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MIYAKE

In the summer of 1965, shortly after | arrived in Paris, | visited the Louvre.
There, from above the great staircase in the anirance court, the Nike of
Samothrace, the ancient Greek goddess of victory, greeted me with her wings
outstretched.

Atthe end of 1973, | again stood transtixed, experiencing a shock similar to
that which | had felt with the Nike; that was when | first saw clothes by

Madeleine Vionnet.

This first memorabie encounter with Vionnet's clothes happened at the
“Inventive Clothes: 1909-1939” exhibition at the Metropolitan Museum of Art
during that Christmas season in New York. The exhibition presented works by
the creative masters of the period: Paul Poiret, who at the beginning of this
century liberated clothing with exoticism and a flair for the dramatic; Coco
Chanel, who created simpie but elegant clothes for the modern woman, much
like a fashion producer for the times; Eisa Schiaparelli, who designed clothes
with an aesthetic inspired by her association with artists; and Madeleine
Vionnet. This was the first exhibition which elevated the status of
dressmaking, recognizing it as an art. This project was realized through the
efforts of Mrs. Diana Vreeland, from whom | received great personal
encouragement from the time she was the editor-in-chief of Vogue magazine.

No other exhibition excited me then as a young designer as much. In
dby Vi

have been created. The impression was similar to the wonder one feels at the

particulariwas t'sworks, deringhow such clothes could
sight of 8 woman emerging from bathing, draped only in a single piece of
beautiful cioth. It was probably awe fromthe realizationthather basgicconcept
of the relationship between the body and cloth is the basis of all ciothing.
Vionnet's clothes transcended her times.

Then, with my usual impulsiveness, | started thinking of bringing the entire
exhibition to Japan: | wanted to show it to everyone there.

| asked Mrs. Vreeland about my idea: “lf you can do everything by yourself,
go right ahead...[but it probably would be impossible],” she replied.

Leaving ail the details of the hassle which followed for another occasion, in
the spring of 1975, the exhibition “The Tens, Twenties, and Thirties: Inventive
Clothes, 1909-1939” opened miraculously at the National Mussum of Modern
Art,Kyoto, with the help of Mr. Koichi Tsukamoto, Mrs, Kazuko Koike, and many
other friends and acquaintances | involved in this project. In preparation for
this exhibition, | traveled to all parts of Europe and America to obtain
permission to exhibit the various costumes and accessories. For that purpose,
Imet Mme.Yvonne Deslandres of the Union Francais des Artes du Costume. At
thetime, the UFAC existed in an old buiiding on Boulevard Malesherbes. Sitting
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on the landing of a spiral staircase, she removed one by one from white boxes:
dresses by Vionnet, like the “robe of feathers” from an oid Japanese folk tale.
It was springtime in Paris, and | still remember the scene as clearly as | do the
sunlight shining through the fresh green of the young follage.

| thought then that the statue of the Nike had been reincarnated in the
dresses of Vionnet. She had captured the most beautiful aspect of classical
Greek aesthetics: the body and movemaent.

Today, it is common understanding that one of the fundamentals of
dressmaking lies in the relationship between the human body and the fabric
itself. But as the designer turns more and more professional, it becomes
tempting to head toward style, decoration, and the current trend, and easy to
forget the body beneath. Vionnet, who worked at the beginning of the 20th
century, never forgot this basic concept.

Vionnet's clothes are based on the dynamics of movement, and they never
stray from this fundamental ideology. Each pin-tuck, each embroidery motif,
isgivenan expression, while the fabrics are etastic and flexible and flow about
the body of the wearer, creating beauty in harmony with movement. On the
wearer, the garment and the body, as well as one’s emotions and human nature,
come together in the form of the dress.

itwasthe bias cut, Vionnet discovered, thatmade this freedom of expression
in clothing possible, but her contributions do not snd there. Her quiet passion
for work without compromises led to many innovations in cutting techniques
—the development of soft yet pliable fabrics as well as double-sided fabrics,
and the invention of machines to sew blas‘ fabrics —all of which are legacies
inthe history of fashion. Nor can we ignore the significance of Vionnet's efforts
to modernize the industry, including the changes she brought about in her

organization, which comprised more than 1,000 amployees.

“If a woman smiles, her dress must also smile,” said Vionnet, who had
discovered that one of the joys inlifeis expressed by the relationshipbetween
the body and the fabric surrounding it. The philosophy of ‘this “silent
revolutionary” who had devoted her entire tlife to the creation of a new
aesthetic filled with grace, poetry, and classicism is marvelously capturedin
this simple statement.

Vionnet's work andhervisionofhereraand humanity have always impressed
me deeply. However, our times are not the same as hers. As a person engaged
in creative work today, looking toward the 21st century, | must try to maintain
a distance. To make a goal of Vionnet is much like carrying a double-edged
blade: Itpromi d

aswellas foritcantrapus asthoughinside

a labyrinth.
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Vionnet’s passion and spirit have been carried on by Mrs. Betty Kirke, the
author of this book. The comprehensive contents of this book are the fruit of
Mrs. Kirke's perseverance. She has probed through enormous amounts of
reference and dresses, researching in Paris, London, and New York to seek
out ali the mystery and enchantment of Vionnet. Mrs. Kirke has spent nearly
20 years studying Mme. Yionnet. Although many pecple were aware of the
designer's greatness, it was a difficult task which no one had dared to
undertake in the past. Thanks to Mrs. Kirke, we are able to presarve and to
pass on the precious legacy of Madeleine Vionnet.

In addition, there is great significance in the fact that this book has first
been published in Japan and not in Europe or in America, proving that clothes
have now become an international language. Through the efforts of Mr.
Yoshiharu Fukuhara, president of Shiseldo, who mediated the publication; Mr.
Ryutaro Adachi, president of Kyuryudo, who published this book; and Mrs. Jun
Kanai in New York—and through the talents of the editorial staff, Mrs. Harumi
Tokai and Mrs. Motoko Naruse, who, together with Mrs. Kirke, have made it

ent book has

highly informative as well as visually stimulating—a gnifi
come into the world.
toffer my heartfelt applause to all those who have contributed to making this

book possible, and | hope the spirit of Vionnet reaches out to many.

Tokyo, summer 1991 Issey Miyake
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Avant de connaitre Madame Vionnet, j'ai fait connaissance avec ses robes.

Emerveillé par sa mystérieuse lechnique construite dans e biais, qui a mon
avis leur donnait une harmonie parfaite.

Depuis cette découverte, je n'ai plus eu mon esprit en repos, mais un seul
désir, essayer de rentrer dans sa maison pour découvrir les clefs du mystére,
et, c’est en 1936 que j'ai pu réaliser mon réve.

A cette époque-la, Madame Vionnet fétait ses 50 ans de couture. Tout le
personnel de la maison a défilé devant le “Maitre”, C'était la premiére fois que
je la voyais. Inutile de vous dire 4 quel point j'étais impressionné!

De ce personnage de petite taille, au nom si prestigieux, se dégageait une
trés vive intelligence, forte énergie, une autorité sans faille, une volonté de
genéral.

Etcen'estqueplustard, quandj'aieu!’honneurde lamieuxconnaitre,quejai
puconstatersonespritdefamilletrésdéveloppé, sonexceptionnelletendresse
pour son pére et son fidéle attachement 4 son personnel (entre autre, 4 ses
tétescouronnées, appellationréservée), quis'adressaituniquementaux chets
des différents services de la maison, ateliers, salons, studios de créations.

La Maison Vionnet a été une des premiéres a faire profiter a2 son personnel,
des avantages des lois sociales.

Il y avait dans sa maison, Cabinet Médical, Cabinet Dentaire, Réfactoires,
Salle de Repos!

En plus de ces appréciables qualités humanitaires, elle possédait un
remarquable pouvoir de discernement.

Quand, plus tard, elle me proposa de devenir acquéreur de sa maison de
campagne, j'ai fait en sorte de ne rien changer en ce qui concernait Ila
décoration et le confort de son ancienne chambre, pour qu’elle la retrouve
comme par le passé.

Quand elle venait passer les weekends avec moi, elle me faisait partde tous
les textes qui avaient contribué a enrichir sa remarquable expérience, tel que
“le simple est ce qu’il y a de pius difticile au monde, c'est le dernier stage de
I'expérience et le premier effort du génie”.

“T'embarquerais-tu dans la tempéte?"(surtout la continuité dans I'effort),
Toujours animée du désir d'aider les étres pour qui elle éprouvait de 'amitié
ou de la sympathie.

Par contre, le c6té mondain ne l'a jamais passionnée. Elle me racontait
qu'étant invitée a la sortie du livre de Marguerite Yourcenar, “Les Mémoires
d'Hadrien”. elle avait accepté d'y aller, s'étant rendu compte de 1'atfluence ;
subitement, elle avait changé d'idée et voulut s'en retourner.

Miss Bonney qui la connaissait bien, s’étant rendu compte de sa réaction,
eut beaucoup de mal a ia ramener.

Je m'arréterais-la.......

Mais, c'est vraiment trés peu de choses, par rapport aux qualités, au talent
que posseédait Madeleine Vionnet, qui a mon humble avis, était un étre tout a
tait exceptionnel!

Jacques Griffe
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