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Kenn Norman was reading a book on Fortuny when Jonathan
Walford first approached him 25 years ago. The book signaled

a shared and lasting interest in fashion history, and the two

have been a couple ever since. Jonathan, who was the founding
curator at the Bata Shoe Museum, is an admitted shopaholic with
a history of emptying his wallet to further his personal collection
of vintage clothing. Kenn, a bibliophile who once was fired from a,
Jjob at Ports International for piercing his ear on his lunch break,
has a background crunching numbers in the corporate and arts
administration worlds. Out of these combined talents a museum
was born. After five years of planning, the Fashion History
Museum received its charitable status in early 2009 and the

pair are now searching for the best site to host their impressive
collection of artifacts. WORN visited them at their home in
Cambridge, Ontario one sunny afternoon to discuss vintage
fashion, collecting, and making a museum.
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e and (%e/m @%GW talk

about the challenges of transforming a private stash into a public institution.

WHEN DID YOU FIRST TAKE AN INTEREST IN FASHION,
JONATHAN?

JW: Actually, the first time I consciously remember looking at
clothes and thinking they were cool was while watching The Six
Wives of Henry VIIIon TV.Iwas 11 years old and I cried because
it was on after my bedtime and I wanted to see it. The clothes
were absolutely fascinating to me.

DO YOU REMEMBER THE FIRST THINC YOU COLLECTED
FOR COLLECTINC'S SAKE?

JW: It was a black net dress from the 1890s. It was English and
was so theatrical. I paid $60 for it, which was every penny I had
from my paycheque. I had it until a few years ago, when I sold it
on eBay.

WHAT WAS THE VINTACE MARKET LIKE WHEN YOU
STARTED COLLECTING AS A TEENACER IN THE 70s?
JW: There was no real market - it was just old clothes. I used to
pick great stuff at Value Village - I got a Courréges in one. I could
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shoot myself over the things I didn’t buy
- I'm now buying stuff that 20 years ago
Iwouldn’t have even looked at. I used

to get Ceil Chapmans and then re-sell
them for $15. I didn’t care! I thought Ceil
Chapman was boring! You don’t find stuff
like that anymore - in the 90s everything
changed and the prices suddenly started
doubling and tripling. I think a lot of it

is overvalued now. When it comes down
to it, it’s still old clothes. Fabric gets
tired, seams get weak. Old polyester with
body smell - it’s going to have that smell
forever!

WHAT'S YOUR STRANGEST

STORY OF HOW YOU ACQUIRED
SOMETHINCG?

JW: Around 1980 I worked at a museum
in North Vancouver. On my drive to work
one morning I noticed a pile of hat boxes
outside a house, which I thought was
weird. After work I went back and the
hat boxes had been picked up by garbage
already, but I noticed that the house was
abandoned and the back door was open, so
I went in. For some reason, the people who
bought the house had decided to throw
out all the hats, but the clothes were still
hanging in the closet. So I went to the
corner store, bought a box of garbage
bags, went back to the house, and loaded
up. I filled every square inch of the car.

WAS YOUR FAMILY SUPPORTIVE
OF YOUR INTEREST IN FASHION?

TW: My father was a buyer for the fancy
schmancy room at The Bay. He bought
‘wedding dresses, hats, and eventually
cocktail dresses. He’d go to Davidow in
New York and the guy would ask what
size his wife was and a suit would arrive
later for my mother. She had Davidow,
Ceil Chapman, Lilli Ann, all those names.
Nowadays we call them kickbacks, but

in those days they were called “gifts.”
[Laughs] There were a lot of clothes
around, but the funny thing is I have
nothing but my mother’s wedding dress
and a couple other things.

WHAT ABQUT YOUR FAMILY,
KENN?

KN: My father used to work in the
industry too, back in the 50s and 60s, and
one of my sisters was a runway model
who did a lot of in-house work. I actually
applied to be with the Academy of Fashion
Design when it was still brand new. At
that point, students were still doing one
year in Toronto and one in Chicago, so I
would have been interning under Oscar de
la Renta - but I just couldn’t afford to go
in the end.

PIERRE BERCE HAS SAID THAT "A

COLLECTION IS LIKE A DINNER
PARTY. IT IS MADE UP OF THE
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PEOPLE YOU INVITE, BUT ALSO
THE PEOPLE YOU DON'T. THERE
ARE ALSO, OF COURSE, THOSE
WHO COULDN'T MAKE IT." WHO
WASN'T INVITED TO YOUR
COLLECTION?

KN: Don’t say her name! [Laughs]

JW: Well, I have a problem with Chanel.
She was a hardnosed business woman

- nothing wrong with that - but she
screwed people to get where she did. For
awhile I said I didn’t want to collect her
stuff, but that was also when I couldn’t
afford it! But really it’s the modern
company I have a problem with - it’s very
litigious. They've decided that they're
pulling back the word “Chanel” as a.
trademark, whereas the one thing Coco
Chanel was not was very litigious. In the
60s, she would show her stuff to other
designers ahead of time to make sure it
‘was copied, to underscore the importance
of her work and to make people want

the real stuff. Now you can’t even say
something is “Chanel-like.” [Chanel has
strictly stated the name may only be used
in direct references to the company and
its products - supposedly to prevent any
dilution of the brand’s status.]

KN: At the same time, she did have a lot
of importance. We do have Chanel in the
collection.
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JW: Lagerfeld did a brilliant job of
reviving her in the 80s. They never talk
about Chanel in the 70s - they were still
making clothes, they were just really bad
clothes.

IS THERE ANYONE YOU WISH
COULD COME TO THE DINNER

PARTY? WHAT'S YOUR HOLY
CRAIL?

JW: We don’t have a Fortuny.

KN: We had one exceptionally briefly.

It was worn by Lauren Bacall, but
unfortunately it was too damaged, so we
returned it.

JW: What I'm willing to pay always
seems to be $1,000 less than what they’re
actually selling for.

KN: We're always the under-bidders. It's
like the bridesmaid rather than the bride.

JW: The bridesmaid of Fortuny.

BAUDRILLARD SAYS THAT IT IS
INEVITABLY ONESELF THAT ONE
COLLECTS. DO YOU THINK YOUR
COLLECTION SAYS ANYTHINC
ABOQUT YoOU?

IW: It does in that I have a hard time
collecting what’s not my taste. Put it this
way: if I was a woman in the 50s, I'd be
living in suits and cocktail dresses! I don’t
like loud colours; I have problems buying

clashing colours. I appreciate Lacroix,
but you can only wear that once and then
everyone knows - oh, there’s the Lacroix
again. I like novelty, but it has to be cheap,
like a paper dress. That I get - it’s fun, you
wear it once, you throw it away.

HOW DID THE IDEA FOR A
MUSEUM BECIN?

KN: The seed for it was Jonathan’s
collection.

JW: The fact that we have this huge
collection taking over the house and I
don’t know how to stop buying!

KN: Over the years I've seen the need

out there and the connection people have
to clothing. We just came back from New
York and every exhibit we went to that
involved fashion was packed. Anybody
who is interested in the field wants to

see whatever is out there, and they want
to see it all the time. So that’s why we
decided it was a really good idea to have a
permanent museum dedicated to fashion.
It's a decorative art that isn’t taken
seriously. The more that we can promote
the success of our organization, the more
others - like smaller collectors or even
collections within museums - can gain
credibility. It’s not about competitiveness;
it’s for the betterment of all of us.
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WHERE WILL THE MUSEUM BE?
KN: It's still undecided. I do want to stay
in Canada.

JW: We want to pick a place where it’ll
actually make a difference. We're looking
for someone who’s enthusiastic, who
‘wants the museum, to give us a leg up. At
this point we need some community to
say here’s some space, here’s a building,
here’s some money. We've gone as far as
‘we can on a personal level - now we need
help from outside.

HOW BIC IS THE COLLECTION
CURRENTLY?

KN: Ten thousand pieces. Plus, there

are magazines and books - the library
archive is already over 2,000 items and
that’s not even including documents and
photographs. One of my dreams is to
create the best fashion-related library
archives possible in the world, in multiple
languages. I've always been a collector of
books.

IS THERE A DIFFERENCE BETWEEN
ACQUIRING AND COLLECTING?

JW: A lot of museums make the mistake
of thinking more is better. It’s not about
getting the most - it’s about getting the
best. The best means not necessarily the
top quality; it means the best examples.
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A good curator will collect, which means
defining, discerning what you want. If
something comes in that’s better than
what you've already got, you get rid of the
other one. A lot of museums don’t do that;
they just grab more and more to the point
where they have stuff that will never see
the light of day. One of Marie Antoinette’s
dresses was recently on display at the
Royal Ontario Museum for the first time in
40 years - and that’s an important dress!
Itry to remember that with my own
collection - it has to be worthy, and it has
to have a value; if not, it has to be resold
to someone who can wear it or a museum
that can use it.

DO YOU EVER RECRET CETTING RID
OF THINGS?

JW: Sometimes I get too hasty. Here's a
classic case: I had this silly little painted
oilcloth box from the 20s that I thought
was a child’s hat box. I got it at a garage
sale for two dollars. I had it for years and

thought it wasn’t terribly useful, so I sold
it on eBay. It turns out that it was actually
for bathing suits. After the beach, you
took off your wet bathing suit and put it
in this waterproof oilcloth bag to carry it
home. I was a bad curator - I should have
understood the object before I got rid of it.
I also sometimes get too picky. I used to
get rid of a dress if the belt was missing

- I considered that profoundly damaged.
HOW DID YOU COME UP WITH THE

NAME, THE FASHION HISTORY
MUSEUM?

K N: The word history is important - my
personal motto is once we understand
our history, we know who we are in the
present, and we're inspired for the future.
I think that’s the connecting piece for
Jonathan and me - we both love social
history. Social history is the museum’s
main focus, in a way - what makes

people tick.
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JW: And how the clothing fits in.

KN: You have to understand where
fashion has come from to know where it is
right now.

JW: I think one thing that’s missing is a
place where you can take a class to see

a chronology of the history of fashion
and where you can actually see designer
works, so you can say this is typical
Lanvin, typical Dior, typical Chanel - and
here’s what makes them typical.

YOU COULD HAVE BECOME A
FASHION SCHOLAR WITHOUT

ACTUALLY BUYING THE PIECES
— WHY DID YoU?

JW: They're my tools. I read them like
books - when you feel them, handle

them, know them, then you begin to
understand the quality, the taste, the
style of the period, the type of woman, the
type of occasion, everything. You need

to understand it all, and you really only
understand by holding them.

KN: The full story is there.

JW: I've always thought of it as more
than just a pretty dress - it’s what’s
behind the pretty dress that matters. $<

FURTHER RESOURCES

Forties Fashion: From Siren Suits to
the New Look, by Jonathan Walford
(Thames & Hudson, 2008)

The Seductive Shoe: Four Centuries of
Fashion Footwear, by Jonathan Walford
(Thames & Hudson, 2007)

Ready to Tear: Paper Fashions
of the 60s, by Jonathan Walford
(Kickshaw Productions, R007)

Visit Walford and Norman's website at
www.kickshawproductions.com





