	Haute topic (Couture) - The relevance of high fashion 

With two fashion weeks during August drawing attention to haute couture, Pursuit deemed it appropriate to dedicate some space to that high fashion entity, the couturier. Cindy Lee Moritz considers just how relevant high fashion is in South Africa right now.
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Haute couture has always been put on a pedestal in the world of clothing and textiles. It is the rarefied realm inhabited by the very talented, extremely particular, über-hardworking and truly dedicated in the garment business. According to Pauline Weston Thomas, owner of Fashion-Era.com, only around 3000 women in the entire world can afford to buy garments at this echelon. However, most would agree that haute couture indulges most girls' fantasies when it comes to fashion. It's like watching a soap opera: you don't necessarily want that life, but it's great to see how drama is taken to the extreme. 

Authentic Haute Couture
Haute couture is French for high fashion, 'haute' meaning 'high' or 'elegant', 'couture' meaning 'dressmaking' or 'sewing'. A haute couture model garment, explains Pauline, is the ultimate in hand customised fashion design, where the garment is made up specifically for the wearer, and involves an entire process of fittings - strictly by appointment only - complete with vendeuse, a glorified shop assistant who attends to the customer's every need. The market for customised garments for fashion purposes is fairly minimal in South Africa. Aside from a bride, bridesmaid or mother-of-the-bride splurging on a once-in-a-lifetime frock, you won't find enough takers for tailor-made couture to sustain it as an industry in this country. Even in France, where haute couture is embedded in the culture, the actual dressmaking side of the business isn't what keeps it buoyant. It would come as no surprise to those of you who've bought Thierry Mugler's Angel, a Dior lipstick, or Chanel eyewear, that fragrance, make-up and accessories have become the bread and butter of the luxury goods industry, with haute couture the high profile marketing tool that lures fashion followers to the brands. It was Coco Chanel who famously said, "Fashion is not only a matter of clothing," after all. It was her first designs and innovations that were recognised and adopted by the stars in Hollywood; but she also conceived of the two-tone slingback - tan at the foot and black at the toe - and added a chain to her handbag when she tired of holding it. When fabric was in short supply during the First World War, she used jersey, which had only been used before for men's underwear, and created dresses out of it that have since become timeless classics. Chanel has gone down in history as 'fashion's first true problem solver' as a result of such bold decisions, and a leaf can and should be taken from her book in making haute couture relevant in today's world.

Fashion matters
During the war in Iraq earlier this year, the Oscars in Los Angeles, USA, were 'toned down' to create a more appropriate atmosphere. Just before that, however, the fall 2003 collections went on as normal, barely acknowledging a civilization on the brink of war. In a typically insightful observation, editor Sally Singer at US fashion bible Vogue had this to say of the general lack of concern: "It had become apparent that fashion matters precisely because it doesn't really matter or, rather, it matters differently. Enjoying great design - as an aesthetic thrill or a diversion or a means of personal empowerment - does not undermine that state of moral alertness that most of us attempt to maintain in trying times." She comments later, "Fashion may be fun, but it's also a reality. We all get dressed in the morning, and we all would like to look our best." While it may be relative in terms of translating what it is to 'look our best', it would hardly be the norm for us all to pull on a design or outfit that was modelled on the runways at the season's showings.

Made to Measure vs Ready-to-Wear
Of course, there are so few who can really afford to splurge on haute couture. Which is where ready-to-wear, or Prêt a Porter, makes its entrance. As Pauline Weston Thomas puts it, "Haute couture is the prestigious front for French creative fashion and original design. This ultimately translates into the lesser priced but still costly designer label known as Prêt a Porter, or ready-to-wear." It is the ready-to-wear segment of the industry that has the capacity to create a significant amount of jobs, and is tied in to the brand extensions such as accessories or perfume. The couture design house is sustained through worldwide sales on a large scale. The Prêt a Porter Paris is feted as the fashion industry's premier showcase, where the newest trends are shaped, where "the entire industry gathers as tomorrow's signature looks are created". A considerable number of exhibitors - 1200 - choose it as a platform to show their label's range for the coming season, and it covers ready-to-wear brands, designer imprints and accessory brands. Ready-to-wear is really where the business of fashion lies. So what can be said of high fashion in South Africa? Elle fashion editor, Tracey Pywell perceives couture in this country as catering to a more sophisticated and conservative woman. "The woman in South Africa who can afford to spend on couture is this kind of customer," she says, "and as a result the designs tend to be on the conservative side. That's the difference between here and overseas, the market for more cutting edge couture doesn't really exist here because we can't afford to support that type of industry." But with a bigger and more affluent market in countries like America or in Europe, Tracey believes we have talented-enough people who could create with those customers in mind. "Personally, I think a lot of our designers should be doing couture and exporting," she says, and cites Marion & Lindie, Klûk, and Warrick Gautier for the Jenni Button label as just three examples of designers with the quality product and the capability to cater for the export market. Gavin Rajah has already opened a ready-to-wear outlet in the UK, and Clive Rundle has become a regular at the USA International Fashion Shows in New York. Tracey visits the fashion weeks here to get the inside view on the local designer trend direction, how they interpret the coming season's look, and to give our designers an opportunity to make their own mark. "From the perspective of a fashion editor, it's a pleasure to be able to look locally instead of internationally for trend direction," she remarks, "and our designers need to be confident enough to show their own trends that the local media can support, and make relevant for the South African market and consumer. It's nice when they Africanise something," she adds. Which brings us back to the question of just how relevant the sort of high fashion we see on the catwalks is in our country today. Clearly, it has its place and it has its function: as an outlet for creativity and a benchmark for aspirant designers, we need this type of showpiece; as a marketing tool for that of which South African couturiers are capable, it serves well. But let that not be where the design ends, because when the few takers have snapped up the designer wear, the business of high fashion needs to continue. The talented fashion designers of South Africa should be modelling themselves on their international counterparts when it comes to their brands. Personally, I can't wait to buy my first pair of Klûk designer sunglasses. And I'll bet there are plenty more takers out there too!
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