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Fashion curating
Interview with Linda Loppa
Dean Polimoda, Florence

by dorbila denegri

Walter Van Beirendonck, Ann Demeulemeester, Dries van Noten, Dirk Van Saene, Dirk
Bikkembergs, Marina Yee are the Antwerp Six, the well-known group that came out of the
fashion academy when it was managed by Linda Loppa, the present director of one of the most
prestigious Italian schools: Polimoda in Florence. In this interview Linda Loppa tells us about
the initiative for the promotion of young talents entitled Polimoda Fashion Week which has
spread all over Florence; she analyses her bond with contemporary art which gave a strong
imprinting to her activity and to her way of conceiving fashion; and she helps us define the
“fashion curator”: a figure emerging at the intersection between the world of art and the world

of fashion.

D.D. I would like to begin our conversation talking about the backdrop of our meeting: a city
diffusely enlivened by the great number of initiatives devoted to fashion and to young talents...
a series of exhibitions and events taking place in institutional venues, like the Marino Marini
Museum or the Florence National Library, and in places which offered themselves in a more
immediate way to the public and to citizens, like the streets and the windows of the most
prestigious fashion designers... Let’s start with the “occupation” of the windows and with the
interaction with the urban fabric: Polimoda Fashion Week gave young designers the possibility
to show their creations at Hermés, Emilio Pucci, Max Mara, Versace and other great designers’
boutiques, ideally linking Florence to Antwerp and Ghent, the two cities where for several
years a similar event has taken place, which not only involves young creatives, but relies on
the experience and the collaboration of internationally established curators like Jan Hoet in the

case of this year’s Vitrine — Gent. Are these initiatives linked in any way?

LL: About ten years ago I started a similar experience in Antwerp entitled Vetrine and I owe
the inspiration, at least some of it, to Jan Hoet himself, a very charismatic curator, able to act
as a real cultural catalyst. Of course I remember his Documenta 9, but it was the Chambres
d’Amis 1986 exhibition which convinced me to follow contemporary art more closely, so much
so that it represented a turning point in my life in the truest sense of the word. The way this
exhibition emphasized the harmony between art and daily life struck me deeply and after
meeting Anton Herbert, one of the greatest and most refined collectors in Belgium, I couldn’t
avoid taking a radical step: I sold my house and my husband and I bought a large space of

about 1500 square metres at the port of Antwerp. This space has become our new home and



the headquarters of the Micheline Szwajcer Gallery, where over the years we have seen some
extraordinary exhibitions and lived side by side with important artists like Daniel Buren,
Luciano Fabro, Giovanni Anselmo, to mention but a few. Thanks to the new perspective that
contemporary art opened up for me, I found new ways to present fashion outside traditional
contexts, facing what has always been the greatest challenge: to attribute a symbolic and

semantic value to a specific item of clothing.

D.D. How do you rate your first Florence experience and, most of all, what kind of future

developments can you foresee for Polimoda Fashion Week?

L.L. The experiences developed in my years of activity in Belgium gave me the possibility to
take a new direction in Florence with the first edition of Polimoda Fashion Week, which was
welcomed with great enthusiasm by the participants and by the public. I took personal care of
all the single segments of this event in the various venues, whether or not institutional; I
matched the students’ works with the show windows where they were placed, always taking
into account the correspondence between styles and themes. For example the young designer
Elena Savasta, who created a wonderful leather item inspired by Africa and initiation rites, was
exhibited in the Hermes window because this year’s collection shows references to the Masai
culture. Besides fashion students, who exhibited their models and interacted with the
Ferragamo maison’s creative legacy, I also wanted to involve the marketing students in a
peculiar accompaniment exercise, not only marketing but also conceptual, within the initiative
titled La sfilata delle parole [Fashion Show of Words]. I also wanted to open a direct dialogue
with the young creatives of the city, with a meeting in the historical literary café Giubbe Rosse.
That has allowed me to discover the existence of a substratum, a creative humus which is very
interesting and quite new. Florence is like a mille-feuille cake, it is a city composed of several
layers with few points of contact between each layer. This is the challenge for the next edition:
to find a way to create interconnections between craftsmanship, jewellery, the great names of
fashion design and the young creatives of the various social strata whose interest for fashion,

creativity, art and culture should be stimulated much more.

D.D. I remember that a few years ago, when Germano Celant and Ingrid Sischy curated the
Fashion Biennale in Florence, fierce controversies broke out due to the presence of fashion
designers in places normally used for art displays. Now, with the initiative promoted by
Polimoda, we see students and emerging designers create a dialogue with the spiritual legacy
of an important Italian artist like Marino Marini... Does that mean that the way to see fashion
has changed as well as its relationship with what we consider art and culture in the strictest

sense of the word?



L.L. I think that the situation is gradually changing. We had a very positive experience with the
institutions which were very generous with our students. As I mentioned, I am fascinated by
the possibility to present an item of clothing in a different context and to consider it as the
conveyor of meanings which help us reflect on cultural and social phenomena, just like a work
of art. I don’t deny that there are differences: a work of art is always a work of art and it lasts
forever; a piece of clothing generally has a short life, but it can lead different “lives” - within a
collection which anticipates the season’s trends; in chain stores; it can live a new life as a
vintage item or it can be kept and treated with care in an archive. Or it can be exhibited in a
museum which will recode its meaning putting it into a specific historical perspective or in
relation with other artefacts whose semantic values help us define some cultural and social

movements.

D.D. Going back to important stages of your professional career, like the period in which you
directed the Hogeschool Antwerpen, one of the most experimental and cutting edge fashion
schools, or the FFI Flanders Fashion Institute foundation, and the MoMu Fashion Museum in
Antwerp, I would like to ask you what were the most important aspects of your training and if

you would define yourself a fashion curator.

L.L. Contemporary art, which I've been following closely, has been of great importance for my
training, especially when art and fashion were presented next to each other, as in the 1996
Fashion Biennale in Florence. In the nineties there was much talk about body and corporality in
art, and this reflection, carried on by Germano Celant and Ingrid Sischy, but also by some
curators and critics, was very stimulating. I could mention also another fundamental influence:
the book by Caroline Evans, Fashion at the Edge, an extraordinary analysis of contemporary
fashion which offers a reading that is more profound than usual, tracing in fashion the same
symptoms we had detected in the art production of the nineties: a dramatic and perturbing
end-of-the-century image. I was so impressed by this book that I tried to translate it into an
exhibition created with Judith Clark at the MoMu and at the London Victoria & Albert Museum,
entitled Malign Muses - When Fashion Turns Back, an investigation of the relationship between
fashion and history and, at the same time, a story of alienation, traumas, shadows and ghosts
resurfacing through the creations of experimental fashion. Although I had various professional

experiences, my greatest passion is always organising exhibitions.

D.D. The new figure of the fashion curator has emerged in the last few years. In fact you have
included it in the didactic curriculum offered by Polimoda Institute. This introduces another
interesting subject: what is a “fashion curator”? Is there a particular difference between a

contemporary art curator and a fashion curator?



L.L. I think that the creation of an exhibition requires great attention in three specific fields: I
would identify the first with research. Personally I often acted spontaneously and intuitively in
my thematic choices, but I always investigated the themes so that I could present them in
such a way as to be historically faithful and at the same time not too academic or déja vu. It is
important to be faithful to history, but what counts is to interpret and recontextualize in a
contemporary way. The second fundamental element is to build a relationship with space: the
real ability of the curator is in translating his or her ideas inside the available space. The third
relevant aspect, in my opinion, has to do with communication and didactics: curators have to
know how to explain convincingly the reason of their choices and to give the audience the
possibility to understand and learn. Many artists, as well as many designers, have the ability to
present their creations in an appealing and spectacular way, offering the audience a
remarkable esthetical experience, but it is the job of the curator to build a bridge with the

public based on contents, history and on the concepts which give a meaning to the ensemble.



