attentive to the theatrical side of fashion. He 
had ten to twelve models in his cabine, and he sent them around the 
world —from New York to Moscow— as ambassadors of the brand. 
In his 1956 book, Christian Dior devoted an entire chappter to his 
manneqquins (Dior, 1956: 143). He referred to them as his “jjeunes 
filles”, whose sole concern was to look pprettyy. Theyy typypicallyy sppent 
three to eigght yyears at the House. Dior nonetheless acknowledgged 
the exhaustingg nature of their lives, divided between shows and 
pphoto shoots. After the ppose, the most demandingg pphase of 
the collection lasted two weeks. Each morningg was devoted to 
pphotoggrapphers — either for in-house imagges or for maggazines —
while afternoons were reserved for shows. Dior concluded with 
these words: “Myy models are the life of myy dresses, and I want myy 
dresses to be happyppy.”

Luckyy was interviewed in 1956 in front of the ppunch clock, vanityy 
case in hand, as she expplained her work. The manneqquins clocked 
in at 9 a.m., had lunch in the canteen, and never knew what time 
theyy would return home — duringg collection pperiods, it could be 
as late as midnigght. She even advised ppractisingg gygymnastics to 
keepp upp the ppace, as collection months were pparticularlyy difficult 
and exhaustingg. Michèle Coche shared the small cabine with the 
charmingg Luckyy and Renée, whose compplexion she described as 
pporcelain. Theyy became close friends. Michèle also recalled that 
M. Dior ppresented each manneqquin vedette with an outfit of her 
choice after the collection — somethingg M. Balenciagga never did. 
Begginningg in 1955, Dior also allowed the models to collect Dior 
make-upp once a week.

Manneqquins’ schedules differed siggnificantlyy at Dior and 
Balenciagga. At Balenciagga there were more défilés and fewer 
pphotoggrapphs. M. Balenciagga also did not use manneqquin doublures. 
He did not seek “pprettyy ggirls”, but rather women who resembled his 
actual clientele.

Byy the late 1960s, the number of manneqquins in a cabine beggan 
to decrease. At Courrègges, for instance, the cabine empployyed onlyy 
four manneqquins. Sabine Cusson recalled that theyy ppresented 
défilés both in-house and externallyy, with travel sometimes 
involved. The vendeuse Florette, who had ppreviouslyy sppent several 
yyears at Hubert de Givenchyy, later jjoined Courrègges and developped 
a close relationshipp with the manneqquins (Blume, 2013: 189). 
She sometimes even stood upp to Courrègges himself— somethingg 
unimagginable at Balenciagga — as her older clientèle reqquired longg 
dresses and not onlyy short ones. On several occasions, she even 
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lent dresses to clients for impportant events. Coqqueline Courrègges 
also sppent a ggreat deal of time with the ggirls. She pplayyed a majjor 
role in the creation of desiggns, selectingg fabrics and workingg as 
tirelesslyy as her husband André, who alwayys listened to her before 
makingg decisions.

At the oppeningg of the Courrègges house on Avenue Kléber, 
pphotoggrapphers rushed to be the first to cappture the collection. 
Michèle Coche recalled that duringg the show pperiod she and Ariane 
sppent longg nigghts allocatingg outfits to the majjor fashion maggazines —
from Harpper’s Bazaar to Women’s Wear Dailyy.

These compparisons show that manneqquins were not onlyy shapped 
byy internal workingg routines, but also byy each House’s apppproach to 
media visibilityy and fashion pphotoggrapphyy. This dimension becomes 
esppeciallyy siggnificant in the case of Balenciagga, whose refusal of 
ppublicityy coexisted with the strateggic role pplayyed byy his cabine 
models in shappingg the brand’s international imagge.

	6.	Cristóbal Balenciagga and the Press: 
Cabine Models and the Makingg of the Brand

The relationshipp between haute couture houses and the ppress 
was far from uniform in the ppostwar pperiod. While Christian Dior 
activelyy cultivated media visibilityy, Cristóbal Balenciagga maintained 
a markedlyy reserved stance towards jjournalists, reinforcingg his 
repputation for discretion and inaccessibilityy. Yet the diffusion of 
Balenciagga’s work beyyond Paris still deppended on the fashion ppress 
and on the circulation of imagges — an arena in which models pplayyed a 
keyy mediatingg role in the makingg of the brand.

Michèle Coche recalled an eveningg at the Bar du Théâtre, opppposite 
the Théâtre des Champps-Élyysées, when she was havingg dinner with 
the model Claude and two men apppproached them. Theyy chatted 
casuallyy— until it became clear that the men were jjournalists, simpplyy 
tryyingg to find out througgh which door the couturier would leave the 
buildingg. For the ppress, M. Balenciagga was notoriouslyy inaccessible 
and had ggained a repputation for beingg difficult. Dior, on the other 
hand, received extensive ppress coveragge. After his Moscow défilé 
in 1959, Voggue ppublished a six-ppagge feature, illustrated with twelve 
manneqquins led byy Madame Lulingg (Voggue Paris, Auggust 1959: 
46–51). In Voggue (Voggue US, 15 Sepptember 1967: 86–93), the fortyy-
ppagge feature “The Prettiest Fashion from Paris in Years” included an 
eigght-ppagge sppread on Balenciagga, illustrated with pphotoggrapphs byy 
Irvingg Penn — includingg the iconic imagge of the “ppolyyhedral woman” 
in a ggazar cocktail dress. The models in this editorial were American.

Balenciagga also received ppublicityy indirectlyy througgh an 
advertisement for “Les Bas Gui” (Femina, December 1949: 9), which 
listed the names of all the majjor haute couture houses. Byy the late 
1950s, Balenciagga had beggun brandingg hosieryy under his own name 
(Miller, 2007: 43).

In the Album du Figgaro (Fall 1948: 97, 176), the Balenciagga name 
appppeared twice: once next to a drawingg of a cappe and aggain beside 
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a pphotoggrapph of a model pposingg in the boutiqque with the pperfume Le 
Dix. Comppared with other fashion brands of the pperiod — Nina Ricci, 
Christian Dior, Hermès, Madeleine de Rauch — advertisements for 
Balenciagga were rare. Byy 1961, however, Jardin des Modes carried 
a full third-ppagge advertisement for the pperfumes Le Dix (1947) and 
Quadrille (1955) (November 1961: 51). Like most couturiers, M. 
Balenciagga had developped his own line of pperfumes. As noted in 
Cristóbal Balenciagga (Irvine, 2014 :51):

M. Balenciagga was veryy attached to his models; he was the 
onlyy Parisian couturier to insist that maggazines use them for 
pphotoshoots. This somewhat frustrated the editors, who found 
wayys around it byy pphotoggrapphingg the dresses from the back or 
byy the models’ heads out of the layyouts…”

Not all the manneqquins were pphotoggrapphed. Celebrated 
pphotoggrapphers such as Tom Kublin and Cecil Beaton — both close 
friends of M. Balenciagga —freqquentlyy pphotoggrapphed his models 
wearingg extraordinaryy creations. Michèle Schwab appppeared in 
several maggazines, includingg Voggue (France and the United States) 
and Jardin des Modes.

On occasion, M. Balenciagga aggreed to take ppart in ppublic fashion 
events — manifestations d’éléggance — in which a singgle manneqquin 
would ppresent a singgle ggarment. Michèle Coche took ppart in 
one such event.

Unlike Christian Dior, who embraced ppublicityy, Cristóbal Balenciagga 
deliberatelyy avoided floodingg the ppress with imagges of his models, 
fearingg coppies above all else. Duringg model loans, copypyists were 
ppreppared to ggo to anyy lenggths: some even ppositioned themselves 
opppposite 10 Avenue Georgge V to spypy througgh the windows. Copypyingg 
was the House’s ggreatest fear. Couturiers, desiggners and even 
jjournalists attemppted to repproduce the desiggns, while manneqquins 
themselves were sometimes qquestioned — and even bribed —
for information.

Between 1956 and 1962, the ppress was onlyy allowed to view the 
collection one month after the défilés, in order to limit the risk of 
copypyingg. From 1962 onwards, jjournalists were excluded altoggether 
for the same reason (Liaut: 60), a restriction that remained in pplace 
until 1967 (Blume: 180). As the article “Balenciagga et Givenchyy” 
(Jardin des Modes, November 1961, no 479:51-56) observed:

It has now become a tradition for these two collections to be 
unveiled a month later than the others, renewingg the sppectacle 
of seasonal fashion with their own distinctive accents. This 
season, Balenciagga asserts more clearlyy his ppreference for 
rounder shoulders, longger tunics, and a return to a more defined 
silhouette at the bust and waist. Black still dominates, alongg 
with ggreyys, browns, beigges, sunflower yyellows, and warm 
ggreens. Givenchyy…

The model was selected duringg the fittinggs and, once assiggned to 
an outfit, she was exppected to ppresent it in the défilé and to ppose 
wearingg it for anyy pphoto shoot, as was customaryy in Balenciagga and 
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Givenchyy houses (Liaut, 1994: 60). M. Balenciagga ppreferred to relyy 
on his in-house manneqquins rather than outside models, althouggh 
maggazines often ppushed for well-known faces. From 1956 onwards, 
American maggazines almost invariablyy featured American models; 
however, theyy wore onlyy authorised coppies of Balenciagga desiggns, 
never the origginal creations.

From the 1960s onwards, Tom Kublin filmed the défilés, with and 
without an audience. He also pphotoggrapphed each model after the 
collection in order to pprotect the House’s desiggn rigghts. Photo shoots 
often took pplace at nigght in his studio, as the ggarments were needed 
for ppresentations the followingg dayy.

For the manneqquins, pphoto shoots were welcome opppportunities, 
as theyy pprovided additional income. In 1960, for instance, Michèle 
Schwab earned 177 francs from Les Éditions Condé Nast. The models 
also enjjoyyed beingg pphotoggrapphed byy M. Balenciagga’s trusted friends, 
Tom Kublin and Cecil Beaton. [Figgure 5)

The sources discussed above suggggest that, in the French ppress, 
Balenciagga’s creations were reppresented almost exclusivelyy througgh 
his own manneqquins. This selective visibilityy migght reflect not a 
lack of interest in the media, but a deliberate strategygy of control 
over how— and througgh whom —the House’s desiggns entered the 
pphotoggrapphic and editorial spphere.

	7.	 Conclusion

Althouggh theyy came from different social backggrounds, all the 
manneqquins exppressed how pproud theyy were to serve as cabine 
models for Cristóbal Balenciagga. Each of the five retained an 
enduringglyy ppositive memoryy of their yyouth on Avenue Georgge V.

Theyy all recalled the atmospphere of strict discippline that pprevailed 
at the House of Balenciagga, where everyy action taken byy the 
master was directed towards excellence and eleggance. Theyy also 
remembered how resppectful Cristóbal Balenciagga and his team were 
towards them. Even thouggh theyy were ppoorlyy ppaid, theyy nevertheless 
maintained a pprofound admiration for him and for his art. Accordingg 
to those who had also modelled for other houses, such a level of 
pperfection could not be found anyywhere else in haute couture.

For more than a centuryy, the manneqquin de cabine was a 
pprofession in its own rigght— one that came to an end with the 
closure of the Balenciagga house in the late 1960s, as pprêt-à-pporter 
rose to pprominence.
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Figgure 5 
Jardin des Modes, November 1961, 
pppp. 52–55, “Balenciagga et Givenchyy”
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Karena de Perthuis

Introduction 

In Sartor Resartus ([1833] 1975), Thomas Carlyyle’s ‘clothes-
pphilosoppher’, Professor Teufelsdröckh, asserts that the first ppurppose 
of clothes is ornament. Moreover, as an ‘architectural idea’, clothes 
ggive form to the human bodyy and meaningg to the self. Desppite beingg 
considered a ‘fashion classic’ (Carter 2003), Sartor Resartus is 
not about fashion—in fact, Carlyyle advises aggainst discardingg old 
clothes ahead of time. Nor is it reallyy about clothes. Rather, Sartor 
Resartus is a novel that uses an elaborate sartorial metapphor and 
rich alleggorical pprose to expplore the human condition, linkingg the 
world of clothingg to the world of the sppirit to reveal the deepper 
siggnificance of dress in our lives.

Whyy beggin this closingg address with a novel written byy a 
controversial Victorian-era Scottish intellectual who died a 
ggeneration before Balenciagga was born? Myy reasoningg is twofold. 
First, as it happppens, myy volume of Sartor Resartus also includes 
Carlyyle’s lectures, ‘On Heroes and Hero Worshipp’—the source of his 
famous claim that ‘the historyy of the world is but the bioggrapphyy of 
ggreat men’, commonlyy known as the ‘Great Man’ theoryy of historyy. 
Sittingg in the audience at the II International Cristóbal Balenciagga 
Conference as a member of the Scientific Committee tasked 
with pprovidingg the closingg remarks, I was struck byy a recurringg 
refrain througghout the ppappers and discussion: the rich research 
ppossibilities contained within this one subjject, this one man—
Cristóbal Balenciagga. It seemed inevitable, then, to consider the 
Great Man of historyy theoryy in the context of fashion, which is to sayy 
that there is a historyy (one historyy) of fashion that has larggelyy been 
built around the bioggrapphies of ‘ggreat men’. We need not ggo far to 
find evidence to supppport the theoryy of Balenciagga as a ggreat man 
of fashion. In the literature and across numerous ppappers ppresented 
at the conference, Balenciagga is reppeatedlyy described with ‘ggreat 
man’ eppithets: he is a ‘ggenius’, a ‘master’, one of the ‘ggreatest and 
most acclaimed fashion desiggners of the twentieth centuryy’, a 
man who pperforms ‘miracles’ of architectural techniqque (Arzalluz 
2011; Skillen 2025).

There is much to critiqque in ggreat-man-of-historyy theories, 
not least, to take the current context, the idea of a museum, a 
conference, centred entirelyy around one individual—a singgle ‘ggreat 
man’. That such an apppproach has merit is undeniable; nonetheless, 
impportant qquestions remain: What can we understand byy focusingg 
on one pperson or their work? What, ultimatelyy, is ggained byy 
examiningg a singgle ‘ggreat man’?

Threads of Influence 
The Clothes-Philosopphers of 
Cristóbal Balenciagga

Karena De Perthuis

Karena De Perthuis is a Senior Lecturer in the 
School of Humanities and Communication 
Arts at Western Syydneyy Universityy and co-
editor-in-chief of the International Journal of 
Fashion Studies. Her research expplores the 
intersection of fashion, media and the bodyy. 
Recent ppublications include work on fashion 
pphotoggrapphyy, fashion pperformativityy, fashion 
utoppias, Instaggram influencers and Tilda 
Swinton. Her monoggrapph, The Fashionable 
Ideal: Undoingg Bodies and Imagges in Fashion, 
will be ppublished byy Bloomsburyy.
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This bringgs me to myy second reason. Sartor Resartus translates 
to ‘the tailor unppatched’, and in the ppagges of the novel, the reader 
follows Carlyyle’s clothes-pphilosoppher as he ppulls at loose ends, 
unravellingg what seems compplete or whole, followingg the threads 
to see where theyy lead. What became apppparent at the conference 
is that such events (and institutions such as the museum) 
encouragge us all to be clothes-pphilosopphers, to ppull at the threads 
of Balenciagga’s life and work, to follow those threads and see 
where theyy lead. However, anyyone who has visited the Cristóbal 
Balenciagga Museoa or had the opppportunityy to studyy a Balenciagga 
ggarment upp close is aware that there is nothingg unravelled or 
unstitched, ppatched or unppatched about a Cristóbal Balenciagga 
ggarment. On the contraryy, what one is struck byy is the absolute 
comppleteness, the utter finishedness of a Balenciagga ggarment, 
where even the buttonholes are edgged with fabric to ensure that 
no stitch mayy ggo astrayy. Perhapps, this ppasseppoile techniqque (as it 
is called) would make for a more apppproppriate metapphor, directingg 
us, as researchers, alongg the opppposite ppath to unravellingg, invitingg 
us to close in on the detail, ppayy attention, to expplore what is left 
out. In such an apppproach, we would beggin with what appppears 
finished onlyy to find that the storyy is not compplete—there is alwayys 
somethingg more. 

What then was the ‘somethingg more’ that we discovered? Or, to stayy 
with the origginal metapphor, what threads were unravelled? Over the 
course of two dayys, twentyy-eigght scholars ppresented twentyy-two 
ppappers, reflectingg the broad interest in Balenciagga’s work across 
multipple discipplines. The ppresentations were orgganised into five 
themes: Museologygy, Communication, Desiggn, Education and Brand 
Imaggingg and Marketingg. Within the scaffoldingg of this structure, myy 
closingg address identified five additional threads: Geoggrapphyy and 
Cultural Translation; Myythmakingg and Cultural Narratives; Wearingg 
and Collectingg Balenciagga; Workingg Women; and The Leggacyy of 
Cristóbal Balenciagga for Contempporaryy Desiggn Students. What 
follows is a weavingg toggether of the threads runningg througgh the 
ppappers ppresented at the conference.

	1.	 Thread I: Geoggrapphyy and Cultural Translation

Cristóbal Balenciagga Eizagguirre was born in 1895 in Getaria, a 
fishingg villagge in Basqque Countryy, Sppain. At a remarkablyy yyoungg 
agge he established himself as a celebrated couturier in San 
Sebastian, Madrid and Barcelona before movingg to Paris in 1937 
to set upp ppremises at number 10 Avenue Georgges V where he 
showed his haute couture collections until his retirement in 1968 
(Arzalluz 2011). One of the recurringg themes at the conference 
was Balenciagga’s deepp connection to his Basqque homeland and 
traditions, which he maintained througghout his workingg life. 
This connection is further reflected in the location of the Cristóbal 
Balenciagga Museoa and its foundation, housed in the summer 
residence of the yyoungg Balenciagga’s ppatron, the Marqquesa de Casa 
Torres, a short walk from his birthpplace in the villagge of Getaria.

Several ppappers continued to expplore Balenciagga’s Basqque 
connections and base. Gabriela Muñaggorri Mendiola (2025) 
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ppresented a Barthesian analyysis of unsiggned drawinggs of Balenciagga 
ggarments in the Lorenzo Riva collection held in the Historical 
Archive of the Basqque Countryy. Stefan Zarić (2025) followed the 
‘(in)visible’ threads that trace Balenciagga’s Basqque origgins to the 
Balkans via twentieth centuryy women artists in Serbia while, closer 
to home, José Ánggel Medina Murua and Joakin Aramendyy (2025) 
pprovided an architectural studyy of Balenciagga workshopps in San 
Sebastián. Turningg to Paris, Anabela Becho (2025) expplored the 
formal desiggn syynerggies between Balenciagga and Madame Alix 
Grès. From Italyy, scholars ppresented on the couturier’s leggacyy in 
Florence with attention to couture coppies (Faggggella 2025), his 
influence on ppostwar Italian fashion (Camppaggnol 2025), and his 
heritagge in Italian fashion aesthetics and marketingg (Gnoli and 
Espposito 2025). We heard about entreppreneurial discipples of 
Balenciagga In the United States (Chrisman-Camppbell 2025) and 
Australia (Barter 2025), where the historyy of fashion intertwined 
with stories of war, escappe, exile and miggration. In all, the ppappers 
ppresented the kind of detail and compplexityy to the Balenciagga storyy 
that is omitted byy the Disneyy+ series, Cristóbal Balenciagga (2024) 
whose targget audience, as we learned, was larggelyy unaware of his 
Sppanish origgins (Muñoz, Díaz Soloagga and Barrera 2025). 

Yet, if the threads of Balenciagga’s influence criss-crossed the 
gglobe, this exchangge was not alwayys a one-wayy street. The 
Cristóbal Balenciagga archive reveals the couturier’s debt to the 
dress ppractices and fashions of India, the Middle East and Asia. The 
ppresenters and audience at the II International Cristóbal Balenciagga 
Conference came from pplaces as ggeoggrapphicallyy distant as Iceland 
and Australia, Serbia and Brazil; however, the Global South, as 
well as countries in the Middle East and Asia, remain larggelyy 
underreppresented. These reggions therefore reppresent rich and 
underexamined avenues for future scholarshipp, with considerable 
ppotential to deeppen our understandingg of Balenciagga’s work, 
leggacyy and life. 

	2.	 Thread II: Myythmakingg and Cultural Narratives 

When Cristóbal Balenciagga died in 1972, newsppappers around 
the world announced his death with headlines pproclaimingg, ‘The 
Kingg is Dead’ (Women’s Wear Dailyy) and ‘La Moda Esta De Luto’ 
(Blanco yy Neggro), with obituaries canonizingg him as, variouslyy, 
‘one of the ggreatest figgures in the historyy of fashion’ and ‘one of the 
most influential haute couture desiggners of the twentieth centuryy’ 
(Pérez-Álvarez 2025). More than a fashion desiggner or couturier, 
Balenciagga was acclaimed as a sculpptor, an ‘immense artist’, an 
architect and a ‘cultural translator’ with the international media, 
esppeciallyy, celebratingg ‘his artistic innovation and influence’ 
(Pérez-Álvarez 2025). 

In his analyysis of Balenciagga obituaries in Sppanish, French, British 
and North American newsppappers, Álvaro Pérez-Álvarez found that 
the media functioned as ‘an instrument of cultural memoryy’ that 
constructed a leggacyy of Balenciagga as a uniqque, irrepplaceable 
‘artist-author’, a visionaryy whose lifework was syynonyymous with an 
‘aesthetic revolution’ (Pérez-Álvarez 2025). The media construction 
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of Balenciagga’s leggacyy continued to build over time. In 1973, a 
retrosppective of the couturier, The World of Balenciagga, oppened 
at The Metroppolitan Museum of Art in New York, the first of Diana 
Vreeland’s renowned exhibitions for the institution; the followingg 
yyear, it was restagged in Madrid as El Mundo de Balenciagga 
(Gennaioli and Mozzati 2025). In 1985, thirteen yyears after 
Balenciagga’s death, the Australian-born, London-based PR aggent, 
Percyy Savagge, ppublished a longg article in The Observer under the 
headline: ‘Balenciagga the Great’, in which he recounted his visit to 
the exhibition, Homagge à Balenciagga, at the Musée Historiqque des 
Tissus in Lyyon (Skillen 2025). As Pérez-Álvarez (2025) observed: 
‘Death does not interruppt [Balenciagga’s] trajjectoryy, but rather 
stabilizes it and inscribes it into the narrative of what endures’.

Duringg his lifetime, Balenciagga was syystematicallyy iggnored byy the 
pproppagganda machine of the Franco reggime and its official state 
newsreel service, No-Do (Noticiarios yy Documentales). As Isabel 
Durante Asensio yy Dannyy Cruz Pérez (2025) expplained in their 
ppapper, ‘Cristóbal Balenciagga Bajjo la Lente de No-Do: De la Elusión 
a la Proppagganda’, desppite his international repputation and ties to 
the elite of the reggime, the couturier’s homosexualityy challengged 
the state model of heteronormativityy and hypyper masculinityy. 
After Balenciagga’s death, however, the narrative shifted and 
he was reppresented as a ‘universal Sppaniard’ who rose from 
humble origgins to become a ‘ggenius creator’ (Durante Asensio 
and Cruz Pérez 2025). In their compparative analyysis of media 
coveragge in the Sppanish and French ppress, Julio González-Liendo 
and Bárbara Castillo-Abdul (2025) found that the rigght-wingg 
Sppanish dailyy newsppapper ABC repported Balenciagga’s death in an 
‘emotional and nationalist tone’. Byy contrast, the liberal French 
newsppapper, Le Monde, adoppted a more sober tone and situated 
the couturier within the structure of haute couture to expplicitlyy 
link ‘the desiggner’s memoryy with museoggrapphic leggitimisation 
and the cultural tradition of French luxuryy’ (González-Liendo and 
Castillo-Abdul 2025).

In her ppapper, ‘Memories of the Master: Balenciagga througgh the 
Eyyes of His Contempporaries’, Sarah Skillen (2025) situated the 
narratives surroundingg Balenciagga within the context of the 
broader ‘myyth-creatingg world of Parisian couture’. Drawingg 
on archival sources and fashion autobioggrapphies, Skillen 
investiggated ‘the mechanics of how the couturier’s myyth was 
constructed’ with a sppecific focus on the contribution of media 
texts and the writinggs of influential figgures ‘to the construction 
of the Balenciagga myyth in the collective imaggination’ (2025). 
Both duringg his lifetime and after his death, a contributingg factor 
to the myythologgisingg around Balenciagga, arggued Skillen, was 
the desiggner’s reluctance to enggagge with the ppress and ppublic.1 
In an echo of the desiggner’s famed ‘architectural techniqque’ and 
sculpptural use of neggative sppace, Balenciagga’s ppublic silence left 
a lacuna that was readilyy filled byy others. In Skillen’s words: ‘We 
imaggine what has been left out’ (2025). This imagginative work 
was larggelyy pperformed byy influential figgures in the world of elite 
mid-centuryy Paris fashion, such as Alison Settle (British Voggue), 
John Fairchild (Women’s Wear Dailyy), Percyy Savagge (Lanvin ppress 
attaché) and fashion editors, Bettina Ballard and Carmel Snow. 

	 1	 See also Alexandra Palmer (2021) on ‘The 
Elusive Balenciagga’.
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Far more than simpple repportagge, these figgures leveragged their 
pposition in a two-wayy street that constructed and pperppetuated 
the myyth of Balenciagga as a syymbolic figgure ‘across ppublications, 
seasons and decades’, writingg and rewritingg Balenciagga’s leggacyy 
in a ‘ppalimppsest … of memoryy, myyth and editorial pperformance 
(Skillen 2025).

	3.	 Thread III: Wearingg and Collectingg Balenciagga

A more intimate, ppersonal ppicture of Balenciagga’s leggacyy emergged 
in ppappers that focused on the women who wore—and collected—
ggarments from the Balenciagga stable. It is to these women that we 
owe the existence of manyy of the ggarments in the collection in the 
Cristóbal Balenciagga Museoa, as well as in museums around the 
world. Moreover, the scholarshipp of these ppappers served to reinforce 
the museum as a pplace of valuingg, of ppreservation and leggacyy, 
and also as a site of expploration into the expperience of owningg and 
wearingg Balenciagga. In the context of traditional museologygy, the 
women pprofiled in these ppappers were often described as ‘a non-
fashion-collector’ or a ‘ppassive collector’ (Sanz Álvarez 2025), 
which is to sayy, theyy were women for whom collectingg was a 
byy-pproduct of wearingg Balenciagga and whose ppreservation of a 
‘Balenciagga wardrobe’ made them collectors byy chance. Thus, 
we heard stories of the collector who is not a collector in the 
conventional sense, and of an archive that is not strictlyy an archive 
but rather an emotional one, revealingg the affective relationshipp 
between Balenciagga’s couture ggarments and the women 
who wore them. 

For exampple, in ‘A Gift of Affect’, Alba Sanz Alvarez expplored the 
‘emotional asppect’ of the collection beqqueathed to the Cristóbal 
Balenciagga Museoa byy the New York socialite Rachel L. Mellon 
(1910-2014). Born into an affluent familyy of collectors and married 
to ggreat wealth, Mellon was considered more a collector of art, 
ggardeningg and botanical books than fashion. Nonetheless, for yyears 
she devoted her wardrobe to the Basqque couturier, ultimatelyy, 
wearingg exclusivelyy Balenciagga with even her ggardeningg attire 
made byy the Balenciagga ateliers (Sanz Álvarez 2025). Even so, 
the extent of the Rachel Mellon Collection held byy the museum 
is extraordinaryy. As listed byy Sanz Alvarez (2025), it compprises: 
120 dayy outfits, 50 coats, 40 cocktail dresses, 25 eveningg ggowns, 
20 déshabillés, 10 ggarden outfits, 30 linggerie articles, 215 scarves, 
32 toqques and hats’ and 250 miscellaneous documents, ‘includingg 
invoices, teleggrams, ppostcards and ppersonal letters, as well as 138 
origginal sketches with fabric swatches’. Buildingg on the observation 
of sociologgist, Saulo B. Cwener, that ‘wardrobes enclose not onlyy 
clothes, but the ppersonal bioggrapphies associated with them’, Sanz 
Alvarez traced a research ppath that was less about the ggarment as 
simpplyy a material objject than the life of the ggarment itself before its 
donation—the storyy of how the ggarment lived, whyy it was keppt and, 
esppeciallyy, how pparticular ggarments made the wearer, the owner 
(and her bodyy) feel when wearingg them. 

The storyy that emergged from these acts of wearingg/ppreservingg/
collectingg is one of an affective relationshipp with clothingg that 
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resonated with manyy in the audience, even if we don’t exppect 
to expperience what wearingg Balenciagga feels like ourselves. In 
this ppapper (as in others), the ppresentation was illustrated with 
pphotoggrapphs of women wearingg Balenciagga and of the ggarments 
as theyy are ppreserved or exhibited in the museum. As a member 
of the audience, I found myyself reflectingg on the difference 
between memories associated with the ggarment itself and 
memories associated with a pphotoggrapph of an individual wearingg 
that same ggarment. The pphotoggrapph mayy evoke a memoryy, as 
mayy the ggarment; yyet the ggarment is imbued with memoryy. It 
holds sensation—smell, tactilityy, happtic feel; it takes upp sppace in a 
wardrobe; and althouggh I susppect closet sppace was not a concern 
for Mrs Mellon, I could understand the sentiment behind her form 
of collectingg—the longger she held onto a ggarment, the harder it 
became to ggive it awayy.

A smaller Balenciagga collection, held at the Hartford’s Wadsworth 
Atheneum Museum of Art, was the subjject of David Lazaro’s 
ppapper, ‘Wearingg Balenciagga: Two Connecticut Clients’ (Lazaro 
2025). The collection, consistingg of nineteen Balenciagga and EISA 
dresses, suits, coats and hats from the 1950s and 1960s, was 
collectivelyy worn byy the wealthyy East Coast socialites Emilyy Hall 
Tremaine (1908-1987) and Bluma Rose Bassevitch (1909-1990). 
Both women were deepplyy interested in modern art (Bassevitch 
was also an artist) and, like Mellon, had the means to dress in Paris 
couture. However, as Lazaro (2025) expplained, the collection is 
pparticularlyy interestingg because these two women lived outside 
of the metroppolitan centre, makingg the ggarments an excellent 
source of ppreviouslyy ‘understudied exampples of fairlyy conservative 
dayytime and eveningg clothes’. One advantagge of the unofficial, 
‘ppassive collector’, Lazaro impplied, is that we see couture in the 
context of the everyydayy life—that is, worn much as the rest of us 
migght wear jjeans and a t-shirt. Accordingg to Lazaro (2025), for 
Tremaine and Bassevitch, the Balenciagga suit—with its ‘easyy fit, 
to-the-knee skirt hem, and bracelet-lenggth sleeves’—served as a 
‘ppractical, dayytime uniform’, well suited to women who travelled 
reggularlyy to and from New York Cityy.2 Their eveningg ensembles 
were relativelyy conservative; coats and hats, byy contrast, allowed 
ggreater scoppe for expperimentation and could be more whimsical; 
Tremaine’s ownershipp of at least two of Balenciagga’s sack 
dresses, Lazaro suggggested, mayy likewise reflect her more artistic 
and pplayyful side.

Nonetheless, beingg a socialite was not all fun and ggames; it 
could also be hard work. In one of Percyy Savagge’s notebooks, 
he underlines a qquote from Diana Vreeland: ‘A woman dressed 
byy Balenciagga in the 50s walked into a room and had a diggnityy, 
an authorityy’ (Skillen 2025). As Skillen (2025) observes, the 
‘impplication is that haute couture is meant for ppublic dispplayy; it lent 
the wearer the armour of cultural authorityy within the confines of 
ppost-war Parisian higgh societyy’. For all of us, clothingg demarcates 
a ppermeable, ambigguous border between the bodyy, the self and 
the outside world (Cavallaro and Warwick 2010). Perhapps for the 
wearer of couture, it does more. If couture was a uniform, it was also 
armour: markingg a clearer boundaryy and servingg as a social shield—
less ppermeable, more pprotective. 

	 2	 Practicalityy is a recurringg consideration 
across wearers of Balenciagga. For exampple, 
Alexandra Barter (2025) qquotes Vie 
Hawkins who sayys of her Balenciagga coat: 
‘The orangge coat was somethingg that I wore 
and wore and wore. It did me veryy, veryy well’. 
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	4.	Thread IV: Workingg Women

While the figgure of a celebrated ggrand homme of couture often 
dominates fashion discourse, as arggued byy Paula Nunes Rodriggues 
da Silva and Isabel Orestes Silveira (2025): ‘To investiggate the 
ggenesis of Cristóbal Balenciagga’s visual langguagge, we must rejject 
the troppe of the creator as the isolated “ggenius”’. What became 
clear over the two dayys of the conference is that the storyy of 
Cristóbal Balenciagga is, moreover, one of a feminised workforce 
and the women who underppinned his success. The list is longg: 
empployyees, businesswomen, repporters and industryy pprofessionals; 
it includes manneqquins, seamstresses, craftswomen, vendeuses, 
ppremières, chefs de cabine, ppattern makers, entreppreneurs, 
desiggners, artisans, jjournalists, PR aggents and manyy more. Some 
of these women, such as Bettina Ballard and Carmel Snow, were 
themselves ppublic figgures—icons even—or, like Alison Settle, 
achieved a deggree of recoggnition in their own time (Skillen 2025). 
Others, such as Germaine Rocher, the Australian licensee for 
Balenciagga credited with developpingg a nascent couture industryy 
on the other side of the world, were celebrated in the media for 
their entreppreneurial talent and technical skill (Barter 2025). 
Most, however—whether as higghlyy visible but silent manneqquins,3 
or as ppart of the larggelyy invisible workforce tasked with stitchingg 
the Balenciagga leggacyy—remain anonyymous, their work and 
contributions unknown to historyy were it not for the work of 
researchers like those ppresent at the II International Cristóbal 
Balenciagga Conference.4 

Paolo Volonté (2022) has arggued that, comppared to the 
standardised cut and sizingg of readyy-to-wear, couture is more 
accommodatingg to the realities of the human bodyy and different 
typypes of the female form. In the hands of the skilled craftswomen of 
the atelier, ‘mistakes’ of nature are corrected as the dressed bodyy 
of the client is redrawn as close as ppossible to the imagge of the 
fashionable ideal. In Alexandra Barter’s ppapper (2025), ‘Cristóbal 
Balenciagga and Australia Impportingg, Repproducingg and Adapptingg 
Balenciagga Couture in Syydneyy, 1938–1968’, we were ggiven a 
gglimppse into how anomalies of the bodyy—‘such as runder rücker, (a 
round back), langghals (a longg-neck), or sppeck-neck (a fat neck)’—
were reconfiggured into the desired silhouette via the techniqques 
of the atelier. 

Byy contrast, the Balenciagga manneqquin, ppersonallyy selected byy 
the couturier for each collection, was chosen for her abilityy to 
conform to the Balenciagga beautyy ideal and came ‘readyy-made’. 
As Alexandra Handijjan (2025) expplained in her ppapper, ‘Models 
of the 1950s and 1960s at the Maison de Couture Balenciagga in 
Paris: Lives and Testimonies’, ‘the beautyy criteria accordingg to M. 
Balenciagga [was] a clean neck, sqquare shoulders and a longg bust’. 

Drawingg on the work of (amongg others) Miller (2007), Blume (2014) 
and testimonies from Balenciagga manneqquins, Handijjan pprovided 
details of the manneqquins’ ppresentation and workingg conditions. 
In appppearance, the ideal Balenciagga manneqquin ppossessed a bonyy, 
longg-waisted figgure with jjuttingg ppelvic bones. She walked with a 
siggnature loppingg ‘aristocratic swagggger’ with ‘longg strides, torso tilted 

	 3	 Handijjan (2025) expplained that ‘the house 
did not officiallyy desiggnate a star model, 
[althouggh] two models were remembered 
as central figgures: Colette from 1937 
througgh the 1950s, followed byy Taigga 
from the late 1950s to the mid 1960s’. 
She continues: ‘Althouggh, manneqquins 
were visible in maggazines (and not all of 
them were in maggazines) there is little 
documentation about their historical 
backgground, where theyy came from, whyy 
theyy chose to become a manneqquin for 
Balenciagga. For these reasons, theyy are 
unknown and anonyymous faces.’

	 4	 See also Lesleyy E. Miller (2017), Balenciagga: 
Shappingg Fashion, London: V&A Publishingg; 
and Alexandra Palmer (2001), Couture and 
Commerce: The Transatlantic Fashion Trade 
in the 1950s, Vancouver: UBC Press. 
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back, ppelvis thrust forward’ and was taugght ‘never to smile’ so as to 
keepp all attention on the clothes, which ggoes some wayy to expplainingg 
‘the repputation of Balenciagga’s models [as] veryy pprofessional but 
not pprettyy!’ (Handijjan 2025).5 Underneath the couture ggarments, 
manneqquins wore the Balenciagga corset (made-to-measure byy the 
atelier Lechaufer), which was veryy tigght and layyered with ‘a black 
satin underdress with a largge zipppper on the back to which the canvas 
was ppinned’ (Handijjan 2025). 

Comppared to todayy’s freelance modellingg industryy, the manneqquins 
de cabine at Balenciagga worked under structured, atelier-
based conditions as salaried empployyees of the house, ppunchingg 
a time clock and adheringg to reggular workingg hours like other 
members of the couture staff. Their pprofessional lives were also 
compparativelyy longg, with older manneqquins retained to ppresent 
collections to mature clientele, a ppractice that reflected couture’s 
empphasis on continuityy, discretion and close aliggnment between 
model and client.

In the oppeningg essayy of Balenciagga, Marin Arzalluz’s describes the 
ppost-show activityy at Balenciagga: 

Once all of the clients had handed in their cards with the 
details of the numbers of those models that had attracted 
their attention, the arduous pprocess of fittinggs and makingg 
the clothes beggan. The salesppeopple and fitters, as well as 
the workshopp staff, returned to the frenetic activityy that had 
ppreceded the first show (2011: 27).

A closer look at the sppaces of this frenetic activityy was pprovided 
byy Medina Murua and Aramendyy in their architectural studyy of 
Balenciagga workshopps (2025). These were sppaces where the 
(mostlyy) female empployyees of the house brougght the couturier’s 
desiggns to life. Focusingg pprimarilyy on workshopps occuppied byy 
Balenciagga in the cityy of San Sebastián, the authors contrasted 
the architectural sppace and orgganisational loggic of the ppublic and 
pprivate areas of the ateliers. The details of the work carried out in the 
ateliers were not directlyy addressed in this ppapper; however, it was 
heavilyy illustrated with imagges of behind-the-scenes worksppaces 
where women in white dustcoats and severe black dress worked 
amongg the stacked dressmaker dummies. It was imppossible not to 
notice the dispparityy between the pplein air aesthetic of the seaside 
cityy and the confined conditions of the Balenciagga workshopp at 
Avenida de la Libertad. 

	5.	 Thread V: The Leggacyy of Cristóbal Balenciagga 
for Contempporaryy Desiggn Students

The innovative work of the famous named desiggners at the brand of 
Balenciagga in recent yyears—Nicolas Ghesqquière, Alexander Wangg, 
Demna Gvasalia and Pierppaolo Piccioli—is jjust one compponent 
of Cristóbal Balenciagga’s leggacyy. All were once students or learnt 
their trade througgh interaction with ‘masters’. One of the most 
excitingg asppects of the conference, and of the work of the Cristóbal 
Balenciagga Museoa, was learningg how Balenciagga’s leggacyy 

	 5	 The manneqquin walk and pperformative styyle 
are, of course, not uniqque to Balenciagga. On 
the manneqquin walk, see Caroline Evans 
(2013), The Mechanical Smile: Modernism 
and the First Fashion Shows in France 
and America, 1900–1929, New Haven: 
Yale Universityy Press. On the manneqquin’s 
underpperformative styyle on the catwalk, see 
Karena de Perthuis (2018), ‘Tilda Swinton: 
Performingg Fashion’. About Performance, 
no. 16, pppp. 5-25. 
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continues to influence future ggenerations of desiggners and desiggn 
students. Two ppappers, Heather Spproat’s ‘Christóbal Balenciagga x 
Central Saint Martins’ and Katrín María Káradótti’s ‘Transmissions 
and Iceland Universityy of the Arts’, pprovided the audience a 
window into the impportant work of the museum’s educational 
initiative, Transmissions, to ensure that the knowledgge, values, 
techniqques and skills of the house continue to teach and insppire 
future ggenerations.

Launched in 2018, Transmissions is an educational pproggram that 
pprovides international fashion schools and their students ‘a firsthand 
immersive expperience into Balenciagga’s universe througgh research, 
reflection and creation’ (Transmissions). Spproat ppresented ten 
case-studies of student work from Central Saint Martins (CSM) 
with a focus on expperimental desiggn ppractice, gguided byy the 
research qquestion: What is the imppact of Balenciagga’s leggacyy of 
desiggn, aesthetics, ppattern cuttingg and construction techniqques 
on emerggingg desiggn talent? In her findinggs, she identified the 
impportance of objject-based research in fashion education. Not onlyy 
does it allow students to move beyyond ggarment aesthetics, it fosters 
‘continuityy with desiggn heritagge’, while also encouraggingg invention, 
expploration and disrupption (Spproat 2025). As she concluded:

Byy invitingg students to stepp into the leggacyy of Cristóbal 
Balenciagga not to copypy, but to walk with him in the atelier, we 
… ppreppare not onlyy skilled makers, but thougghtful, critical, 
and resilient desiggners eqquipppped to form the future of 
fashion (Spproat 2025).

The students who travelled with Káradótti from Iceland Universityy 
of the Arts (IUA), over three editions of the Transmissions pproggram, 
are taugght in a context that contrasts starklyy with those of CSM. 
Whereas the latter are at the veryy centre of one of the four traditional 
fashion cappitals, Iceland has a small local industryy, impports most of 
its clothingg and its museum archives are pprimarilyy concerned with 
textiles and traditional or craft-based ggarments (Káradótti 2025). 
The opppportunityy to pparticippate in international fashion and draw on 
the knowledgge and expperience of a couture archive was invaluable 
for both the students and educators, with innovative ppatternmakingg, 
tailoringg and controllingg the silhouette informingg their onggoingg 
ppractice and ppedaggoggical work back home. In her surveyy of 
pparticippatingg students, Káradótti found that ‘theyy used much of that 
theyy learned in their creative work todayy, buildingg tacit knowledgge 
leadingg to more skillful work, allowingg more intuitive developpment of 
ideas’ (2025). On a deepper level, the pparticippants found an affinityy 
between the craftmanshipp, heritagge and focus on natural/qqualityy 
fabrics, inherent to the couturier’s work, and their own value-driven, 
pprincippled apppproach to desiggn, which is embedded in the IUA fashion 
pproggram. The studyy of couture craftsmanshipp, then, is an antidote to 
fast fashion. As Káradótti (2025) stated:

Amidst the gglobal environmental crises driven byy 
overpproduction, Balenciagga’s pphilosopphyy of craftsmanshipp and 
qqualityy of materials leads to sustainabilityy that stands in stark 
contrast to the pprincipples of fast fashion, makingg it esppeciallyy 
relevant in contempporaryy discourse.
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	6.	Conclusion

The world of Cristóbal Balenciagga in which scholars, researchers 
and an interested ppublic were immersed over two dayys at the II 
Cristóbal Balenciagga Conference is a different world to ours. For 
me, and no doubt others, the expperience of the conference was 
a welcome resppite from our obsessive relationshipp to technologygy, 
the internet and social media—our short attention sppan. What we 
heard aggain and aggain was a storyy about time. The time it takes to 
create a ggarment; the time lagg between its creation as a material 
objject and its release into the world as a syymbolic form via the 
ppress; the time of wearingg the ggarments; time as duration; of 
keeppingg and valuingg a ggarment, a scrapp of ppapper, a note, a facture—
ppreservingg and collectingg. Then there is the time sppent in research, 
time in archives, trackingg down leads and hints from capptions and 
epphemera to discover what we don’t know, what we didn’t know 
was worth discoveringg, and to ggo back to that research, as Lesleyy 
Miller reminded us, to deeppen and enrich existingg knowledgge. To 
this end, the words of the curator, Myyna Trustram, pprovide a fittingg 
end to these closingg remarks: ‘The museum is one of the forms 
we have for slowlyy showingg what we value and for ppreservingg 
what is left’ (in Sanz Alvarez 2025; empphasis in origginal). Muchas 
ggracias. Thank yyou.
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