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Chapter 1

How to Become a Fashion Designer /

B0 Y Bl Fy — & B 3% v U

You know you’re destined to be a fashion de-
signer if you:

1. spent most of your childhood making clothes for
your Barbie dolls instead of playing with your
friends;

2. read fashion magazines instead of your school
books;

3. ran a boutique out of your basement at age 10.

In other words: if you want to be the next Yves
Saint Laurent, it helps to be completely and utterly
obsessed with fashion.

However, there are many aspects of the pro-
fession. Working as a fashion designer can just as
well mean supervising a design team at a sportswear
company as producing a label under your own
name. Although the former career may not seem
as glamorous as the latter, it certainly will make
your life less stressful. To create your own label
takes a lot of time, dedication and hard work. Not
to mention living just above the poverty line for
several years.
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Choosing a strategy

There are as many different ways to embark
upon a fashion career as there are styles of design.
Ralph Lauren’s Polo Empire was founded on a small
tie collection that he sold to Bloomingdales. Helmut
Lang decided to open his own clothing store when
he couldn’t find a T-shirt that he liked. Michael
Kors built up a network of customers by selling
clothes in a trendy NYC boutique. However, most
people find that the best foundation for a design ca-
reer is to get a fine arts degree in fashion at a pres-
tigious school. Besides teaching you the craft, a
good school will also add credibility to your resumé.
“We live in a brand name socicty, and having the
name of a good school behind you really does help.”
says Carol Mongo, Director of the Fashion Depart-

ment at Parsons School of Design in Paris.
Applying to a school

There are a lot of colleges that have fashion
programs. but only a handful has the kind of repu-
tation that can really push your career. It’s hard to
enter these schools as competition is high, and they
tend to be very selective. You apply by sending a
portfolio of drawings of your designs. “We can’t
teach you how to be creative—you have to bring
your creativity to us and let us lead you on your
way,” says Carol Mongo. She recommends students
to get some sewing experience before they apply.
Drawing is also an important skill for a designer—it
is the way you communicate your ideas. In order to
build an impressive portfolio it’s a good idea to have
some experience in sketching: taking art classes will
help you understand form and proportion. But you
don’t have to be an expert drawer to get accepted to
a school. "The most important quality that we look

for in our students is that they are truly passionate
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and exuberant about fashion,” says Mongo. “If you
have wonderful ideas but can’t draw. there are al-
ways ways to get around it. You could for example
put your designs on a mannequin and take pictures

of it.”
What school will do for you

Most fashion programs are three to four years
long. During that time you will take fine arts classes
and study drawing, color composition and form.
You will also learn pattern making, draping and
cutting techniques. One of the most important ad-
vantages of design schools is that they work really
closely with the industry. Parsons, for example,
have “designer critic projects” where successful de-
signers like Donna Karan and Michael Kors work di-
rectly with the graduating students. Ambitious
students also have the chance to win prestigious
awards and grants, which bring them a lot of atten-
tion as well as financial support. One very impor-
tant event is the fashion show at the end of the last
semester, when graduating students show their col-
lections. A lot of important people from the fashion
industry attend these shows to scout new talent. It’s
also an opportunity to be really outrageous and get
noticed by the media. Hussein Chalayan, for exam-
ple. became instantly infamous when he showed rot-
ting clothes that he had buried in his backyard for

his graduation show at Saint Martins.

Alternative routes

1]

“Let’s be realistic,” says Carol Mongo at Par-

sons. “School’s not for everyone. If you're just
looking to get a job in the fashion industry—not a
career as a designer—you probably don’t need to go
to school.” If you want to work as a seamstress or a
patternmaker, the best thing is probably to apply

for an internship at a fashion house and work your
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way up. However, there are many examples of fa-
mous designers who started out as interns with no
formal training. For example, Dior’s brightest new
star, men’s wear designer Hedi Slimane, had a de-
gree in journalism when he started working with
men’s wear designer José Levy. Balenciaga’s Nicolas
Ghesquiere is another example of a brilliantly suc-
cessful designer who learned the jobs hands-on, as
an assistant at Jean-Paul Gaultier. Usually, you ap-
ply for an internship by sending a portfolio to a
fashion house you’re interested in. But it’s a good
idea to call them up beforehand to see exactly what
they need. It’s also important to note that competi-
tion is fierce, and unless you have personal connec-
tions, it’s very difficult to get an internship without
an education.

There are also designers, like Luella Bartley,
who started their own business after working as styl-
ists for several years, thus building an industry net-

work as well as a good marketing sense.

Understanding the business

Unfortunately, it’s not enough for a designer to
be creative, you also have to have some business
sense. As fashion gets more and more corporate
driven, it’s important to be aware of the business
climate and understanding the mechanics behind it.
By religiously reading trade papers like “Women’s
Wear Daily” you will get a lot of valuable informa-
tion. If you want to run your own company, you
need to be extremely organized and learn at least the
basics of economics. A lot of fashion schools are
currently increasing business classes in their curricu-
lum. “Our students have to be smart enough to
know how to negotiate a contract, or to pick a busi-
ness partner,” says Carol Mongo. It’s perhaps tell-
ing that many of the designers that are really suc-

cessful today, like Calvin Klein or Tom Ford, are
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involved in every

from licensing strategies to ad campaigns to actually

designing the clothes.

aspect of the

Words and Phrases /¥ 5] fl % {5

business—

destine ['destin | vt .
Barbie doll ["bazb1 dnl ]

sportswear ['spaitsiwea ] n.
label ["erbl ] n.
style [starl] n.
tie [tar] n.
fine arts [famn aits] n.
craft [ kra:ft ] n.
portfolio [ poit'favliou | n.
creative [kri'ettiv] adj
mannequin [ 'meenikin ] n.
color composition ['kals (kpmpa'zifan |
pattern making [ 'peeton 'merkin]

fashion show ['feefon [ou]

internship ['mtainfip] n.
seamstress ['sirmstras | n.
women’s wear ['wimins (wea |

men’s wear [ mens wea |

curriculum [ ko'rikjolom | n.
contract [ 'kpntreekt | n.
partner ['patnoa (r) ] n.
be involved in [bi: in'volvd 1n]

license ["1arsns |

ad [eed ] n.

Comprehension Questions /5 % [] 18

1. How to apply to a fashion school?

2. What does “portfolio” mean in fashion industry?

3. How many ways can you list to start a fashion ca-
reer?

4. Why is business sense also important working as a

designer?
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Chapter 2

Development of Fashion Design /

AR 3% i i 7= IF &

Manufacturers are the companies that produce

fashion. Each firm is defined by its customers and
identified by its particular style.

The three major divisions of a clothing compa-
ny are design, production, and sales. Each is relat-
ed with and dependent upon the others. The design
department creates the new styles, within the
company’s image or identity; the sales department
markets each line, acting as a liaison between the
manufacturer and the retailer. This chapter explains
how a manufacturer’s line is developed and discusses
fashion design elements and principles, including
color and fabric. It then describes the development
of the sample line and analyzes line selection. The
chapter is devoted primarily to women’s wear be-
cause it is the focus of the industry, having more
seasonal styling changes.
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2.1 Line Development / J=Sh&IF K

raditionally, manufacturers specialized in a
particular styling category, price range, and
size of clothes. Today, however, they are
tending to expand by adding diversified lines. Many
manufacturers have broadened their product lines to
include other style categories, or size and price ran-
ges, but they have separate divisions and/or label
names for each. For example, a missy dress manu-
facturer might add large or petite sizes; a shirt
house might add coordinating sportswear. As manu-
facturers diversify, they need to keep their identity
oriented toward the customers they hope to please.
Pearl Nipon, designer and partner (with her
husband, Albert Nipon) in a dress-manufacturing
business, might consider herself her own typical cus-
tomer:* I used myself as the criterion for starting
our business. The reason we have been a success is
because the need was there. Other women felt ex-
actly as I did. ..

thing on, if it feels good, I know it’s a winner. If it

I’'m our model. When I put some-
doesn’t feel good, it doesn’t make the line.” How-
ever, although it is easier for a designer to be his or
her own typical customer, the situation rarely ex-
ists. One of the hardest things for a designer to do is

to judge fashion apart from personal preference.

Seasons

Each season, the design department is responsi-
ble for creating a new line, the seasonal collection
that the manufacturer will sell to retail store buyers.
The terms are synonymous: collection is used

primarily in Europe and for high-priced lines in the
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United States; line is used more often in the United
States, for moderately and popularly priced fash-
ion. Designers and merchandisers work on two or
more lines at once, designing a future line while sol-
ving problems of the line that is about to be
shipped. Work on a new line begins approximately
eight months before the selling season. Companies
that produce high volume and depend on less inno-
vative styling plan even further ahead. Designers
must think ahead to the season when the garment
will be sold and worn. For example, a velvet dress
to be worn in December must be designed in May.
Most companies produce four or five seasonal
lines a year: spring, summer, transitional, fall, and
holiday or possibly resort. Even these divisions are
becoming less distinct: many manufacturers, such as
Liz Claiborne, constantly fill in their lines with new
items, shipping to stores almost monthly. Manufac-
turers that conform to a structured number of lines
per year may add additional items they call sweeten-

ers in order to respond quickly to customer needs.

Product Development

In a small company, the design and merchandi-
sing functions of product development may be head-
ed by one person. In some cases the owner assumes
some of the merchandising responsibilities. In a
large company, product development is usually a
team effort involving a designer, a merchandiser,

and their assistants.

Merchandising

The merchandiser concentrates on the plan-
ning, organizational, and sales aspects of the busi-
ness. Merchandising is planning to have the right
merchandise at the right time in the right quantity
and at the right price to meet the needs of the

company’s target consumers. Each company has
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financial goals, set by company executives, that al-
low for (1) the cost of producing and marketing
fashion; (2) operating costs; and (3) a profit.

The first step in line development is to decide
how many groups are needed per season to meet
both the demands of retailers and the financial goals
of the manufacturer. A dollar merchandise plan is
established for each line per season. The previous
year’s actual sales are used as a basis for projected
sales goals.

Next, company executives, the merchandiser,
and/or the designer develop a merchandising plan,
determining the line concept and the approximate
number of styles and fabrics required to meet sales
goals. The merchandiser sets up a schedule of dead-
lines for styling, finished samples, and production
working backward from the required shipping
dates.

The Designer

The designer creates the styles, giving form to
fashion ideas. The designer must also supervise pat-
tern making and sample making, seeing the line
through to a successful completion. The designer is
concerned with and/or responsible for all the areas

discussed in the rest of this chapter.
Women’s Wear

Items

Some manufacturers produce single items that
do not relate to each other. In this case, coordina-
tion of a group or of a line is not required. Howev-
er, each garment must be strong enough to stand
alone, not depending on the strength of other gar-
ments in the group. Such garments are often pro-
duced by a knockoff house.

A knockoff is a copy of someone else’s design,

usually a garment that is already a best seller for
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another manufacturer. For that reason, knockoff
houses can safely invest in volume production. They
simply buy a particular garment, make a pattern
from it, order large quantities of the same fabric,
and have the garment manufactured in volume. The
knockoff, however, often misses the fine points of
fit and construction and may substitute a cheaper
fabric or trim. Production and fabric costs are lower
because of the huge quantities produced. Moreover,
the knockoff house does not have to spend money
on design development.

The essentials for the knockoff firm are acute
awareness of what garments are selling well at the
retail level; speed of production(timing is crucial if
the firm is to capitalize on the success of a style);
and volume sales. A retail buyer, after seeing well
in a store may choose to have it copied by an item
house exclusively for that store. The system seems
very unfair to the creative designer. There have
been attempts to patent clothing designs, but it is
nearly impossible because of the fast pace of the in-
dustry and the time involved in patent application.
By the time a design is granted a patent, the gar-
ment is no longer in fashion.

Groups

Many lines are divided into groups of garments.
Each group has a specific theme based on fabric,
color, or a particular fashion direction. Ideas for
the theme come from trend research and other de-
sign sources, color, or fabrics. Sometimes the de-
sign for one garment may inspire a whole group.
The styling within each group should have variety
yet carry out the central theme.

To present a visually pleasing group of dresses,
the line need have only a few elements in common,
such as a fabric or color story. Often a manufactur-
er emphasizes only a few silhouettes(called bodies in

the trade), interpreting each of them in several
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prints, or it will feature one print in a variety of
styles. Within the group, the dresses must offer a
variety of silhouette, sleeve treatments, necklines,
and other details.

In coordinated sportswear, the objective is in-
dividual pieces that mix and match interchangeably.
Fabric combinations are carefully thought out.
There should be a good variety of coordinating
skirts, jackets, shirts or blouses, and other tops in
each group. However, there should still be consis-
tency of theme, with color, fabric, and line or de-
tail tying the whole group together. To round out
the group, basic styles are needed as well as fashion
pieces. The number of pieces or styles in the group
is determined by the statement the designer wishes
to make, the importance of the fabric, and the
group’s importance in the line.

In a separate sportswear group, pieces do not
have to coordinate; there must be a variety of styles
and fabrics (solids and prints) to please various con-
sumer tastes. The main difference between coordi-
nated sportswear and separates is the way they are
sold. Both are visually pleasing. However, coordi-
nates are sold as a package, separates individually.

In all line or collection merchandising, it is im-
portant that each garment be salable on its own de-

sign merit.
Men’s Wear

Compared with women’s wear, men’s clothing
is still basically conservative, especially in the styles
required in the business office. There is very little
fashion innovation from one season to the next. On-
ly recently has there been any designer men’s wear,
and it constitutes only a small percentage of the
men’s apparel business. The most exciting change is
the fashion innovation in young men’s wear. The

androgynous look fosters men’s wear that borrows
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