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A fashion performance can be described as an occupation of some space, 
a space that can be considered as a cultural product in which relations are 
created among the performers, the viewers and the fashion industry. 
Performance can be defined as a kind of gesture to attempt a border-
crossing, in some cases exceeding the frameworks of the institutionalized 
theatre. Following this approximation, some of the fashion shows can be 
interpreted as performances, if we take these special presentations also as 
a certain kind of artistic events. Besides that, the couture collections 
staged by these fashion performances often have political characteristics 
and messages too. In some cases, fashion performances have their own 
narrative techniques, as the designer is telling a story through clothes, 
garments that are not working as simple theatre costume. My paper – 
with connections between these two disciplines, performance studies and 
fashion studies – aims at presenting the intersections through evident 
examples. It also attempts to answer the question: could a performing art 
operate as communication tool between the fashion industry and the 
market. First of all if we describe catwalks by Vittorio Linfante as the most 
relevant display spaces where brands stage their collections, products, 
ideas and style (Linfante, 2019). 
0To confirm the relevance of this notion, it can be important to know, if 
the viewers of the fashion performance interpret this event as theatrical or 
not. Theatre studies of the last decades define performance as activity, 
nor the definition of through the constructed “building”. Peter Brook has 
already liberalized the definition of the theatre in which every events are 
theatre (Brook, 1996:7): ”I CAN take any empty space and call it a bare 
stage. A man walks across this empty space whilst someone else is watch-
ing him, and this is all that is needed for an act of theatre to be engaged. 
Yet when we talk about theatre this is not quite what we mean. Red 
curtains, spotlights, blank verse, laughter, darkness, these are all 
confusedly superimposed in a messy image covered by one all-purpose 
word.” 

Following this statement any human action – included catwalk shows –  
can be defined as theatre. The purpose of this paper is not to insert 
fashion performances and/or catwalk shows in a broad sense of 
theatricality, rather it tries to alloy it with an economic perspective. 
Although their relationship with theatre is doubtless. The genre of 
performance has always been built on borrowed segments from theatre 
(e.g. scenic elements, clothes as costume), the roots of fashion studies 
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and theatre studies are, in this sense the same. Theorist approaching from 
the „performance” (both in fashion or in theatre). These approaches 
examine the role of human body and space in performance, and they also 
highlight the problem of ephemerality. Theatre studies and fashion studies 
approach theatrical productions and fashion shows along the same 
questions. From an early phase, theatre studies have reflected on 
questions like whether a theatrical piece can be regarded as art, whether 
the production born on stage is art, and whether the person of the 
actor/actress can be thought of as an artist. Although such questions 
might seem anachronistic for present-day theatre studies, an early 
example for such an inquiry is Edward Gordon Craig’s 1908 essay on the 
Über-marionette (Lyons, 1964). Craig was a director himself, and he 
thought that theatre could not be regarded as art, because the actor’s 
performance was always a subject to his/her own emotions, and because 
the human body could serve as an artistic material. The actor’s 
performance cannot become a piece of art, it is more like a series of 
confessions. On the other hand, the production itself, because of its own 
nature, is very transient. Craig thought that a production could only reach 
the status of art through permanence. 

 
Fashion on the boundary of art or an unbounded art? 
 
Nonetheless, obviously because of being a much younger discipline, 
fashion studies are still informed by this question, and the debate about 
whether fashion is an art has been going on since the 1990s (Hollander, 
1993; Miller, 2007; Vinken, 2005; Wilson, 2003). At the same time, it has 
become clear that scholars outside fashion studies are also interested in 
this question. Renowned behavioural scientist George B. Sproles claims 
that aesthetes’ approach to fashion studies are habitually ignored, often 
representing the position that the purpose of aesthetics is the study of art 
in general, and not the study of fashion. However, this position fails to 
take into account that fashion is an essentially aesthetic product, and that 
this calls for an aesthetic component in fashion theories, too (Sproles, 
1985:63). Critics regularly question whether it is legitimate to talk about a 
‘work of art’ in connection with an object like a dress, which is subject of 
mass production and has simultaneously become a capitalist commodity 
(Minney, 2017). Michael Boodro questions the artistic nature of fashion 
precisely because of its commercial and frivolous nature (Boodro, 
1990:120). Fashion studies experts Anna Hollander, Elizabeth Wilson and 
Sanda Miller, on the other hand, agree that fashion should be regarded as 
a fundamentally cultural phenomenon, and as a form of visual arts. Ginger 
Gregg-Duggan suggests that fashion and art has always mutually inspired 
and encouraged each other (Duggan, 2001:243). Sung Bok-Kim’s (2001) 
empirical studies try to reinforce the same. Studying fashion reviews in art 
magazines, Bok-Kim concludes that the postmodern world is not inimical 
to an understanding of fashion as art, because fashion is an expression of 
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postmodern aesthetics, just like art (Bok-Kim, 2001:70). One of Sung-
Bok’s examples for the close relationship between fashion and art is the 
cooperation between avant-garde, Bauhaus, Russian constructivist and 
surrealistic artists with fashion designers. One possible explanation for 
such a cooperation is the artists’ dissatisfaction with contemporary 
fashion. Elsa Schiaparelli’s work with surrealist artists is particularly 
emphasized here. On the other hand, Sung-Bok adds that fashion reviews 
in art magazines have a tendency of presenting fashion as subordinated to 
art, whereas editors of fashion magazines like Harper’s Bazaar are more 
inclined to search for differences instead of similarities between art and 
fashion. Whenever fashion is deprived of its artistic dimensions, however, 
it also entails the neglect of fashion as a subject of fine art and 
photography. The most radical position is probably represented by 
Barbara Vinken, who defines fashion in the following manner: “Fashion is 
defined as the art of the perfect moment, of the sudden, surprising and 
yet obscurely expected harmonious apparition – the Now at the threshold 
of an immediate future. But its realization is, at the same time, its 
destruction” (Vinken, 2005:42). 

Such an approach to fashion is similar to Fischer-Lichte’s concept of 
performance, according to which performance destroys itself at the very 
moment of its conception (Fischer-Lichte, 2008). Thus, Vinken’s and 
Fischer-Lichte’s definitions focus on the performance, and essentially 
reject the possibility of identical repetition. Such a definition is probably 
even more useful for the description of fashion performances, which often 
derive from a blending of different domains of art, a good example of 
which is Alexander McQueen’s 1999 Art Class show (McQueen, 1999), 
presented in the New York Metropolitan Museum of Art. McQueen often 
involves the body of the model in the process of “creation,” the model is 
not a puppet wearing and presenting the dress, performing on the 
catwalk. The model is much more for him than a mere uniformed hanger, 
who has to negotiate certain situations on stage, like in the 1998 Joan 
fashion show (McQueen, 1998) where a model had to move within a ring 
of fire, although her spatial awareness was severely hindered by the 
textile fixed on her head and completely covering her eyes. These require 
significantly more concentration and better problem-solving skills from the 
model, but in return ask for a more complex reception from the audience 
of the fashion performance. The Art Class (McQueen, 1999) fashion show 
is a good example of how the fashion industry reflects on the question 
whether it can be regarded as an art. The exhibitions of the collections of 
designers and history of fashion exhibitions can also be regarded as a 
response to the same problem. If we think of the museum as a 
representational space of art, then the appearance of garments and 
accessories in this space suggests that fashion products themselves are 
works of art, or at least that fashion is thus placed in an artistic context. 
Conversely, if we think of fashion shows – and in particular fashion 
performances – as inherent works of art, then the audience of the 
exhibitions may rightly ask whether the exhibited objects are mere relics 
of that art? We should also bear in mind that in the case of both fashion 
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shows and performances, it is precisely their occasional nature that 
hinders the classification of the created thing as an objectified work of art. 

 
Fashion performances as communication tools between industry 
and market? 
 
Fashion shows in general are sales promotion mechanism in the clothing 
industry and also widely recognized cultural events, they are „a biannual 
presentation of a new clothing collection on moving bodies for an 
audience” (Skov et al., 2009). The basic idea of this statement is that, 
fashion shows are methods of selling clothes to a select customer base. 
Fashion shows also had a central role in the development of modern 
fashion industry (Evans, 2001:271). Caroline Evans tries to provide a 
historical overview of fashion shows in her study The Enchanted 
Spectacle. Evans stresses that from the very beginning fashion shows 
have maintained a relationship with art, theatre, film, and of course, with 
consumer culture. Evans also emphasises the complex relationship 
between fashion shows and the capitalist spectacle (Evans, 2001:272). 
She describes how fashion shows became a mass event, that is, a 
potential means of mass entertainment. According to her, in the wake of 
the changing nature of the show (focusing more and more on the 
spectacle), the audience has also become much more heterogeneous. 
Fashion designers were more and more expected to produce a spectacle 
with their shows, and the role of the models also became more complex, 
which is illustrated by the example of Alexander McQueen’s and John 
Galliano’s fashion performances from the 1990s (Evans, 2001:301). My 
starting point is coming from Vittorio Linfante fashion scholar, who 
described the catwalk space as the most relevant display, when brands 
stage their ideas and collections (Linfante, 2019). Linfante also considers 
the changing of the modern fashion system, and suggests that fashion 
shows are conversed by the transformation of catwalks to fashion 
performances, but he does not point out the connection between the 
fashion performances and theatre studies. From my point of view, fashion 
performance is a complex phenomenon that is moving in the border of art 
and communication and through this it connects industry and market. This 
character can be perceived mostly if we approach it from both economic 
perspective and from the point of view of the theatre studies. The special 
narrative of fashion performances cannot be interpreted exclusively by the 
ingredients borrowed from the theatre (scenography, music, lights). The 
fashion performance is able to express the contemporary culture correctly 
and that way if it is examined from the viewpoint of the theatre theories 
like Edward Gordon Craig’s “Übermarionette Concept”, the “Invisible 
Theatre” of Augusto Boal or Antonin Artaud’s “Theatre of Cruelty”. 
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Spectacle fashion shows as experience  
 
As Celia Lury noticed, fashion brands, especially with their branding 
system are creating commodity meaning (Lury, 2004). On the basis of 
this approach, Louise Crewe adds that the technological innovation has a 
key role in the creation of new retail spaces (Crewe, 2017). In fact, with 
the rise of the social media, fashion is more accessible than ever and 
forcing the designer to create spectacle fashion shows. Catwalk shows 
with see now buy now options and live feeds are all competing for the 
customers’ graces. Besides that, technology has changed the consumers 
view of fashion – the constant search for novelty – as they do not want to 
wait six month after the fashion show to buy items. Finally, it should be 
noted that social media plays a part in the changing of fashion show 
traditions too. The fashion performance is only one type of manifestation 
of this effect, having number of tools to influence the consumers’ 
emotions. Törőcsik in her book “Consumer Society: insight, trends and 
buyers” tries to link the shopping experience with Gerald Schulze’s 
concept of the Experience Society (Schulze, 2008). She is extensively 
focusing to the consumers’ behaviour and in this context experience-
oriented shopping is mentioned by her (Törőcsik, 2017: 389). A process is 
experience oriented if the consumers enjoy the shopping, gain 
experiences and associate them with a positive content. Törőcsik mentions 
two categories of the experience-oriented shopping: the process oriented 
and the results oriented. From my point of view it is evident that fashion 
performances even with see now buy now option belong to the process 
oriented category. Besides that, luxury fashion is existing with the content 
of illusion, the merchandise presentation is also seemed to be important. 
In this process the fashion performance is a kind of marketing tool.  
Fashion weeks are working as a cultural event, which are pointing in the 
direction of art, for the purpose of entertainment. Fashion weeks with 
fashion performances melt together the entertainment and shopping in a 
radical way.  It is also significant for the consumers to feel that the 
“shopping-hunting” was successful. At this point, see now buy now option 
makes it possible to cut the 6 month waiting time, nobody has to wait 
long lasting and fashion objects that are being presented in the catwalk 
can be bought instantly. Naturally, this trend is connected with the 
aggressive gaining and rapid transcription of fast fashion brands (Zara, 
H&M etc).  Luxury fashion brands are forced to make compromises in 
order to stay competitive in market. Keeping consumers waiting could be 
causes lost consumer, because it is well known that “fashion spies” are 
stealing new trends directly from the catwalk and those garments are 
cheaply produced and launched into market, before the dressmakers and 
tailors of luxury brands could prepare them. According to recent 
researches, in addition, the actual mood of the consumer, the waiting time 
in shopping also affect the success of shopping. Törőcsik remarks that: 
“Shopping is a complex human activity, the understanding its driving 
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forces are hard but it is not impossible to figure out” (Törőcsik, 
2017:392). 

Because of its complex feature many other factors could also be 
examined in the case of fashion industry. One of the problems which I 
wish to emphasize is the question of the consumer involvement that 
indicates in which extent the customers are affected emotionally into this 
process. There are two – High Involvement and Low Involvement – 
categories are distinguished (Törőcsik, 2017: 437). These are also 
important indicators in building of the marketing strategy and also to 
certify the actual position of the customers. The affectivity could have four 
different kinds of source, among them the personal affectivity and the 
situation are relevant in examining the fashion performances. Certainly 
neither the attractiveness of the product nor the media are negligible 
segments, but they are must not be examined on the level of the 
performance, but on the level of the fashion object.  

As a result of this new trend, Chanel has begun to utilise the simulation 
of open air conditions in more and more of their shows. In two events in 
2018, the fashion house used settings in nature, one in a “forest” 
(Lagerfeld, 2018), the other on a “beach” (Lagerfeld, 2019). The viewers 
of the show could feel themselves inside and outside at the same time, 
because even if the sea or the forest was temporarily “installed” within a 
closed space, the physical boundaries of the fashion show – the walls – 
reminded the audience of the artificiality of the spectacle, and of the 
reality of the actual closed space. A “sea” created this way can be nothing 
but artificial, and the sea itself calls attention to this. In these shows, the 
models are just walking through the runway, and their body does 
contribute to the process of creation, but they are not supposed to tell a 
story, and the spectacle is solely generated by the simulation of space. 
Besides, the viewers of the fashion show are still entitled to their 
comfortability in the situation, which is not true of Alexander McQueen’s 
shows. In the Voss 2001 Spring/Summer fashion show (McQueen, 2001), 
the viewers might have felt uncomfortable when they saw models locked 
by the designer in glass cages, acting as if they were trying to get out. 
The feeling of discomfort was caused not only by their inability to help, 
but also by the glass surfaces that were constantly reflecting the viewers’ 
reflections and corporeal reality. In fact, the members of the audience had 
the bitter experience of the fashion performance. 

In order to understand the fashion performances, as experience-based 
communication tools between market and fashion industry we have to 
explore their borrowed segments from art (including theatre) and accept 
Oliver Assouly’s perspective from the economics sociology. His assumption 
is that visuality is a key component of the contemporary aesthetic 
capitalism (Assouly, 2008). On the basic of this approach, Louise Crewe’s 
idea is also determinative in her The Geographies of Fashion: 
Consumption, Space, and Value comes to the following conclusion: “One 
powerful strategy has been the pursuit of an aggressive logics of 
differentiation based on the aesthetic qualities of commodities. In order to 
construct themselves as rare and desirable while simultaneously catering 
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for the demands of more inclusive and larger markets, luxury firms are 
conjoining the creative and commercial elements of their business and are 
emphasizing the symbolic and immaterial qualities of their brand” (Crewe, 
2017:83). 

Precisely, these symbolic and immaterial qualities are emphasized in 
fashion performances. Meanwhile, these above mentioned fashion shows 
are extremely expensive for the luxury fashion brands, because of their 
unbelievably high costs. Brands are investing huge amount of money into 
their fashion shows/fashion performances. The viewers – because they 
feel themselves to be involved into these events and are able to take part 
in this social and cultural experience – are committed to purchase much 
sooner. If the performance is connected with see now buy now occasion 
they moreover have to make a rapid decision whether they wish to buy 
the presented items or not at the moment. As Ginger Gregg-Duggan 
noticed: „Today, it is not unheard of for a major design house like 
Christian Dior or Chanel to spend five million dollars on a show that may 
last only twenty minutes. In addition to the gap between expense and 
profit, designers are often criticized for staging shows that are 
uncomfortably close to prearranged media events designed to “encourage” 
positive critical reviews (Davis, 1992:141-142). The proximity of these 
events to theatre and entertainment fuels criticisms citing fashion’s 
frivolity, deflecting attention from clothing” (Duggan, 2006:245). 

These performances are also important in distinguishing the luxury 
brands, and at the same time they present creative ideas of the designers. 
The sensation of the catwalk show reaches the consumers due to the 
fashion journalist (nowadays, mostly broadcasted social media or even by 
the press). In their paper, Skov, Skjold, Moeran, Larsen and Fabian are 
pointing out the following connection between the economic and art 
theory approach in the perspective of fashion shows through Howard 
Becker’s work on Art Words: “According to Becker’s definition, art worlds 
are defined as networks of people whose cooperative activity, organized 
via their joint knowledge of conventional means of doing things, produces 
the kind of art works that the art world is noted for (Becker, 1982). In this 
way, an art world is a connecting system that lies between production and 
consumption” (Skov et al., 2009:4). 

The question is given: could the fashion performance be artistic if it is 
made for the market from the beginning? Such a kind of event, being 
completed with the see now by now model that move the participants to 
make impulsive decisions could be an artistic or rather a marketing 
strategy? On the basis of this approach the notion of the fashion 
performance as an artistic event or fashion performance as 
communication tool between market and industry are not an opposition 
rather a kind of connection.  
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Conclusion 
 
This paper has sought to describe fashion performances which are good 
examples for the blurring and deconstruction of the boundaries between 
artistic event and fashion industry’s branding strategy. As noted earlier, 
fashion shows have become increasingly spectacular since the 1980s-90s. 
Caroline Evans, in her paper providing a historical overview of fashion 
shows supposes a complex relationship between fashion shows and the 
capitalist spectacle (Evans, 2001:272). Discussing the transformation of 
fashion shows, she also highlights the heterogenization of the audience, 
and the altered role of the models. In their analysis, Skov, Skjold, 
Moeran, Larsen and Fabian are noticed that fashion show is an art form 
and works as a theatrical frame (Skov et al., 2009:7). In so doing, it has 
mediated between production and consumption, just like theatre does 
(Skov et al., 2009:28). In my viewpoint, fashion performances can be 
described through questions of fashion studies and theatre studies, like 
the role of the model’s body and space in performance, but they 
nonetheless carry the impression of the economic perspective. It cannot 
be forgotten that the fashion object is such a kind of product that has got 
a constant search of novelty and keeps the requirements of the 
consumers in attention in a most complete way. Besides that, fashion 
performance changes the role of the model’s body, because the designer 
expects active contribution, that is, the performance of a “role” on the 
model’s part and “capitalist spectacle” also plays a key role in fashion 
performances. A different attitude in reception is expected from the 
viewers of the show: they are not only the viewers of a collection, but 
become consumers, apart from the fact whether they buy it or not. There 
are also examples of the viewers being pushed out of their comfort zones, 
when the designer forces them into a situation that is unusual for them. 
An immaterial quality is stressed in the fashion performance, an 
uncommon, spectacle event is there. Due to the sight and the emotional 
effects the communication of the brands is much easier. Because of the 
social and cultural experience and the performance experienced together 
lead the viewers to less planned decisions. Thus, opportuning of them the 
luxury fashion is able to sell its newest collections packing them in “the 
guise of theatre”.  
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