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I 


w


as drawn to fantasy even as a child. It’s something that I would use 


when I wanted to escape from the real world. That’s why one creates 


stories, no? Sometimes it was nicer to be in my head. I still think it is 


sometimes! When I was a boy, my chopper bike would become my 


stallion. I’d pretend it was a horse like Black Beauty as I rode around 


Peckham Rye Park in South London. I was escaping with speed and 


freedom. I loved reading from a very early age, when I would borrow 


books from the lending library in Lordship Lane. Alice in Wonder-


land has been a figure in my life since childhood. (It was a magical day when 


my partner, Alexis [Roche], and I were photographed by Annie Leibovitz for 


Vogue


’s “Alice in Wonderland”


story.)


Vogue 


has a history of fantasy and surrealism in fashion, and it’s obvi-


ously something that has been very much a part of my vocabulary from the 


beginning. The idea of taking inspiration directly from Vogue began when I


was a fashion student at Central Saint Martins, spending a lot of my time in 


the library. I would also go to the London College of Fashion Library, where 


I discovered that they had an even more complete set of the Vogues of the


1940s, ’50s, ’60s, and ’70s. I think I must have gone through every Vogue that 


existed, every page of those bound volumes. They’d bring me three books at 


a time, and I would just dip in and out of them, page by page. I would spend 


days there, because you couldn’t take pictures then. You made photocopies 


if you were allowed, and you’d have to use a little bookmark so that the page 


wasn’t damaged. I remember having a very dry tongue—a white tongue—


because the pages were like dust. After some time I invested in a postman’s 


stamp moistener!


In this way, I started to build my own little archive of images. Later, those 


images would become elements in the research books that were like bibles for 


a collection. Every detail was included. Everything was relevant. Those bibles 


were really important to help me introduce the story of the collection because 


they inspired the set, the mood, the music, the hair, and the makeup. It was 


the backdrop to the collections. 
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There was a connection that I felt to the Vogue images that I


was studying in the libraries, to the fantasy of them. They chal-


lenged me to dream. And then, little by little, as I started to learn 


more about the photographers, they became part of my grammar. 


The level of excellence in these pictures is just breathtaking. The 


Irving Penns! That’s someone who understood the garment and 


painted with light—God’s light. And later, to have worked with 


Mr. Penn, whose work I so revered, to have had my work photo-


graphed by him, and to have been photographed by him—I felt 


transported. Even today, when it’s getting tough in the middle of 


preparing a collection, I often imagine him in the room, and I say 


to myself, “I have to finish this dress for Mr. Penn.”


And of course the artists who did work for the magazine: 


Tchelitchew, Dalí, Cocteau, and de Chirico. And the illustrators, 


too: Carl “Eric” Erickson, Christian Bérard, and René Gruau 


among them. Sometimes those illustrations make you dream more 


than the photographs—they leave a little more scope for the imag-


ination to play. René Gruau’s work I found hugely inspirational, 


for instance, because it was almost unfinished. It’s gestural, he 


just captured 


l’essence


. It’s an invitation, isn’t it? An invitation, 


rather than a very academic study.


My student collection was inspired by contemporary prints 


of the Incroyables, the dandies who emerged toward the end of 


the French Revolution. It wasn’t historically correct at all, but I 


was inspired learning about that world, and I started to create 


stories. These characters thrilled and excited me. Because of the 


limits of my technical abilities at the time, the coats were all tak-


en off the kimono block. Later I studied real 18th-century cos-


tumes at the Victoria and Albert Museum: the cut and construc-


tion, how the collars were notched, how they were finished. I’m 


really fortunate that I was able to see these things firsthand. But 


otherwise, I took inspiration from paintings and from literature. 


I’d read about the period and then imagine the clothes so that 


they weren’t just slavish reproductions of the 18th century, they 


reflected the times—the joy of that moment. The brocades, the 


IRVING PENN


, “Fight Club,” 


September 2006. Model Gemma Ward.
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ANNIE LEIBOVITZ


, “High Art,” 


November 2004. Model Natalia Vodianova.








[image: ]
14


furnishing fabrics used in waistcoats—Georgina Godley 


and Scott Crolla [of Crolla, the London fashion empo-


rium] were using those, for instance. It was what was 


going on in fashion, and it reflected the dressing-up 


element, the joy of that moment.


Over the years, Vogue has captured so many of my


fashion fantasies. I remember Ellen von Unwerth pho-


tographing Debbie Deitering in Jamaica with my spring 


1994 collection, “Princess Lucretia.” All my muses were 


princesses at that point, and we just fabricated the story, 


we made the narrative. That really was a fantasy. It was


not historically correct at all. It was a fantasy of volumes. I 


remember in the show Debbie slipped on the underdress, 


but turned it into a choreographed roll. The crinoline 


bounced back up, and it was just a magical moment. It 


was cinematic. I think the Jane Campion film The Piano


must have been in the air because Grace [Coddington] 


interpreted the collection through that lens.


And then there is the Galliano collection inspired 


by Lawrence Alma-Tadema’s 1888 painting The Roses


of Heliogabalus from spring 1999. For this collection,


the models were dancing around in bias-cut dresses 


and Fortuny pleats and drowning under rose petals, 


as though they were attending a decadent Roman par-


ty. There was a waterfall in the set Michael Howells 


(another great fantasy collaborator of mine) designed, 


and I remember that there was some trouble with the 


lights combined with all that water. Angela [Lindvall] 


decided to walk through it. She shouldn’t have—it was 


so naughty—and she was lucky she didn’t get electrocut-


ed. But l’image was amazing. They shot her through the


streaming water, and it was just divine, divine, divine.


The fantasy of Annie Leibovitz! I love walking into 


one of her shoots—it’s like walking onto the set of a 


Cecil B. DeMille film. When you arrive you just can’t 


ANNIE LEIBOVITZ, 


“Seasons of Our Discontent,” 


May 2010. Model Karlie Kloss.
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believe the scale: the orchestration, the sensibility, the artistry, the light, the 


composition, the special effects. You’re working with the most talented people 


in the industry to produce excellence, to create this moment. I love Annie’s 


Natalia [Vodianova] image where she appears to be coming out of a shipping 


crate at the new MoMA. She’s wearing a dress from the Christian Dior haute 


couture fall 2004 collection inspired by Empress Sisi of Austria. The girls in 


that show were so happy to get to the end of the runway, because it was quite 


something to walk in those dresses, and all the more challenging because they 


had quite big platform shoes and those corsets! We had to teach them how 


to pull up their diaphragms and then breathe from the chest. If you’d nev-


er worn a dress like that before, how would you know? For that collection, 


I was also fascinated by the scandal over John Singer Sargent’s portrait of 


Madame X—how he had to repaint the strap so that it didn’t appear to be 


falling down. I think you have to be obsessed, don’t you? Passion and obses-


sion make you go that extra mile.


Meanwhile, it was the Italian heiress Marchesa Luisa Casati who inspired 


my Christian Dior haute couture spring 1998 show at Paris’s Palais Garnier, 


with decor by Michael Howells. He set the scene with tango dancers as the 


audience found their seats. Marchesa Casati had a relationship with the poet 


Gabriele D’Annunzio and was painted by Giovanni Boldini, who was a huge 


influence. The more obsessed you are, the more you find out! I discovered, 


for instance, the rumor that Marchesa Casati used to stick strips of black vel-


vet to her eyelids to give the illusion of dark shadows. And I loved the idea 


that she’d just blow everything, give the most amazing parties, and sell the art 


that was hanging on the walls. I imagined her at the end of her life, sitting on 


a little box, while what was left of her house was cleared out to help pay her 


debts. And she had the last laugh, because in the box was all the family jewels.


Today the young kids, the gang with Maison Margiela, their jaws drop 


and their eyes open wide when we tell them about these narratives. They lap 


it up. The idea of storytelling is somehow very ripe for today. 


It is quite amazing to see the storytelling images in this book all together, 


isn’t it? They’re breathtakingly beautiful, like paintings. They challenge you 


to dream. Not only do they inspire, but they leave this lasting memory: The 


images just burn on the retina, they are there forever.


As told to Hamish Bowles 


IRVING PENN


, “The Stuff of Fantasy,” 


April 1998. Model Kylie Bax.
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here is a little bit of Alice in all of us: an inner self that vacillates 


between fantasy and reality and is partial to fashion. Who hasn’t stood 


in a dressing room and fallen through the looking glass, dreaming of 


the person we might become, the role we might assume, if only we 


possessed that dress, those shoes? 


Fantasy is fashion’s ultimate, most optimistic expression. If fairy 


tales are a way for children to give shape to their wildest aspirations 


and deepest fears, the fairy tales that have appeared in Vogue have


been a way for readers to return to the freer dreams of childhood. 


And just as fashion changes with the times, fantasy is similarly mal-


leable. The act of dreaming may have remained consistent over the 


decades, but those imagined worlds have often reflected the era in 


which they were conceived.


When Vogue was launched in 1892, it was aimed at the American elite. The found-


ers, and many of the original sponsors, belonged to Society. Many among them made Mrs. 


Astor’s list of The Four Hundred—a number that may or may not have been connected 


to the capacity of the doyenne’s ballroom but was certainly related to birthright. Still, the 


currents of change favored creativity over lineage. “The fifty years between 1880 and 1930 


were marked by the rise of a social set combining the appearance and privileges of aristoc-


racy with artistic fervor,” wrote the historian Philippe Jullian in 1976. 


When Condé Nast, an astute and status-seeking businessman, acquired the magazine 


in 1909, he set about broadening its reach, in part by appealing to these new, culturally 


minded elites. Nast understood that there was power in cultivating communities around 


shared passions, and in 


Vogue’


s case, around fashion. That community was grounded in 


the everyday—the reader could purchase an issue or a sew-at-home 


Vogue


Pattern—but it 


was also inspired by fantasy. On the illustrated covers of this era, elegant equestriennes 


rode zebras and pet dragons ate sugar cubes. Meanwhile, Baron de Meyer’s photographs 


depicted his subjects in a halo-like aura, creating soft and idealized images of femininity. 


Perhaps more than any other figure, it was Ballets Russes founder Sergei Diaghilev 


who set the course of modernism with choreographed extravaganzas that put fairy tales to 


music, and launched new fashions in the process. The trend for egret feathers among “the 


ladies of the Faubourg Saint-Germain,” for example, could be traced to a plumed costume 


turban, wrote ballet critic Gennady Smakov in 


Vogue


years later. The Ballets Russes influence 


extended to couturiers as well, none more than Paul Poiret. His designs, color palette, even 


his famous Thousand and Second Night fête of 1911 were informed by Diaghilev’s vision. 


Not long after Poiret’s decadent celebration, 


Vogue


published a de Meyer photograph of 


Mrs. Harry Payne Whitney (Gertrude Vanderbilt) in a fancy dress costume believed to be 


by Ballets Russes costume designer Léon Bakst. (John Singer Sargent would sketch her in 


the same outfit.) The beauty ideal was otherworldly as well. “The slenderest beauty in Paris 


sat at my right,” recorded 


Vogue


’s Paris correspondent in 1914, “a fairy vision in the frock 


of silver cloth and paillettes.” 


After World War I, the Ballets Russes returned to the stage and flappers knocked knees 


dancing the Charleston, their movements awkward, their pace frantic. Survivors turned 
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to escapism as an antidote to nihilism. It was 


at this time that the seeds of Surrealism were 


sown. The magazine put out the welcome 


mat for the Surrealists, and a whole chapter 


of Vogue: Fantasy & Fashion is dedicated to this


movement and its continued influence. Salva-


dor Dalí himself created covers for Vogue. In


1936, Mehemed Fehmy Agha, the magazine’s 


Russian-born Turkish art director, penned an 


“explainer” on the movement, describing its 


links to Dada, Freud, and conflict. This band 


of outsiders were motivated to upend reality, 


in part, Agha wrote, because of its unpleasant-


ness: “Do not forget that Surrealism was born 


during the War, and that periods of trouble are 


notoriously a fertile ground for the movements 


which, in one way or the other, enable people 


to forget the exterior world.”


Elsa Schiaparelli was the designer who 


engaged most directly with Surrealism. She 


worked with many artists, but her collabo-


rations with Dalí—the “tear dress” and “lob-


ster dress”—are the most dramatic and best 


known. In 1936, the pair applied what Agha 


called the Surrealist “formula of incongruous 


juxtaposition” to tailoring, adding pockets 


that resembled bureau drawers to Schiapa-


relli’s suits. The outfits were photographed by 


Cecil Beaton, the models standing in a barren 


landscape among cardboard rocks, looking as 


if they were somehow suspended in time, or 


perhaps furnishing some strange dream. 


In the wake of World War II, Vogue pub-


lished its first fairy tale portfolio. Appearing 


in the magazine’s December 15, 1946, Christ-


mas issue, “Fables Retold,” photographed by 


Irving Penn, with text by New Yorker writer 


Geoffrey Hellman, was Vogue’s gift to its


readers. On the cover, a dark-haired and 


elegant woman (the model Dorian Leigh), 


angelic in a winged white silk and silver 


brocade dress, faced a trimmed-down St. 


Nick—“Christmas make believe,” read the 


interior caption. What followed were con-


temporary reinterpretations of Little Red 


Riding Hood, Snow White, and Cinderella, 


with Dorothy Parker playing one of Cin-


derella’s wicked stepsisters and Babe Paley 


DAVID SIMS, 


“Alighting,” 


October 2007. Model Raquel Zimmermann.








[image: ]




[image: ]




[image: ]




[image: ]
26


her fairy godmother. It was impossible to 


wish away the turmoil that still existed in the 


world, but “Fables Retold” took the reader 


back to the safety of the nursery while offer-


ing sophisticated, timely references. 


In the postwar period, imaginative 


possibility—as reflected in 


Vogue


—was focused 


more on the dress itself, with Christian Dior 


taking the lead in creating a transformative fem-


inine ideal and at the same time mythologiz-


ing the couture metier. Beauty, Dior declared, 


could be found in a face or a stance, but above 


all, in a garment. A dress like Dior’s Junon, now 


in the collection of the Metropolitan Museum of 


Art’s Costume Institute, with its ombréed pet-


aled skirt aglitter with constellations of hand-


sewn paillettes, is a thing of wonder in itself. 


Such garments by Dior—or Balenciaga, Chanel, 


or Balmain—were also souvenirs of Paris, the 


birthplace of couture. In this era, the fantasy 


was primarily about possession and craft. 


When Diana Vreeland became editor in 


chief of 


Vogue


in 1962, she sent her teams 


globetrotting far beyond Paris. Richard Ave-


don was told to conjure the spirit of 


The Tale 


of Genji in Japan; John Cowan went to the


Arctic Circle to photograph winter whites, 


ice blues, and silver. And dozens of pages 


were devoted to Henry Clarke’s now rather 


dated explorations of sunny faraway lands. 


This wanderlust went hand in hand with a 


more general opening up—geographically, 


spiritually, and chemically. Kids were “turn-


ing on, tuning in, and dropping out;” the 


Beatles went to India to study transcendental 


meditation, and the jet-setting Beautiful Peo-


ple, or BPs, were following in the tracks laid 


by the Café Society 


Vogue


had documented 


decades earlier. 


While the magazine’s photographers 


were accumulating air miles, Vreeland was 


time-traveling between the present and 


the past, or more accurately, the past as it 


appeared in paintings and literature. Pleated 


minidresses whispered to her of Greek maid-


ens; red stockings conjured Geoffrey Chau-


cer’s Wife of Bath; infants, governesses, and 


milkmaids populated Vreeland’s imaginary 


world of drama and hope. Clothes were props 


that helped actualize fantasy in the real world. 


Grace Mirabella, who succeeded Vree-


land, took a more down-to-earth approach. 


“When you come to evening this year, you do 


not come to another planet,” she reassured her 


readers in 1971. American fashion, centered on 


separates, was coming of age, and 


Vogue


was 


there to tell women how to put them together 


attractively, as well as offer advice on cars, 


wines, finances, health. “The only way to get 


what you’re looking for is to know what you’re 


looking for . . . and what you’re not,” read the 


text in a 1975 “Point of View” article. 


Vogue


in this period became less like a dream book 


and more like a manual for living, dressing, 


and seduction. In 1981, the fashion writer Ken-


nedy Fraser wrote an essay titled “Clothes as a 


Form of Magic,” lamenting the industry’s turn 


to rationality. Fashion had become “so preoc-


cupied with naturalness, appropriateness, and 


sound business practice that it seemed to lose 


sight of its imaginative core,” Fraser wrote. 


But a new era of imaginative excess 


was dawning in the “greed is good” decade. 


The fitness craze that had begun in the late 


1970s would be taken to extremes in the ’80s. 


Designers like Azzedine Alaïa responded with 


formfitting, body-con looks inspired by a girl 


gang of supermodel glamazons. Exaggera-


tion flourished: micro-mini skirts, linebacker 


shoulders on power suits, pouf skirts, and the 


truly subversive oversize styles introduced 


by Japanese designers like Issey Miyake, Rei 


Kawakubo of Comme des Garçons, and Yohji 


Yamamoto. At the same time, the “dream big” 


era tethered those aspirations to the material 


worlds of flesh and fabric. 


Anna Wintour’s first, history-making 


cover for 


Vogue, 


in November 1988, intro-


duced several important concepts that would 


play out throughout the 1990s, the decade that 


gave us the high/low concept. Looking back, 


we can see now that it also signaled the editor 


in chief’s dedication to extreme beauty and 


fantasy, particularly of the couture variety. 


In 1991, the magazine published “A Fashion 


Fairy-tale Extravaganza,” a quartet of stories 


WILLY VANDERPERRE


, “Flights of Fancy,” 


October 2015. Model Lily Aldridge.
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produced by three editors and four photog-


raphers. The series kicked off with


Little Red 


Riding Hood starring Bette Midler. A retelling


of 


Peter Pan 


featured the gamine Linda Evan-


gelista. Appearing in 


Snow White and the Seven 


Dwarfs


were Beverly Peele, the rap septet 


Another Bad Creation, Aretha Franklin, and 


LL Cool J. Model Niki Taylor was juxtaposed 


with Disney’s animated 


Beauty and the Beast


. 


In a companion piece, Jodi Shields traced the 


18th-century origins of that folk tale: “Behind 


the fairy-tale façade was a budding feminist 


sensibility.” In this “extravaganza,” styled by 


female editors, the female leads have agency.


As the end of the century approached 


and the world faced the digital specter of 


Y2K, designers became increasingly retro-


spective and revived past fashions for a new 


age. Chief among them was John Galliano, 


fashion’s great fantasist, who contributed the 


foreword to this book and popularized the 


narrative show that placed clothes in the con-


text of historical fictions. 


In 2003, a collaboration between Grace 


Coddington and Annie Leibovitz produced 


a new iteration of the beloved Alice in Won-


derland tale. The clothes in these spreads, as 


Wintour noted, were harbingers of the spring 


trends, but as they were custom-made for the 


story, this was a “pure” editorial, a visual love 


letter to fashion at its most exquisite. “Alice’s 


capricious realm, in which absurdity and fan-


tasy combine to magical effect, approximates, 


I sometimes think, the universe of haute cou-


ture,” Wintour wrote, “where nothing is 


impossible or as it should be.” 


Alice launched a series of Coddington/


Leibovitz portfolios drawing upon literary, 


theatrical, and fine-art inspirations through 


the 2010s. In 2005, there were “Beauty and 


the Beast” starring Drew Barrymore and “The 


Wizard of Oz” with Keira Knightley. (The 


hook for this story, Wintour explained, was 


Coddington’s interest in “the idea of a very 


specific look—in her words, ‘Bonpoint for 


grown-ups.’”) Sofia Coppola’s 


Marie Antoi-


nette


inspired “Teen Queen” in 2006—a story 


that appeared in a time, Wintour wrote, of 


“darkening political climate” and “ideological 


turmoil.” Readers know that tragedy awaited 


this bewitching queen, but were allowed to 


revel for a time in rococo splendor. The “spec-


tacular and dream-inducing” results, Wintour 


noted, offered “a kind of antidote to the sea-


son’s other, more somber looks.” In 2008, 


in the wake of the financial crisis, the maga-


zine responded to unease of a different sort 


by publishing “Love of a Lifetime,” 


Vogue


’s 


rewrite of William Shakespeare’s 


Romeo and 


Juliet.


The magazine’s responsibility in such 


circumstances, Wintour stated, was to “find a 


way forward for fashion and beauty in chang-


ing and, yes, fraught times.” 


As the 2010s progressed, technology and 


the Internet opened up an entirely unprece-


dented dimension of exploration. Editor 


Tonne Goodman, often working in tandem 


with photographer Steven Klein, built stories 


around digital-age topics including technol-


ogy, isolation, and surveillance, while Phyllis 


Posnick’s shoots sometimes centered on con-


tamination and chaos. Framing these topics 


within a fashion context can remind us that, 


as Roland Barthes wrote, fashion is “a reality 


experienced fantastically.” 


Fashion and fantasy go hand in hand, 


expanding our consciousness of what might 


be—after all, a belief in the future is inher-


ently optimistic. As this abridged history 


of 


Vogue


reveals, fantasy has many differ-


ent guises—fairy tale, surrealism, sci-fi—but 


they all contain a universal hopefulness. The 


pages of 


Vogue


offer a playground for a new 


paradigm, a place where the suspension of 


disbelief is welcomed. Writing in 


Vogue


in 


1938, New York interior decorator Ruby 


Ross Wood defined fantasy as “exaggera-


tion, invention, caprice.” Those who “have 


imagination enough to deviate from the 


established rule,” she wrote, set the pace of 


culture. Dreams may seem to exist outside of 


time, but the dreamers are in fact ahead of it. 


Vogue


’s fantasies open our eyes to much more 


than style, reminding us that there is beauty 


and wonder all around us—far beyond the 


rabbit hole.


STEVEN MEISEL


, “Alexander the Great,” 


May 2011. Model Karen Elson.
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Once upon a time


. . . . Is there any 


phrase as perfumed with magic as 


those four little words? They offer 


the promise of a far-flung adventure 


and a hard-earned happy ending. 


Contemporary rewrites of folklore and 


fable, 


Vogue


’s twice-told tales exist 


both in and out of time, combining 


temporal fashion with enduring 


archetypes. Let the adventure begin.


INTO THE WOODS
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