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The Detail: Setting Fashion Systems in Motion 
 
By Prue Black 
 
 
 
Introduction 
 
This paper is about how fashion details ÔspeakÕ. In that sense it is an elaboration, 

within the broad semiotic of fashion systems, on the Ôtelling detailÕ, as the 

ordinary saying has it.  The intuition that the details might speak more loudly than 

the whole, will be, in the first instance, a theoretical demonstration that semiotic 

systems are not self-contained, but are systems opening out onto other systems. 

This will be, in a sense, a post-structuralist modelling that will help us describe 

how fashion works. In the second instance, the intuition is supported by the 

practices of the creators of fashion, who work successfully to the extent that their 

practice mirrors the way their ultra-discerning clients look at fashion.  Just as the 

critical and discerning gaze moves from detail to whole, to settle again on a 

detail, the fashion creator will have an idea that inserts a new detail within an 

older system, thus setting it in motion again.  

 

The rhyme which offers advice to the bride dressing for her big day is all about 

details: ÔSomething old, something new, something borrowed, something blueÕ. 

The details help create the whole picture, but the rhyme, in its wisdom, reminds 

the bride that her ÔmomentÕ in time and space is interlocking with other 

heterogeneous systems: the family past and her future descendants, the sense 

of social obligation and responsibility through borrowing from outside the 

immediate family, a system of colour which apparently relates to ancient wedding 

tradition, blue being a pure and noble colour, but may also allude to that sadness 

which will also be part of life. And the rhyme finishes: ÔAnd a silver sixpence in 

her shoeÕ, a hidden detail whose magic will bring good fortune in the system of 

finances. 
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Theory of Detail 

 

Roland BarthesÕ fashion system had the virtue of formality, it described what was 

necessary to the paradigms and combinations of fashion ensembles, as these 

systems were elaborated in the French magazines which articulated the 

language of fashion.   

 

Barthes book The Fashion System once described as  ÔstructuralismÕs Moby 

DickÕ takes the idea of fashion as a system where a group or set of related or 

associated garments come together to a create a unity or complex whole. 

Michael Carter, in Fashion Classics from Carlyle to Barthes, recently 

underscored this: 

 

The central thrust of the idea of ÔsystemÕ is to carefully sort out the 

differential components of fashion and then see how Ôthe complex network 

of relationshipsÕ can join these different dimensions into a dynamic whole.1   

 

The whole point here was the notion that no single detail could be singled out 

and identified as creating Ôa fashionÕ.  

 

But, in writing later, Barthes describes  Ôthe detailÕ as the Ôsoul in the general 

economy of clothing.Õ2 The detail he is writing about is applied to jewellery and 

the way it was no longer precious in the eternal sense, but it is precious in the 

way it makes clothing mean something. The meaning of a style depends not on 

each element but Ôthe link between them and in this link is the detached term (a 

                                                
1 Michael Carter (2003 )Fashion Classics from Carlyle to Barthes, Oxford. New York: Berg, p.144 
2 Andy Stafford & Michael Carter (eds) (2005) ÔFrom Gemstones to JewelleryÕ in The Language of 
Fashion: Roland Barthes, Sydney: Power Publications, p. 63. 
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pocket, a flower, a scarf, a piece of jewellery). It is the detached term that holds 

the power of signification. 

 

Jewellery, Barthes suggested, when added to clothing can Ômodify, harmonize 

and animate the structure of a set of clothesÕ and it provided that next- to- nothing 

quality and out of that Ônext-to-nothingÕ quality comes great energy.Õ 3 

 

But by the time he came to write Camera Lucida, he had perhaps taken more 

notice of Walter BenjaminÕs Ôspark of contingencyÕ before converting it into his 

much more elusive ÔpunctumÕ4.  Benjamin is seeing, he imagines, the future when 

he sees a telling detail in old photographs: 

 

No matter how artful the photographer, no matter how carefully posed his 

subject, the beholder feels an irresistible urge to search such a picture for 

the tiny spark of contingency, of the here and now, with which reality has 

... seared the subject, to find the inconspicuous spot where in the 

immediacy of that long-forgotten moment the future nests so eloquently 

that we, looking back, may rediscover it.5 

 

What is interesting about BenjaminÕs contingencies is that they renew reality, so 

to speak. So when a fashion outfit includes a new detail, it is the detail that leads 

fashion into the future, it is the spark set in the necessary conservatism of the 

                                                
3 Ibid.p.63. 
4 ÔBarthes's PunctumÕ Michael Fried, Òfor [Barthes] the crucial element in the photographs that 
move or wound him, the punctum , is known only in and through a particular viewer's subjective 
experience (the punctum has no existence apart from that experience). These are literalist 
notions, 1 but I think it would be hasty to identify Barthes's position in that book as literalist tout 
court. For one thing, that would be to overlook the oddness of some of his claims (for example, 
that the best way to experience the punctum of a given photograph may be to shut one's eyes 
and let the crucial detail rise into one's consciousness)Ó Critical Inquiry vol 31 no 3. 

5  Walter Benjamin, 'A Small History of Photography' (1931), One Way Street and Other Writings, 
trans. Edmund Jephcott and Kingsley Shorter, London, 1979, p. 243. 
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system that it moves out of, linking that older system with some new reality with 

which it may not have been associated before. 

 

Image: American Express ÔMy Card My LifeÕ Advertisement 

 

For example, there is a recent American Express advertisement which shows 

Brazilian model Gisele draped over Keseme, a Maasai warrior, photographed by 

Nick Knight, she is wearing a red corseted, strapless gown and he, well he, is 

dressed in Ôresplendent traditional attireÕ.6 The image according to the JoinRED 

website Ôencapsulates the power, positivity and hope at the heart of the (RED) 

TM campaign.Õ 

 

The RED campaign is a new credit card Ôdesigned to help eliminate aids in 

Africa.Ó A percentage of the payments to the card are channelled into a global 

fund. It follows on from the 2005 ÔMy Card My LifeÕ advertising campaign which 

used media personalities such as Ellen DeGeneres, Robert di Niro and Kate 

Winslet. 

 

The exuberance of the image is captivating, and letÕs pretend that Gisele didnÕt 

say in response to the new campaignÔ We can all start shopping more, and feel 

good about it. No more Guilt.Õ 7 And (if we really want to be mean spirited) can we 

ignore the fact that during the time it would take to do the advertising shoot, 

showing Gisele and Keseme having so much fun, more that 5,000 people in 

Africa would have died of AIDs. 

 

Oliviero ToscaniÕs images for Benneton started the ball rolling in 1982 by 

applying an ethical tag to consumer goods to make help make the west feel good 

                                                
6 http://www.joinred.com/pr-print.asp?6572239142006 Accessed 2/11/06 02.04pm. 
7 ÔGiseleÕ, The Sunday Times, 24 September 2006. 
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about consumption. And as the ball keeps rolling many of us think if we consume 

in an ethical way it is somehow better.  

 

But what is it about this image that leads into my argument about detail. The 

bright red dress and matching stiletto shoes with decorative lace up heels placed 

alongside the shuka, the checked cotton cloth of the Maasai dress. The 

traditional and the modern side by side. His garment is uncut, draped and fringed 

with beads and strings, her gown is fitted and voluminous. 

 

The details of these garments speak clearly yet specifically of different worlds, 

and their juxtaposition makes the fashion statement.  

 

Brian Massumi has demonstrated how the example, which we might call a detail, 

can set systems in motion: 

 

 

Én ot so much the negation of system as a setting of systems into motion 

ÉT he important thing, once again, is that these found concepts can not 

simply be applied.  This can be done by extracting them from their usual 

connections to other concepts in their home system and confronting them 

with the example or a detail from it.  

 

The activity of the example will transmit to the concept, more or less 

violently. The concept will start to deviate under the force. Let it. Then 

reconnect it to other concepts, drawn from other systems, until a whole new 

system of connection starts to form. 

 

Then, take another example. See what happens. Follow the new growth. 

You end up with many buds. Incipient systems. Leave them that way. You 
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have made a system like composition prolonging the active power of the 

example. You have left your readers with a very special gift: a headache.8 

 

 

And thinking about fashion does indeed create a headache. The contradiction of 

fashion is that on the one hand it always creates it own death but at the same 

time it creates its own life cycle. The same detail that gives a garment life will 

push it inevitably into obscurity. A detail like a cut of a lapel or the height of the 

heel is in itself ÔinsignificantÕ but at the same time curiously carry all the weight of 

fashion, translating very easily into the observerÕs feelings of either lightness and 

delightÑ Òthis is newÓÑ or heaviness and despairÑ ÒUgh, this is so last yearÕsÓ. 

 

Fashion Practices 

 

Detail is usually seen as the mark of haute-couture, not only the 'signature' collar 

or cuff, but the time spent in careful and expensive work by the tailor or 

seamstress. Even the notion of the garment as carefully made inside as well as 

outside is a mark of detail. So one could even say that the idea of detail might 

precede the brand. Before visible brands existed, before initials started appearing 

on buttons, the detail was an index (rather than a sign) of haute-couture. But 

what of the everyday? 

 

As a fashion observer, a fl‰neur, I spent three and a half months wandering the 

streets of Paris during the summer of 2006 hoping to get a glimpse of the Louis 

Vuitton orange vinyl mini dress. Are the sixties coming back? I was asking  

myself.  Training my eye for detail, I was attentive not only to the garments and 

their organisation as systems unto themselves, but also what might be called 

                                                
8 Brian Massumi, Parables for the Virtual: Movement, Affect, Sensation, Durham, NC : Duke 
University Press, 2002, pp18-19.  
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their ÔhabitatÕÑ in what Parisian ÔecologyÕ of complex systems bumping into each 

other can new details flourish like incipient buds? 

 

Well, initially there was no such luck and even a trip to the Louis Vuitton shop on 

the Champs Elysees provided little more than a surprising insight into the 

purchasing power of mothers and daughters from Japan and the Emirates.  

 

In fact my first impressions of Parisian fashions were overwhelmed by the degree 

of ordinariness of everyday clothes, a fact observed also in London and written 

about by Andrew Hill in his article ÔPeople Dress so Badly Nowadays: Fashion 

and Late ModernityÕ.9  

 

What is about the Ômalaise of the modern metropolisÕ or is it just the jaded view of 

the middle aged critic. 

 

We know that from around 1840s the pomp and ceremony of the aristocracy was 

on the wane; people did not want to stand out from the crowd and they were 

careful not to reveal too much of themselves. A shift had occurred; what people 

wore was now an indication of what type of person they were. 

 

Is it the case that the homogeneity of looks, the bluntening of the signifier is 

because people for the most part donÕt want to stand out from the crowd. Why is 

it that at an everyday level everyone does seem to blur together but in the same 

instance we never see anyone dressed exactly the same way as any other 

person.  

 

IMAGE: Paris Fashion 

 

                                                
9 Andrew Hill, ÒPeople Dress so Badly Nowadays: Fashion and late ModernityÕ.9 in Christopher 
Breward and Caroline Evans, (2005) ÔFashion and ModernityÕ Oxford & New York: Berg pp.67-78. 
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Of course there are exceptions, one Saturday afternoon wandering the around 

the shops in the 3rd I noticed a Parisian woman. Haughty and agitated she 

walked out across the road in front of me, my eye immediately caught the detail 

of her bobble heeled shoe, the crisp, shiny taffeta yellow sundress with the wide 

beige trim, the lime green handbag. She looked top to tail ironed, coiffured and 

pristine. Everyone around her looked a little limp, drab and untidy. She was 

creating the same tension that Simmel described Parisian fashion achieving in 

1905, her Ôindividual appearance never clashes with the general style, but always 

stands out from it.Ó10 

 

Some days later we were walking along Boulevard Saint Michel and my 13 year 

old son always with an eye out for Che Guevara iconography spotted in the 

window a range of cashmere sweaters selling for about 365 Euro each. The shop 

was Hobbs a British high street fashion chain that has just opened a shop in 

Kuwait and has plans to open in Dubai and Qatar. The shop is painted a midnight 

blue and the name Hobbs is flanked by the British Coat of Arms. Decorating the 

two shop windows were four jumpers; one was grey with the image of Che taken 

from the 1960 photograph by Alberto Korda. Draped around the neck was an 

orange scarf. Next to it was also a grey jumper this time decorated with a central 

motif of skull and cross bones and the on the other side of the shop entrance 

were two black jumpers one with the peace sign in purple trimmed with light blue 

and the other with a hot pink love heart with a clichŽd sentiment written across 

the top. 

 

Image: Hobbs shop window 

 

                                                
10 Georg Simmel ÔThe Philosophy of FashionÕ in Simmel on Culture, David Frisby & Mike 
Featherstone (eds.) 1997 London: Sage Publications. p.191. 
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Sebastian scoffed at the ludicrous nature of these garments. ÒOnly a capitalist 

could afford to pay 365 Euro for a cashmere sweater and why would they want 

Che Guevara on the front of itÓ, he said. 

 

We chatted at length, as we tried to find the cinema with the version originale   

screening of Pirates of the Caribbean: Dead ManÕs Chest . Who would buy these 

sweaters (surely not Johnny Depp, we thought) and more importantly where 

would they wear them.  

 

This juxtaposing of elements worked okay for the Surrealist but where was the 

irony in this fashion statement. To me these garments signified the complexity of 

fashion today. If fashion continually creates its own death keeping it alive is an 

increasingly challenging thing to do.  

 

What on earth does the expense of the fine wool of cashmere sweater have to do 

with a revolutionary. It shouldnÕt be that surprising, fashion has plundered every 

style on earth for its continued existence. As the world collides with a huge global 

bang it is increasingly difficult to understand fashion at the micro-level or the level 

of detail.  

 

In July, like thousands of others, escaping the oppressive heat of Ô la caniculeÕ we 

visited the new airconditioned Musee du Quai Branly. Jacques ChiracÕs aim was 

to create an ethnographic museum where 300,000 objects could be displayed as 

part of a broader plan to shift what he perceived as a focus on Ônational cultural 

identityÕ.  

 

It is not the place here to dive into the debate that rages around discussions of 

the building, or the criticisms that the collection has appeared magically by some 

sort of serendipity rather than the voracious collecting of colonial subjects.  
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One of the subcontracted guides in her specially designed mauve uniform was 

smarting at the recent review that appeared in The New York Times criticising 

the museum because it emphasised the aesthetic appeal of the objects rather 

than providing any detailed information about its origins.11  

 

 

I think I found the one exception in the museum. In the AmericaÕs section ( which 

included objects from pre-Columbian and American Indian art) there was a label 

that caught my eye titled, ÒMetaphors of the Fringe.Ó  

 

The fringe has multiple qualities. Its ability to be rooted in continuity 

prolongs the material quality of an object and lends it spiritual dimensions 

beyond its physical ingredients. The end purpose of the object is not the 

bottom of a bag or the end of a belt. 

 

The fringe has its own energy. When static, it accentuates the density of 

the surfaces simply through gravity, while in movement it adds scope to 

gestures and their intentions. Because of the fringe, a material is basically 

endlessly transformed from a state of continuity to discontinuity and vice a 

versa. 

 

The kipu, the Inca calendar is based on the principle of the fringe, since it 

is used to grasp the passage of days Ð continuity Ð and to tick them off Ð 

discontinuity. It is circular, and thus denies an end to time. Folded away 

when not in use, it seems expressionless. But when unfolded and in use, it 

is radiant. 

                                                
11 Other questions have been raised about the very philosophy behind the museum. Do pre-
Columbian Mayan figures and 19th-century African masks, for example, have anything in 
common beyond needing a fine display window in Paris? And, more pertinently, should objects 
that were not created as art be presented as art, isolated from their ethnographic context? See 
Alan Riding, Imperialist? Moi? Not the Musee du Quai Branly, The New York Times, June 22, 
2006. 
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The fringe at the level of detail has its own energy, the next- to-nothing quality is 

an indexical sign (like a street sign pointing, or the height of a heel, whose 

material form directly correlates to its meaning or Ôwhat it is trying to indicateÕ (Ôgo 

that wayÕ, ÔI am taller by this muchÕ).  The fine stitching of a hem indexes Ômade 

by handÕ and hence value.  In other cases the detail shows a direction forward for 

fashion by making the link to another system. This is the case of the link between 

the red Maasai textiles, the red haute-couture garment, red for blood and HIV, 

and the new Amex card: a new system comes into play, linked by indexical signs, 

that tries to latch on to the ethical idea of responsible consumption.  

 

By the way, in other cases the detail on a garment might be symbolic, there may 

be no direct connection between the material form of the detail and what it 

means. For example three stripes on a uniform meaning ÔsergeantÕ, and all those 

slogans in meaningless English on clothes are exploiting the idea of the symbol 

without giving it the value of direct reference.  The initials ÒD&GÓ are indexes of 

the names ÔDolceÕ and ÔGabanaÕ, but the brand is a symbol for Ôeverything the 

company stands forÕ. 

 

I would suggest that fashion today has to be understood at the level of detail. We 

know that the range and combination of garments does not change Ð the 

possible combinations go something like this; trousers and a top, skirt and a top, 

dress, jacket and trousers, and so on. Most items of clothing have a general form 

which might be abstract (the generality) as in a ÔsheathÕ Ð tube or sphere or 

rectangle, or even a gap where the garment opens. It is the detail that 

ÔexpressesÕ the generality. 

 

For the woman that I saw on the street in Paris, it was the detail of the sundress 

(the sheen and tone of the yellow fabric, the width of the beige border) and the 

fine curved detail on the heel of her shoes that set her apart from everyone else 
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that day. In ancient Greece a purple dye made from shellfish was used to 

decorate the border of the white toga thus distinguishing the citizens of the polis 

from the ÔbarbariansÕ from outside the walls.  

 

Conclusion 

 

This paper has investigated the functions of fashion details as indexical signs 

that set fashion systems in motion again. A detail, as index, is in direct correlation 

to the coordinates of position in time and space.  When I say the word ÔhereÕ or 

ÔnowÕ, they indicate that I am speaking from this time and place.   A fashion detail 

also tries to give such specific locational value.  A certain sort of short high lapel 

can be located in late 1998, for instance, as it tried to move the system of the 

menÕs suit out of the ordinary, and failed.  So one could say that in terms of 

semiotic systems, the detail is a vector as it points elsewhere from a given 

position.  That elsewhere, as often as not, is another system, fashion or 

otherwise. As a linking device it can bring one system into closer association with 

another, as we have seen with the earlier examples with the red dress of Gisele 

and the shuka worn by Keseme, and the Che Guevara iconography woven on 

the front of a cashmere sweater. 

 

In more practical terms I have shown how the detail is something that is worked 

on and produced in the fashion studio.  A marker of fine work, dedication and 

uniqueness, it is lovingly nurtured as a distinction from pr• t-ˆ -porter (this may be 

why Georgio ArmaniÕs pr• t-ˆ -porter summer Emporio Armani collection of 1999 

looked so unusual with Ôhis takeÕ on the draped form of a Maasai shuka).  In this 

way, Ôfine workÕ has evolved into ÔbrandÕ, perhaps as the detail as a clear 

indicator (i.e.: indexical sign) of value has become Ômere symbolÕ, since the 

artisanal sense of quality is now for the most part lost in the maze of frenzied 

consumerism that was the Paris I observed over the last northern summer. 
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If indeed consumption now rules over production with the blessing of the 

advertising gods, then indeed the detail is now in the jaded eye of the beholder 

rather than in the nimble fingers of the producer. Nevertheless it is on the detail 

that that consumption-oriented eye still settles (ÔWill this sell?Õ ÔWill I buy?Õ) 

whether it is the H on a Hermes bag, or a beaded fringe on a garment.   

 


