


High & Low Artefacts of the Fashion Industry
This essay is an overview and insight to the fashion industry and what could be considered high and low cultural artefacts, such as the Halston III collection, H&M collaborations, Debenhams collaborations, and Burberry’s pattern print. In particular, looking at how fashion is born out of the social, political, and economic context and are understood in a certain place through the lenses of its history, the experience and overall context of the viewer. The Fashion industry is about making a statement. Everyone in the industry wants to be unique, trendy, edgy as well as have continuous changes in every season of the year. (Bugg, n.d.)
	Throughout history, fashion in the United Kingdom has been associated with the British royal family. They have been a constant source of inspiration, from women trying to copy the slim silhouette of Elizabeth I by wearing corsets, to modern women inspired by Kate Middleton’s simple, sophisticated and chic outfits. In British culture, fashion and history are very much entwined. The fashion statements and trends set by the royals often become the norm for the rest of the people. A widespread example of this is when Queen Victoria helped popularize the practice of wearing black when mourning. This is where the tradition of wearing black clothes to funerals set in. A lot of the fashion trends before the 1900s can either be traced to the royal family, or came into popularity because of them. (Meyer, 2013)
	Recently, in 2017, Prince Harry and Meghan Markle officially announced their engagement to the UK. It resulted in, what people are calling, the Meghan Effect. She wore a white coat by Line the Label, a Canadian-based brand. Proving the Meghan Effect, the Line the Label site crashed within an hour of her coat coming into the spotlight. It shows how much the British royals still influence fashion trends. (The Irish Times, 2017) Line the Label president and cofounder John Muscat told USA Today, “Meghan has an effortlessly chic sense of style, which we’ve always admired. We know this particular coat is one of her favorite pieces so we have officially decided to name it the ‘Meghan’. We are elated for Meghan and wish her a lifetime of happiness with Prince Harry.” Markle’s influence on the masses are on-going. The truffle-colored dress from Aritiza that she was seen wearing to the opening ceremony of the annual Invictus Games in September 2017 sold out quickly. Finlay & Co have said there was a tenfold increase in sales of a pair of sunglasses that Markle wore by Finlay & Co on the same weekend. Her soon-to-be sister-in-law, the duchess of Cambridge, Kate Middleton, had a similar experience. The Issa dress Middleton wore during her engagement announcement, sold out in less than 24 hours of being seen. Newsweek estimated up to £1 billion was contributed to the UK fashion industry because of the Kate Effect. The number of articles written about Meghan Markle and her style is overwhelming. The impact on lesser-known brands just by an influential person wearing their product is incredible, with millions of people just wanting to be just like her. (The Irish Times, 2017)
	Since fashion and culture goes hand in hand, our clothes communicate non-verbally about who we are, what we do, where we come from, and what messages we want to put out there in the world. Not only for the people wearing the clothes but the people designing the clothes. It is how designers express themselves, how they want to brand themselves, who they want to wear their clothes. (Anon., 2016) 
Technology is rapidly growing, and in period of economic, social, and cultural change and the fashion industry has been considerably affected by these changes. The industry has been driven towards the term ‘fast fashion’ due to its mass consumption and global production. Information through the platform of technology allows fashion to be accessed across the globe quickly and easily by such a broad audience. The global context of modern fashion enables the excelling of cultural boundaries that were once fixed. This results in the sharing of cultural references; images and identities are combined and compared. The world has become more accessible and seasons are less definable. With the increasing number of people travelling, it requires consumers to have more of a flexible choice to cater to their needs. (Bugg, n.d.)
Through the means of technology, ideas throughout the fashion industry is instantaneously shared as soon as they are out. Fashion collections are streamed from the catwalk on sites such as catwalking.com, style.com, and wgsn.com well before the designers are even able to get their collections into a retail environment. The traditional notions of luxury and quality in fashion has quickly been pushed aside in recent years to ‘fast fashion’ where people rather attain a certain look quickly and cheaply. Consumer groups have changed and we live in a culture that is majorly focused on the youth market and seemingly unreachable airbrushed images of fashion standards. Celebrities are pushing fashion agendas, promoting collections, endorsing products, and even designing lines themselves alongside high street stores. The high street is now an ‘IT’ factor and celebrities, with massive followings, mix and match high-street and designer clothing. They choose what to promote whether that be a high-street copy of a designer collection. Class divisions are shifting and the high and low cultural signifiers are merging, blurring the line what even high and low culture is in the fashion industry. (Bugg, n.d.)
In the 1970s, Roy Halston was an innovative and groundbreaking designer. He defined and shaped what was fashion in America at the time. (Felperin, 2011) He was famous for reinventing the jumpsuit, shirtdress and class caftan using his signature choice of materials: jersey, cashmere, and suede. Halston’s friends and clients, such as Andy Warhol, Bianca Jagger, Anjelica Huston, and Elizabeth Taylor, showed his strong connection to pop culture. (Anon., n.d.) A high-street store based in America called JC Penney signed up with Halston in 1983 to produce an affordable version of Ultrasuede. The collection Ultrasuede were party clothes that dominated within the 70s-disco posse. JC Penny announced the line, Halston III, and it ranged in price from $24 to $200 which was incredibly cheap in comparison to Halston’s original pieces. Due to the collection being accessible to the mass, this low turned high culture collection did not go as well as they thought it might have. It was poorly received by the mass and ended up being discontinued. It was a disaster that seriously hit Halston’s mainline business. The repercussions of the whole collaboration ruined Halston. High-end designers and retailers felt like Halston’s image was now cheap and undesirable. Having sold the rights to his name, Halston was terminated from the company for immensely damaging the label. (Pithers, 2016)
	So, what went wrong? How was selling to a larger market not successful? Timing perhaps was everything. Jumping to 2003, a time where it seems cheap-and-chic is the winning idea. Starting off with Target, another American based retail store. Target signed up with designer, Isaac Mizrahi, who ran a line of luxurious collections for 5 years. This collaboration was so successful, ranking in as much as $300 million a year. Mizrahi’s accomplishment allowed other high-low Target collaborations to succeed too, such as with Alexander McQueen, and Peter Pilotto. Retail store H&M seemed to have gained similar success in 2004 with its first designer collaboration with Karl Lagerfeld. (Pithers, 2016) Lagerfeld was a German designer who is deemed the master of reinvention. He constantly transforms himself, his image and his labels, as well as being creative director of Chanel and Fendi. (Wigham, 2011) The collaboration with H&M involved coats and suits designed for “slender and slim people” in Lagerfeld’s words. Items from the collection were priced around £100 and sold out within hours when released. Annual collaborations are now an on-going thing for H&M with other high-end designers, such as Alexander Wang and Balmain. However, another link-up with Lagerfeld will not happen again. The designer accused H&M of snobbery because of the lack of items produced for sale of his designs. He said it defeated the purpose of making his designs obtainable to the masses. (Pithers, 2016) Lagerfeld told Stern magazine, “I find it embarrassing that H&M let down so many people. I don’t think that is very kind, especially for people in small towns and countries in eastern Europe. It is snobbery created by anti-snobbery.” (Pithers, 2016)
Another successful link-up would be Debenhams, and Julian Macdonald, Welsh designer known as the self-styled sultan of sequins. In 2014, Macdonald spoke up about the high and low culture of fashion at an interview, stating: “When I started working with Debenhams it was very much seen as degrading your own brand. Now, a lot of people think, ‘Let’s do one of those commercial lines on the high street, they’ll pay us a lot of money, we can sit back and enjoy ourselves.’ But for a lot of brands it’s a flash in the pan. You might have a name that’s a trend in fashion circles, but when you must sell it all over Britain, especially overseas, you’re just a name on a hanger that nobody recognizes. Some of my customers will buy a £20,000 dress from me but, you know, they’ve all got my £70 bed sheets as well!” (Pithers, 2016)
What about high-street retailers copying a high-end designer’s image and collections as their own without consent? No designer can control who sees their designs and shares it once it is put out there. Low-culture fashion desires to be different and stand out from the crowd of high-culture. High Fashion is a very problematic concept as designers, such as Ralph Lauren or Prada compete with the mass-market brands, such as Gap or Benetton. (Bruzzi & Gibson, 2000) Well known fashion label, Burberry struggle from keeping their distinct pattern from the masses as it is copied repeatedly through high-street retailers. It is so recognizable and popular with “chav culture” which is meant to be cheap and common. The brand does not want to be associated with the masses and want to get away from the negative connotations associated with chav culture. Burberry removed its famous printed baseball caps from stores to save what image it has left for its key target audience of the higher classes. (Lorellie, 2010)
[bookmark: _GoBack]In conclusion, in the society we live in today the line is blurred between high and low culture in the fashion industry.  Some designers want to project their high-end unattainable designs to the masses. Some designers would rather keep their image upper class and expensive, meaning quality and individuality. (Lorellie, 2010) Influential and famous people can make lesser-known brands, very well-known in a matter seconds of wearing one piece in one photograph that gets shared to the world. Clothing creates identities which can be performed, adopted or constructed to challenge or conform to social norms. When clothes are presented and seen on different bodies or in different contexts, such as in stores, on the catwalk, in art galleries, or in different cultural contexts, the brand’s intention and meaning changes.  Fashion will always be changing and shifting its intention as time, contexts, and audience change. (Bruzzi & Gibson, 2000) 
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