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Foreword 

Sarah Scaturro 
Cleveland Museum of Art 

Fashion Studies is a dynamic and porous field. Having been in it for over twenty 
years, I often find myself following news of upcoming and recent publications 
to see how its borders are changing and how it is absorbing perspectives from 
other disciplines. My interest was piqued over a year ago when a call for 
contributions landed in my email inbox for a forthcoming book aiming to 
redress issues related to the traditionally restrictive curatorial practices 
inherent in Western fashion museology. The editor, Kenna Libes, was happily 
familiar to me, as we both had graduated from the Fashion Institute of Technology’s 
(FIT) Fashion and Textile Studies: History, Theory, and Museum Practice MA 
program (although I had preceded her by over a decade), and were concurrently 
doctoral students at Bard Graduate Center. While I had wanted to contribute 
something to her project, I let the opportunity pass since, at the time, I was 
diligently finishing my dissertation on the professionalization of dress curation 
and textile conservation, in addition to my role as the chief conservator of the 
Cleveland Museum of Art. Yet, I recognized that I should remain aware of her 
book’s publishing, as it would assuredly be one of those texts that marked a 
rupture with the older ways of doing fashion museology.  

A few months later, I was pleasantly surprised and honored when Kenna 
contacted me, asking if I might be interested in writing the forward for her 
book. She explained that she understood that I was constantly observing the 
field (she was right!) and that my years of experience in museums conserving, 
curating, and archiving fashion, as well as my advocacy for museum workers, 
would be helpful in situating her book for readers. Additionally, my deep 
understanding of fashion conservation, a sub-specialization of textile 
conservation, could contextualize and support Kenna’s laser focus on how the 
mechanics of fashion museology—aspects like mannequins, checklists, and 
conservation treatments—are essential to understanding and directing the 
message of fashion in museums. Kenna perceptively understood her project as 
revealing possible futures of fashion museology through exploring how fashion’s 
missing masses have already been found, and that my time in the field coincided 
with the shift that her book demonstrated.  

I began my graduate education in fashion museology at the turn of the 
twenty-first century. My schooling exposed me to fashion and textile history 
and theory, fiber science, curatorial praxis, archiving, and conservation as I 
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studied the methods of how to curate, preserve, and manage fashion collections. I 
learned to dress mannequins from June Bové, who had mounted Diana 
Vreeland’s exhibitions at the Costume Institute, Metropolitan Museum of Art 
during the 1980s.1 Like many of my fellow alumna from FIT’s Fashion and Textile 
Studies program, as a student, I was in awe of, and somewhat intimidated by 
this tall, elegantly dressed, and opinionated woman so vigorously wrangling 
mannequins. She demanded that we study inside and out the garments that we 
handled, usually through creating drawings that detailed every seam, proportion, 
and even condition. She taught us that to mount a garment properly, we needed to 
envision and then fashion the body that once wore it. She showed us how every 
good costume mounting endeavor included underwear—or at least the 
approximation of it. Bové also insisted that we study anatomy, clarifying that what 
we were doing was not just filling space between the mannequin and garment, 
but creating proxy musculatures and fat deposits. We were to create flesh.  

Although it was a comprehensive education, there was little that I was taught 
about the power dynamics of representation inherent within fashion museology. I 
had started my studies not soon after Joanne Entwistle published her 
groundbreaking 2000 book The Fashioned Body, which asserted that every 
body was a dressed body.2  Her insistence on the body as “fleshy” instantly 
grounded dress into the everyday and for everybody.3  Although Entwistle’s 
work quickly made impact in the academy, it took a bit longer for museum 
practice to incorporate the broadening of embodied representation that The 
Fashioned Body encouraged. For example, while the mannequin dressing class 
I took in school certainly required that we honor fleshiness, the bodies we 
studied were still dominantly white, thin, and upper-class. 

As I began working in museums, I learned to attune my dressing skills to be 
not just historically and physically appropriate, but also aspirational. What do 
I mean by that? I learned I could move the flesh around on a mannequin, for 
example, by shifting padding to the back, so that I could safely support a 
garment internally while making it look thinner when viewed from the front. It 
was also in museums that I was exposed to opinions that a size eight garment 
could never be ‘chic,’ even though it might be achingly beautiful and 

                                                 
1 In my doctoral research I came across a memo from Diana Vreeland regarding June Bové 
where she lauded that Bové “is one of the few people who really cares terribly, and works 
from a different angle with all that she is inspired by.” Diana Vreeland to Jean Druesedow 
and Katell le Bourhis, interdepartmental memo, May 19, 1986, Box 24, Costume Institute 
papers, Metropolitan Museum of Art archives. 
2 Joanne Entwistle, The Fashioned Body: Fashion, Dress, and Modern Social Theory, 
Cambridge, Malden, MA: Polity Press; Blackwell, 2000. 
3 Joanne Entwistle, “Fashion and the Fleshy Body: Dress as Embodied Practice.” Fashion 
Theory 4 (3), 2000: 323–47.  
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exquisitely hand-crafted. I was taught the lesson that any garment that was not 
located within or generated from the Western high fashion industry was 
possibly second-rate, and perhaps not even worthy of collecting as a fashion 
specimen. This lesson congealed after a museum shed itself of thousands of 
garments that were categorized as ‘regional’—a coded and othering word 
meaning ‘ethnic’—in order to crystalize its collecting mandate to be only 
Western high fashion masterworks. Overall, my time in museums for the 
first fifteen years of my career, as reflected through exhibition, display, and 
collecting practices, taught me that fashion museology prioritized small-sized, 
high fashion clothes worn dominantly by upper-class white folks. Thus, 
although the field of Fashion Studies was radically widening, fashion museology 
appeared to be lagging.  

Yet, a shift was actually occurring during this time, with small pockets of 
museum practitioners pushing the field to be more permeable and expansive. 
This shift materialized through simple, yet revolutionary gestures, such as 
insisting on differently colored and shaped mannequins that were unlike the 
standard, slim, white Schläppi mannequins so often used. It also emerged 
through exhibitions that cast off the monographic narrative of designer-as-
genius or the mandatory presence of luxurious clothing of the upper and royal 
classes. There even began to be exhibitions that prioritized showing the worn, 
humanistic qualities of dress, rather than presenting an idealized, pristine 
vision. These exhibitions foregrounded the lived experiences of people with all 
bodies and from all social strata and cultures. I attempted to contribute to this 
movement in my capacity as a fashion conservator by proposing a model of 
practice that simultaneously met the restrictive and traditional fashion 
museological ‘norms’ I was expected to carry out in my daily work while still 
being intentionally flexible and expansive through foregrounding the material 
reality and the values manifested within fashion.4 I believed, and still do today, 
that my materials- and values-based fashion conservation approach could one 
day open curatorial methods beyond the limited examples I was experiencing. 

And then suddenly, this book you are reading now, Fashion’s Missing Masses, 
arrived with unassuming provocation, offering our field a consolidated and 
inspiring overview of how some fashion museum practitioners have found and 
reclaimed the “missing masses” of bodies, peoples, and cultures that have not 
been traditionally represented within fashion exhibitions. This book foremost 

                                                 
4 Sarah Scaturro, “A Materials and Values Approach to the Conservation of Fashion.” In 
ICOM-CC 18th Triennial Conference Preprints, Copenhagen, 4–8 September 2017, ed. J. 
Bridgland, art. 1907. Paris: International Council of Museums, 2017. https://www.icom-
cc-publications-online.org/1674/A-materials-and-values-based-approach-to-the- 
conservation-of-fashion  
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interrogates the limits of fashion museology and calls for us practitioners to 
exceed them. It does so by thoughtfully giving us several pathways forward, 
demonstrating how the bodies and marginalized identities that historically 
have been sidelined can become more intentionally centered. The book 
concludes with a section validating the redress of bodies and cultures within 
exhibitions through offering inspiring case studies. These collected essays 
cumulatively build on traditional fashion museological praxis by embracing a 
seepage of theory and history, thus expanding the possible points from which 
a practitioner can launch. The mere presence of this book uniquely exemplifies 
how the museology of yesterday has finally morphed into something insistently 
different. Compared to my experiences as an emerging professional years ago, 
Fashion’s Missing Masses represents a remarkable turn towards a new fashion 
museology that treats all worn heritage and all bodies as worthy of study and 
care. Appearing at a time like now, this book is a profound gesture and call to 
action that demands of us practitioners an openness and engagement with all 
that fashion museology can be. 

 



 

Introduction: 

Fashion’s Missing Masses 

Kenna Libes 
Bard Graduate Center 

This volume is a product of a shift in fashion museology. While most fashion 
exhibitions focus on clothing worn by young, slim, abled, white people, this 
paradigm is increasingly being questioned by scholars and visitors alike. In 
recent years, museum professionals and fashion historians have begun to put more 
weight on public and community interests—in part thanks to decolonization 
movements—which has resulted in panels, special journal issues, and conferences 
dedicated to reparations and representation.  

The campaign to decolonize museums is, at its core, a movement for equity. 
Museums were founded to uphold colonialist ideals of hierarchy: this thing is 
better than that thing; this is the item that matters.1 Exhibited objects are nodes 
of influence, doing work of inspiration, memory-making, and narrative formation, 
through which history is told. Behind them, often invisible, are the makers, 
collectors, donors, curators, and conservators to whom they owe either existence 
or place. While today major fashion designers and corporate sponsors often 
hold pride of place in an exhibition, the artists and craftspeople of the past are 
generally obscured. Decolonization, therefore, involves restoration and recovery: 
giving credit where it is due to remedy absences in the narrative. 

Readers may already be familiar with decolonization initiatives in museums. 
Most often, the public hears about repatriation, in which a museum returns a 
stolen object to its country or culture of origin. Historians and academics have 
probably encountered discussions centered around pedagogy and curricula, 
for which the goal is to de-center the majority—the people in power, whom the 
historical canon is constructed to venerate—and recognize the existence and 
accomplishments of marginalized populations. In fashion museums, the 
influence of decolonization can be seen both politically and physically as staff 
and visitors encourage shifts in focus around curation, collection, and display. 
Recent books published about representation in fashion and fashion education, 
such as Creating African Fashion Histories (Indiana University Press, 2022) and 
Fashion Education: The Systemic Revolution (University of Chicago Press, 2023), 

                                                 
1 Kevin Coffee, Museums and Social Responsibility: A Theory of Social Practice (Routledge, 
2022), 156. 



xxx  Introduction 

 

and New Approaches to Decolonizing Fashion History and Period Style (Routledge, 
2024), have added significantly to developing scholarship, but there has yet to 
be a volume that broadly highlights the many facets—both problems and 
successes—of representation in fashion museums.2 

The essays in this volume discuss the state of representation in museum 
collections and exhibitions of dress, primarily in the Americas, and the work of 
centering those who have been marginalized. How do museums use and frame 
objects made or worn by people who are Indigenous, disabled, LGBTQ+, fat, or 
foreign? Although many institutions are beginning to recognize the importance 
of including these populations in fashion exhibitions, few regularly do so. It is 
imperative to question where these objects exist and are housed in collections. 
Change has been publicly and loudly requested: In her 2020 article “The Incredible 
Whiteness of the Museum Fashion Collection,” New York Times fashion director 
Vanessa Friedman highlighted the hierarchical implications of major fashion 
collections, including the Metropolitan Museum of Art’s Costume Institute (CI) 
in New York and the Musée des Arts Décoratifs in Paris, that center on white 
designers.3  Long-existing separations and definitions are being questioned: 
Should a Palestinian thobe be part of an ethnographic or fashion collection? Are 
visible signs of wear acceptable to display? Is the white-painted mannequin 
truly a blank canvas, or is it a baggage-laden product of institutional racism?4 
Dress can be an intimate, relatable experience, or it can be used to reinforce 
damaging stereotypes. Understanding the line between tokenization and 
representation in spaces of institutional authority is critical to learning how 
museums can better serve diverse populations in the teaching of history.  

Who curates? Who is curated? 

The fashion economy is reliant on aesthetics, but no one person arbitrates 
taste. While the role of tastemaker has expanded dramatically in the digital age, 
as creative directors, celebrities, social media influencers, and street-style 
fashionistas alike hold power, it has never been true that every person within a 
culture dresses the same way, or even that one garment is always used the same 

                                                 
2  Scattered work has been done around this goal, including Laura Dionne, “Curatorial 
Practices Challenging Colonial Narratives in Fashion and Dress Exhibition,” Master’s 
thesis (Toronto Metropolitan University, 2022 [first online 2024]). 
3 Vanessa Friedman, “The Incredible Whiteness of the Museum Fashion Collection,” New 
York Times, September 29, 2020. https://www.nytimes.com/2020/09/29/style/museums 
-fashion-racism.html 
4 Anne Bissonnette, “Increasing Mannequin Diversity in Museum Exhibitions to Address 
Social Equity: Making a Case for the ‘Forest People’,” Dress 50:2 (2024), 263. 
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