A SLAVE TO FASHION?

The fashion designer’s

perspective

Barbara Jacques

Fashion is recognised as the ‘glamorous’ sector of the textile
industry. It receives the most publicity and is often the most
unpredictable. However, unforeseen technical problems are
harsh realities for the most inspired designer. Barbara Jacques
calls for a common system of reference between fashion design-
ers and dyers to minimise fibre/colour incompatibility.

One of the major changes in the textile
industry in recent years has been in the
increasing emphasis on marketing and
merchandising, and this is one area
where the UK must look to for growth.
Overall knowledge of the subject from
start to finish gives a tremendous
advantage, particularly when it comes
to launching new marketing cam-
paigns and initiating new product
trends.

One such trend in the UK, and all
over the Western world, has been an
ever-growing awareness for people to
look for a formula for lifestyle dressing.
Consumers are not seeking fad or
outlandish designs, but fashions with a
more practical approach which will
cover the lifestyle they lead. When
these groups of men and women go
shopping for clothes in the high street,
they are learning to buy quality, not
quantity, and a fashjon design that will
remain in good taste for some consider-
able time, with the message the clothes
portray being very important to the
wearer.

Many of the large and small off-the-
peg manufacturing and design compa-
nies whao have picked up on this trend
also run fashion stories that will mix
and match in a capsule concept, with
some compatibility from one season to
the next. These give a good return on
the purchaser’s investment. Designs
that save time and money and send out
the desired message are in great
demand. These companies have
become very sophisticated in their
approach, acquiring personnel with
special expertise in sales, technical or
design areas, or having production
know-how in the retail or textile
sectors.

The capsule concept is just one area
of the fashion scene that provides a

clear, concise mix-and-match approach
to dressing. The principal idea is to
take a small group of well selected and
designed clothes, which coordinate
from a colour, fabric and shape point of
view, and are all interchangeable. The
capsule is limited to two principal
colours, each of which stands on its
own or mixes with the other, and has
accessory colours added in the form of
shirts, blouses or tops to create differ-
ent looks.

Y There isaneed for the different
disciplines of the fashion and
manufacturing industries to
work as one team, becoming
familiar with the current, as
well as the predicted, fashion
trends and colours.””

Once a designer has decided on a
collection, there still needs to be careful
research and planning so that the
capsule items complement each other,
with the theme following through
colour, fabric and style line. Generally,
colour selection comes first with fabric
and line design following. Designers
usually adapt their own patterns from
a previous season, to give continuity to
their line and style, Once a toile has
been made to their satisfaction, the ‘go
it alone” designer, or a professional
pattern cutter, makes the finished
working version out of card. Finally,
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samples of the collection are made up
in the chosen finished fabrics and
colours.

Problems arise, not in the planning
of a lifestyle wardrobe, or finding styles
which coordinate and have a fashion
lean, or fabrics which complement one
another, but in the colour consistency
of the range in the various fabrics
chosen, and the continuation of the
design through the fashion season.
Designers, and even some larger
clothing manufacturers, seem not to
understand why one batch of dyed
fabric of the same colour and shade
comes up differently when repeated
halfway through the fashion season.
This creates dissatistied customers who
end up with mismatched jackets and
skirts, etc. and resulfs in a loss of
credibility for the industry.

Computer selection of shades seems
to be the obvious answer, but even
here shades have been known to drift.
So what is the answer? Possibly better
computer software design, and/or
computer operators establishing a
closer working relationship with dyers
and designers. If this can be estab-
lished, it would enable both parties to
recognise each other’s needs, and the
tight tolerances which have to be
achieved in the dyeing process;
otherwise the credibility of the current
season’s line falls down. If a close
working relationship can be estab-
lished early in the planning stages,
time and a disappointing end result
can be avoided, and exact repeat
colours and shades between different
dye batch lots would be a matter of
course. This is an area where the UK
could be a major driving force, with
designers coming from all over the
world to view British fashion styles
from the past with the new technolo-



gies of our age. They would be able to
recognise how these new technologies
have influenced the choice of fabrics
and colours in the current design
creations.

The fashion industry is full of
dedicated people who have a limitless
passion for the business and its accom-
panying lifestyle. The unpredictability
of it is what seems to make it so
addictive. It commences with the
budding designer, and finishes with
the client purchasing the finished
garment. Each season, designers create
wonderful moods with different
shades and fabric textures, using
natural and synthetic fibres such as
micro-blended yarns and other revolu-
tionary new fibres, all becoming more
and more an everyday part of the high
street fashion scene. At the design
stage it all starts with a frantic search
for a new idea. The first sketch, which
is further enhanced by the addition of
colour, line and fabric, is followed by
the thrill when it has gone from the
presentation board to the sample
maker, to receive a resounding ‘yes’
that the design is going to work.

The excitement doesn’t end with the
design team’s sample garments,
instead it appears to gather a hectic
momentum all of its own by the time
the vast army of fashion journalists and
reporters get involved. Then there is
the glamour of the cat-walk fashion
shows, which we sometimes have the
brief opportunity to see on television,
added to the spectacular window
displays of the large department stores,
together with their own in-store
fashion promotions. The last links in
the chain are the excited sales people
who are eagerly awaiting the arrival of
the new season’s merchandise, with
the ensuing enthusiasm as they see
how good it looks. Next there is a
series of telephone calls to let their
favourite clients know what has just
arrived, and how well they think the
new seascon’s creations will look on
them.

People on the fashion side of the
industry develop an across-the-board
attraction which flows through from
start to finish. One could say it even
commences with the textile develop-
ment side. With the onset of new
technologies, which have brought us
great benefits, have come many
technical challenges. These new
technologies have changed the dyeing,
development and manufacturing side
of the industry from being a labour-
intensive "hands on’ family approach,
to the sophisticated control systems
which require special skills. However,

with these special skills, some people
become more isolated in their own
field. This can create problems when it
comes to translating technical know-
ledge from one discipline to another.

The large companies who do every-
thing in-house may already be combin-
ing these skills. But this doesn’t take
care of the up and coming younger
designer, or the small business which
does not have the same facilities as its
larger counterparts.

There is a need for the different
disciplines of the fashion and manufac-
turing industries to work as one team,
becoming familiar with the current, as
well as the predicted, fashion trends
and colours. But most important is the
need for practitioners to understand
how these trends relate Lo their area of
expertise, and how their input could
further the cause to help offset miscon-
ceptions and keep people informed.
People from all areas of the industry,
from first idea to finished article,
should be heard and encouraged to
join work study groups and brain-
storming sessions, with exchange visits
between people involved in different
disciplines. They should also be
encouraged to look at what other
countries are doing, and see what can
be learnt from overseas competitors.

The introduction of new fibres and
dyeing techniques is where there is a
big challenge. There is a need for the
smaller company to be able to go to
fabric companies and say ‘we need
something that looks and feels like
wool, cotton, silk, etc., which can be
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mixed and matched with other fibres,
and can be dyed to the same colour,
with no shade variation between the
different dye batch lots. Designers in
the fashion industry would welcome
finger-tip knowledge of colour shades
that are available, with a cross-refer-
ence section for dyeing different
fabrics. This could be laid outin a
simple structured way, depicting
whether the particular colour shades
are technically possible on synthetic
fibres and their blends, as well as
natural yarns such as wool, silk and
cotton. This could include an update
service for new technological advances
in fabric construction and fibre devel-
opment. It would also would bring
forth new designs and designers, and
encourage the ring-a-round of excite-
ment and success on which we all
thrive.

Barbara Jacques works from her
home, 6 Dingle Dell, Leighton Buz-
zard, Bedfordshire, LU7 7JL. She is
director of the Academy of Colour
and Style (International) Ltd, and
consults on colour and fashion for
Harrods, Liberty’s Fabrics and BBC
Television. She has also written two
books on colour and style published
by Piatkus Publishing, London, UK.
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